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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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GI tag to Manipur black rice, Gorakhpur terracotta
Chak-Hao, which is a black rice variety of Manipur, and Gorakhpur 

terracotta have bagged the Geographical Indication (GI) tag.

Chinnaraja G. Naidu, Deputy Registrar, Geographical Indications, 

confirmed that the GI tag had been given for the two products  .

The application for Chak-Hao was filed by the Consortium of Producers 

of Chak-Hao (Black Rice), Manipur and was facilitated by the Department 

of Agriculture, Government of Manipur and the North Eastern Regional 

Agricultural Marketing Corporation Limited (NERAMAC).

In the case of Gorakhpur terracotta, the application was filed by Laxmi 

Terracotta Murtikala Kendra in Uttar Pradesh.

Chak-Hao, a scented glutinous rice which has been in cultivation in Manipur 

over centuries, is characterised by its special aroma. It is normally eaten 

during community feasts and is served as Chak-Hao kheer.

Chak-Hao has also been used by traditional medical practitioners as part 

of traditional medicine. According to the GI application filed, this rice takes 

the longest cooking time of 40-45 minutes due to the presence of a fibrous 

bran layer and higher crude fibre content.

At present, the traditional system of Chak-Hao cultivation is practised in 

some pockets of Manipur. Direct sowing of pre-soaked seeds and also 

transplantation of rice seedlings raised in nurseries in puddled fields are 

widely practised in the State’s wetlands.

The terracotta work of Gorakhpur is a centuries-old traditional art form, 

where the potters make various animal figures like, horses, elephants, 

camel, goat and ox with hand-applied ornamentation.

Some of the major products of craftsmanship include the Hauda elephants, 

Mahawatdar horse, deer, camel, five-faced Ganesha, singled-faced 

Ganesha, elephant table, chandeliers and hanging bells.
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SC directs RBI to implement moratorium
The Supreme Court   asked Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to ensure that the 

central bank’s March 27 circular directing banks and financial institutions 

to provide borrowers a three-month moratorium on loan repayments is 

implemented in “letter and spirit” amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

A Bench led by Justice N.V. Ramana said the central banker should ensure 

that its freeze on loan repayments between March 1 and May 31 was not 

diluted and benefited the borrowers. The court told Solicitor General Tushar 

Mehta that it appeared that the borrowers had not actually benefited from 

the RBI’s gesture.

However, the Bench, also comprising Justices Sanjay Kishan Kaul and B.R. 

Gavai, which took up four PIL petitions on the implementation of the circular, 

said it was not intervening any further as none of the petitioners was actually 

an aggrieved party.

On March 27, RBI gave liberty to banks and financial institutions to allow 

moratorium in respect of loans outstanding as on March 1. It said the 

repayment schedule for these loans as well as the residual tenor would be 

shifted across the board by three months after the moratorium period.

Sources in RBI said the court order was a rap on the knuckles of the banks 

that were not extending the benefit to many customers.

‘Show loans to fugitives as outstanding’
Former Union Finance Minister P. Chidambaram   said banks should show 

loans taken by fugitives Vijay Mallya, Mehul Choksi and Nirav Modi as 

‘outstanding loans’ in their account books instead of writing them off.

“The only way to undo the monumental error is for RBI to direct the banks 

concerned to reverse the entries and continue to show the unrecovered 
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loans from the fugitives as ‘outstanding loans’ on their books and take steps 

to recover them,” said Mr. Chidambaram in a series of tweets.

“The debate on waiver or write-off is academic. People who are mighty 

pleased are Nirav Modi, Mehul Choksi and Vijay Mallya! Rules are made by 

human beings. If a rule can be made, it can be unmade too,” he added.

Activists seek testing of Ganga water for COVID-19 
treatment
The National Mission for Clean Ganga (NMCG), an arm of the Jal Shakti 

Ministry that deals with the Ganga clean-up plan, has forwarded to the Indian 

Council for Medical Research (ICMR) a proposal to undertake clinical trials 

and examine if Ganga water can be used to treat COVID-19 patients.

The proposal was made by a collective of activists involved in the clean-up 

of the river as well as in the litany of litigation surrounding it.

The thrust of the proposal is that research for over a century — and most 

recently an investigation by the CSIR-National Environmental Engineering 

and Research Institute, Nagpur — had found that the upper stretches of the 

Ganga had several species of bacteriophages. Phages, as they are also 

called, are viruses that specifically target bacteria and are also extremely 

strain-specific. While there is research to suggest that these phages 

may have anti-microbial properties and could potentially destroy bacteria 

such as Mycobacterium streptococcus and Pseudomonas Yersinia , it is 

unclear how phages — being viruses themselves — could have anti-viral 

properties.

COVID-19 is caused by SARS-CoV-2 virus infection. “There’s no evidence 

that viruses can, even in principle, be used to destroy other viruses. Phage 

therapy has its uses in experimental medicine and has been used to treat 
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infections from antibiotic-resistant bacteria,” Sunit Singh, virologist, Benares 

Hindu University, told The Hindu.

‘Experimental medicine’

The proponents of the proposal — Anil Gautam, A.K. Gupta, Bharat 

Jhunjunwala and Narendra Mehrotra — said the Ganga “could have” anti-

viral properties, but the scale of the pandemic and the need for new drugs 

and treatment mean that there could be “immense benefit” from undertaking 

such studies on the lines of “experimental medicine.”

Before being forwarded to the ICMR, the letter reveals, the NMCG discussed 

the feasibility of the proposal with NEERI, on April 24. NEERI, which is a 

Council of Scientific and Industrial Research organisation, has an ongoing 

study examining whether the phages in the Ganga water are responsible for 

destroying pathogens and delaying putrefaction.

“The considered opinion of CSIR-NEERI is that overall, clinical trial on 

water alone may not yield very useful results, though this would need the 

considered opinion of agencies such as ICMR,” notes the NMCG letter, 

signed by D.P. Mathuria, Executive Director, NMCG, and addressed to the 

Director General, ICMR. “...It is true Ganga water has special properties 

which is prominent in upper stretches. Since no virus related studies have 

been yet carried out, one could attempt a pilot in the Upper Regions of 

Ganga.”

Most studies have been done in the context of years-long movement that 

sees Ganga water as “unique,” particularly the water in the upper stretches 

of Rudraprayag and before Tehri.

Environment Ministry gives nod for new Parliament project
The Centre’s proposal to construct a new Parliament building next to the 
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existing heritage structure was approved by the Environment Ministry’s 

expert appraisal committee (EAC) last week.

The EAC, however, said the approval was subject to the outcome of a legal 

challenge to the change of land-use of the plot, according to the minutes of 

the meeting.

The Central Public Works Department’s (CPWD) proposal for “expansion 

and renovation of the existing Parliament building at Parliament Street” was 

among the projects considered by the EAC at its meetings on April 22-24.

The proposal was earlier considered by the EAC at its meetings on February 

25-26, where it asked the CPWD for additional information.

While reconsidering the project during last week’s meeting, the EAC noted 

that the project cost, as submitted by the CPWD, had gone up from Rs. 776 

crore to Rs. 922 crore due to “changes in project specifications”.

While the March notification of the Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs 

of (MoHUA) changing the land-use of the plot from “recreational (district 

park)” to “Parliament” in the Master Plan of Delhi has been challenged in the 

Supreme Court, the CPWD clarified that there was no stay order.

The CPWD submitted that there would be “no significant impacts on public 

space” and with the entire area being in “high security zone”, the plot could 

have never been used for recreational purposes. Of the 333 trees on the 

plot, 223 will be transplanted and 100 retained. In addition, 290 new trees 

would be planted.

Responding to a representation to the EAC about the timing of the project 

in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the CPWD submitted: “The existing 

Parliament building was constructed 93 years ago. Over the years many 

planned/ unplanned changes have been made, often undocumented. It is 

in dire need of retrofitting as soon as possible. This can only be done once 

the building is in vacant position and that will happen once the new building 
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is made available. Therefore, development of the proposed Parliament 

building is of utmost importance.”

The CPWD stated that the project was the “expansion of an existing building 

on the neighbouring plot” so the environmental impacts would be “if at all, 

minor and incremental”. The project would not lead to any increase in air 

and noise pollutions and the water consumption would decrease due to 

reuse of treated water, the EAC minutes stated.

Kanchi Kohli, an independent environment law researcher, said the 

assessment done was inadequate. “The CPWD’s EIA consultant has called 

the impacts of the modernisation and expansion of Parliament, which 

includes an entirely new building ‘minor and incremental’. This is without 

carrying out a full environment assessment of the stand-alone Parliament 

project, leave alone the full Central Vista redevelopment, of which it is a 

part.”

PM meets FM for second economic stimulus package
Prime Minister Narendra Modi   held a series of meetings with key ministers, 

including Home Minister Amit Shah and Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, 

and officials to firm up the second stimulus package for sectors impacted by 

the lockdown to curb the spread of COVID-19, sources said.

The Prime Minister held discussions with Mr. Shah and Ms. Sitharaman and 

would have follow up meetings with ministers of key economic ministries 

such as micro, small and medium enterprises (MSME), sources said.

The Finance Ministry, which deferred release of monthly GST collection 

numbers, is also scheduled to make a detailed presentation to the Prime 

Minister later in the day on the state of economy and several initiatives that 

it plans to undertake to stimulate Indian economy.
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The Prime Minister already had meetings with different ministries including 

civil aviation, labour and power. He had detailed deliberation with commerce 

and MSME ministries among others   with focus on attracting both domestic 

and overseas investment and revival of small businesses in the country so 

that the recovery process is hastened.

During these meetings both the Home Minister and the Finance Minister 

were present.

To mitigate hardships faced by the bottom of the pyramid, the government in 

late March had announced a Rs. 1.7 lakh crore stimulus package comprising 

free foodgrains and cooking gas to poor and cash doles to poor women and 

elderly.

Sources said the government is considering announcing a second dose 

of relief measures for the segment and a stimulus package for India Inc. 

shortly. The government had first imposed a 21-day nationwide lockdown 

beginning March 25 and later extended it till May 3.

‘It will take 6 to 9 months or even longer for consumption to 
get back to normal’
Do you think COVID-19 will have a long-term or short-term impact?

It will have both short-term and long-term impact. Today, we are operating 

only about 15-20% of our normal business. We have about a thousand people 

working, as against 12,000 to 13,000 people under normal circumstances. 

Therefore, it is going to have a short-term impact on our cash flow and 

operations. While post-lockdown this may improve, it is going to have a 

significant short-term impact as we ramp up during the next couple of 

months. It will affect other businesses and the economy as a whole. It will 

be about six to nine months or even longer for the consumption side to get 
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back to normal. Definitely the first two quarters will be significantly impacted 

and it will last beyond the third quarter, with some pick-up happening by the 

fourth.

What are the measures you feel that can kick start the economy?

The supply chain sector needs cash flow. So, the banks have to provide 

funding through ways and means advances, which means that it is not 

linked with an asset or with any working capital related security. Logistics 

sector can use these funds to pay salaries to employees and repay this over 

a period of three years. Further, the losses incurred during the first quarter 

can be treated as a deferred revenue loss and can be written off over a 

period of the next three years rather than writing off in one go, because 

this is an extraordinary event affecting everyone. This would also help the 

engines of the economy to keep running.

How to get the trucks back on the road?

Three steps are important to get the trucks back on the road. The first step 

is to remove fear in people’s mind. We give the truck drivers and load men 

protective kits, which reduces their fear of operating the trucks during this 

time. The second is to shift to digital mode and avoid physical handling of 

papers. Thirdly, truckers should get health insurance cover and supported 

by the government.

What kind of growth can we see during the current fiscal?

It is too early to get a sign and honestly it all depends on how long this 

situation will last.

As regards growth in the logistics and supply chain sector, generally, if you 

look at it, consumption items like food or essential services will grow, and 

definitely not go down. But, if you look at other areas of supply chain like 

automotive, or FMCD, we could see a general slowdown. Therefore, I do 

not see truck additions taking place and the challenge would be to increase 
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the utilization of these vehicles.

What lessons can be learnt from these kind of disasters?

The biggest takeaway is that we have to focus on technology We have 

learned to deliver and interact with our customer without any physical 

interaction and by moving to app-based solutions. As we evolve, all physical 

paperwork will disappear, which is a good business practice, and actually 

speeds up the whole process.

Do you have any plans for the next three months or six months?

In the initial three months, there are three focus areas for us — employee 

safety, cash protection and business opportunity by pivoting to new 

customers for growth. So, obviously, we are taking all necessary actions 

to make sure that we as an organisation are ready whenever the lockdown 

gets lifted and have money left not just to run the business, but also make 

the necessary investments to be ready for the future.

The focus for the next six months is to invest further in our technology 

solutions not only to know where our vehicles are located (which we already 

have) but also to further connect deeply with our customers and provide 

even more simpler solutions through phone-apps.

Your advice to MSMEs and other companies?

To the extent possible, MSMEs need to have better cash management and 

choose the right partners who are ready to support them in their difficulty. 

Many MSMEs look at turnover and the profit and loss, but the focus on cash 

is something which would come out very strongly at this time.

How long will it take for your company to bounce back?

As a global organisation providing essential services, we are already fairly 

active. If you look at in the U.K., 80% of our business is operational because 

we are supporting mainly essential services; about 60-70% of our businesses 

are working in Asia and as mentioned earlier, 15-20% in India. Since supply 
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chain is the lubricant of the economy, we will ramp-up our operations as the 

government starts opening up different sectors.

Will there be any change in your capex or any other investment plans for 

the current year?

Short term, yes. Obviously, we will stop all non-essential capex and 

investments in this year, but we will continue to focus on providing technology 

solutions and therefore, we will continue to spend on further strengthening 

our capabilities. The other focus area would be specific customer related 

support which will also be necessary and essential during this period.

Ministry wants Aarogya Setu app made disabled-friendly
The government’s Aarogya Setu app to track COVID-19 cases is not 

accessible to persons with disabilities (PwD), particularly those with hearing 

and visual challenges, the Social Justice and Empowerment Ministry has 

informed the Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY) 

and the app developer, the National Informatics Centre (NIC).

Downloading the app has been made mandatory for all government staff by 

the Department of Personnel and Training through an order on April 29 and 

for all employees in the public and private sectors through a Union Home 

Ministry order.

The Social Justice Ministry’s Department of Empowerment of PwD (DEPwD) 

wrote to the MeitY and NIC on April 27 listing the shortcomings of the app.

“The Aarogya Setu app needs to have a separate section with specific 

information for persons with hearing impairment with sign language 

interpretation/close captioning. So far as persons with visual impairment 

are concerned, provision for audio guide for navigation, audio description 

of colour used, proper colour contrast etc. need to be incorporated,” the 
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DEPwD wrote, asking the NIC and MeitY to address the concerns.

Disability rights activist and founder of Smarthyam Anjlee Agarwal said   that 

the app had been tested by 11 persons with visual challenges and who were 

associated with the NGO. The app was found to be inaccessible, which was 

a violation of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016, she said. 

She added that a report of the findings of the testing had been sent to the 

DEPwD  .

Navigation issues

The Smarthyam report said that according to users, the screen reader in 

the app did not announce the purpose of all controls or the type of control, 

whether a link or button.

The report added users could not identify the number of slides in a carousel, 

so after receiving the information in the first slide they could miss out on 

information in other slides. On the “Your status”, “COVID updates” and “E-

Pass” tabs of the app, the screen reader was not announcing the control 

type, so users did not know these were interactive tabs, the report said.

Lower-skilled workers at greater risk of dying due to virus: 
study
Lower skilled workers in parts of Britain appear at greater risk of dying from 

coronavirus than white collar employees, according to an analysis of official 

figures published.

The finding by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) came after Prime 

Minister Boris Johnson said   that construction and manufacturing workers 

could return to work but recommended office staff still work from home. 

The move is the first change to a seven-week-old nationwide lockdown, 

which the government hopes to introduce in phases. But Opposition parties, 
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unions and business leaders said there was a lack of clarity about the 

new recommendations — and voiced concerns about the safety of people 

returning to work. The devolved governments in Scotland and Wales have 

also said they would keep the lockdown in force.

At least 32,000 deaths

Britain has been one of the worst-hit countries in the global pandemic, with 

the government officially recording nearly 32,000 deaths of people who had 

tested positive for COVID-19.

The actual number of deaths from the virus is far higher, with the ONS 

finding that the 32,000 toll was reached in late April.

The ONS reviewed nearly 2,500 deaths in England and Wales linked to 

COVID-19 up to April 20 and discovered “men working in the lowest skilled 

occupations had the highest rate of death”. The assessment indicated taxi 

drivers and chauffeurs, bus and coach drivers, chefs, and sales and retail 

assistants had died in greater proportions.

Men and women working in social care, which includes care workers and 

home carers, both had “significantly raised rates of death”. But healthcare 

workers such as doctors and nurses were not found to have higher death 

rates. The ONS cautioned that the study was too small to draw any definite 

conclusions.

The Hindu is India’s fastest growing English daily, fourth 
time in a row
The Hindu has consolidated its leadership position as the fastest growing 

English daily in India with its Total Readership (TR) growing by 6% and 

Average Issue Readership (AIR) by 4% in the fourth quarter of 2019 over 

the corresponding figures for the third quarter, registering the highest growth 
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rate among the top three national English dailies. The Times of India and 

the Hindustan Times have declined in AIR. The Hindu has added 4,61,000 

readers nationally over the third quarter, which is 1,03,000 more than 

what The Times of India did, says the Indian Readership Survey’s recent 

report released by the Media Research Users Council in the fourth and final 

quarter of the calendar year.

In south India, The Hindu has witnessed the highest TR of 46,70,000, 

which is higher than that of The Times of India . The Hindu ’s performance 

is attributed to sustained leadership in Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh 

and Telangana, and gains in Karnataka.

The Hindu continues to be the largest read English daily in Tamil Nadu and 

Kerala, in terms of both TR and AIR. Its AIR in Tamil Nadu is higher than 

that of The Times of India and The New Indian Express combined. The 

Hindu has witnessed a consistent growth in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana. 

In Karnataka, The Hindu has grown by 10% in AIR, whereas The Times of 

India and the Deccan Herald have declined.

L.V. Navaneeth, Chief Executive Officer, The Hindu Group, said, “It is 

heartening to note that we have witnessed continued growth in all four 

quarters, even as we continue to disseminate verified information during 

these challenging times. We are thankful to our readers and to our advertisers 

for the continued support of our quality and credible journalism.”

APMC Act: ‘Govt. yet to decide on Ordinance’
The State government is yet to decide on promulgating an Ordinance to 

bring reforms to the agricultural produce marketing committees (APMCs) 

even as the Opposition has dubbed the proposed reforms as “anti-farmer”.

Cooperation Minister S.T. Somashekhar   said the government had not 
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decided yet on promulgating the Ordinance, and denied that the State was 

under pressure to do so.

“It has not been decided yet. I have convened a meeting of APMC officials   

to discuss the issue. At this stage, the Chief Minister’s office is also looking 

at pros and cons of bringing the Ordinance,” Mr. Somashekhar told The 

Hindu . He said that as several States have already brought changes based 

on the Centre’s model Act, and that he had asked for details on those 

changes to study. His comments on Ordinance came in the light of a letter 

received by the State government from the Centre which has suggested that 

the State should consider adopting changes in the current situation to the 

APMCs based on the model Agriculture Produce and Livestock Marketing 

Act that has been circulated by the Centre. Important things proposed in the 

reforms include removal of restriction on sale of farm produce by allowing 

sales outside APMC yards.

Mr. Somashekhar, however, insisted that the model Act proposed by the 

Union government would help farmers. “Already, owing to COVID-19 

situation, farmers were allowed to sell outside APMC yards. The new changes 

will help farmers. The changes are also in line with these experiences,” he 

said.

The State is expecting a revenue shortfall of Rs. 600 crore a year if the 

amendment comes through, sources said.

‘Under pressure’

Meanwhile, Bandeppa Kashempur, Cooperation Minister in the previous 

Congress-JD(S) coalition government, told The Hindu that the State had 

been under tremendous pressure from the Centre to bring changes to the 

APMC Act ever since the model Act was notified. The State government 

believed that the proposed changes could have negative impact on farmers, 

he added.
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“At least thrice, Union Agriculture Ministry officials had called me to ask why 

Karnataka was hesitant to implement the reforms. We were very clear that 

such big reforms required deliberations, and that reforms could not be done 

in a hurry. Karnataka had conveyed it very clearly to the Centre,” he said. 

The Centre had been asking us to move the amendments in the Assembly 

quickly, he added.

He also said that Karnataka had filed objections to the draft that had been 

circulated among the States, and that senior APMC officials had gone to 

Delhi to raise these objections in the meeting. “I do not know what kind of 

pressure is the State government facing now since the BJP is ruling in the 

State as well as at the Centre.”

Ordinance cleared to regularise unauthorised houses in 
BDA limits
Under the Akrama-Sakrama scheme, the State Cabinet   cleared an 

Ordinance to regularise unauthorised houses built 12 years ago under the 

Bangalore Development Authority (BDA) limits.

With this Ordinance, the government has decided to bring in changes to 

Section 38D of the BDA Act to enable owners of nearly 75,000 houses to 

regularise their constructions by paying penalties.

Briefing on the Cabinet decisions, Law and Parliamentary Affairs Minister 

J.C. Madhuswamy said owners of houses, built on sites measuring 20x30 

sqft., are eligible to regularise their constructions by paying 10% of the 

prevailing guidance value.

About 45,000 houses built illegally under this category are within BDA 

limits.

Similarly, owners of houses, on sites measuring 30x40 sqft. and 40x60 sqft., 
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are eligible to legalise their constructions by paying penalties of 20% and 

40% of the guidance values.

The government has not estimated the revenue it will fetch from regularising 

houses since guidance values differ from one location to another location 

in the city.

The changes in the BDA Act will not applicable to the regularisation of 

constructions of apartment complexes or other buildings.

The Cabinet also passed an Ordinance on Town and Country Planning Act of 

2015 for granting approval of development of layouts in different phases.

It also cleared an integrated transport hub in Mangaluru to be developed on 

a public-private partnership model with an estimated cost of Rs. 455 crore. 

The transport hub will have many facilities, including commercial complex 

and bus bays.

Military Digest: The prince who was a war hero
In British India, most ruling princes held honorary commissions in the Indian 

Army and a select few in the British Army. Some princes did periods of 

attachment with Army units to learn the art of soldiering. Maharaj Kumar 

Bahadur Singh of Bundi (as he then was) was one of the few to serve in 

active combat and get decorated for courage displayed by him to boot. Born 

in 1920 he was educated at Mayo College, Ajmer. Receiving an emergency 

commission in November 1942 he was posted to Probyn’s Horse, a 

distinguished cavalry regiment which had been mechanised in 1940.

The regiment, equipped with Sherman tanks played a significant role in the 

reconquest of Burma in 1944-45 winning a number of battle honours. In the 

advance on Meiktila on 2nd March 1945, Bahadur Singh was in command 

of a troop of tanks supporting an infantry attack on a fortified village. He 
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found that the rifle platoon with his troop was restrained in the forming-

up place (FUP) by Japanese machine-gun and sniper fire, unable to move 

forward into the assault. Leading his troop into the dense thorn jungle 

whence the fire came from he engaged the enemy. One tank was disabled 

by a tank-hunting party making a suicidal attack with lunge mines, Bahadur 

Singh himself being attacked a number of times with petrol bombs. It is 

noteworthy that all this while he was not safely ensconced within his tank 

but was standing up in the turret cool as a cucumber with his upper body 

exposed to enemy fire.

Firing his revolver and throwing grenades he killed one of the tank-hunting 

party and forced the remainder to flee. Moving along, unescorted by infantry, 

Bahadur boldly led his troop to the far end of the enemy position. Finding 

the Japanese collecting there in a water-course to launch a counter-attack 

he attacked them with elan, firing high-explosive shells and machine-gun 

bursts, scattering them in confusion. Using his initiative and pursuing the 

enemy well into their rear positions he and his troop engaged with them as 

they withdrew.

In the words of the citation for an immediate award of the Military Cross, 

‘The extreme boldness, dash, and initiative displayed by this officer, and 

his cool and clear reports during close and difficult fighting were largely 

responsible for the success of the action and a fine example to all ranks’. 

The award of the Military Cross to him was richly deserved.

This, however, was the young princeling’s last battle. Upon the death of his 

father Maharao Raja Ishwari Singh in April 1945, he succeeded him as ruler 

of Bundi and consequently left the Army. His unit having gone to Pakistan 

he was granted an honorary commission as a Major in that fine regiment, 

the Deccan Horse. In 1960, he was raised to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. 

Earlier in 1956 he had been made an honorary aide-de-camp (ADC) to the 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    
National

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

President of India.

For many years after Independence, Maharao Raja Bahadur Singh hosted 

an annual reception at the Imperial Hotel, Delhi, for officers who had fought 

in Burma. On a visit to Britain in 1977 to meet Lord Mountbatten he died of a 

heart-attack. By electing to fight in the World War, Bahadur Singh kept alive 

the rich martial traditions of his forebears and gave everlasting proof of his 

prowess and courage.

As we approach the 75th anniversary of the end of World War Two, it’s worth 

remembering the stirring deeds that brought ultimate victory over Japan and 

the men who performed them.

Chinese Intransigence

Chinese troops have clashed with our jawans at two widely separated 

locations in Ladakh and Sikkim. This is the usual Chinese game of provoking 

incidents to catalyse behind-the-scenes negotiations on geo-strategic 

issues or get outright concessions. So, what is their objective this time? 

They seem to be worried about our worsening relations with Pakistan and 

possible Indian intervention in Pakistani Occupied Kashmir (POK) or Gilgit-

Baltistan at a later date. There are a hundred straws in the wind which 

might indicate to the Chinese India’s future course of action in POK – Indian 

generals’ statements about reconquest, impatience with continuing Pakistani 

attempts to promote terrorism and insurgency in Kashmir etc. The latest is 

the inclusion of towns in POK and Baltistan in the Indian Meteorological 

Department’s daily weather bulletins.

The usual Chinese method of signalling that they’re open to initiate 

clandestine talks is to stage incidents on the LAC which have the potential 

to snowball into flashpoints. This time they’ve upped the ante. Usually 

Chinese intrusions in broad daylight are countered with banners, verbal 

warnings and increasingly by physical scuffles as Indian troops attempt to 
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foil them. Audio-visual evidence has shown that neither side used weapons 

or indeed even carried them. However, this time the Chinese came prepared 

for escalation. They were equipped with batons, some studded with nails. 

Their liberal use in altercations caused injuries to Indian troops.

This is an obvious escalation, something both sides have been careful to 

avoid so far. Obviously, the Chinese mean business. With the physically 

diminutive PLA soldiers placed at a disadvantage vis a vis the taller and 

more robust Indian jawans, the former were taking no chances. There is 

no option but for us to do the same. This runs the risk of intensification in 

tension but to let our unarmed soldiers face the Chinese even with the latter 

armed only with basic weapons will be to invite a loss of morale.

Diplomats will be working their networks to avoid aggravation but the 

Indian military will have to just keep their powder dry and meet Chinese 

intransigence with force tactfully applied. Any other response will have the 

effect of encouraging the Chinese to make further transgressions.

China has invested heavily in political and economic capital in the China-

Pakistan Economic Corridor. This is its prestigious, strategically important 

project. The Corridor will enable China to import its oil and vital raw materials 

from Asia and Africa and export finished goods unfettered by the choke 

point of the Malacca Straits and without running the long, perilous gauntlet 

of peninsular India. China cannot jeopardise its $62 billion investment in 

the project by allowing any potential threat to the stability of Pakistan to 

emerge. The most vulnerable point open to interdiction, the Karakoram 

Highway linking the two countries lies just north of the Line of Control dividing 

Kashmir-Ladakh and Gilgit-Baltistan.
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New law for contract farming
Making long-pending agricultural marketing reforms the centrepiece of the 

third tranche of the Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan economic stimulus package, 

Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman   announced plans to enact a 

central law to permit barrier-free inter-State trade of farm commodities and 

ensure a legal framework to facilitate contract farming.

The third tranche also included plans to invest Rs. 1.5 lakh crore to build 

farm-gate infrastructure and support logistics needs for fishworkers, 

livestock farmers, vegetable growers, beekeepers and related activities, 

although this includes some previously budgeted money and extensions 

of existing schemes. The Centre will deregulate the sale of six types of 

agricultural produce, including cereals, edible oils, oilseeds, pulses, onions 

and potatoes, by amending the Essential Commodities Act, 1955, Ms. 

Sitharaman said.

Several agricultural economists and farm activists welcomed the reform and 

investment announcements, but questioned the lack of immediate support 

to help farmers survive the current crisis.

The Essential Commodities Act was enacted at a time of food scarcity, and 

needs to reflect current concerns, the Finance Minister said. “Now what is 

happening is that farmers are producing. There is an abundance of crops, 

and this sometimes leads to issues because they would want to export, and 

we don’t permit that. Because of a flip-flop sometimes, farmers don’t get 

the benefit. Some other times, the consumers suffer. So there is a need to 

amend the Act,” she said.

No stock limit

Stock limits will not be imposed on these commodities except in case of 

national calamity or famine or an extraordinary surge in prices, the Minister 

said, adding that even these stock limits would not apply to processors and 
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exporters. The Centre has been attempting to reform agricultural marketing 

through a model Act which it encourages States to adopt. However, it now 

intends to enact a central law to allow farmers to sell produce at attractive 

prices beyond the current mandi system, facilitating barrier-free inter-State 

trade and e-trading. Asked how the Centre could enact a law on agricultural 

marketing, which remains on the State list, the Minister pointed out that 

inter-State trade falls in the central list.

She added that plans were underway to bring in a facilitative legal framework 

to oversee contract farming, which would provide farmers with assured sale 

prices and quantities even before the crop is sown and also allow private 

players to invest in inputs and technology in the agricultural sector.

Agricultural economist and ICRIER professor Ashok Gulati, who has been 

advocating these reforms for many years, was elated by the announcement. 

“These are big, bold steps in the right direction which will benefit both 

farmers and consumers. This is long overdue and should have been done 

in Modi’s first term, but certainly the government deserves compliments for 

converting a crisis into an opportunity,” he said, noting that some of these 

reforms have been under discussion for two decades.

‘FM measures for agri will open new chapter’
The 11-point measures announced by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman 

including the three governance and administrative reforms concerning 

farmers and agriculture sector, has been welcomed by industry veterans 

and analysts, who say these will open a new chapter.

Sanjiv Puri, chairman, ITC Ltd., said, “It is heartening to see the reforms 

announced for the agri sector that provides livelihoods to about half of India’s 

workforce. Amendments to the ECA, reforms in agricultural marketing and 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    
National

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

risk mitigation through predictable prices will empower farmers, strengthen 

agri-food processing linkages and enable demand-driven value added 

agriculture.”

“The reforms will encourage investments in food processing and together 

with the infrastructure outlays will contribute in shaping a competitive agri 

value chain, reduce wastages and raise farmer incomes,” Mr. Puri said.

Amith Agarwal, co-founder and CEO, AgriBazaar, an agritech marketplace, 

said “The announcement of Rs. 1 lakh crore agri-infrastructure fund for 

farmgate infrastructure will significantly contribute towards mitigating post-

harvest losses and wastage by giving a fillip to scientific storage facilities 

and also help the small farmers earn additional income by way of value-

added agri-produce.

According to Anand Ramanathan, partner, Deloitte India, the announcements 

regarding food, fishery and animal husbandry will have positive impact on 

the food processing sector.

“The removal of cereals from essential commodities, the agricultural 

marketing policy changes being made to facilitate direct sale to aggregators, 

and the assistance being provided to enhance food processing and post 

harvest infrastructure in proximity to farm gates are excellent formulations 

which will help farmers,” he added.

Atul Mehra, chairman, Tasty Dairy Specialities Ltd., and co-chairman — CII 

National Committee on Allied Sectors in Agriculture- Dairy, Fisheries and 

Poultry said, “The reformed measures are much needed and were long 

standing request from the industry. The reforms will help India go to the next 

level.”
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Domestic defence procurement gets separate budget 
provision
The government would make a separate budgetary provision for domestic 

defence procurements and bring out a negative import list for weapons and 

military platforms, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced   as 

part of efforts to promote indigenous manufacturing and reduce the defence 

import bill.

“We shall notify a list of weapons and platforms not allowed for import. They 

will have to be bought in India. Every year, this list will be increased as 

the capacity to make weapons that meet the necessary standards grows. 

Indigenisation of some imported spares will also be given priority,” she 

said, while stressing that ‘Make in India’ was absolutely necessary for self-

reliance, especially in critical sectors such as defence production.

While some of the state of the art weapons required by the Services would 

be met through imports, some that were produced in the country and met 

the standards have to be procured locally only. The negative list would be 

worked out in consultation with the Department of Military Affairs headed by 

the Chief of the Defence Staff.

Ms. Sitharaman said the separate budget provision for domestic capital 

procurement would help reduce the defence import bill and encourage 

domestic manufacture.

The limit for Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in defence through the 

automatic route had also been raised from 49% to 74%. Earlier, 100% FDI 

was allowed on a case by case basis.

However, two industry observers said the real impact of the increased FDI 

limit had to be analysed.

Corporatisation of OFB

Ms. Sitharaman also announced a long pending proposal of corporatisation 
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of the Ordnance Factory Board (OFB) for autonomy, efficiency and 

accountability. While clarifying that it would not be privatised, she said the 

ordnance factories would eventually be listed on the stock market to improve 

transparency.

Late last year, the Defence Ministry set up a high-level committee to examine 

the aspects of corporatisation of the OFB and work out the modalities. The 

Kolkata-headquartered OFB, with 41 factories spread across the country, 

functions as a department under the Department of Defence Production.

The Finance Minister said a time-bound defence procurement process 

and faster decision-making would be brought in by setting up a Project 

Management Unit (PMU) to support contract management, “realistic 

setting” of General Staff Qualitative Requirements (GSQRs) of weapons 

and platforms and overhauling the trial and testing procedures.

Stressing on realistic GSQRs, Ms. Sitharaman said “sometimes unrealistic 

quality requirements are established” and quite a lot of time was spent 

on searching for suppliers who met all those requirements and the whole 

process repeated after a single vendor situation, which was not allowed.

Separately, a revision of the Defence Procurement Procedure (DPP) was 

on and a draft put in public domain for feedback before finalisation.

Much needed step

The Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) called the measures a much 

needed step for reducing imports and building self-reliance in defence. “The 

stress laid on domestic manufacturing is very encouraging as India today 

is among the largest importers in the world of defence equipment. The list 

of non-importable items and corporatisation of OFB are some landmark 

steps and will boost the confidence of domestic manufacturers,” CII Director 

General Chandrajit Banerjee said in a statement.

The increase in FDI limit to 74% would attract foreign funds into this sector, 
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along with technology infusion, he added.

Unions hit out against FM’s ‘privatisation’ announcements
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s announcements   of measures 

to boost several sectors through liberalisation of norms and increased 

privatisation were met with criticism from trade unions, including the RSS-

affiliated Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh.

Ms. Sitharaman made the announcements as part of the Atmanirbhar Bharat 

Abhiyan — the Rs. 20 lakh crore economic package announced by Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi on May 12.

Stating that they “objected” to the Minister’s announcements, the BMS said 

in a statement there was a need to find novel ways to revive the economy, 

“not failed ideas”. “The fourth day of announcements by the FM is a sad day 

for the nation,” the BMS said, after having welcomed the first three sets of 

announcements.

“Eight sectors [coal, minerals, defence production, airspace management, 

airports, power distribution, space and atomic energy] are in focus, but the 

government saying it has no option except privatisation is a show of dearth of 

ideas on economic revival in times of crisis,” the BMS said.

Stating that the trade unions were already agitating against plans to privatise 

in most of the sectors, the BMS said: “Now the government machinery will 

involve themselves with privatisation and in communicating with corporates 

and will not find time to give attention to social sectors like labour, agriculture 

and MSMEs.”

All-India Trade Union Congress’ general secretary Amarjeet Kaur said the 

announcements “had nothing to do with COVID-19 relief measures”. “The 

government is using the COVID-19 crisis as an opportunity to implement its 

political agenda. Unions in the mining sector and ordnance factories were 
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already opposing the moves to privatise and the government had deferred 

the decisions. If unions go on strike, the government will portray them as a 

hindrance to the COVID-19 economic measures,” she said.

EPF rate cut to benefit employees, employers
The Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation (EPFO)   said the employees’ 

take-home salaries would increase while the employers’ liabilities would 

reduce for May, June and July as the Labour Ministry had notified a 2% cut 

in the EPF contribution rate.

Announced as part of the Centre’s economic relief package to deal with the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the contribution rates for employees and employers 

had been reduced to 10% of wages plus dearness allowance from 12%.

The reduction would not be applicable to the Central and State public sector 

enterprises or any other government-controlled establishment, the EPFO 

said in a statement.

“Reduction in rate of EPF contributions from 12% to 10% of basic wages 

and dearness allowances is intended to benefit both 4.3 crore employees/

members and employers of 6.5 lakh establishments to tide over the immediate 

liquidity crisis to some extent,” the EPFO said.

‘Higher take home pay’

“As a result of reduction in statutory rate of contributions from 12% to 10%, the 

employee shall have a higher take home pay due to reduction in deduction 

from his pay on account of EPF contributions and employer shall also have 

his liability reduced by 2% of wages of his employees,” it added.

‘Govt. firm on reviving economic activity’
As the YSRCP government approaches the milestone of completing one 
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year in office, Chief Minister Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy announced a series 

of measures aimed at putting the State’s economy back on track. Taking 

forward the welfare agenda, he said several schemes will be implemented 

from the last week of May.

Addressing a marathon video-conference with Collectors and SPs  , Mr. Jagan 

unveiled the action plan post lockdown, beginning with a massive boost to 

healthcare in rural areas, setting up of Rythu Bharosa Kendras, ramping up 

NREGS works.

Pat for Collectors, SPs

On COVID management, the CM, said: “ Looking at the figures, I can proudly 

say that we have managed to control the virus. I have tremendous faith in 

the capability of our Collectors and SPs. Our network of village volunteers, 

ANMs, doctors, police and municipal personnel has worked hard to achieve 

the result.”

“We are setting up village/ward clinics. We should also gradually reduce 

cluster containment zones and create awareness on physical distancing and 

use of sanitisers,” he said.

Mr. Jagan said Collectors and SPs have a major role in kickstarting the 

economy. All economic activities would begin with the exception of cinema 

halls, shopping malls and function halls.

The CM announced a calendar of economic and welfare initiatives, beginning 

with crediting industrial incentives worth Rs. 905 crore in two instalments 

— on May 22 and in October. On May 26, Rs. 5,000 each would be paid 

to moulanas and pastors. On May 30, Rythu Bharosa Kendras would be 

inaugurated and on June 4, the Vahana Mithra scheme would be launched. 

On June 10, Rs. 10,000 each would be credited in the accounts of Nayee 

Brahmins, washermen, tailors and other traders. The YSR Netanna Nestam 

would be launched on June 17 and the YSR Kapu Nestam will be launched 
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on June 24.

On July 1, ‘104’, ‘108’ ambulances would be launched and on July 8, 

commemorating Y.S. Rajasekhara Reddy’s birth anniversary, house site 

pattas would be distributed and zero interest loans would be given on July 

29.

On August 3, Vidya Deevena would be launched, forest land pattas would be 

distributed on August 9 and on August 12, ‘YSR Cheyutha’ would be launched. 

‘Vasathi Deevena’ would be launched on August 19, and on August 26, 15 

lakh housing sanctions would be launched.

‘Nationalism is not going to solve the big challenges of the 
day’
The seminal work of Thomas Piketty , Professor of Economics at the Paris-

based School of Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences and at the Paris 

School of Economics and Co-Director at the World Inequality Lab and World 

Inequality Database, is particularly salient at the present moment, when the 

first wave of the catastrophic human toll of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 

has been followed by the second wave of its severe economic consequences, 

including loss of livelihoods, internal displacement and starvation among the 

poor in India and elsewhere. Edited transcript:

Please explain what you mean by “participatory” socialism, a concept you 

discuss in your latest book, Capital and Ideology.

The basic idea of participatory socialism in my view is where everyone has the 

power to participate in the economy. This means access to private property 

— I believe in private property and do not want state property or communism 

— which requires a more progressive tax system in order to reduce taxation 

on the poorest groups in society and possibly pay for an endowment that 

everybody will receive. We say that we believe in equal opportunity, but we 
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live in a world where the bottom 50% of the population does not receive 

any inherited wealth from the upper rungs, whereas some other people 

receive millions or billions. The other dimension of participatory socialism is 

that workers should be able to participate more in the governance of their 

companies whether or not they have a share in the capital. I think it could 

and should become the norm in the future.

If you look at different societies historically, prosperity comes from equality 

and education and not from the pursuit of more and more inequality. That is 

the basic idea of participatory socialism — to use the good aspects of private 

property and the market forces, but to put them in the service of a much 

more equal and equitable development model and economic system.

You argue that deliberation over ideology can change the political 

balance of power and resource allocation system, and that impacts 

inequality. Is this more important than redistributive conflict and 

property rights in historically driving economic development?

Both logics are at work. You have conflict between different interests and 

groups, but I also want to stress the dimension of learning, deliberation, and 

intellectual or ideological dimensions.

Pure class conflict in itself does not determine a unique outcome in terms 

of institutions, policy and legal systems. Your class position, though it is 

important, does not fully determine your view of the world about how the 

property rights, tax and educational and frontier systems should be organised. 

What kinds of relations should you have with other countries? There is an 

international and transnational dimension of the inequality regime, which is 

very important. The pure, class-conflict view of the world does not really 

allow for this rich set of ideologies to play their full role.

However, if you give a bigger role for ideas and intellectual transformation, 

that means that democracy has a role to play, that indeed you also have a 
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theory of elections and deliberation, and you should pay a lot of attention 

to how this is organised, how you form political parties, and the role of the 

media.

We have in recent years seen the tendency towards the ideologies of 

nationalism, populism, protectionism and nativism, across countries. 

Do you think that this direction of systemic change, said to be linked to 

disappointment with Bretton Woods institutions, will be exacerbated or 

turned back by the COVID-19 pandemic?

There is a risk that the pandemic could reinforce pre-existing trends of 

nationalism and a return to the frontier and identity of the nation state.

But I think this will not last forever, because in the end, nationalism is not 

going to solve the big challenges of the day, including global warming, 

inequality, public lands problems. It will require cooperation, some form of 

internationalism.

Even in the short run, nationalism will not necessarily win the day if something 

else is being promoted and proposed by political actors. The problem that 

starting with the Bretton Woods systems and the rise of neo-liberalism, we 

have organised globalism, internationalism and the international economy in 

a way that has been very beneficial for the highest wealth and highest human 

capital individuals.

But that is forgetting social and redistributive objectives. We have to rebuild 

internationalism in a different manner.

For instance, you cannot trade or have free capital flow between any two 

countries, if at the same time you do not have some common regulation and 

taxation of the most powerful economic actors, or if you do not have some 

system or targets for carbon emissions, and taxing those who do not respect 

these targets, or if you do not have social rules about minimum wages.

If we do not move in that direction, then nationalism will win the day because 
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it at least proposes to break with the current system of globalisation with no 

sort of regulation of any kind, and which people are not convinced by any 

more.

‘India has to come to terms with inequality’
Both in the battle against COVID-19 and in the broader context of making 

social investments and reducing inequality, “huge variations” persist across 

India, according to economist Thomas Piketty.

“India has to come to terms with its problem of inequality,” he said in an 

interview to The Hindu, adding that the political mobilisation to bring about a 

meaningful change could emerge from a crisis such as the pandemic. While 

inequality between lower castes and the rest of society was large, it had 

reduced more over time than the gap between African-Americans and the 

rest of U.S. society has, he said. India’s system of reservation quotas does 

not offset the deficit of reform in areas such as land reform and investment in 

basic schooling facilities and health, he said.

Congress launches Kisan Nyay Scheme
Launching the Rajiv Gandhi Kisan Nyay Yojana in Chhattisgarh through video 

conferencing to mark the 29th death anniversary, Congress president Sonia 

Gandhi   said this was a true tribute to the late Prime Minister.

The party also announced that instead of spending on advertisements to 

mark the occasion, it would spend the amount on helping migrants who have 

borne the brunt of the prolonged lockdown in the wake of the COVID-19 

pandemic.

“Such schemes should be implemented at the ground level to help bring a 

change in the lives of people. This is a revolutionary scheme and is a true 
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tribute to Rajiv Gandhi. This is a big step taken in line with the values of Rajiv 

Gandhi,” Ms. Gandhi said.

The online event, however, was marked with several audio and video glitches 

that somewhat curtailed the party’s top leaders’ speeches.

Chhattisgarh Chief Minister Bhupesh Baghel said the assured monetary 

assistance scheme will benefit 19 lakh farmers and help bring more area 

under cultivation. Landless labour and agriculturists would be covered in the 

next phase, he said.

Former party president Rahul Gandhi lauded Chhattisgarh for being the first 

State to transfer financial aid directly into the accounts of farmers.

‘A true patriot’

“The Chhattisgarh government has set the example for the country on how 

to help people in the time of crisis,” he said at the launch event.

Mr. Gandhi also remembered his father as a “true patriot, liberal and who put 

the country on the path of progress and self-reliance with his farsightedness”. 

“In memory of my beloved father, Shri Rajiv Gandhi, who was martyred 

this day in 1991. He was a wonderful father; gentle, kind, compassionate 

and patient. I miss him. But he will always stay alive in my heart and in the 

wonderful memories I have of him,” he wrote on Twitter

His sister and party general secretary Priyanka Gandhi Vadra posted her last 

photo with her father and shared an emotional tweet.

“To be kind to those who are unkind to you; to know that life is fair, no matter 

how unfair you imagine it to be; to keep walking, no matter how dark the 

skies or fearsome the storm; to nurture a strong heart, and fill it with love 

no matter how great its sorrows; these are the gifts of my father’s life,” she 

tweeted.
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‘MVA govt. showed political intransigence’
Former Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis said   that the Maha 

Vikas Aghadi (MVA) government had demonstrated political intransigence 

in dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. He also demanded that the State 

come up with a “protocol” for jump-starting economic activities while dealing 

with the novel coronavirus.

Speaking at a video press conference, Mr. Fadnavis said the State had erred 

in taking care of inter-State workers who would not be “easily replaceable” by 

local labour following their reverse migration.

“The MVA government and Chief Minister Uddhav Thackeray in particular, 

is overly dependent on a group of bureaucrats, whereas a crisis like this 

requires political will and decisiveness. The government’s efforts are being 

lost in groupism in the bureaucracy and the Chief Minister’s failure to handle 

the administration,” he said.

Mr. Fadnavis said the high number of cases in Mumbai and Maharashtra was 

earlier attributed to a large number of tests, but it was no longer the case. The 

government’s recent decision not to test asymptomatic contacts of high-risk 

patients amounted to buying trouble.

“The government also did not do enough off-take of free food grains offered 

by the Centre for the poor; up to 3 lakh ration card-holders got free grain only 

in May, and not in March or April,” he said.

“A State like Maharashtra, which got over 40% of all foreign direct investment 

that came to India, needs a protocol for starting economic activity in green 

zones. I spoke to many industry people, who said rules had not been framed 

for this yet. If we don’t set a protocol soon, we may miss the bus on the 

economic front,” he said.
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State can’t use criminal defamation cases to throttle 
democracy: Madras HC
The Madras High Court   quashed several criminal defamation proceedings 

moved by the state government against media houses, saying that the state 

cannot use criminal defamation cases to throttle democracy.

Hearing a batch of 25 petitions filed by media houses seeking to quash 

proceedings in criminal defamation cases filed between 2011 and 2013, 

Justice Abdul Quddhose said, “If the state becomes an impulsive prosecutor 

in criminal defamation matters that too in an era of social media where there 

are scores of abusive contents made against public figures, the sessions court 

will get clogged with innumerable matters which are sometimes vindictive in 

nature only to settle scores with opposition political parties.”

The court reiterated that a state will have to show utmost restraint and 

maturity in filing criminal defamation cases. It said that criminal defamation 

procedures can be invoked only in cases where there is foolproof material 

and when launching of prosecution under Section 199(2) CrPC is inevitable. 

Criticising the tendency of governments to use criminal defamation as a 

weapon against media, the court said, “This menace will have to be curbed 

and nipped in the bud.”

“The criminal defamation law is meant for a laudable object in real cases of 

necessity and cannot be misused by using the state as a tool to settle scores 

of a public servant/constitutional functionary over his or her adversary. A 

public servant or a constitutional functionary must be able to face criticism,” 

said the court. “The state cannot use criminal defamation cases to throttle 

democracy.”

The Hindu, Nakheeran, Times of India, Dinamalar, Tamil Murasu, Murasoli 

and Dinakaran were among the media houses who had petitioned the court. 

The news reports that faced criminal defamation in the first three years of 

late J Jayalalithaa’s regime between 2011 and 2016 include: a report about 
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an attack on a Tamil magazine by AIADMK activists, publishing a statement 

issued by the then Opposition leader Vijayakanth accusing the then Chief 

Minister Jayalalithaa of “running a government through statements”, an 

interview with a woman who claimed to be the daughter of Jayalalithaa, and 

calling Jayalalithaa a “beef eating Brahmin”, which the magazine had claimed 

was referring to words of her own mentor M G Ramachandran in her early 

political career.

Justice Quddhose reminded that the prosecution must also consider 

themselves as agents of justice. “There should not be on the part of the public 

prosecutor a blind eagerness for, or grasping at a conviction. Prosecution 

does not mean persecution,” he said.

Uncertainty over lockdown increasing anxiety: Experts
Earlier this week, Dr Arun John talked yet another youngster out of taking his 

own life. The executive vice-president of Vandrevala Foundation, an NGO 

dedicated to mental health care, is used to fielding SOS calls at odd hours of 

the day. But this call was different.

“The youth was in Hyderabad. He had a knife in his hand and threatening 

to cut himself with it. He told me that he was sick of being stuck in his room 

for two months, of eating daal and rice every day, and had no one to talk to,” 

said John. It took several hours of counselling before the working-from-home 

techie would calm down.

In the two months since the Covid-19 pandemic-induced lockdown was 

enforced, helplines in Mumbai, like the one operated by the Powai-based 

NGO, have been besieged by distress calls. “People were earlier depressed 

due to a number of issues, now it is because are sitting at home,” John 

said.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has warned of a “massive increase in 
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mental health conditions” arising from the pandemic in the coming months. 

Mental health experts in Mumbai have observed an increase in feelings of 

anger, frustration and helplessness.

According to John, 80 per cent of his callers seek help for issues arising due 

to the lockdown. “Graphic news visuals are causing a huge amount of fear 

and mistrust,” he said, adding that his helpline experienced a surge in calls 

during each extension of the lockdown, whenever stories about bodies piling 

up in hospitals are broadcast, and even on the eve of Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi’s address to the nation.

Tanuja Babre, programme co-ordinator of iCALL, a field action project of 

the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, said clients report how the lockdown 

has caused uncertainty in education, careers, employment and complicated 

relationships.

“We ask our clients to speak to people in their support system, be it a friend or 

neighbour, make tea and sit quietly in a corner or to cook for themselves. Social 

distancing does not have to mean emotional distancing,” she said. Planning 

interventions, however, becomes tricky in the case of women and children 

trapped in abusive relationships, Babre said. “The option of walking out the 

home after a fight is not available anymore.”

Counsellors at iCALL also focus on helping clients gain a semblance of 

control in their daily lives. “No one knows how long the lockdown will last 

and uncertainty leads to higher levels of anxiety. If people have information, 

they are able to prepare and plan better, the Centre and state governments 

need to integrate mental health into public health services, identify the most 

vulnerable individuals and ensure that help reaches them quickly,” she 

said.

Last month, the Maharashtra government took cognizance of the mental 

health issue and set up a helpline, Samvaad, in cooperation with Mumbai-

based NGOs Prafulta and Project Mumbai.
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Godfrey D’Sa, director of Prafulta, said Samvaad concentrates on the 

concerns of people living in rural Maharashtra and has received over 700 

phone calls, half of which are concerned with the scarcity of food and health 

services since it became operational.

D’Sa suggested that simple steps like voicing fears to family and exercising 

have helped tremendously. “People have a lot of questions and we do not 

have answers to them. All we can do at this time is to listen to them,” he 

said.

Anti-viral drug is effective: study
Anti-viral drug remdesivir cuts recovery times in COVID-19 patients, according 

to the full results of a trial published   night, three weeks after America’s top 

infectious diseases expert said the study showed the medication has “clear-

cut” benefits. Complete results from the research, which was carried out by 

the U.S. National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, were published 

by medical periodical the New England Journal of Medicine.

Reverse migration puts focus on ARYA scheme
The massive reverse migration of people from urban areas to villages ever 

since lockdown was imposed due to COVID-19 has put focus on the Attracting 

and Retaining Youth in Agriculture (ARYA) scheme of the Centre.

ILO urges PM not to dilute labour laws
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has informed trade unions of 

India that its Director-General has expressed concern and urged Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi to “send a clear message” to the Central and State 

governments to uphold international labour laws after the recent dilution of 
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laws by some States.

A group of 10 Central trade unions wrote to the ILO in Geneva on May 14, 

seeking its intervention to protect workers’ rights and international labour 

standards.

‘Expressed concern’

In a response to the unions on May 22, the chief of the Freedom Of Association 

Branch of the ILO’s International Labour Standards Department, Karen Curtis, 

wrote: “Please allow me to assure you that the ILO Director-General has 

immediately intervened, expressing his deep concern at these recent events 

and appealing to the Prime Minister to send a clear message to Central and 

State governments to uphold the country’s international commitments and 

encourage engagement in effective social dialogue”.

Wide representation

The unions that sent the representation to the ILO were the Indian National 

Trade Union Congress, the All-India Trade Union Congress, the Hind 

Mazdoor Sabha, the Centre of Indian Trade Unions, the All-India United Trade 

Union Centre, the Trade Union Coordination Committee, the Self Employed 

Women’s Association, the All-India Central Council of Trade Unions, the 

Labour Progressive Federation and the United Trade Union Congress.

They sent the representation to the ILO after Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, 

Gujarat and some other States either suspended a large number of labour 

laws for two-three years or diluted them in an attempt to woo industry in the 

midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.

PM reviews LAC standoff with NSA, CDS and 3 Service 
Chiefs
Prime Minister Narendra Modi   reviewed the current situation on the Line 

of Actual Control (LAC) and the ongoing standoff with China with National 
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Security Adviser Ajit Doval, Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) Gen. Bipin Rawat 

and the three Service Chiefs, multiple sources said. The meeting comes a 

day before the biannual Army Commanders conference.

Army chief Gen. Manoj Naravane made a detailed presentation on the 

standoff at various points of the LAC in eastern Ladakh, it has been learnt.

Several rounds of talks on the ground up to the level of Division Commanders 

have failed to break the impasse.

Earlier in the day, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh, at a meeting to review 

ongoing military reforms with the CDS, the three Service Chiefs and other 

officials of the Ministry, also discussed the situation along the LAC, sources 

said.

The meeting was to review the implementation of the recommendations of 

the Shekatkar Committee but the Ladakh standoff was discussed, sources 

said, without stating the specifics of the discussion.

The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) denied reports that Foreign Secretary 

Harsh Shringla had been asked to brief the meeting as well. Thus far, the 

MEA has issued only one statement on the tensions at LAC, in which it said 

Chinese troops were “hindering India’s normal patrolling patterns,” and denied 

Chinese accusations.

Steps for post-COVID higher education policy
The Kerala State Higher Education Council (KSHEC) has commenced 

consultative meets to evolve a post-COVID-19 higher education policy for 

the State. The draft document, approved by the council’s executive body  , 

lays thrust on the wider use of the online instructional mode.

The policy document highlights the relevance of online learning as a ‘new 

normal’ and views the mode as “the most important complementary to the 

present mode, if not a de facto substitute immediately”.
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The growing clamour for embracing online pedagogical techniques assumes 

significance at a time when the State is anticipating much impedance to the 

progress of the next academic year.

Regular practice

Pointing out that the incorporation of online tools will not be optional any 

more; the draft policy paper states that webinars and teleconferencing are 

set to become a regular practice, despite being utilised as a crisis-driven 

stop-gap arrangement now.

The council also highlights the need for considerable investment on 

technological infrastructure, considering quality online teaching and learning 

programmes as ‘high-input enterprises’.

While some teachers have attempted online teaching in amateurish ways on 

their own, it is necessary to turn them into professionals capable of utilising 

the technology innovatively and training students to make its best use, the 

document says.

Among the challenges that have been identified are designing suitable training 

programmes for online teaching and sensitising the teaching community to 

the need for adopting such techniques. The council has decided to organise 

training sessions, develop e-contents, and create a digital repository of online 

learning materials.

Consultative panel

The executive body has constituted a consultative committee to finalise the 

policy. Comprising Vice Chancellors and academicians, the panel is chaired 

by council vice chairman Rajan Gurukkal P.M. and convened by member-

secretary Rajan Varughese.

The opinion of various cross-sections, including academics, students, and 

other experts, will also be sought.
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Supreme Court to Govt: Why can’t private hospitals provide 
free Covid treatment
The Supreme Court Wednesday sought to know “why can’t private hospitals, 

given land free of cost, treat Covid-19 patients for free”.

Seeking a reply from the Centre on a PIL which sought “cost-related 

regulations for treatment of Covid-19 patients at private/ corporate hospitals”, 

the bench of Chief Justice of India S A Bobde and Justices A S Bopanna and 

Hrishikesh Roy asked it to identify hospitals which could treat these patients 

free or at very nominal cost.

Hearing a plea by Sachin Jain, an advocate, the bench observed that many 

private hospitals have been given land either free of cost or at a very nominal 

cost, and that “these charitable hospitals should treat them for free”.

Solicitor General Tushar Mehta, appearing for the Centre, submitted that 

the question involves a policy issue and will have to be decided by the 

government. He said he will take instructions.

Last month, the Supreme Court had ordered that Covid-19 testing should 

be free in private laboratories. Following petitions by laboratories, the court 

modified its order and clarified that the benefit will be available only to those 

covered under the Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (PMJAY) and to any 

other economically weaker sections as may be notified by the government.

In his plea, Jain referred to news reports which said that some hospitals had 

issued “inflated” bills for treating Covid-19 patients with the result that even 

insurance companies had started rejecting claims by up to 50 per cent.

“If such inflated billing by private hospitals can become a cause of concern 

for the insurance industry, what will be the plight of a common man who 

neither has a fat wallet nor an insurance cover to reimburse, in case, he 

requires hospitalisation in a private hospital,” the PIL stated.

Jain contended that “it is a matter of grave concern that a large section of 
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people in India still do not possess any insurance cover and are also not 

benefitted under any government health scheme” and sought the court’s 

“urgent intervention… to determine as to what would be the fate of these 

citizens in case the pandemic grows and the public healthcare system 

reaches a saturation level”.

He said that given the resource constraints, the public sector alone may not be 

able to handle the fallout of the pandemic and would require the participation 

of the private sector too.

It “becomes expedient for the State to promptly combat commercial 

exploitation by private hospitals and bring in place adequate regulations on 

the tariff structure for regulating private hospitals for treatment of Covid-19 

patients to make them affordable and accessible,” he said.

Lockdown 5.0 guidelines: What is likely to open, remain 
closed?
With just a day left, India is set to enter phase five of its nationwide 

lockdown imposed due to the coronavirus pandemic. Lockdown 5.0 is likely 

to see further white listing of activities that were not allowed in the previous 

phases including opening of malls, multiplexes, places of worship, and dine-

in restaurants, the Indian Express has learnt. And the 7 pm to 7 am curfew 

and curbs on inter-state movement might also see some changes subject to 

states agreeing to them.

Besides this, the government may also consider relaxing night curfew hours 

based on suggestions from health experts. However, based on suggestions 

from various states, strict curbs are likely to continue in containment zones, and 

“there will also be some restrictions in 13 key cities where the concentration 

of Covid-19 cases is very high”, an official said.

More travel routes are likely to open in Lockdown 5.0. At the moment, while 
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the government has permitted airline companies to fly to any airport in the 

country, the decision has been left to operators depending on demand — in 

the last week, demand for non-metro routes has been significantly higher 

than metro routes.

* Air services: As air travel resumed, the government had limited flights to 

one-third capacity of the decided summer schedule on routes connecting 

metros to metros and those connecting metros to non-metros with more 

than 100 departures a week.

With regard to international air travel, Union Civil Aviation Minister Hardeep 

Singh Puri last week said “a good percentage” of flight could begin before 

August.

* Train services: The Railways has been operating Shramik Special trains for 

migrant labourers to return to their home states. Until May 28, 3,736 trains 

transported some 50 lakh stranded workers. Around 40 per cent of these 

trains ferried labourers from Gujarat and Maharashtra to Uttar Pradesh and 

Bihar.

From June 1, the Railways is looking to begin operating 100 pairs of mail/

express trains, bookings for which have already begun. After this, the next 

set of train services is likely to have AC class services.

* Intra-state buses and metro services: Some states have already begun 

intra-state buses, like Odisha and Andhra Pradesh. Other states may follow 

suit after June 1. For inter-state movement, the Centre is likely to leave it on 

the states for the final call.

Metro services, however, may remain out of bounds due to the “centralised 

AC system” that could fuel the infection. Delhi is likely to reiterate the demand 

to resume Metro operations.

* Shops, markets, malls: Shops selling non-essential items were allowed to 

open when India entered the fourth phase of lockdown. Lockdown 5.0 could 
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see more shops opening, even those in markets.

Moreover, the Centre is likely to allow the states to decide on the opening of 

shopping malls and multiplexes. Many shops that have re-opened in market 

areas are operating on an odd-even basis.

* Gyms, movie theatres, religious places, salons: So far, gyms and theatres 

have been asked to remain closed. However, the new guidelines would 

include relaxations on visiting places of worship but “no religious event or 

gathering will be allowed”.

Some cities have already allowed salons and beauty parlours to open with 

strict enforcement of guidelines like social distancing and wearing protective 

gear. These however are likely to continue remaining closed in containment 

areas.

* Schools: The HRD Ministry is working on guidelines for when schools 

reopen, The Indian Express reported. These guidelines could include older 

children of Classes 9, 10, 11, and 12 going back to school first; compulsory 

masks and social distancing; frequent sanitization of classrooms; prohibition 

of morning assemblies, among others.

The Centre has allowed board examinations to be conducted for students of 

Classes 10 and 12. CBSE has already announced it will hold examinations in 

the first two weeks of July.

Sources said the Union Home Ministry is finalising the guidelines for the next 

phase after Home Minister Amit Shah spoke to Chief Ministers over the last 

24 hours, and met Prime Minister Narendra Modi Friday.

In the first indication that the lockdown may be extended, Goa Chief Minister 

Dr. Pramod Sawant was earlier quoted by local media   as saying, “Held a 

telephonic conversation with Home Minister Amit Shah, lockdown likely to 

increase by 15 days.”

West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee has already announced the 
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easing of curbs starting June 1, allowing places of worship to open with 

maximum ten persons present at a time, and prohibiting any major gathering 

or celebration of festivals. All offices in private and public sector will also 

be allowed to operate with a 100 per cent strength from June 8, the Chief 

Minister said, adding that social distancing has to be followed in all cases.

The country first imposed restrictions on movement of people and sale of 

non-essential items on March 24. Since then, restrictions have gradually 

eased across the country, except in containment zones.

Migrants don’t have to pay to go home, ensure they get food 
on the way: SC
Questioning the Centre and states on the plight of stranded migrant workers, 

the Supreme Court Thursday directed that no fare be charged from them for 

their journey home, and that arrangements be made to provide them with 

food.

The bench of Justices Ashok Bhushan, S K Kaul and M R Shah, which took 

suo motu cognizance of the issue  , saying it had also received several letters 

and representations from different sections of society, and directed that states 

share the bus or train fare of the stranded migrants returning home.

An earlier bench had declined to entertain a PIL highlighting problems of 

stranded migrants.

Granting more time to the Centre and states to submit detailed responses, 

the bench ordered that the stranded migrant workers be provided food by the 

states concerned at places to be publicised and notified for the period they 

have to wait for their turn to start the journey.

While the state from where they set out shall provide meal and water at the 

bus station, the Railways should provide it during the journey, it said.

During the hearing, Justice Kaul asked Solicitor General Tushar Mehta: 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    
National

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

“What is the estimated time required to shift migrants? What arrangements 

are being made? What is the mechanism in place? Do they know if they will 

be shifted on fifth day, seventh day or tenth day?… What’s being done to 

ensure they are given information?”

Mehta said since the states are the boarding points, they would be able to 

explain this better.

 “But what is the normal time? If a migrant is identified, there must be some 

certainty that he will be shifted out within one week or ten days at most? 

What is that time?” the bench asked.

In its order later, the bench directed states to “simplify and speed up the 

process of registration of migrant workers and also provide help desk for 

registration at the places where they are stranded”.

It said states must “try to endeavour that after registration, the workers should 

be asked to board the train or bus at the earliest and complete information 

should be publicized to all concerned regarding mode of transport”.

“We further direct that those migrant workers who are found walking on the 

highways or roads shall be immediately taken care by the concerned State/

Union Territories and they shall be provided transport to the destination and 

all facilities including food and water be provided to those found walking on 

the road,” the bench said.

On earlier occasions, the court had refused to intervene in the matter of 

migrant workers who had begun walking home. On March 31, the Solicitor 

General had told the court that as of 11 am that day, no migrant labourer was 

walking on foot to reach home.

Earlier this month, the court declined to entertain a PIL seeking directions 

to District Magistrates to immediately identify moving or stranded migrant 

labourers, shift then to labour camps and provide them food and “free 

transport” to their villages.

A different bench of the court had, on that occasion, wondered how it could 
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stop migrants from walking and that it was up to the states to act.

But the bench   made it clear that it would take a comprehensive view of the 

issue and directed that all necessary details regarding the number of migrant 

workers, the plan to transport them etc be brought on record.

It also asked the Railways to provide trains as and when the state governments 

put in requests.

Earlier, Mehta thanked the court for taking cognisance of the matter and 

said some isolated incidents have taken place and these are being shown 

repeatedly.

He said he has filed a preliminary report in response to the notice issued by 

the court. He said the initial lockdown had a two-fold purpose — to break the 

chain of the virus and to enhance and strengthen hospitals and healthcare.

Justice Bhushan said: “We are not disputing the fact that Centre has not 

taken steps. But whoever needs help is not getting that help.”

Mehta said that thought initially there was movement of migrants, it was 

sought to be stopped so that infection does not move from urban to rural 

areas. But subsequently, the Centre, he said, decided to shift the migrants.

He said the government will not stop its efforts until every single migrant is 

shifted. He referred to the Railways plying Shramik special trains and said 

that due to some unfortunate incidents, what actually happened had not been 

placed in the public domain.

He said 3700 special trains were operated between May 1 and 27 to transport 

migrants, and 91 lakh migrants (50 lakh by train and 41 lakh via the road 

transport) had already been shifted.

Mehta said the Centre and all state governments were “working fully in 

cooperation across party lines” to deal with the issue. Some problems, he 

said, keep arising but movement of migrants is done in coordination with the 

originating state, receiving state and the Railway ministry.
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Hindi as official language in Haryana courts challenged
Lawyers have challenged in the Supreme Court a law which makes Hindi the 

official language in courts in Haryana.

Their petition contends that the Haryana Official Language (Amendment) 

Act of 2020 has unconstitutionally and arbitrarily imposed Hindi as the sole 

official language to be used in lower courts across the State.

Advocates Sameer Jain, Sandeep Bajaj, Angad Sandhu, Suvigya Awasthi 

and Anant Gupta have jointly challenged the new Section 3A incorporated into 

the Act. The lawyers have argued that English is widely used by advocates in 

lower courts in justice administration work.

The imposition of Hindi as the sole language would result in an unreasonable 

classification between lawyers who are fluent in Hindi and those who are not. 

The proficiency in language required to argue a case is much more than in 

the ordinary use of a language.

Law Minister rakes up SC’s NJAC verdict
Expressing ‘serious reservation’ on the 2015 Supreme Court ruling that had 

quashed the National Judicial Appointments Commission (NJAC) in favour of 

the present Collegium system, Law Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad   wondered 

why the government and the PM cannot be trusted “to appoint [a] fair and 

objective judge if he can be trusted with the country’s nuclear button”.

“The SC has held that in the judicial commission, the Law Minister is also a 

member, and therefore, the appointees from that office may not be fair and 

objective when litigation comes against them... If this is the reason, which it 

is, then I have serious reservation as a student of law,” he said.

“Now, if the mere association of the Law Minister leads to doubts of the 

objectivity of appointment, then it is a very loaded question...All of us report 
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to the PM as he is the head of the government,” he said.
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‘Economic recovery may take over a year’
The country’s high performing economic districts should be allowed to play 

by different rules in the third phase of the lockdown beginning  , according to 

the Confederation of Indian Industry (CII).

In a strategy paper submitted to the Centre  , the CII called for changes 

in zone classification, saying that the 100-150 districts with the highest 

economic value — identified either through GDP contribution or density of 

industrial clusters — should be allowed to restart industrial activity, even in 

containment areas, if stringent rules are followed. It argued that the cost 

of 100% testing and aggressive health protocols is lower than continued 

shutdown in these areas.

In a CII poll of 300-odd CEOs released  , almost half said an economic 

recovery would take over a year. More than half foresee job losses. Three 

out of four participants identified the complete shutdown of operations as 

their biggest problem, followed by a lack of demand, supply and distribution 

chain woes, and a credit crunch.

In such a situation, the industry body argued for a calibrated exit from the 

lockdown in the country’s most crucial economic regions.

Within these districts, small restricted areas such as the actual street, mohalla , 

building or industrial complex where COVID-19 cases have been identified 

should be treated as containment zone. An area of about 500 m radius 

around these areas should be treated as orange zone. The remaining area 

of the district should be classified as green zones.

The CII suggested that full industrial operations could be restarted in these 

priority districts, even within containment zones, if aggressive door-to-door 

testing, or group testing covering 100% of the population is carried out, and 

stringent sanitation and distancing protocols are followed.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    
Economy

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

Scramble for funds as Centre tightens purse strings
The health and economic crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic has 

compounded the fiscal woes of the Kerala government, which is battling a 

grave resource crunch and a hostile political dispensation at the Centre.

An alarming dip in the State’s own tax revenue, coupled with a delay and cut in 

Central transfers, have pushed the State to the edge of a financial precipice.

A comparison of receipts in April 2019 and April 2020 reveals the intensity of 

the crisis. The Goods and Services Tax (GST) collection was Rs. 1,950.71 

crore in April 2019. It dipped to Rs. 153.26 crore in April 2020. Land revenue 

has come down from Rs. 19.65 crore to Rs. 2.7 crore, State excise duty from 

Rs. 193.08 crore to Rs. 22.83 crore and motor vehicle tax from Rs. 298.42 

crore to a mere Rs. 3.52 crore.

The Centre has not yet heeded the State’s demand for the release of GST 

compensation arrears of Rs. 5,000 crore. The demand for raising the annual 

borrowing limit from 3% to 5% also remains a cry in the wilderness. The same 

applies to the demand for enhancing the allocation for the National Health 

Mission to tackle the COVID-19 crisis.

The State has pointed out that supply chain breaks due to the lockdown would 

result in a shortage of medicines and other essentials that reach Kerala from 

the neighbouring States.

The government has only Rs. 2,000 crore in its coffers at present. Other 

than debt servicing and similar commitments, the recurring expenditure 

for disbursing salary and servicing pensions amounts to Rs. 3,850 crore. A 

tranche of Rs. 1,276 crore provided by the Centre as revenue deficit grant was 

perhaps the only major revenue inflow into the treasury this month.

The government’s decision to effect a six-day cut in the salary of employees 

and teachers for five months to cushion the impact of the pandemic’s impact 

ended in a legal tangle, with the High Court staying the decision for two months. 

The State government was forced to promulgate an ordinance to get legal 
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sanction for the decision. However, the deduction would earn the exchequer 

only Rs. 500 crore a month and Rs. 2,500 crore in six months. Moreover, the 

government will have to return the amount once the crisis blows over.

Healthcare costs

Despite its exemplary efforts so far to contain the CODIV-19 pandemic with 

minimum loss of life, the threat is far from over. The government will have 

to bolster quarantine and testing facilities once the lakhs of Non-Resident 

Keralites and those residing in other States return after lockdown curbs are 

eased.

The Kerala State Electricity Board, the Kerala State Road Transport 

Corporation, the micro, small and medium enterprises, traditional industries 

and a host of other sectors are desperate for financial assistance to limp back 

to normalcy.

Turning to the market

The only option left before the government is open market borrowing. Out of 

the sanctioned limit of Rs. 24,500 crore for the current financial year, the State 

has already availed itself of Rs. 6,000 crore and is now gearing to up to borrow 

Rs. 1,000 crore to meet the committed expenditure for the month.

The Reserve Bank of India has, however, cautioned the State against drawing 

huge sums from the market at exorbitant rates. Which also means that the 

government would have to tread cautiously while approaching the market.

The State is now looking forward for a substantial assistance from the Centre 

and also a relaxation in borrowing curbs as a way forward.

It was in this context that Finance Minister T.M. Thomas Isaac took the lead in 

initiating consultations with Finance Ministers of non-BJP ruled States to form 

a pressure group to force the Centre accept the demand for more funds.

Dr. Isaac is hopeful of bringing in Telangana and other Congress-ruled States 

to the fold and pressing the Centre to accept demands.

Whether the Centre will yield to such demands remains to be seen. Or else, 
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the administrative machinery may grind to a halt for want of financial fuel.

‘Observe safety norms strictly at banks’
The AIBEA has urged bank managements to ensure stricter implementation of 

safeguards in branches, prescribed under the standard operating procedures, 

as many staff has tested positive while two employees died of COVID-19 in 

Mumbai.

Earlier, a chief manager of State Bank of India lost his life due to the virus. 

Recently Uday Kamat, special assistant, IDBI Bank, Malad branch, Mumbai 

also died due to same reason.

“A number of employees from Bank of India, Central Bank of India, Oriental 

Bank of Commerce, Bank of Maharashtra, Bank of Baroda, etc. are undergoing 

quarantine,” said C.H.Venkatachalam, general secretary, All India Bank 

Employees’ Association (AIBEA), in a letter to the convener of the state-level 

bankers committee of Maharashtra.

India needs a big stimulus: Banerjee
To another query from Mr. Gandhi on whether a scheme like NYAY or minimum 

income guarantee for the poorest families would help, he said, “Whether it is 

to the poorest people, that is more debatable...I would say bottom 60% of the 

population, we give them some money, nothing bad will happen in my view. If 

we give them money, well some of them might not need it. Fine they’ll spend 

it. If they spend it, it would have a stimulus effect.”

Talking about the two key challenges in the post-COVID world, he noted: 

“There are two concerns — how to avoid a chain of bankruptcies. Maybe 

writing off a lot of debt is the way to go...The other is demand shortfall, and 

getting some cash into the hands of the population is the best way to kickstart 

the economy.”
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The Nobel laureate, however, was quick to discount the notion that “only strong 

leaders can take on the virus” and cited the U.S. and Brazil as two disastrous 

examples where the leaders are “messing up right and left”.

He also mentioned about their (along with Amartya Sen and Raghuram Rajan) 

suggestion to give temporary ration cards and make the public distribution 

system universal and also find a way to put cash in the hands of people who 

don’t have Jan Dhan accounts.

On how quickly the economy could be opened up, Prof. Banerjee said, “You 

don’t want to take down the lockdown when a lot of people are getting sick.”

M.P. caught between pandemic and penury
The stringent lockdown imposed to curb the COVID-19 outbreak has had a 

crippling impact on the economy of Madhya Pradesh, where tax collection 

— SGST and IGST put together — dropped by close to 85% in April.

“We collected around Rs. 250 crore, which is about 15% of the amount collected 

for the month last year. It is much lower than the target,” said Additional Chief 

Secretary, State Finance Department Anurag Jain.

Mining activity remains suspended across the State. Liquor shops will remain 

shuttered in the three red zone districts of Bhopal, Indore and Ujjain, but be 

partially open in the remaining six, during the continuing lockdown. There will 

be no curbs on liquor sales in the other 43 districts.

Falling fuel VAT

“In mining and excise, there is [now] hardly any revenue. The VAT on petrol 

and diesel has also come down to 60-65%,” said Mr. Jain.

As regards GST arrears, the Centre has settled only part of the pendency for 

December and January. The compensation loss for February and March of 

about Rs. 2,100 crore, and the remaining dues are still outstanding.

Staring at an imminent financial crunch, the State advanced its borrowings 
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for April and May. The government borrowed Rs. 1,000 crore each on April 3 

and April 10, while preparing to meet demands at least until April 14, when the 

lockdown was initially supposed to be lifted. Now, it plans to borrow another 

Rs. 1,000 crore in May.

The advance borrowing is vital given that the open market borrowing limit is 

considerably lower than the State’s urgent needs.

Further, the priority is on only essential expenditure at present, relating 

to managing the COVID-19 pandemic, sustaining the lives of the poor, 

employment generation, and capital expenditure.

Under different schemes, the government has infused an additional Rs. 

1,000 crore in the Health department to help it deal with the outbreak. Other 

departments will have to stick to the expenditure limit set for them. “Until now, 

we have not allowed the capital expenditure to suffer. But a situation may 

arise that some cuts may have to be made,” said Mr. Jain.

Returning to power in March after a dramatic, month-long, political tussle, 

Chief Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan faced the twin challenge of making up 

for time lost by ramping up containment efforts and shoring up a floundering 

economy, as the growth rate countrywide continued a downward trend.

He requested the Centre for additional borrowing for the year. “At a time like this 

when the demand is low, the government should make increased meaningful 

expenditure, which has a bigger multiplier effect, to revive the economy,” said 

Mr. Jain.

Relief from RBI

Necessary relief has come from the Reserve Bank of India, which has hiked 

the Ways and Means Advances limit of Rs. 1,600 crore by 60%. To sustain up 

to June, Madhya Pradesh has planned to harness the raised Rs. 2,560 crore 

limit.

The new regime, where 24 Assembly constituencies will hold byelectiona in 

four months, has begun doling out sops and freebies.
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Social security schemes

Mr. Chouhan relaunched social security schemes for unorganised workers 

the Sambal Yojana, a pet scheme of his previous tenure that was scrapped by 

the Congress regime. On May 5, he transferred Rs. 41 crore for the scheme 

which credits money via DBT.

In addition, Madhya Pradesh recently paid its share of the premium for the 

Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana for the past two cropping seasons. Blaming 

the previous Congress regime for the pendency, Mr. Chouhan paid Rs. 2,200 

crore. However, former Chief Minister Kamal Nath pointed out that the dues 

for kharif 2019 and rabi 2018-2019, had not been paid by Mr. Chouhan when 

he took over in 2018. The State still needs to pay its share for most recent 

season.

The Finance Department believes the actual payout will be much more, as the 

consequent claim received by farmers will help pump a multiplied sum of cash 

into the economy.

On May 4, Food Minister Govind Singh Rajput announced that in just 16 days, 

the government had procured a record 50% more wheat than last year. This 

entailed a purchase worth Rs. 3,171.26 crore, of which around Rs. 2,420 crore 

has already been paid to the farmers. Although the Centre bears the chunk 

of the payment, even the meagre 5-7% contribution from the State is likely to 

further strain its finances.

In a bid to revive industries, Mr Nath has advised Mr. Chouhan to ensure that 

half the SGST collected is refunded as tax subsidy every other month. At least 

until March 31, he has suggested, the refund must be given to businesses and 

industries.

SBI to extend loan moratorium to NBFCs
In a move that could give a huge relief to the non-banking finance companies 
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(NBFCs) facing a cash crunch, the State Bank of India (SBI) has decided to 

extend loan moratorium to these entities.

According to top sources in the bank, the decision was taken after a meeting  

, wherein it was decided that non-banks that wanted to avail the three-month 

moratorium on payment of instalments will have to apply for the same and the 

facility will not be extended by default.

The move comes days after a recent meeting between the Reserve Bank 

of India (RBI) and commercial banks wherein the issues of moratorium and 

liquidity flow to NBFCs were discussed.

Assess cash flow

The SBI will assesss the cash flow situation of the NBFCs before deciding on 

extending the facility. If an entity had a negative cash flow, that is, if repayments 

or inflows to the NBFC were lower than the outflow, only then the facility would 

be extended.

At end March, following the nationwide lockdown, the RBI had allowed banks 

to extend three-month repayment moratorium to their term loan customers 

without classifying them as non-performing assets.

Lenders’ reluctance

While the banks had extended the facility to the retail borrowers, they were 

reluctant to extend the same to the NBFCs, including housing finance 

companies and micro-finance institutions.

Bank funding is a key source of liquidity for the NBFCs.

As a result, NBFCs that had extended the benefit to their customers but were 

not granted one from the banks, were facing a severe liquidity crunch.

Rating agency Crisil had said that the NBFCs rated by the agency would face 

a Rs. 1.75 lakh-crore debt obligation maturing by June end.

Similarly, micro-finance institutions had informed the RBI during a recent 

meeting that they had to repay a debt of Rs. 18,500 crore in the next three 

months.
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Sa-Dhan, the industry body of micro lenders, had urged that the moratorium be 

extended until June 30, as March payments were mostly done by customers.

With SBI now deciding to offer the moratorium, NBFCs expect other commercial 

banks also to follow suit.

“Since the SBI had decided to extend the moratorium, we expect other banks 

also to extend the same benefit to the NBFCs,” said the MD & CEO of a 

housing finance company.

COVID-19 to help accelerate e-com adoption
The COVID-19 pandemic could accelerate the adoption of e-commerce in the 

country, with online sales accounting for over 10% of Indian retail sales in the 

next 12-18 month period, from 5% currently.

“Demonetisation accelerated the adoption of digital payment in India and we 

expect COVID-19 to do the same thing for online commerce. Presently, 95% 

of India’s retail sales do happen at stores, and online contribute only 5%. 

However, we expect this order to change dramatically. Online sales will breach 

the double-digit mark within the next 12-18 months,” Prashobh Chandralayam, 

executive director (Retail), Global Business Services, IBM India/South Asia 

told The Hindu .

Talking about changes in shopping experience, Mr. Chandralayam said since 

safety and security was going to be the single most important thing, he expected 

end-to-end digitisation at stores to be mandatory. “Touchless payments to 

virtual try-on will be the new norm. The perfect combination of digital and 

physical will define the new shopping experience,” he said. For example, trial 

rooms at fashion retail outlets will need to have virtual try-on facility with 3D 

avatars, as customers may not be comfortable trying out any garments in the 

trial room. He added that customers would also want more information about 

the product they are buying, to know how genuine the product line is. “The 
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entire product value chain will need to be articulated as part of the product 

info. Farm to fork and fibre to fashion is what matters. Customers will not shy 

away from paying extra money for the product information,” he said.

Mr. Chandralayam pointed out that 31% of the world’s GDP is retail and from 

a digital perspective, 40 petabytes of data is generated every hour in retail. 

“It’s not just any data, it’s the demand signal for the world. Post COVID-19 

era, data signals from retail will provide vital clues on the shape of economic 

recovery,” he said.

Plastic industry seeks govt. support to resume exports
The Indian plastics industry is looking at boosting exports after lifting of the 

lockdown in the country and has sought the support of the government to 

achieve its objectives.

“India has every potential to bounce back from the adverse situation. Within 

the plastics export segment, global buyers have been looking favourably 

towards India as its sourcing hub, especially in the wake of rising hesitation in 

doing business with China,” said Ravish Kamath, chairman, PLEXCONCIL.

“If due support is provided by the government to the plastics industry, which 

largely consists of MSMEs, reboot of business will become a reality and growth 

can certainly be achieved,” he said.

Over the past weeks, PLEXCONCIL has been pursuing various issues and 

challenges faced by the industry with various government bodies since the 

lockdown.

The council has since been reassured that concerns would be duly looked into 

and efforts would be directed to ease the numerous bottlenecks that exporters 

are currently facing, officials said.

Sribash Dasmohapatra, executive director, PLEXCONCIL said, “Manufacturing 

and exports form the backbone of an economy and while measures to lift the 
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lockdown in a phased manner is going on, it is important to resume exports 

as soon as possible.”

“As per an analysis done by the commerce department, medical textiles, 

electronics, plastics and toys are some sectors whose exports can be promoted 

in the next three months,” he said.

PLEXCONCIL has made certain suggestions which include revisions to the 

existing FTAs that exporters believe are largely skewered and favourable to 

imports, rather than promoting Indian exports and providing 15% incentives to 

exporters to boost exports.

Volatile markets hit equity MF inflows
Investors pumped in Rs. 81,600 crore in equity-oriented mutual fund (MF) 

schemes in 2019-20, registering a decline of 27% from Rs. 1.12 lakh crore 

inflows in the preceding fiscal.

However, this was the sixth successive year of net inflows in equity mutual 

funds, according to data by the Association of Mutual Funds in India (AMFI).

Break from investment

The flows into equity funds in the last fiscal were lower than the flows in 2018-

19 primarily due to the equity markets displaying volatility, which made some 

investors take a break from making fresh equity investments. According to 

the data, net inflows into equity funds, which also include equity-linked saving 

schemes (ELSS), were Rs. 81,600 crore in the last fiscal. as against Rs. 

1,11,858 crore in 2018-19.

Net inflows in these funds were Rs. 1,71,069 crore in 2017-18, Rs. 70,367 

crore in 2016-17, Rs. 74,024 crore in 2015-16, and Rs. 71,029 crore in 2014-

15.

However, they had witnessed a net outflow of Rs. 9,269 crore in 2013-14.

Of the total inflow in the latest fiscal, investors poured Rs. 11,485 crore in 
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March, which was the highest level in the year.

Also, they had invested Rs. 10,730 crore in February, the highest level in 11 

months.

This comes even as the broader market witnessed extreme volatility amid 

concerns over the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Himanshu Srivastava, senior analyst-manager research at Morningstar India, 

said extreme volatility in the stock markets on the back of the pandemic did 

not deter investors from investing into equity funds in February and March.

The assets under management (AUM) of equity MFs dropped to Rs. 6.03 

lakh crore at the end of March 2020 as against Rs. 7.73 lakh crore in March 

2019.

However, SIP (systematic investment plan) contribution to the industry surged 

to over Rs. 1 lakh crore from Rs. 92,693 crore in 2018-19. The industry, on an 

average, added 9.95 lakh SIP accounts each month during the last financial 

year, with an average ticket size of Rs. 2,750.

Mutual funds are investment vehicles made up of a pool of funds collected 

from a number of investors. The funds are invested in stocks, bonds and 

money market instruments, among others.

SBI cuts lending rate, FD interest
State Bank of India, the country’s largest lender, has reduced the marginal cost 

of funds based lending rate (MCLR) by 15 basis points across all tenures.

With this, the one-year MCLR would be 7.25%, with effect from May 10. 

“Consequently, equated monthly instalments on eligible home loan accounts 

(linked to MCLR) will get cheaper by approximately Rs. 255 for a 30-year loan 

of Rs. 25 lakh,” SBI said in a statement. The lender also cut the retail fixed 

deposit rate by 20 bps for up to three years maturity, citing adequate liquidity, 

effective May 12.
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The SBI also introduced a new deposit product for senior citizens.

Delhi court orders FIR over ‘communal remarks’
A Delhi court has ordered registration of FIR against two women for allegedly 

passing communal remarks against Muslims living in Lal Kuan here while 

also violating lockdown norms by roaming without permit. “If incidents like the 

one in question are not taken to law, it will lead to communal disharmony,” the 

judge said.

Ration card portability usage low: Paswan
Although 60 crore people are now potentially covered under the Centre’s ration 

card portability scheme, inter-State usage has been very low so far, says Food 

Minister Ram Vilas Paswan. If utilised properly, the One Nation, One Ration 

Card scheme could allow migrant workers to access free foodgrains wherever 

they are, providing a lifeline for desperate migrants during the COVID-19 

lockdown.

“So far, 17 States and Union Territories have joined the portability scheme, 

and another three States are likely to join by June,” Mr. Paswan told reporters  

. However, he admitted that the usage of the scheme had been very low, 

because of lack of awareness as well as the fact that most States have 

suspended biometric authentication at ration shops due to fear of coronavirus 

infection.

The portability scheme could not work without biometric authentication using 

electronic point of sale machines, Mr. Paswan said. In fact, during a recent 

conference with the Centre, several States had suggested allowing distribution 

using just ration cards. “That would open a Pandora’s Box which we do not 

want,” said Mr. Paswan. “We have told them to ensure that hand sanitiser is 

placed next to the point of sale machines to prevent infection,” he added.
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On procurement of wheat from farmers during the ongoing rabi marketing 

season, the Minister said it was lagging behind by 18.35% following shortage 

of jute gunny bags due to the lockdown. As on May 8, cumulative procurement 

of wheat for the season was 226.85 lakh tonnes, in comparison to 277.83 lakh 

tonnes for the corresponding period last year.

“We have given permission for the re-use of jute bags and also for a 30% use 

of plastic bags,” said Food Secretary Sudhanshu Pandey. Wheat procurement 

has been extended until mid-June, as the lockdown caused labour and 

transport shortages.

Mr. Paswan urged the State governments to ensure speedier distribution of 

pulses, noting that while the entire allocation of 1.95 lakh tonnes for April had 

been despatched by the Centre and 93% of that had been received by States, 

only 27% had actually reached beneficiaries.

“The States must put in extra effort to ensure distribution,” said Mr. Paswan.

‘HC order hampers reopening of economy’
The Tamil Nadu government, which   moved the Supreme Court against 

a Madras High Court order to close liquor shops in the State, also filed a 

separate memo, requesting that the case be heard even  .

“The entire country and the State are facing a unique situation, wherein the 

economy is sought to be reopened in a phased manner, the directions issued 

are seriously impeding this process. Therefore it is prayed that this case may 

be listed at the earliest, even, so as to mitigate the hardship caused to the 

citizens,” the State said.

Tamil Nadu, represented by advocate Yogesh Kanna and State Additional 

Advocate-General Balaji Srinivasan, said liquor retail was owned and operated 

by the Tamil Nadu State Marketing Corporation Limited (TASMAC). The order 

for an open-ended ban was on the basis of petitions filed by parties interested 
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in keeping the State-run shops closed, he said.

As for online liquor sales and home delivery, Tamil Nadu said the Supreme 

Court had clarified on May 8 that a decision would be left to the discretion of 

the States.

It said no other State, except Maharashtra where the COVID-19 cases were 

three to four times more than Tamil Nadu, sold liquor exclusively through 

online means. Online sales could at best supplement sales through physical 

outlets.

“E-payment and home delivery call for immense logistical coordination, 

supply chain management, which needs time and manpower, especially in 

the present situation,” the petition contended.

‘Centre is targeting State’
The Trinamool Congress   released letters written by the West Bengal 

government to Telangana, Rajasthan, Karnataka and Kerala seeking details 

of stranded migrants and their destinations.

State Home Secretary Alapan Bandyodhyay said the return of migrants was 

based on “bilateral discussions” between the States and there was “a well-

planned process for taking back the migrants”.

Earlier, the party denied Union Home Minister Amit Shah’s charge that the 

State government was not allowing special trains. Eight trains with 30,000 

migrants would arrive in the State in the next few days, it said.

Trinamool national spokesperson Derek O’ Brien said Mr. Shah had targeted 

the State “without facts and with a bunch of lies”.

“There is too much evidence in the public domain to suggest that West 

Bengal is being targeted. It was targeted through bureaucrats, and now the 

Home Minister has woken up from slumber and targeted the State without 

any facts,” he said.
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Trinamool MP Abhishek Banerjee said Mr. Amit Shah should either prove the 

allegation or apologise.

Must you keep off debt mutual funds?
The Franklin Templeton crisis has brought to light many instances of mis-

selling and mis-buying in debt mutual funds (MFs), where many folks seem to 

have signed up for these products without understanding their true nature.

Here are specific situations in which you should avoid investing in debt 

funds.

Securing the principal

If the top attribute you look for in a debt investment is your principal remaining 

intact, then debt MFs aren’t for you. Unlike deposits or small savings schemes, 

debt MFs are market-linked vehicles that pass on not just interest receipts, 

but also capital gains or losses on the bonds they own, to you.

Some categories of debt funds are highly prone to capital losses. Funds which 

invest in longer-dated government securities or bonds fall in this category.

Gilt funds made 12-13% NAV losses between January 2009 and 2010 as 

interest rates rose. Funds that invest in lower- rated corporate bonds (credit 

risk funds) can hit you with substantial losses, if the issuers, whose bonds 

they hold, default or get downgraded.

In the recent past, we’ve seen some credit risk funds taking 20-30% NAV 

knocks on such write-offs. Even safer categories of debt funds such as ultra-

short, short, low-duration or liquid funds are not wholly loss-proof. In the 

past, liquid, short and low duration funds have taken NAV hits on commercial 

paper from issuers who got downgraded.

Liquid funds, deemed the safest, experienced a brief period of negative 

returns in March after big pullouts from the money market-battered bond 

prices.
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So, if you have zero tolerance for capital losses, it is best to steer clear of 

debt funds and stick to bank deposits or post office schemes instead.

Predictable income

With a bank deposit or a Sundaram Finance FD it is possible to know exactly 

at the time of investing, the interest income you’re likely to receive every year. 

Such planning is impossible with debt funds because of the high variability 

in returns.

Some debt fund categories are more volatile than others. For instance, gilt 

funds, which delivered a 11% return in 2019, earned just 2% in 2017. Credit 

risk funds, which surprised investors with 9-11% returns between 2011 and 

2016, have averaged a nil return in 2019 after a bunch of debt write-offs.

But even debt fund categories that don’t take on very high credit or duration 

risks tend to deliver volatile returns. In the last ten years, corporate bond 

funds have seen their annual returns swing from 5.5% to 11% and banking/

PSU funds from 5.9% to 10%. Short duration and liquid funds have delivered 

between 5% and 10%. Knowing which category of debt fund will deliver a 

good return in the year ahead needs one to make accurate forecasts on 

interest rate movements and the ability of companies to service their debt. 

Even star fund managers haven’t been great at this, so it’s a tall task for the 

retail investor.

Yes, setting up Systematic Withdrawal Plans (SWPs) to receive regular cash 

flows from debt funds can help you deal with this problem.

But while SWPs smoothen out your cash flows, they don’t change the 

underlying nature of returns from a debt fund that remain volatile. So, if you 

are a pensioner, senior citizen or self-employed person looking for high 

predictability of income, then debt funds aren’t for you.

Preserving wealth

Received a big windfall from an employer/relative that you simply want to 

protect? Are you a high net worth investor who is looking to preserve the 
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wealth you’ve created for posterity?

If preserving wealth takes priority over growing it, then you have no need to 

take on the risk of capital losses or bond market volatility with debt MFs.

Such investors have the choice of alternative debt investments that offer 

reasonable returns with a capital guarantee such as GOI 7.75% taxable 

bonds, National Savings Certificates (6.8%) or Kisan Vikas Patra (6.9%) 

which lock in your money for 5-9 years but promise to keep your capital 

intact. The returns are comparable to debt funds too.

No tax considerations

Tax-efficiency is one of the main arguments offered for signing up for debt 

funds.

Your interest receipts from bank FDs, GOI bonds and post office schemes 

are treated as income and taxed at your income tax slab rate. But returns on 

the growth options of debt funds are treated as capital gains. This leads to 

two tax advantages.

One, when you hold a debt fund for less than 3 years and set up cash flows 

via SWP, you pay tax only on the ‘return’ part of your withdrawals and not on 

the entire withdrawal amount.

Two, if you hold debt funds for over 3 years, the capital gains are taxed at a 

flat 20% after adjusting for indexed costs, effectively allowing you to pay tax 

only on the returns earned over inflation.

This leads to substantially better post-tax returns on debt funds compared to 

safer alternatives such as bank or post office deposits.

However, this tax arbitrage matters mainly to folks in the 20-30% tax brackets. 

For those in the 10% bracket or with no tax liability, the tax efficiency may not 

be incentive enough to take on higher risks.
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Go for the right cover drive
Buying a new car is a major decision in the life of an individual. He/she gets 

the feeling of having made a wise decision after the deal. Now comes the 

crucial decision on insuring the vehicle. There are too many confusing and 

enticing options.

Earlier, the option was to approach an insurance company’s office or leave 

the decision to the dealer who is bound to have an alliance with an insurance 

company (acting as an agent for commission), to obtain a policy. But today, 

the customer has umpteen options as listed below, with pros and cons 

discussed.

The first option is where the dealer issues the policy as an MISP (Motor 

Insurance Service Provider) — the dealer probably puts in more effort for 

selling insurance than the car itself.

The dealer gets a commission and an incentive for selling the policies. Some 

dealers even force buyers to take insurance from them under the pretext that 

in the event of a claim, they will have a problem and cannot get cashless claim 

settlement.

There is nothing wrong in insuring the car with dealers who are authorised 

MISPs if the premium quoted is competitive and the service satisfactory.

If there is any accumulated no-claim discount on your old car (a maximum of 

up to 50%), it can be transferred to the new car policy thereby leading to a 

substantial reduction in premium outgo. You should inform the dealer of the 

discount to your credit with proof. The policy is also issued across the counter 

as most companies have tie-ups with the dealers.

With certain dealers, the premium charged is also more as the discount 

allowed on the own damage portion is limited whereas in the open market, it 

goes even beyond 70%.

The second option available to the buyer is through brokers of authorised 
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dealers — here again, the policy is issued by the dealer as an MISP through 

the broker intermediary. Major auto manufacturers have their own subsidiary 

broking companies to insure the vehicles sold through their dealer network 

and earn a commission of about 20%. A major auto brand broker controls 

more than Rs. 6,000 crore of insurance premium a year. Certain brokers limit 

the discount on premium to 30% and the car buyer ends up paying more 

premium whereas in the open market, discounts of up to 70% are offered. 

The mandatory third-party liability premium is decided by regulator IRDAI.

These brokers also force the companies in their tie-ups to limit the premium 

discount to 30% in their software so that nobody can go to other channels 

and get the policy at a cheaper price. It amounts to preventing customers 

from benefiting from open market competition. The customers can decide 

about placing the insurance via this route if they are convinced of the service 

rendered and premium advantage.

Three, buyers can obtain a policy directly from insurance firms or through 

general insurance agents — most of us may be dealing with offices of 

insurance companies/agents for the insurance of our two/four-wheelers, 

health insurance and other such policies. One can ask for a new car policy 

with maximum discount from insurers as they compete in offering maximum 

discount to underwrite more of private car insurance. If you have an old car 

with accumulated no claim discount (NCB/NCD), the same can be transferred 

to the new policy after paying back the no-claim discount availed in the policy 

of the old car. Insurance can be taken through the IRDAI-approved general 

insurance agents also as the premium cost does not rise even if it is insured 

through an intermediary. But let it be through a trusted agent as there are 

a few cases of fake policies issued by some agents authorised to use the 

company’s portal.

There is a built-in personal accident cover for Rs. 15 lakh for the owner-
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driver in the event of death or permanent disability due to accident involving 

the insured vehicle. Make nomination of beneficiary in the policy for easy 

transfer of benefit in case of such an eventuality.

Add-on benefits

One can also opt for certain add-on benefits to the policy on payment of 

additional premium. a) Option of nil depreciation policy (also called Bumper-

to-Bumper) to avoid deduction on account of depreciation in the event of 

accident damage repair.

b) Engine protection cover to protect the replacement expenses of internal 

parts of the engine, gearbox, transmission and differential assembly arising 

as a consequence of an accident or flooding involving the insured vehicle. 

(Under a regular policy, insurance companies deny the liability stating that 

the damage to the engine when moved by the owner is a consequential 

loss.)

c) Cost of key replacement in case of loss

d) Return to invoice cover is an add-on offered in a comprehensive car 

insurance plan for new cars, or those less than five years old. This cover 

allows the insured customer to receive full compensation, i.e. the last 

complete invoice value of their car, in case it has been stolen or damaged 

beyond repair.

The fourth option for buyers is through web aggregators or directly through 

insurers’ customer portals — the tech-savvy, younger generation is used to 

e–commerce and is more comfortable online. This generation gets a thrill in 

finding attractive rates and finalising the insurance cover on the Net.

However, while taking a policy, verify the credentials of the web aggregator/

insurance company behind the promise or the contract. It is advisable to 

go through the direct portals of the IRDAI-approved general insurance 

companies. A word of caution though: be careful while taking policies through 

web aggregators as a few cases of fraud and issue of bogus policies have 
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been reported.

Claims settlement

Check the arrangements for settlement of claim in the event of an accident. 

Most firms settle claim directly with the insured.

Find out whether they can settle directly with the workshop by any arrangement. 

Even in the case of direct settlement with the dealer, please verify the amount 

and the extent of damage claimed by the dealer as certain unscrupulous 

service centres might make a claim for inflated amounts without the knowledge 

of the insured, affecting the renewal of the policy and premium loading.

Modi asks States to prepare for ramping up economic 
activity
Prime Minister Narendra Modi   said at a video conference with Chief Ministers 

that the lockdown would continue in some form or the other even after May 

17, but that the State governments should send in their plans for ramping up 

economic activity in green zones between May 15 and 17 for consideration 

by the Centre.

In a marathon meeting that lasted (with a half-an -hour break in between) for 

nearly six hours, and saw most Chief Ministers speak their mind, Mr. Modi 

said the imperative was to protect rural areas from the COVID-19 pandemic 

as these areas were largely untouched at the moment.

According to one Chief Minister who spoke to The Hindu , Mr. Modi indicated 

that a full exit from the lockdown was not possible in the current circumstances, 

especially since five Chief Ministers, including those of West Bengal, Telangana 

and Bihar, asked for an extension.

He lauded the State governments for their work in containing the pandemic till 

now, and said it was to be a united effort.

Migrant labour
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He also said the movement of migrant labour to their native States should be 

expedited within the next 10 days. “This may lead to some problems in terms 

of States that employ them and even in their native States where there may 

be a spike in cases,” Mr. Modi is reported to have said. All States, however, 

should now think in terms of economic revival as well, he emphasised.

He said, “I am of the firm view that the measures needed in the first phase 

of lockdown were not needed during the second phase and similarly the 

measures needed in the third phase are not needed in the fourth.”

“And therefore, we can now further focus our strategy in this battle against 

coronavirus, as should be the case. We have a twofold challenge — to reduce 

the transmission rate of the disease, and to increase public activity gradually, 

while adhering to all the guidelines, and we will have to work towards achieving 

both these objectives,” Mr. Modi said.

He said the new way of life would be on the principle of “ Jan Se lekar Jag 

Tak ,” from an individual to the whole of humanity. He said we must all plan for 

the new reality.

Mandis linked to e-platform see 65% rise in count post-
lockdown
COVID-19 has given a boost to e-NAM, the national digital platform for 

agricultural trade, with the number of connected mandis, or wholesale markets, 

up 65% since the lockdown, according to Agriculture Ministry data.

177 more mandis joined the platform, taking the total to 962 nationwide, 

giving farmers and traders another option at a time when transport disruptions 

and social distancing requirements have made physical mandi trade more 

difficult.

The National Agricultural Market (e-NAM) is a pan-India electronic trading 

portal which networks the almost 7,000 existing mandis run by Agricultural 
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Produce Market Committees (APMC) to create a unified national market for 

agricultural commodities, with a promise to promote real-time price discovery 

based on actual supply and demand.

It was launched in April 2016 but progress was slow, especially as many 

States did not amend their APMC Acts; most farmers were not part of the 

cooperatives that would help aggregate the bulk quantity of produce needed 

to interest online buyers and most mandis did not possess the infrastructure 

to make the most of the platform.

By January 2019, when the first inter-State trade took place, there were 

only 585 mandis connected to the platform, although the Agriculture Ministry 

promised to integrate 415 more mandis by March 2020. At the end of March 

2020, however, the number of markets connected to e-NAM still remained 

stagnant at 585, even as the nation went into lockdown due to the COVID-19 

pandemic and hundreds of mandis shut their physical gates.

The Centre recognised the potential of e-NAM in overcoming some of the 

hurdles of the lockdown, and introduced some important new features in 

April: a trading module allowing Farmer Producer Organisations (FPOs) 

to trade produce directly from their collection centres without bringing it to 

mandis, a warehouse-based trading module and a logistics module offering 

users trackable transport facilities through aggregators with access to 11 

lakh trucks.

On May 1, Agriculture Minister Narendra Singh Tomar integrated 200 new 

mandis with the platform.

On May 11, another 177 mandis were integrated. As of May 9, 150 commodities 

with produce collectively worth more than Rs. 1 lakh crore had been traded on 

the e-NAM platform, according to an official statement, although 236 mandis 

have actually participated in inter-mandi trade across 12 States.

The user base remains at a nascent stage, with 1.66 crore farmers, 1.3 lakh 
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traders and 71,911 commission agents registered on the platform. There 

are more than 13 crore farmers in India. However, an encouraging sign is 

the more than 1,000 FPOs which are registered on the platform, providing 

access to their members.

No increase in lease rental for SEZs
The Union Ministry of Commerce and Industry has directed that there shall 

be no increase in lease rentals for Special Economic Zone units for FY2020-

21, on account of the COVID-19 outbreak.

Payment of lease rent for the first quarter is to be deferred up to July 31, 2020 

for all SEZ units and the deferment may not invite any interest thereof, it said 

in a circular.

The Development Commissioners of SEZs are requested to advise developers 

of State government and private SEZs to consider similar relief measures in 

their zones, it added.

According to data presented in Parliament in July 2019, there are a total of 

232 operational SEZ units across the country, with Tamil Nadu topping with 

40 units.

India Inc. welcomes FM’s booster dose for industry
Industry captains have welcomed Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s 

announcements for the revival of various sectors,  .

FICCI president Sangita Reddy said that the greatest takeaway from today’s 

announcement was the clear focus on getting liquidity flowing into the system. 

“Besides liquidity, we need to give equal focus on generating consumption 

demand and propping up investments. We hope that in the next set of 

announcements, these areas will be taken up in a comprehensive manner as 
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well,” Dr. Reddy said.

TVS Group chairman Venu Srinivasan said the collateral free automatic loan 

of Rs. 3 lakh crore for businesses will definitely help the MSME sector, which 

is facing serious cash crunch. The Centre is listening to grievances of industry 

and addressing them one by one, he said.

Chandrajit Banerjee, Director General, Confederation of Indian Industry (CII), 

said that one of the most important announcements with long-term implications 

is the “quantum jump in definition of MSME” that had not been changed since 

the MSME Development Act of 2006.

RPG group chairman Harsh Goenka tweeted: “Prescription for Economy - 

Injections for MSMEs, sanitiser for NBFCs, masks for discoms, gloves for 

real estate. Other sectors placed in containment zone till other tranches are 

announced. Hoping FM #NirmalaSitharaman will not do social distancing for 

manufacturing sector.”

Deepak Jain, president at the Automotive Component Manufacturers 

Association of India (ACMA) expressed hope that the government will soon 

announce a package for demand generation for the automotive sector. “A 

uniform GST rate of 18% on all vehicles and auto components, backed by an 

incentive-based scrappage policy would bring the automotive industry back 

on track.”

TAFE chairman Mallika Srinivasan said that the announcement regarding 

MSME sector recognised the critical role that they played.

‘Landslide changes in MSME sector expected’
The economic stimulus measures announced by the Finance Minister are 

landslide changes which will lead India towards self-reliance as mandatory 

sourcing — up to Rs. 200 crore — would insulate local companies from 

external competition, said Ravi Uppal, chairman, SISCOL, and formerly the 
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MD and CEO of ABB India and Volvo. MSMEs, including stressed ones, 

are being given financial support both in terms of loans and equity support 

for revival after the recent setbacks and activity paralysis suffered due to 

a series of lockdowns. Mr. Uppal said, “MSMEs will now be able to grow 

without fear of disqualification due to exceeding either volume of investment 

or turnover. This would definitely motivate MSMEs to grow without the need 

for creating more entities or such adjustments.”

“The government at the moment has announced that such facility is available 

only up to October 31. I feel this should be extended at least up to the end 

of the financial year to realise full benefit of the scheme,” he added. “The 

government has taken a very pragmatic step by formally recognising the 

period of lockdown as ‘Force Majeure’ and thus avoid any possibility of 

conflict relating to contract completion dates and consequent delay In related 

claims,” Mr. Uppal added.

Stating that the announcements for the MSME sector were insightful, 

Mallika Srinivasan, chairman,Tractors and Farm Equipment Ltd., said these 

recognised the critical role that MSMEs played. “MSME are the backbone of 

the economy and they are most needed. The vision also addresses the service 

sector MSME which played an important role as manufacturing sector. The 

definition change to MSMEs is welcome. This will have a important effect on 

both supply chain partners as well as distribution partners,” she said.

According to her, the automatic loan of Rs. 3 lakh crore without any collateral 

will be of immense benefit to MSMEs.

Equity analysts not upbeat
Capital market participants adopted a cautious stance after Finance Minister 

Nirmala Sitharaman unveiled the first set of incentives as part of the Rs. 20 

lakh-crore stimulus package.
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After the stock markets closed for trading, the FM announced manysops for 

MSMEs, real estate, non-banking finance companies (NBFCs) and power 

distribution companies.

Market experts, however, cautioned that while certain sectors could see 

some amount of upswing, an overall market rally is unlikely to happen. 

“Equity markets are expected to appreciate the measures and not celebrate 

it with a big surge due to two key uncertainties, including mechanism to fund 

the relief package, and quantum of immediate outflow from the government 

coffers,” said Gaurav Dua, head, capital market strategy and investments, 

Sharekhan.

Dhiraj Relli, MD and CEO, HDFC Securities, said while the markets could be 

disappointed as the immediate spend out of the big fiscal stimulus is relatively 

small and hence, there could be doubts on whether economic growth will 

revive soon, sectors like banks, NBFCs, power generating companies and 

those with high linkages with MSMEs could see an uptick in their valuation.

Incidentally, the cautious view also came from the fact that the recent past had 

seen regulators and the government announce waivers and liquidity infusion 

plans for certain sectors but the market had been largely trading weak due to 

the growing number of COVID-19 cases.

“...we believe that the recovery will be slow and gradual for the Indian economy 

and we continue with our strategy of sticking to high quality business with 

revenue visibility like fast moving consumer goods, pharmaceutical, chemicals 

and agrochemicals and avoid vulnerable sectors like aviation, consumer 

durables, real estate hospitality sectors,” said Jyoti Roy, equity strategist, 

Angel Broking. adding providing a significantly larger stimulus in line with the 

U.S. may not be possible given the fiscal constraint.
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Permit us to use reserves: NBFCs to RBI
Non-banking finance companies (NBFCs)   requested the Reserve Bank 

of India (RBI) to allow them to draw down from their reserves for making 

additional provision for expected losses due to COVID-19 pandemic.

NBFCs appropriate pro- statutory and other reserves, and utilisation of these 

reserves is governed by the statute requiring its creation.

“We urge the RBI to consider, as a one-time measure, to allow NBFCs to 

draw-down from their reserves and adjust towards additional expected credit 

losses (ECL) provision requirement, in excess of provision calculated as per 

normal probability of default (PD) and loss given default (LGD),” the Finance 

Industry Development Council (FIDC), a representative body of assets and 

loan-financing NBFCs, wrote to RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das.

NBFCs are required to comply with Indian Accounting Standards (IndAS).

The Institute of Chartered Accountants of India (ICAI) has advised the NBFCs 

to measure the impact of COVID-19 on the portfolio quality in the form of PD 

and LGD with adverse impact on the business of the borrowers or debtors 

due to COVID-19 on one hand, and prudential regulatory actions to sustain 

the economy such as loan repayment holidays.

As per IndAs norms applicable in respect of ECL measurement and disclosure 

in the financial statements, the NBFCs are required to make additional 

provisioning in terms of ICAI advisory, which will surely make a severe dent 

on the profitability and networth of the respective NBFCs, the FIDC said.

A one-time draw-down from reserves would enable them to shore up their 

balance sheet strength by reporting a more fortified ECL provision cover 

against their likely increase in delinquent loans and remain eligible to access 

equity/debt capital when situation normalises, the letter read.

The sector has asked the RBI to consider permitting any provisions made 

as per ECL, in respect of the standard assets, to be reckoned with for the 

purpose of tier II capital. The industry also wanted the RBI to raise the ceiling 
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for considering standard asset provision for calculation of capital adequacy to 

2.5% from 1.25%.

Centre borrows another $1 billion from World Bank for COVID-
19 relief
The Centre is taking another $1 billion loan from the World Bank to support its 

COVID-19 relief measures and financial assistance for the poorest and most 

vulnerable communities.

The money will also be used for reforms in India’s social security net, making 

it more integrated, portable and focussed on the urban poor.

The loan was approved by the World Bank’s Board of Executive Directors  , 

according to an official statement.

The bank had already approved a $1 billion loan to support India’s health 

sector in April, taking its total commitment to India’s COVID-19 response to 

$2 billion.

The new support will be funded in two phases. An allocation of $750 million 

—more than Rs. 5,600 crore — will be made immediately to help fund the 

Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana, which the Centre announced in March 

to scale up cash transfers and free foodgrain distribution to vulnerable 

communities, pensioners and poor workers, and provide insurance support 

to health workers.

The second phase will provide $250 million — almost Rs. 1,900 crore — post 

July 2020, which will fund additional cash and in-kind benefits based on local 

needs through state governments and portable social protection delivery 

systems.

The money will also be used to implement reforms. “The COVID-19 pandemic 

has also put the spotlight on some of the gaps in the existing social protection 

systems,” said World Bank’s India director Junaid Ahmad.
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“This program will support the Government of India’s efforts towards a more 

consolidated delivery platform – accessible to both rural and urban populations 

across state boundaries,” he added

Street vendor loans an uncharted turf for big banks
The recent announcement by the government to offer loans to street vendors 

has caught commercial banks of the country off guard. The reason is simple: 

hardly any such loans were extended by these banks in the past.

They have virtually no experience in extending loans of that size and to this 

sector, which are mostly in the urban clusters.

The scheme, which was announced by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman  

, proposes bank credit facility for initial working capital up to Rs. 10,000 for 

each vendor. There was no business for these street vendors for the last 50 

days with the nationwide lockdown in place. This scheme will cover urban as 

well as rural vendors doing business in the adjoining urban areas.

Extending a loan of Rs. 10,000 does not excite a mainstream banker. It is 

expected that 50 lakh street vendors (data collected from state governments) 

will be benefited under this scheme and a credit of Rs. 5,000 crore would flow 

to these sector, the finance ministry said adding that use of digital payments 

and timely repayments will be incentivised through monetary rewards.

Only a fraction of these 50 lakh may have a credit history with commercial 

banks.

“I do not think banks ever had a product designed for this sector,” said the 

chief executive of a public sector bank. “Some loans under the Mudra scheme 

may have been extended to such enterprises,” the person added.

The question is how to do the credit appraisal for an entity without a credit 

history. Some bankers suggested the self help group model which are followed 

to extend loans in the rural areas. Under this model, a group comprising 
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women borrowers mostly, is formed with 10-12 individuals of a neighbourhood 

in a rural area, where individuals of the group take responsibility for timely 

repayment by other members. These groups are required to show savings 

habit, for at least six months, before lending can start.

“The problem is that it may not be feasible to form such a group in urban areas 

as people there are apprehensive to be a guarantor of another borrower in 

the group,” said another bank official. “Also, there is no time to build savings 

habit as the vendor requires the loan immediately,” the official added.

In such a scenario, the micro-lenders and small finance banks that focus 

on lending to the urban poor could emerge as the key player to make the 

scheme a success. SFBs and micro-finance institutions have customers who 

belong to these communities, and have expertise in extending small ticket 

loans.

For the scheme to become acceptable for lenders, certain key aspects should 

be kept in mind while formulating the scheme, bankers said.

“First is about the interest rate. Yes, there is a need for an interest cap for 

such loans, but that should be linked to the cost of funds. Ideally, it should be 

linked to the MCLR [marginal cost of funds based lending rate] rather than 

the government prescribing a particular rate,” said the chief executive of a 

small finance bank.

Another important issue that would determine the success of the scheme is 

the speed at which the loan is delivered. For that, the first thing is to keep 

documentation short and simple.

“It should be a one-page document. The purpose of this loan is speed and 

the convenience at which it is delivered. If you make the borrower run around 

for a week, he will lose interest. Customer delight is key for the scheme to be 

a success” the chief executive said.

The other issue is with the credit guarantee part. Loans under this scheme 
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are likely to be under the Mudra scheme. Mudra loans are guaranteed by 

Credit Guarantee Trust for Micro And Small Enterprises (CGTMSE).

According to bankers, it is not easy to get claims for CGTMSE in case there is 

a default. “So many questions are asked for settling claims. They want to see 

the loan appraisal report. Everyone is wiser in hindsight…it is easy to say the 

appraisal was not proper once a loan turns non-performing,” said a banker.

Privatising discoms of UTs will improve finances
The Centre’s decision to privatise power distribution companies in union 

territories is seen as a move that will improve government finances and bring 

much more efficiency to the sector.

“The power sector reforms announced will bring greater sensitivity towards 

large outstanding dues to power gencos, thus improving the financial health 

of the industry,” Ajay Kapur, CEO- Aluminium & Power Business, Vedanta 

Ltd., told The Hindu.

The government plans to introduce a tariff policy with reforms focused on 

consumer rights, promotion of industry and sustainability of sector.

Anish De, partner and national head, Energy and Natural Resources, 

KPMG in India, said, “On power, the past two decades of tepid results, 

despite corporatisation and regulation, have clearly indicated that the state 

owned enterprises have been unable to deliver efficiency, customer service 

and governance standards required from a modern power sector. Private 

ownership should bring in greater efficiency and better governance and help 

address some of the deep seated problems of the sector. UTs are a good place 

to start, though it should be propagated further into state owned discoms.”

The Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) said that the new tariff policy for 

the power sector can be expected to remove cross-subsidies that are adding 

to manufacturing costs and make Indian goods more competitive in the global 
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market.

“It is heartening is that the government has taken another step on the path of 

distribution reforms by indicating early implementation of the National Tariff 

Policy,” Sumant Sinha, CMD, ReNew Power, said.

Coal, mineral reforms to help reduce imports
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s structural reform measures in the coal 

and mining sector are expected to give a boost to private investments in the 

sector and reduce India’s reliance on imports.

“Our assessment is that if it is implemented at the earliest, these much needed 

reforms will double these sectors’ contribution to the GDP,” Ajay Kapur, CEO 

- Aluminium & Power Business, Vedanta Ltd., said.

Saurabh Bhatnagar, partner and national leader, Metals & Mining, EY India 

said, “The introduction of competition, transparency and private sector 

participation in the coal sector will automatically build transparency of 

mine valuations, force rigorous mine planning and compliance, and invite 

investments for enhancing operational efficiency to justify the bids made at 

the time of mine acquisition. These were much-needed reforms in the mining 

sector as India is a mineral rich country and any sectoral reforms to attract 

investments which adds to India’s GDP through this sector and save precious 

foreign exchange are welcome.” According to CARE Ratings, the coal sector 

gets a boost as the private sector can now bid at the auctions for 50 blocks, 

enhancing supplies, reducing imports, which is good for the economy. The 

government also plans to auction Coal Bed Methane (CBM) blocks.

Tirtha Biswas, programme lead at Council on Energy, Environment and 

Water (CEEW) said, “The Government of India’s big plan to push coal 

gasification to replace natural gas in the fertiliser sector would help square 

energy and food security objectives. However, ammonia produced from coal 
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gasification has a carbon footprint that is 1.8 times higher than that produced 

from the conventional process using natural gas. This could potentially 

offset the emissions intensity reductions achieved through investments in 

renewables.”

“Elimination of distinction between captive mines and non-captive will ensure 

a level playing field for players in the integrated metals space,” Mr. Bhatnagar 

said.

Aditya Birla MF suspends fresh inflows into two debt 
schemes
Aditya Birla Sun Life Mutual Fund has temporarily suspended fresh investments 

in two of its debt schemes — Medium Term Plan and Credit Risk Fund —with 

effect from Friday.

The fund house said that it had made significant gains in the two schemes, 

which would be realised by existing investors, and hence has stopped fresh 

investments so that the gains are not diluted.

“We have stopped taking additional money in our credit oriented funds 

—Medium Term Plan and Credit Risk Fund,” the fund house said in a 

statement.

“We believe that there are substantial gains in our funds which would be 

realised by the existing investors over the next few months. Since we do not 

wish to dilute this for existing investors by taking more money in these funds, 

we have stopped fresh subscriptions in these funds,” it added.

While the Medium Term plan is an open-ended debt scheme that invests in 

instruments with a maturity period between three to four years, the Credit 

Risk Fund predominantly invests in AA and below rated corporate bonds.

The cumulative asset under management (AUM) of the two schemes is 

around Rs. 5,000 crore.
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It is believed that the move is to ensure that the incremental gains from some 

of the written down assets go to the existing investors while barring new 

investors that invest just eyeing the recent gains.

Meanwhile, the fund house’s decision will not impact existing systematic 

investment plans (SIPs) and systematic transfer plans (STPs). Only fresh 

registrations will be barred.

Incidentally, the development comes close on the heels of Franklin Templeton 

Mutual Fund announcing the winding up of six debt schemes with a combined 

AUM of Rs. 26,000 crore due to an illiquid market for low rated securities.

The ongoing coronavirus pandemic has significantly affected the cash flows 

of most corporates that, in turn, has impacted the payment capabilities 

especially those with a lower rating.

Further, given the bleak outlook, the market for low rated papers has become 

illiquid.

However, after the Franklin Templeton MF announcement, industry body 

Association of Mutual Funds in India (AMFI) had said that it was a one-off 

instance and not an industry-wide phenomenon.

RBI cuts repo rate again, down to 4%
The central bank refrained from giving a projection for GDP growth for the 

current financial year and stopped at saying that growth expected in the 

“negative territory” with some pick-up in growth impulses from the second 

half of 2020-21 onwards. “It is in the growth outlook that the MPC judged the 

risks to be gravest,” Mr. Das said.

Inflation target has also been held back by the central bank. “The MPC is of 

the view that headline inflation may remain firm in the first half of 2020-21, 

but should ease in the second half, aided also by favourable base effects,” 

Mr. Das said.
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“By Q3 and Q4 of FY20-21, it is expected to fall below target. Thus, the 

MPC’s forward guidance on inflation is directional rather than in terms of 

levels. Going forward, as and when more data are available, it should be 

possible to estimate the path of inflation with greater certainty,” he added. 

Since February last year, the RBI has reduced the policy repo rate by a 

cumulative 250 bps, from 6.5% to 4%. And there could be further scope for 

a rate cut if the inflation trajectory evolves as expected, RBI said. The bank 

also extended the loan repayment moratorium for another three months, till 

August 31.

Extend loans without fear of 3Cs: FM
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman   said banks had been asked to extend 

loans automatically to eligible borrowers without ‘fear of 3Cs — CBI, CVC 

and CAG’.

She said clear instructions had been given in a meeting with CEOs and 

MDs of public sector banks and financial institutions   that the banks should 

not be scared to extend loans as 100% guarantee is being given by the 

government.

In case of default, the individual bank or official will not be hauled up, she 

said in a conversation with BJP leader Nalin Kohli, uploaded on the party’s 

social media platforms. “Yesterday, I reiterated that by saying if a decision 

goes wrong, and if there is a loss, the government has given 100% guarantee 

now. It is not at all going to be on the individual official and on the bank, and 

therefore without fear they should take this automatic route in the sense, 

everybody eligible for additional term loan and additional working capital 

should be given,” she said.

As part of the Rs. 20.97 lakh crore economic package, the government 

announced the Emergency Credit Line Guarantee Scheme (ECLGS) worth 
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Rs. 3 lakh crore for the MSME sector, hit hard by the COVID-19 crisis.

It is being said that the genuine bonafide decisions in the banking sector 

are being impacted because of the worry of undue harassment by 3Cs — 

Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI), Central Vigilance Commission (CVC) 

and Comptroller and Audit General (CAG).

The Finance Ministry has taken several steps to allay those fears including 

withdrawing some of the notifications which were causing fear among 

bankers, she said.

“... concerns these banks have had in their minds earlier, and may have even 

now are absolutely well-founded. In fact, through my last 7-8 months, I have 

[reiterated] at least three different times with the banks to say that the fear of 

the 3Cs should not be in their minds,” she said.

When asked about criticism about leaving many critical sectors including 

hospitality, auto and civil aviation out of the economic package, Ms. 

Sitharaman said the government has not taken a sectoral approach but a 

holistic approach.

“Except agriculture and the power sectors where reforms would be undertaken, 

other than that, I have not come up with any sectoral reference. What has 

now become to be called as the MSME package, includes MSME, and also 

aims at touching others (sectors) too... So the sectors that you are referring 

to can also benefit through this,” she said.

It is based on the understanding that any enterprise “with a certain exposure 

to the bank and with a certain invested capital, or with a certain turnover if 

they need additional term loan, additional working capital in order to buy their 

own material to restart, in order to be able to pay some fixed cost, it can take 

that route.”

She expressed hope that from June 1, liquidity would start flowing from banks 

without any new collateral.

During the meeting with bankers, the Minister said it was emphasised that 
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loans should be sanctioned in a simple manner and if possible, digitally to 

avoid any physical contact.

RBI should tell govt. to take fiscal steps: Chidambaram
Congress leader P. Chidambaram   hit out at the government following the 

Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) statement that growth in 2020-21 is headed 

towards negative territory.

In a series of tweets, Mr. Chidambaram questioned RBI Governor Shaktikanta 

Das on why, knowing well that demand had collapsed, the bank was “infusing 

more liquidity”.

“He should bluntly tell the government ‘Do your duty, take fiscal measures’,” 

Mr. Chidambaram tweeted.

In a jibe at the government, he asked if, after the RBI statement, the 

government would still laud itself for a “package that has fiscal stimulus of 

less than 1% of GDP?”

‘Economy already in red’

“RSS should be ashamed of how the government has dragged the economy 

into negative growth territory,” said Mr. Chidambaram.

Critical economic parameters were in the red even before the country went 

into a lockdown, the Congress claimed.

Excessive supply side measures and very few demand-driven initiatives had 

completely derailed the economy, the party said.

Aditya Birla MF suspends fresh inflows into two debt 
schemes
Aditya Birla Sun Life Mutual Fund has temporarily suspended fresh investments 

in two of its debt schemes — Medium Term Plan and Credit Risk Fund —with 

effect from Friday.
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The fund house said that it had made significant gains in the two schemes, 

which would be realised by existing investors, and hence has stopped fresh 

investments so that the gains are not diluted.

“We have stopped taking additional money in our credit oriented funds 

—Medium Term Plan and Credit Risk Fund,” the fund house said in a 

statement.

“We believe that there are substantial gains in our funds which would be 

realised by the existing investors over the next few months. Since we do not 

wish to dilute this for existing investors by taking more money in these funds, 

we have stopped fresh subscriptions in these funds,” it added.

While the Medium Term plan is an open-ended debt scheme that invests in 

instruments with a maturity period between three to four years, the Credit 

Risk Fund predominantly invests in AA and below rated corporate bonds.

The cumulative asset under management (AUM) of the two schemes is 

around Rs. 5,000 crore.

It is believed that the move is to ensure that the incremental gains from some 

of the written down assets go to the existing investors while barring new 

investors that invest just eyeing the recent gains.

Meanwhile, the fund house’s decision will not impact existing systematic 

investment plans (SIPs) and systematic transfer plans (STPs). Only fresh 

registrations will be barred.

Incidentally, the development comes close on the heels of Franklin Templeton 

Mutual Fund announcing the winding up of six debt schemes with a combined 

AUM of Rs. 26,000 crore due to an illiquid market for low rated securities.

The ongoing coronavirus pandemic has significantly affected the cash flows 

of most corporates that, in turn, has impacted the payment capabilities 

especially those with a lower rating.

Further, given the bleak outlook, the market for low rated papers has become 
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illiquid.

However, after the Franklin Templeton MF announcement, industry body 

Association of Mutual Funds in India (AMFI) had said that it was a one-off 

instance and not an industry-wide phenomenon.

RBI cuts repo rate again, down to 4%
The central bank refrained from giving a projection for GDP growth for the 

current financial year and stopped at saying that growth expected in the 

“negative territory” with some pick-up in growth impulses from the second 

half of 2020-21 onwards. “It is in the growth outlook that the MPC judged the 

risks to be gravest,” Mr. Das said.

Inflation target has also been held back by the central bank. “The MPC is of 

the view that headline inflation may remain firm in the first half of 2020-21, 

but should ease in the second half, aided also by favourable base effects,” 

Mr. Das said.

“By Q3 and Q4 of FY20-21, it is expected to fall below target. Thus, the MPC’s 

forward guidance on inflation is directional rather than in terms of levels. 

Going forward, as and when more data are available, it should be possible to 

estimate the path of inflation with greater certainty,” he added. Since February 

last year, the RBI has reduced the policy repo rate by a cumulative 250 bps, 

from 6.5% to 4%. And there could be further scope for a rate cut if the inflation 

trajectory evolves as expected, RBI said. The bank also extended the loan 

repayment moratorium for another three months, till August 31.

Extend loans without fear of 3Cs: FM
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman   said banks had been asked to extend 

loans automatically to eligible borrowers without ‘fear of 3Cs — CBI, CVC 

and CAG’.
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She said clear instructions had been given in a meeting with CEOs and 

MDs of public sector banks and financial institutions   that the banks should 

not be scared to extend loans as 100% guarantee is being given by the 

government.

In case of default, the individual bank or official will not be hauled up, she 

said in a conversation with BJP leader Nalin Kohli, uploaded on the party’s 

social media platforms. “Yesterday, I reiterated that by saying if a decision 

goes wrong, and if there is a loss, the government has given 100% guarantee 

now. It is not at all going to be on the individual official and on the bank, and 

therefore without fear they should take this automatic route in the sense, 

everybody eligible for additional term loan and additional working capital 

should be given,” she said.

As part of the Rs. 20.97 lakh crore economic package, the government 

announced the Emergency Credit Line Guarantee Scheme (ECLGS) worth 

Rs. 3 lakh crore for the MSME sector, hit hard by the COVID-19 crisis.

It is being said that the genuine bonafide decisions in the banking sector are 

being impacted because of the worry of undue harassment by 3Cs — Central 

Bureau of Investigation (CBI), Central Vigilance Commission (CVC) and 

Comptroller and Audit General (CAG).

The Finance Ministry has taken several steps to allay those fears including 

withdrawing some of the notifications which were causing fear among bankers, 

she said.

“... concerns these banks have had in their minds earlier, and may have even 

now are absolutely well-founded. In fact, through my last 7-8 months, I have 

[reiterated] at least three different times with the banks to say that the fear of 

the 3Cs should not be in their minds,” she said.

When asked about criticism about leaving many critical sectors including 

hospitality, auto and civil aviation out of the economic package, Ms. 
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Sitharaman said the government has not taken a sectoral approach but a 

holistic approach.

“Except agriculture and the power sectors where reforms would be undertaken, 

other than that, I have not come up with any sectoral reference. What has 

now become to be called as the MSME package, includes MSME, and also 

aims at touching others (sectors) too... So the sectors that you are referring 

to can also benefit through this,” she said.

It is based on the understanding that any enterprise “with a certain exposure 

to the bank and with a certain invested capital, or with a certain turnover if 

they need additional term loan, additional working capital in order to buy their 

own material to restart, in order to be able to pay some fixed cost, it can take 

that route.”

She expressed hope that from June 1, liquidity would start flowing from banks 

without any new collateral.

During the meeting with bankers, the Minister said it was emphasised that 

loans should be sanctioned in a simple manner and if possible, digitally to 

avoid any physical contact.

RBI should tell govt. to take fiscal steps: Chidambaram
Congress leader P. Chidambaram   hit out at the government following the 

Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) statement that growth in 2020-21 is headed 

towards negative territory.

In a series of tweets, Mr. Chidambaram questioned RBI Governor Shaktikanta 

Das on why, knowing well that demand had collapsed, the bank was “infusing 

more liquidity”.

“He should bluntly tell the government ‘Do your duty, take fiscal measures’,” 

Mr. Chidambaram tweeted.

In a jibe at the government, he asked if, after the RBI statement, the 
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government would still laud itself for a “package that has fiscal stimulus of 

less than 1% of GDP?”

‘Economy already in red’

“RSS should be ashamed of how the government has dragged the economy 

into negative growth territory,” said Mr. Chidambaram.

Critical economic parameters were in the red even before the country went 

into a lockdown, the Congress claimed.

Excessive supply side measures and very few demand-driven initiatives had 

completely derailed the economy, the party said.

Indian economist appointed to key World Bank position in 
South Asia
Abhas Jha, an Indian economist, has been appointed by the World Bank to a 

key position on climate change and disaster management in South Asia, the 

global lender said.

Jha’s appointment comes at a time when Cyclone Amphan has badly hit West 

Bengal, Orissa in India and Bangladesh.

In his capacity as World Bank’s Practice Manager for Climate Change and 

Disaster Risk Management for South Asia, one of the top priorities of Jha 

will be to encourage and help the South Asia region (SAR) Disaster Risk 

Management and Climate Change team to connect and collaborate across 

Global Practice boundaries, the bank said in a statement.

And also to the World Bank to conceive and deliver innovative and high-quality 

development solutions to respond to client demands and strengthen disaster 

risk management and climate action in the region, the statement said.

Based out of Singapore, Jha will also work closely with other Practice 

Managers, Global Leads and Global Solutions Groups to incubate, pilot and 

scale-up innovative and high-quality development solutions, and to promote 
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the generation and flow of global knowledge to serve these countries, the 

bank said.

According to the bank, Jha’s mandate is to nurture, lead, inspire and deploy 

a team of highly qualified professionals to deliver the best solutions for these 

countries.

Jha, an Indian national, joined the Bank in 2001 in the office of the Executive 

Director for Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Sri Lanka and has since worked 

in Latin America and the Caribbean, Europe and Central Asia, and East Asia 

and the Pacific regions.

His most recent assignment is Practice Manager for Urban Development and 

Disaster Risk Management in the East Asia and Pacific region. His area of 

jurisdiction includes India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, 

Nepal and Maldives.

‘India has become more resilient to disruptions in crude 
supplies’
Do you think a harsh lockdown, the kind we have had in India, is justified?

A decision was needed in the interest of saving lives. It was made. That gave 

us precious time to prepare as a society to fight the virus, prevented our 

systems from being overwhelmed and allowed us the space and opportunity 

to calibrate our response. We are still in the fight and there might be more 

benefits that we are not immediately appreciative of.

With lakhs of inter-State workers hitting the highways to go to their native 

places, do you think they could have been given time to do so before the 

lockdown was announced?

The decisions were and are in the interest of all Indians as a whole necessitated 

by a pandemic staring us in our face. These are tough calls we need to take 

as one nation and we are fortunate to have a leadership who could take 
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those calls. The inter-State workers’ wanting to go back to their homes was 

very natural. We did calibrate our steps at the earliest moment of necessity, 

allowing buses to operate and introducing Shramik trains to ensure much-

needed relief.

Having said that, we as a society and nation must introspect deeply on the 

issue of migrant labourers. There is an urgent need for more geographically 

uniform growth in the country. Honourable Prime Minister has always 

maintained that the next wave of growth must come from the eastern part of 

the country and has worked towards that. Our government has also worked 

towards greater formalisation of the economy and providing social security 

to workers which will, in the long term, benefit our workers and empower 

them.

Globally the price of petroleum has tanked, but India is charging its citizens 

more than three times the price. Even accounting for the fact that revenue 

needs to be generated, are you considering lowering the rate as that in itself 

would be considered a stimulus to the economy?

The oil industry is faced with an extraordinary situation. These are not normal 

times. Slippage of crude prices is coupled with disappearance of demand 

worldwide. The situation arose first because of the price wars between oil 

exporting nations. Earlier, the oil producing countries could resolve their 

differences and reduce production, then COVID-19 struck. Due to the 

lockdowns in major economies, the demand dried up. There were no takers 

for the crude being produced, the world literally ran out of storage space 

for the crude and petroleum products. The reduction of demand has led to 

a peculiar situation where the product prices are less than the price of the 

crude. These negative margins and low crude prices do not reflect the real 

economics of oil refining and pricing of end products. Our government’s view 

is to take a cautious and conscious approach of a balance in price, save it 

and use it for welfare.
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Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s economic stimulus package has been 

termed stingy by the Opposition. What is your view on the direct income 

support they have been asking for instead?

The Prime Minister’s faith is on empowering people. In order to prove the 

resolve of Atma Nirbhar Bharat, the four parameters — land, labour, liquidity 

and laws — have all been emphasised in the Atma Nirbhar Bharat package 

of Rs. 20 lakh crore — equivalent to 10% of the GDP. Learnings from the 

experiences of 2009-13 have prompted the government to be responsible 

and not splurge. The economic package announced is a mix of supply-side 

and demand-side measures, including putting money directly into people’s 

hands by increasing the allocation towards the rural employment guarantee 

scheme. Strictly supply-side measures also have a demand-side component. 

If the Micro Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME) get greater liquidity, a 

significant part of it will go in paying wages. It is a sound philosophy because 

ultimately the dignity of a human is more when he thinks he is contributing, 

earning honest money and taking care of his family.

Oil politics is heating up in West Asia and Russia. How do you see India 

placed in this scenario especially looking at our import basket?

India has over the years significantly diversified its sources of crude oil to 

improve its resilience to disruptions in crude supplies due to geopolitical 

factors. During the last year, we managed to secure steady supplies of crude 

oil despite challenges to security in West Asia, particularly attacks on Saudi 

oil facilities and also due to flare-up in U.S.-Iran tensions. The problem we 

are facing now is a combination of serious effects on the demand side due to 

the pandemic and the efforts of OPEC and OPEC-Plus countries to moderate 

the supply-side factors to address the demand contraction.

So far, the Indian oil marketing companies have not had any problems in 

securing their supplies as the market is well-supplied despite the production 

cuts beginning this month (May). In my discussions with the Energy Ministers 
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of top producing countries and in the G20 Extraordinary Energy Ministers’ 

meeting in April, I have stressed the need for addressing the crude oil price 

volatility while allowing consuming countries such as India to source crude 

at affordable prices. I think, in the coming months, we are going to see more 

efforts to balance the supply-demand factors as a majority of countries are 

trying to resume economic activities with gradual lifting of lockdowns. I am 

confident that the revival of our domestic demand will surely help improve 

the global supply-demand equilibrium, thus bringing greater energy market 

stability.

Moratorium: SC fiat to Centre, RBI
The Supreme Court   directed the Central government and the Reserve Bank 

of India to file their formal response to a petition challenging the charging 

of interest rate on loans even during the three-month moratorium declared 

amid the COVID-19 pandemic and the nationwide lockdown. A Bench led 

by Justice Ashok Bhushan issued formal notice to the RBI and the Centre. It 

asked them to file their counter-affidavits in a week.

Time for incentive-based scrappage policy
What has been the impact of COVID-19 on the commercial vehicle (CV) 

segment?

The CV industry has been going through a tough phase since April 2019 

owing to declining sales. This is because of the economic slowdown in India, 

the impact of revised axle load norms and GST which increased trucking 

efficiency, and the NBFC crisis that led to a funding crunch.

The expected spike in BS-IV vehicles pre-buying in Q1 2020 did not manifest. 

Increasing taxes on diesel will further add to the woes of the fleet owners 
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because about 50% of the total cost of operation is fuel. Due to high availability 

and low demand, most operators will not be able to pass this increase on to 

their customers. Although demand from some segments such as agriculture 

and e-commerce is likely to rebound quickly, demand from India’s core 

industries will take longer.

In this already difficult time, the COVID-19 outbreak and the resultant 

lockdown has brought the CV industry to a grinding halt. Post-lockdown, we 

expect business and consumer sentiment to remain poor in India, leading to 

a sluggish demand in the coming months.

However, the easing of lockdown for economic activities has created some 

positive sentiment amongst industry players. We began restarting our plant 

operations and our dealerships on May 7.

Although the market sentiment is poor and the road ahead is steep, DICV is 

in a relatively strong position.

How long will the CV segment take to recover?

The current situation is highly fluid and volatile. A lot depends on how long the 

COVID-19 situation persists and on the government’s fiscal response.

The industry will witness a massive, never-before-seen drop in volumes, 

possibly going back to volume levels not seen since 2009 or maybe even 

worse. Capacity utilisations across the OEMs could suffer greatly (in the range 

of 25-30%), making them financially weaker.

In the current situation, we expect that the Indian economy will return to its 

growth trajectory from 2022. MHCV segment will rebound in line with that. 

If the government introduces measures such as scrappage policy, reduces 

taxes or gives a big boost to infrastructure spending, the recovery could be 

faster.

Is there any change in your capital expenditure (capex) or sales target for 

2020?
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April 2020 was the first month in history that the Indian automobile industry 

recorded zero sales. While we do not share our sales targets for competitive 

reasons, it is clear that the total industry volume will have to be adjusted 

because of the pandemic.

For DICV, we are being cautious with our spending but we will not do anything 

that will hurt us in the long term. All our capex decisions are based on our 

determination to succeed in the long term.

Knowledge-based economy the way forward: CM
Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan   said Kerala had no option but to create a 

knowledge-based economy if it were to generate employment, produce wealth, 

power innovation and drive manufacturing in a precarious post-COVID-19 

world. The State would edge closer to the goal with the commissioning of the 

Kerala Fibre Optic Network (K-Fon) in December, he said at his COVID-19 

news briefing here.

Mr. Vijayan reviewed the Rs. 1,500-crore Kerala Infrastructure Investment 

Fund Board-funded project, which promised to provide high-speed Internet 

access to the State’s population. It would provide Internet free of charge to 

an estimated 20 lakh BPL (below the poverty line) households. A consortium 

of private and public companies, including Bharat Electronics Limited, is 

responsible for the scheme.

Faster, cheaper

The power distribution grid of the Kerala State Electricity Board (KSEB) would 

host the fibre optic cables to ensure faster and deeper Internet penetration at 

the domestic level. The grid would also provide commercial Internet service 

at less than market rates to schools, hospitals, colleges, government offices 

and private sector establishments.

K-FON would drive the digitisation of the State’s economy. The robust high-
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speed Internet backbone would induce global businesses to shift to Kerala. K-

FON would also ensure that customers in Kerala were not held ransom to the 

fluctuations in the spectrum market. Mr. Vijayan said the pandemic had forced 

society to rely more on the Internet to transact business, share information 

and connect.

Virtual world

The world was increasingly becoming virtual, given the restrictive physical 

distancing norms impelled by the pandemic. It was increasingly using the 

Internet to bridge distances and push life and trade forward.

Kerala had no choice but to adapt to the new normal. It had to march in 

lockstep with competing economies and ensure others did not steal a march 

on its vital interests.

‘Air passenger demand to plummet 47% in 2020’
Air passenger demand is expected to fall 47% in 2020, with revenue reducing 

by $11 billion compared to last year due to the COVID-19 pandemic, said 

Alexandre de Juniac, Director General and CEO, IATA at a webinar held by 

CAPA India  .

He said about 3 million jobs, including those that depend on aviation, such as 

travel and tourism, are also at risk. “Indian carriers, like many airlines around 

the world, are in survival mode,” he added.

Stating that there should be viable airlines around after this crisis, he said,” 

It is particularly disappointing that the package of economic relief unveiled 

earlier this month contained nothing for airlines in the form of direct financial 

relief. Compare that to the $123 billion in government financial aid that has 

been announced around the world, including $26 billion in the Asia Pacific 

region.”

“The Indian government [must] help airlines with measures that [help] raise 
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equity financing rather than increasing debt. This needs to be done urgently 

before it is too late,” he added.

GST Council likely to meet in mid-June
The Goods and Services Tax Council is likely to meet in mid-June after 

repeated demands from States anxious for their GST compensation dues 

which have been pending since December.

However, information on GST revenue since March — which is likely to 

see a sharp fall due to the lockdown — is being withheld at least until July, 

according to senior officials at the Finance Ministry.

GST revenue data is usually released monthly. However, the last release 

was for March collections, based on February transactions, which fell 8% 

from the previous year. “The deadline to file GST returns has been extended 

to June 30 because of the lockdown, so what is the point of sharing data 

before that?” said a senior official.

Discussing the GST Council meet, another top source at the Ministry indicated 

that the Centre may not be in favour of hiking GST rates on non-essential 

items despite the falling revenues.

“After the lockdown is lifted, consumption has to be increased on all fronts, 

not just on essential items. The whole economy has to kickstart. Demand 

from all sides for [all] goods has to be induced,” said the source. “Besides, 

who are we to decide what is non-essential? However, it is up to the Council 

to take a final decision.”

The same Ministry official added that as the Centre needed to bring down its 

borrowing costs in these difficult times, savings scheme interest rates may 

have to be rationalised. Drawing a comparison to onion prices, which need 

to benefit both farmers and consumers, the source said rates on savings 

schemes had to be balanced with the cost of borrowing.
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With banks having parked Rs. 7.5-8 lakh crore with the Reserve Bank of 

India, concerns have been raised about banks’ appetite to lend at a time 

when the Centre has been trying to increase credit access and liquidity in 

the economy. However, the source said approximately Rs. 4 lakh crore of 

this amounts was for loans that had already been sanctioned, but not yet 

disbursed.

Timing of disbursements

There is a disbursal-sanction mismatch, because some borrowers only want 

to take the money when the lockdown is lifted, the official said, explaining 

why the money had been parked with the RBI for the duration. The Finance 

Ministry is also attempting a balancing act between the needs of businesses 

and their employees, and is engaging with the Labour Ministry regarding pay 

cuts and job losses during the lockdown.

With regard to the economic stimulus package, the senior official said it 

was not possible to discuss the ‘quantifiable objectives’ of the package until 

the lockdown is lifted. The possibility of further cash transfers has not been 

closed, and all options are still open.

However, there is no move to go down the deficit monetisation route at this 

stage, said the official.

Franklin Templeton investors can e-vote to monetise assets
Investors of Franklin Templeton Mutual Fund, whose money is stuck in the 

six schemes that were wound up last month, can cast their votes between 

June 9 and June 11 to initiate the process of monetisation of the assets of 

the schemes.

Through the electronic voting process, investors can either choose the 

trustees of the fund house or Deloitte as the entity to be entrusted with the 

work of monetisation of the schemes’ assets.
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“The e-voting portal will remain open for voting from Tuesday, June 9, 2020 

at 09:00 a.m. (IST) and will end, June 11, 2020 at 06:00 p.m. (IST),” stated a 

note from the fund house. The e-vote will be followed by a virtual meet of the 

unit holders on June 12.

In the e-vote process, unit holders can choose option one if they want to 

authorise the trustees to monetise the assets with the assistance of the fund 

house and Kotak Mahindra Bank as an independent adviser.

If option two is chosen, it will authorise Deloitte to monetise the assets with 

the assistance of the fund house and Kotak Mahindra Bank will act as an 

independent advisor to the asset management company (AMC).

Role of trustees

Further, the trustee’s role will be restricted to distribution of proceeds to unit 

holders after payment of liabilities and expenses.

“The trustee believes that both Deloitte and Kotak have strong capabilities 

to discharge their respective roles. Unit holders will have the advantage of 

professional services from Deloitte and Kotak [as an agent and advisor to the 

AMC and providing independent advice, wherever required] in option 2. The 

trustee is equally supportive of both options,” stated the note.

The trustees have appointed a scrutiniser who will submit a report to the 

trustees within three days from the conclusion of the virtual meet and thereafter, 

the results would be declared. The results would then be communicated to 

the unit holders.

Draft e-com policy for comments soon: DPIIT
The Department for Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade (DPIIT) will very 

soon put a draft e-commerce policy in the public domain to seek views and 

comments, a top government official said  .

DPIIT Secretary Guruprasad Mohapatra said e-commerce is a fast emerging 
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sector and it is difficult to predict where it will go in the next couple of years.

The country does not have an e-commerce policy and the department is 

currently working on this, he added. Several foreign e-commerce firms have 

raised concerns over some points in the draft pertaining to data. It is now 

recognised that the country should have a definite, clear and coherent policy, 

which is keeping in tune with the requirement of the society and service 

providers, he noted.

“So, the e-commerce policy firstly should lay down a very clear policy on 

what is data; what kind of data the e-commerce companies can use; how 

the citizens’ right of privacy can be protected; how the e-commerce data is 

being leveraged for other purposes, other commercial benefits accrue to the 

e-commerce data holder; how citizens like you and me can have access to 

those benefits.

“Secondly, there are a lot of counterfeit and inferior products and violation of 

various safety standards. How can these be taken care of, how can consumer 

rights be protected...? We have now finalised a (draft) e-commerce policy; 

very soon, we will put [it] in the public domain. At the time, we will request 

all of you to give comments on how to improve on the content of the draft e-

commerce policy,” he added.

New PoA norms from August 1: SEBI
SEBI has extended to August 1, the date for implementing norms concerning 

power of attorney (PoA) given by clients to trading members (TM) or clearing 

members (CM).

In February, SEBI had specified guidelines with regard to margin obligations 

to be given by way of pledge and re-pledge in the depository system.
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Trump threatens new tariffs on China as US mulls retaliatory 
action over Covid-19
U.S. President Donald Trump said   his hard-fought trade deal with China was 

now of secondary importance to the coronavirus pandemic and he threatened 

new tariffs on Beijing, as his administration crafted retaliatory measures over 

the outbreak.

Trump’s sharpened rhetoric against China reflected his growing frustration 

with Beijing over the pandemic, which has cost tens of thousands of lives in 

the United States alone, sparked an economic contraction and threatened 

his chances of re-election in November.

Two U.S. officials, speaking on condition of anonymity, said a range of options 

against China were under discussion, but cautioned that efforts were in the 

early stages. Recommendations have not yet reached the level of Trump’s 

top national security team or the president, one official told Reuters.

“There is a discussion as to how hard to hit China and how to calibrate it 

properly,” one of the sources said as Washington walks a tightrope in its ties 

with Beijing while it imports personal protection equipment (PPE) from there 

and is wary of harming a sensitive trade deal.

Trump made clear, however, that his concerns about China’s role in the origin 

and spread of the coronavirus were taking priority for now over his efforts 

to build on an initial trade agreement with Beijing that long dominated his 

dealings with the world’s second-largest economy.

“We signed a trade deal where they’re supposed to buy, and they’ve been 

buying a lot, actually. But that now becomes secondary to what took place with 

the virus,” Trump told reporters. “The virus situation is just not acceptable.

“The Washington Post, citing two people with knowledge of internal 

discussions, reported   that some officials had discussed the idea of canceling 

some of the massive U.S. debt held by China as a way to strike at Beijing for 

perceived shortfalls in its candidness on the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Trump’s top economic adviser denied the report. “The full faith and credit of 

U.S. debt obligations is sacrosanct. Period. Full stop,” White House economic 

adviser Larry Kudlow told Reuters.

Asked whether he would consider having the United States stop payment of 

its debt obligations as a way to punish Beijing, Trump said: “Well, I can do it 

differently. I can do the same thing, but even for more money, just by putting 

on tariffs. So, I don’t have to do that.”

WAR OF WORDS

Seeking to quell a damaging trade war, Trump signed a first phase of a 

multibillion-dollar trade deal with China in January that cut some U.S. tariffs on 

Chinese goods in exchange for Chinese pledges to purchase more American 

farm, energy and manufactured goods and address some U.S. complaints 

about intellectual property practices.

Tariffs of up to 25% remain on some $370 billion worth of Chinese goods 

imports annually.

Trump has touted his tough stance on China trade as a key differentiator from 

Democratic challengers in the presidential race. Keeping tariffs in place on 

Chinese goods allows him to say he is maintaining leverage over China for a 

Phase 2 trade deal.

Speaking to reporters, Trump declined to say whether he held Chinese 

President Xi Jinping responsible for what he feels is misinformation from 

China when the virus emerged from Wuhan, China, and quickly spread 

around the world.

A senior Trump administration official, speaking on condition of anonymity, 

said   that an informal “truce” in the war of words that Trump and Xi essentially 

agreed to in a phone call in late March appeared to be over.

Washington and Beijing have traded increasingly bitter recriminations over 

the origin of the virus and the response to it.Trump and his top aides, while 

stepping up their anti-China rhetoric, have stopped short of directly criticizing 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

Xi, whom the U.S. president has repeatedly called his “friend.”

Among the other ideas under consideration for retaliation against China 

are sanctions, new non-tariff trade restrictions and a possible effort to lift 

China’s sovereign immunity, two sources familiar with the matter said.Lifting 

sovereign immunity could allow the U.S. government and American citizens 

to file lawsuits seeking damages from Beijing in U.S. courts.

The options are being discussed, informally for now, across government 

agencies including the State Department, White House National Security 

Council, Treasury Department and Pentagon, two of the sources said.

The strongest pressure for action is coming from the National Security 

Council, including deputy national security adviser Matthew Pottinger, while 

Treasury officials are advising caution, the sources said.

Conversations are at a very preliminary stage and significant action is not 

considered imminent, the sources said.

When asked, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has repeatedly said 

Washington’s priority at the moment is to fight the virus but that the time to 

hold China accountable would come.

U.S. officials take a hard line on China
Some top Trump administration officials are moving to take a more aggressive 

stand against China on economic, diplomatic and scientific issues at the heart 

of the relationship between the world’s two superpowers, further fraying ties 

that have reached their lowest point in decades.

White House aides this week have prodded President Donald Trump to issue 

an executive order that would block a government pension fund from investing 

in Chinese companies, officials said — a move that could upend capital flows 

across the Pacific. Mr. Trump announced   that he was restricting the use 

of electrical equipment in the domestic grid system with links to “a foreign 
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adversary” — a reference to China.

The administration is cutting off grants that would help support virology 

laboratories in Wuhan, China, the city where the coronavirus outbreak began, 

and is looking into scientific collaborations undertaken there by the University 

of Texas.

Senior aides, led by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, have asked intelligence 

agencies to continue looking for any evidence to support an unsubstantiated 

theory that the pandemic might be the result of an accidental lab leak, even 

though agency analysts have said they most likely will not find proof.

The open rivalry between the two nations has taken on a harder and much 

darker shading in the months since the virus spread from Wuhan across the 

globe, speeding up efforts by hard-liners in both Washington and Beijing to 

execute a decoupling of important elements of the relationship.

Information war

The bitter information war over the virus has become a core part of the 

competition, but the administration’s efforts to counter China have sharpened 

across the board. That is partly in response to what administration officials 

say are China’s own aggressive moves, including the pushing of anti-America 

disinformation worldwide, increased military activity in the South China Sea 

and clampdowns on freedoms in the semi-autonomous global financial city 

of Hong Kong.

Mr. Trump’s aides and Republican lawmakers also aim to amplify criticism of 

China partly to deflect from the administration’s own record on the pandemic, 

especially as the general election in November approaches.

Those in Washington advocating a more stable relationship with China, 

including some of Mr. Trump’s top economic advisers, warn that the 

administration must take care not to overreach.

China is likely to emerge from the recession caused by the pandemic faster 
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than other nations. The U.S. — still reeling from the virus, with more than 1.1 

million infected and more than 65,000 dead — will probably rely on economic 

activity in Asia to help prop up its own economy. Part of that involves getting 

Beijing to comply with a trade agreement signed in January.

China controls a vast supply of the masks and protective gear needed by U.S. 

hospitals. And if China develops a vaccine first, it will wield a powerful card.

Pompeo hints at Wuhan lab’s role
U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said   that there was “enormous 

evidence” that the COVID-19 pandemic originated in a laboratory in Wuhan, 

China.

“There is enormous evidence that this is where it began,” he said on ABC’s 

“This Week.”

But while highly critical of China’s handling of the matter, Mr. Pompeo declined 

to say whether he thought the virus had been intentionally released.

President Donald Trump has been increasingly critical of China’s role in 

the pandemic. He has insisted that Beijing recklessly concealed important 

information about the outbreak and demanded that Beijing be held 

“accountable.”

News reports say Mr. Trump has tasked U.S. spies to find out more about the 

origins of the virus, at first blamed on a Wuhan market selling exotic animals 

like bats, but now thought possibly to be from a virus research laboratory 

nearby.

Not a man-made virus

Mr. Pompeo told ABC that he agreed with a statement   from the U.S. intelligence 

community in which it concurred “with the wide scientific consensus that the 

COVID-19 virus was not man-made or genetically modified.” But he went 

further than Mr. Trump, in citing “significant” and “enormous” evidence that 
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the virus originated in a Wuhan laboratory.

“I think the whole world can see now, remember, China has a history of 

infecting the world and running substandard laboratories,” Mr. Pompeo said. 

He said early Chinese efforts to downplay the coronavirus amounted to “a 

classic Communist disinformation effort. That created enormous risk.”

“President Trump is very clear: we’ll hold those responsible accountable.”

China province launches anti-racism push after outrage
China’s southern Guangdong province has launched a raft of anti-discrimination 

policies targeting businesses and venues after a heavy-handed crackdown 

on the African community sparked international outrage last month.

Authorities in the provincial capital Guangzhou had started mass testing its 

African community shortly after a cluster of COVID-19 cases was found in a 

neighbourhood with a large migrant population, and a wave of reports about 

discrimination and xenophobia followed.

The new anti-racism rules came after many Africans in Guangzhou said they 

had been forcibly evicted by police from their accommodation, refused service 

at shops and restaurants, and were subject to mass coronavirus testing and 

arbitrary quarantines.

Now, businesses and residential compounds “must implement non-

discriminatory service... treat all Chinese and foreigners in Guangdong 

equally, and firmly oppose any racist or discriminatory speech and behaviour,” 

according to a media report.

What’s the calculus behind Donald Trump’s tirade against 
China?
President Donald Trump and his aides have stepped up attacks on China 

in recent weeks over the COVID-19 outbreak as the U.S. was struggling to 
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contain the spread of the virus and the economic crisis it triggered.

Mr. Trump first called the novel coronavirus a “Chinese virus”. Last month, 

he suggested theU.S. seek damages from China over the outbreakwhich 

began in Wuhan. Mr. Trump has already restricted use of Chinese electrical 

equipment in the U.S. grid system. Some officials in the administration are 

prodding him to block a government pension fund from investing in Chinese 

companies. Moreover, Mr. Trump has linked a virology lab in Wuhan to the 

virus, an allegation which the U.S. intelligence agencies are investigating.

Tensions between the two countries are not new. Bilateral ties were not 

particularly good since Mr. Trump became President. This time, Mr. Trump has 

taken tensions to new highsby endorsing the unproven lab theoryandthreatening 

China with punishments, which could have harsh economic consequences at 

a time when the global economy is in its deepest downturn in decades. Why 

is Mr. Trump doing this?

The new rival

Till early this year, the focus of Mr. Trump’s re-election team was on the 

performance of the economy. The economy was growing, unemployment rate 

was low and the stock markets were rising. But then the virus hit the U.S. Mr. 

Trump immediately had two problems in his hands. One, the U.S. is one of 

the hardest-hit countries by the outbreak. As of Monday, there were over 1.16 

million COVID-19 infections in the U.S. and over 67,700 deaths. The Trump 

administration’s response to the crisis triggered widespread criticism in the 

U.S., leading to a slide in the President’s approval rating.

Two, the economy tanked amid the virus crisis. About 30 million Americans 

have lost their jobs since mid-March. A Congressional Budget Office report 

forecasts that unemployment rate would average 14% this year — highest 

since the end of Second World War — and that the U.S. economy would shrink 

by 12% in the second quarter. In the first quarter, the economy shrank by 4.8%, 
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the first contraction since 2014 and the deepest since the 2008 recession. 

Mr. Trump has effectively lost the bet on the economy in an election year. 

Faced with these challenges, he seems to have zeroed in on his favourite 

foreign rival to mobilise his support base — China.

Run against China

Late last month, right-leaning academic and columnist Walter Russell Mead 

wrote in The Wall Street Journal that Mr. Trump’s best re-election bet was 

to run against China. “With the economy in shambles and the pandemic 

ravaging the country, making the election a referendum on China is perhaps 

Mr. Trump’s only chance to extend his White House tenure past January 

2021,” he wrote. China would soon become a political issue in the U.S. with 

both the Republican Party and President Trump turning Beijing into to an 

electoral issue.

A 57-page memo sent to campaign committees by the National Republican 

Senatorial Committee advised Republican candidates to address the 

pandemic by attacking China. It asked GOP leaders to tie Democrats to Beijing 

and “push for sanctions on China for its role in spreading this pandemic”. 

Following the GOP memo, President Trump said on April 30 in an interview 

with Reuters that China “will do anything they can to have me lose this race”. 

He added that Beijing wanted his Democratic opponent Joe Biden to win the 

November election. The America First Action political committee that backs 

Mr. Trump has launched advertisements attacking “Beijing Biden”. They 

portray Mr. Biden as the representative of the establishment elite that is “soft 

on China”.

China has responded angrily to such attacks. “The H1N1 flu that broke 

out in the U.S. in 2009 [and] spread to 214 countries and regions, killing 

nearly 200,000 people; has anyone demanded the U.S. for compensation?” 

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Geng Shuang asked last month. The 

official Xinhua news agency released a one-minute-forty-six-second video 
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on April 30 defending China’s handling of the pandemic and accusing the 

U.S. of ignoring its warnings.

With the election season hotting up in the U.S., the China-bashing in DC is 

expected to increase, which could further complicate the trade and economic 

ties between the world’s largest and second largest economies.

Trump’s lab claim remains speculative: WHO
The World Health Organization (WHO) has said that Washington had provided 

no evidence to support “speculative” claims by the U.S. President, Donald 

Trump that the new coronavirus originated in a Chinese lab.

“We have not received any data or specific evidence from the U.S. government 

relating to the purported origin of the virus — so from our perspective, this 

remains speculative,” WHO emergencies director Michael Ryan told a virtual 

briefing.

Scientists believe the killer virus jumped from animals to humans, emerging 

in China late last year, possibly from a market in Wuhan selling exotic animals 

for meat.

Top U.S. epidemiologist Anthony Fauci echoed the WHO’s statement in an 

interview published   by National Geographic . “If you look at the evolution of 

the virus in bats and what’s out there now, (the scientific evidence) is very, 

very strongly leaning toward this could not have been artificially or deliberately 

manipulated,” Mr. Fauci told the magazine. “Everything about the stepwise 

evolution over time strongly indicates that (this virus) evolved in nature and 

then jumped species,” he said. U.S. President Trump, increasingly critical 

of China’s management of the outbreak, claims to have proof it started in a 

Wuhan laboratory.

“Enormous evidence”

And U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo   said “enormous evidence” 
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backed up that claim, although the U.S. intelligence community last week 

said it would continue to study whether the outbreak stemmed from infected 

animal contact, or a lab accident. China has vehemently denied suggestions 

the lab was the source. “Like any evidence-based organisation, we would be 

very willing to receive any information that purports to the origin of the virus,” 

WHO’s Mr. Ryan said.

“If that data and evidence is available, then it will be for the U.S. government 

to decide whether and when it can be shared, but it is difficult for the WHO to 

operate in an information vacuum in that regard,” he added.

WHO expert Maria Van Kerkhove stressed during Monday’s briefing that 

there were some 15,000 full genome sequences of the novel coronavirus 

available, and “from all of the evidence that we have seen... this virus is of 

natural origin.”

The global toll topped a quarter of a million  , with the U.S. government 

predicting a further surge in fatalities as an international vaccine drive 

garnered $8 billion in pledges. Since the disease first surfaced in China late 

last year the number of confirmed cases has reached almost 3.6 million while 

fatalities have topped 2,51,000.

Europe remains the hardest-hit continent with around 1,45,000 deaths while 

the U.S. has recorded close to 68,700, the biggest single-country toll. The 

bleak figures were compounded   by an internal government estimate that 

forecast the COVID-19 infection rate in the U.S. could surge eight-fold to 

2,00,000 a day by June 1, and the daily death toll could rise to 3,000.

Amid high inflation, Iran to get a new currency
For many years, Iran’s government debated changing the national currency, the 

rial, by basically slashing four zeros off its face value — an acknowledgement 

of how American sanctions and economic mismanagement have contributed 
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to inflation in the country.

The Iranian Parliament essentially took that step, authorising the replacement 

of the rial with another basic unit of currency called the toman. Each toman 

will be worth 10,000 rials under the new system.

The COVID-19 pandemic, which turned Iran into a regional epicentre of the 

disease, appears to have played a decisive role, contributing to a further 

devaluation of the rial since February.

Since 2018, when the Trump administration repudiated the nuclear agreement 

and reimposed sanctions on Iran, the value of Iran’s currency has fallen by 

roughly 60%. “Eliminating the four zeros is a necessary action to simplify 

financial transactions,” an Iran government spokesman, Ali Rabiei, said in a 

Twitter posting.

The Guardian Council, a body of conservative clerics that supervises 

Parliament, is expected to ratify the law, and then the Central Bank will have 

two years to implement the change — removing rials from circulation and 

issuing tomans instead.

The change is the outcome of a draft Bill presented in early 2019 by the 

Governor of Iran’s central bank, Abdolnasser Hemati. He noted that the 

currency has been devalued 3,500 times since 1971 and that Iran had no 

choice but to “save the face” of its national currency, according to Iranian 

official media reports.

Earlier attempts by President Hassan Rouhani’s government to change the 

currency as far back as 2016 had remained in limbo.

Two views

Supporters of the change said slashing the extra zeros would vastly simplify 

financial calculations in Iran by eliminating the need for Iranian shoppers to 

carry loads of rials to make purchases, which they must do now because of 

inflation.  , the rial’s exchange rate was 1,56,000 to the dollar.

But opponents argued that the plan was an added expense at a time when 
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the government was already facing a budget deficit of between 30-50% for 

this coming fiscal year.

The effect of the currency change, the critics said, amounted to just cosmetic 

window dressing.

Fereydoun Khavand, an Iranian economist in Paris, said governments 

typically arrived at changing the national currency as the last stage of an 

economic overhaul like European countries had done after the Second World 

War or Turkey in recent years. Iran has done the opposite, Mr. Khavand 

said, partly because of the crippling effect of U.S. sanctions, which have 

severely limited the country’s ability to sell oil or to conduct international 

financial transactions.

Under those circumstances, he said other basic economic changes the 

Iranian government may want to undertake are difficult. “You typically fix 

the economy first and then change the currency,” said Mr. Khavand. “The 

government is in a financial bind with no prospect of financial aid coming 

from outside or from inside so they are trying this,” he added.

European economy faces historic recession
The EU   forecast a historic recession on the continent battered by the deadly 

coronavirus pandemic, as the U.S. and China escalated their war of words 

over the origins of the disease.

The grim prediction from Brussels came as Europe’s biggest economy 

Germany unveiled plans for a near-return to normality, even as fresh data 

from the powerhouse revealed manufacturing and car sales have been badly 

hammered.

Countries in Asia joined step in easing punishing lockdowns that have kept 

swathes of humanity indoors for weeks and pummelled economies, tipping 

the world toward a recession not seen in decades.
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Students in the central Chinese city of Wuhan, where the outbreak emerged 

in December, were back in classrooms Wednesday, while South Korea lept 

back to life with offices and museums open once again.

The pandemic has now killed more than 2,57,000 people globally and officially 

infected nearly 3.7 million, although with only the most serious cases being 

tested the number is believed to be far higher.

Europe accounts for the lion’s share of deaths and infections, though hardest 

hit Britain, Italy, Spain and France have started to see new cases and fatalities 

level off in recent weeks.

On the economic front the news was less optimistic.

The eurozone economy is forecast to contract by an eye-watering 7.7%, EU 

Economic Affairs Commissioner Paulo Gentiloni said.

“Europe is facing an economic shock without precedent since the Great 

Depression,” he warned.

Governments are seeking to revive stalled economies by slowly lifting 

lockdown measures that have hemmed in more than 4.6 billion people 

worldwide — while avoiding a second wave of the virus.

Germany forged ahead with its plans to reopen, and will allow all students 

back to school this month, all shops to reopen and even restart the top-flight 

football Bundesliga.

Drop in car sales

So far only some shops and schools have been open, and sports matches 

across the country have been suspended.

But fresh data revealed the extend of damage in some sectors: car sales 

plunged by 61% last month while new industrial orders hit a record low in 

March.

In Britain, the Mayor of London eyed a gentler return to normal, saying 

pedestrian and cycle routes would be expanded to help people avoid public 

transport.
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The U.K overtook Italy for the highest number of deaths in Europe, and is 

now second after the US in terms of fatalities.

France is inching towards a May 11 deadline to allow some schools to open 

their doors again after almost two months, while lawmakers in Spain met   to 

vote on extending lockdown measures by two weeks.

The vote comes as Spain said foreign tourist arrivals plummeted by 64% in 

March, a major blow one of the country’s key economic lifelines.

Some residents were in favour of a gradual return to normal to avoid a 

resurgence of the disease that has paralysed the country.

“The end of confinement wouldn’t be bad, but we have to go through all the 

phases,” said Adrian, a gardener in Madrid. “It’s better to have a bit more 

patience.”

Netanyahu secures backing to form new Israeli government
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu formally received the support of 

a majority of lawmakers to lead a new government  , paving the way for a 

controversial power-sharing deal with rival-turned-partner Benny Gantz.

The Likud and Blue and White parties issued a statement saying they had 

given President Reuven Rivlin the signatures of 72 Parliament members 

recommending Mr. Netanyahu as Prime Minister. Once approved by the 

President, Mr. Netanyahu will have two weeks to form a government.

Israel’s Parliament, the Knesset, had passed legislation earlier in the day 

approving a new coalition government framework for Mr. Netanyahu and Mr. 

Gantz to share the premiership and end a year-long political deadlock.

The legislation, which passed easily in a 72-36 vote, comes a day after Israel’s 

Supreme Court ruled that it would not intervene in the new arrangement or 

prevent Mr. Netanyahu from leading the government despite a corruption 

indictment against him.
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The decision essentially ended the country’s prolonged political stalemate 

and prevented Israel from being plunged into a fourth consecutive election 

in just over a year.

After battling to three inconclusive elections over the past year and with polls 

predicting a continued stalemate, Mr. Netanyahu and Mr. Gantz, a former 

military chief, announced last month they would be joining forces to steer the 

country through the coronavirus crisis.

Critics had challenged the deal in the Supreme Court.

China for WHO-led review of global response to virus
China said   it supports a World Health Organization-led review into the 

global response to the coronavirus outbreak, but only “after the pandemic is 

over”.

The comments from Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying came as 

China faces pressure to allow an international probe into the origins of the 

pandemic.

The review should be conducted in an “open, transparent and inclusive 

manner” under the leadership of WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, 

Ms. Hua said at a press briefing.

She said China would cooperate with WHO efforts to trace the origin, but 

rejected U.S. calls for an investigation, accusing it of “politicising the issue”.

She stressed that any inquiry should be based on the International Health 

Regulations.

Europe, U.S. mark 75 years since end of Second World War
The world must draw lessons from the past and work together to beat the 

coronavirus pandemic, European leaders urged as the continent marked 75 

years since the end of the Second World War in Europe.
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With parades and commemoration events cancelled or scaled down as part 

of measures to contain the outbreak, Europe and the U.S. marked the victory 

over Nazi Germany in sombre mood.

In Berlin, German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier and Chancellor Angela 

Merkel kept their distance as they paused in front of wreaths at Neue Wache 

— the country’s main memorial to the victims of war and dictatorship. Mr. 

Steinmeier called on nations to remember how they joined forces to fight the 

tyranny of Nazism and said the same unity was needed to defeat the virus 

that has killed over 2,70,000 people. “We want more, not less cooperation in 

the world — also in the fight against the pandemic.”

In Britain, Prime Minister Boris Johnson, in a letter to veterans, said: “On 

this anniversary, we are engaged in a new struggle against the coronavirus 

which demands the same spirit of national endeavour that you exemplified 

75 years ago.”

U.S. President Donald Trump, in a statement, said, “Today, as we reflect on 

the 75th anniversary of the end of the World War II, we are reminded that 

no challenge is greater than the resolve of the American spirit,” he said. 

“Over the past months, our Nation has faced remarkable adversity during 

the pandemic. But just as we have so many times before, America will 

triumph.”

Russian President Vladimir Putin, in a video message for the Austrian people 

to mark the anniversary, said, “We are all fighting against this epidemic and 

mutual support is very important at this difficult time.”

IMF says it will back Peru’s request for $11 bln flexible credit 
line
The International Monetary Fund   said it would back Peru’s request for 

a two-year $11 billion flexible credit line to be used as precautionary 
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financing, as the copper-rich South American nation seeks to contain 

the coronavirus pandemic.

Citing what it called Peru’s “very strong policy frameworks and track record,” 

the IMF said Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva intends to recommend 

that the Fund’s executive board approve Peru’s request in coming weeks.

The board discussed Peru’s request during an informal meeting   and will 

meet again to vote on the matter in coming weeks.

The world’s second-largest copper producer last week said it would issue a 

fresh bond worth up to $4 billion to help offset the impact of the coronavirus 

crisis.

It is looking to underwrite an historic stimulus package worth about 12% of 

gross domestic product.

Peru   extended a nationwide lockdown until May 24 amid a sharp rise in 

the number of cases of COVID-19, the respiratory illness caused by the 

coronavirus. More than 58,500 cases have been reported as of this week, 

and over 1,600 deaths.

The IMF’s Flexible Credit Line is available to countries with what the Fund 

regards as strong policies and frameworks. It is intended to safeguard 

economies against external shocks by providing large, upfront access to 

IMF resources.

Legislation introduced in Congress to give Green Cards to 
foreign nurses and doctors
U.S. lawmakers have introduced legislation in Congress to give unused 

green cards to nurses and doctors to meet the urgent needs of the healthcare 

sector in the country. The move is likely to benefit a large number of Indian 

nurses and doctors, who are either on H-1B or J2 visas.
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Venezuela charges two former U.S. soldiers with terrorism, 
conspiracy
Venezuela has charged two former U.S. soldiers with terrorism and conspiracy 

for allegedly taking part in a failed bid to topple President Nicolas Maduro, 

the Attorney General said.

Luke Alexander Denman, 34, and Airan Berry, 41, were among 17 people 

captured by the Venezuelan military, which said it had thwarted an attempted 

invasion by mercenaries in the early hours of Sunday. Attorney General Tarek 

William Saab said they had been charged with “terrorism, conspiracy, illicit 

trafficking of weapons of war and (criminal) association,” and could face 25-

30 years in prison. Eight attackers were reportedly killed in the incident.

Mr. Saab said Venezuela had requested arrest warrants — as well as inclusion 

in the Interpol system — for the capture of former U.S. Army medic Jordan 

Goudreau, who allegedly organised and trained the mercenary force.

Trump rejects claims

Mr. Maduro has accused President Donald Trump of being behind the alleged 

invasion — and Mr. Saab said   that the Venezuelans involved would be tried 

for “conspiracy with a foreign government.”

Mr. Trump has roundly rejected the accusation, telling Fox News  : “If I wanted 

to go into Venezuela I wouldn’t make a secret about it.”

The U.S. Army has confirmed they were former members of the Green Berets 

who were deployed to Iraq. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said the U.S. 

government would “use every tool that we have available to try to get them 

back.”

 , Mr. Saab said arrest warrants had also been requested for U.S.-based 

Venezuelans Juan Jose Rendon and Sergio Vergara.
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Clusters in S. Korea, Germany show risks of ‘second wave’
A family in China, nightclubs in South Korea and a slaughterhouse in Germany 

— new clusters of infections are igniting concerns about a second wave even 

as calls grow in some countries to relax restrictions even further.

In Germany, where thousands have protested remaining restrictions in recent 

days, health officials say the number of people each confirmed coronavirus 

patient infects rose above 1 again, reflecting a renewed increase in cases. 

The number must be below 1 for outbreaks to decline.

Later  , British Prime Minister Boris Johnson was expected to take a different 

tack, keeping most restrictions in place as he reveals a “road map” for the 

country that has the most official virus deaths in Europe at over 31,600. 

His Conservative government was criticised for being slow to react to the 

pandemic, but after falling ill with the virus himself, Mr. Johnson has taken a 

tougher line.

14 cases in China

China reported 14 new cases  , its first double-digit rise in 10 days. Eleven 

of 12 domestic infections were in the northeastern province of Jilin, which 

prompted authorities to raise the threat level in one of its counties, Shulan, to 

high risk, just days after downgrading all regions to low risk.

Authorities said the Shulan outbreak originated with a 45-year-old woman 

who had no recent travel or exposure history but spread it to her husband, 

her three sisters and other family members. Train services in the county were 

being suspended. South Korea reported 34 more cases as new infections 

linked to nightclubs threaten the country’s hard-won gains against the virus. 

It was the first time that South Korea’s daily infections were above 30 in 

about a month.

Across Europe, many nations were easing lockdowns even further even 

as they prepared to clamp down on any new infections. Turkey’s senior 
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citizens got their first chance to venture outside in seven weeks Sunday. 

Germany, which managed to push daily new infections below 1,000 before 

deciding to loosen restrictions, has seen regional spikes in cases linked to 

slaughterhouses and nursing homes.

German officials have expressed concerns about the growing number of 

large demonstrations, including one in the southwestern city of Stuttgart 

that drew thousands of participants. Police in Berlin had to step in Saturday 

after hundreds of people failed to respect social distancing measures at anti-

lockdown rallies.

Reopening in Europe

Chancellor Angela Merkel and the Governors of Germany’s 16 States 

last week cleared the way for restaurants, hotels and remaining stores to 

reopen. The country’s soccer league resumes this week, despite a number 

of professional players testing positive for COVID-19, and more students are 

returning to school beginning Monday.

France, which has a similar number of infections as Germany but a far higher 

death toll at over 26,300, is letting some younger students return to school   

after almost two months out. Russia, in contrast, is still reporting rising 

infections. Figures released Sunday recorded 11,012 new cases, the highest 

one-day tally yet, for a total of nearly 2,10,000 cases and 1,915 reported 

deaths. Russian officials attribute the sharp rise in part to increased testing, 

but health experts say Russia’s data has been significantly under-reported.

Worldwide, more than four million people have been reported infected and 

nearly 2,80,000 have died, over half of them in Europe, according to Johns 

Hopkins.

China warns of retaliation over new U.S. visa rule
China   threatened to retaliate against a U.S. rule that tightening visa 
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restrictions on Chinese journalists, in an escalating row after Beijing expelled 

more than a dozen American reporters.

Citing China’s treatment of the reporters, the U.S. Homeland Security 

Department issued new regulations   limiting visas for Chinese journalists 

to a maximum 90-day stay, with the possibility to request an extension. Until 

now, visas for Chinese journalists lasted for the duration of their employment 

in the U.S.

“We express our strong dissatisfaction and firm opposition to this wrong 

action by the U.S. side, which is an escalation of the political crackdown on 

Chinese media,” said Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian. “We 

ask the U.S to correct its mistake immediately, otherwise China will have no 

other option but to take countermeasures,” Mr. Zhao said.

Diplomatic tensions

The tit-for-tat actions have added to searing diplomatic tensions.

Foreign journalists working in China receive one-year visas that must be 

renewed every year. But in an annual report, the Foreign Correspondents’ 

Club of China said at least a dozen correspondents were issued press 

credentials valid for half a year or less. The report said Chinese authorities 

were “using visas as weapons against the foreign press like never before.”

‘A world without global leadership may last for a decade’
What has the pandemic revealed to you about the state of leadership 

among the major powers in the world today?

The pandemic shows the lack of global leadership today. A world without 

global leadership may last for a decade or more. First, there is no any single 

power that is both capable and willing to undertake global leadership by 

itself. President Trump has clearly stated that global leadership is a wasteful 

burden to the U.S. Other major powers, whether motivated or not, do not 
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have the resources for such leadership. Second, the competition between 

China and the U.S. prevents collective leadership of major powers. Therefore, 

although there is a vacuum for global leadership, no country seems ready to 

fulfil it in the near future.

In your writing, you emphasise the importance of a state’s moral 

authority as opposed to only its national power in determining its ability 

to lead. If we can look at the U.S. first, how do you think the pandemic 

has affected its global standing?

First, people generally judge a government’s responsibility in fighting against 

the pandemic according to the efficiency of its anti-pandemic policy, mainly 

in terms of the casualties. The COVID-19 casualty number in the U.S. is the 

largest in the world. Second, because the U.S. is the most powerful state 

in the world, it is the most expected state to undertake leadership in the 

global fight against COVID-19. Unfortunately, it failed to do so. Third, the 

international image of America’s response to the COVID-19 crisis depends 

on the views of the majority of the more than 200 existing political entities in 

the world. As of now, there are fewer countries holding positive views about 

the U.S. than those with negative views.

China may have emerged faster from the crisis, but it has seen its global 

image taking a very big hit. Will the damage be long-lasting?

According to the same criteria, we can find that China did much better than 

the U.S. First, the pandemic casualty in China is much smaller than in the 

U.S. and major European powers. Second, China has provided medical aid 

to more than 80 countries, much more than what the U.S. did. Third, the 

list of countries holding positives view of China is much longer than those 

with negative views. Regarding the issue of the pandemic’s origins, I would 

suggest my government to raise a proposal to the World Health Organization 

(WHO) for an inquiry on virus research institutes in all countries heavily 

infected by COVID-19.
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Which country will emerge in a relatively stronger position?

Due to China’s positive attitude and America’s hostility to the WHO, China has 

gained better reputation and more influence than the U.S. in this international 

institution. Because China resumed economic activities from the pandemic 

earlier than other major powers, it has a great chance to reduce the power 

gap with the U.S. and enlarge the power gap with other major powers in 2020. 

According to the IMF’s forecast, China’s GDP will grow by 1.2% in 2020, 

while France, Germany, the U.K., the U.S. and Japan will witness negative 

growth of -7.2%, -7.0%, -6.5%, -5.9%, -5.2%, respectively.

Looking beyond the U.S. and China, how do you see the role of middle 

powers changing in a post-COVID-19 world?

In the current bipolar configuration, middle powers will be likely to adopt a 

hedging strategy toward China and the U.S. Hedging strategies were initiated 

by ASEAN states in 2012. They sided with China on economic issues while 

with the U.S. on security issues.

Recently this strategy becomes popular among middle powers such as 

Germany, Japan, France, and the UK. After the pandemic, middle powers 

will become more decisive on hedging because they realise that the bipolar 

configuration may last for decades.

How do you think this trend of worsening China-U.S. relations, which the 

pandemic is amplifying, may impact China’s relations with India?

The increase of China-U.S. tensions is likely to drive India to adopt a hedging 

strategy toward China and the U.S., because of its own interests. Since India 

is currently closer to the U.S. than China, India’s hedging strategy will mean 

improving ties with, rather than confronting, China. Trump’s ‘America First’ 

principle leaves very limited room for India to further improve its strategic 

cooperation with the U.S. Therefore, I am optimistic about China-India 

relations as long as Trump stays in power.
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China waives tariffs on more U.S. imports
China suspended punitive tariffs on more U.S. goods, including radar 

equipment for aviation,   amid pressure from President Donald Trump to buy 

more imports as part of a truce in their trade war.

The Ministry of Finance said tariff increases on 79 types of goods, including 

radar sets, disinfectant and rare earths minerals would be suspended for one 

year starting May 19.

Washington agreed in January to cancel additional tariff hikes and Beijing 

committed to buy more American farm exports. U.S. officials said China 

agreed to address complaints about its technology policies.

Mr. Trump threatened May 3 to terminate the agreement if China fails to buy 

more American goods.

Mr. Trump said earlier that Beijing agreed to buy $200 billion of American farm 

goods and other exports. China resumed purchases of American soybeans 

but has yet to confirm the size of its commitment.

Mr. Trump’s threat rekindled fears in financial markets of more U.S.-Chinese 

conflict and potential disruption of global trade even as countries are reeling 

under the pandemic.

Meeting commitments

The two sides have raised duties on tens of billions of dollars of each other’s 

imports in a dispute over China’s technology ambitions and trade surplus.

Slumping economic activity due to the virus has prompted suggestions that 

China might be unable to carry out commitments to boost imports. Tuesday’s 

announcement was the third Chinese tariff cut since the January deal.

Virus may never go away, warns WHO
The European Union’s medicines agency suggested   that a vaccine for the 

COVID-19 could be ready in year, even as the World Health Organization 
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(WHO) warned that the disease may never go away.

World leaders past and present have insisted that any eventual vaccines and 

treatments should be made available to everyone free of charge, with the 

global death toll from the disease nearing 300,000.

The pandemic has caused massive social and economic upheaval across 

the planet and while some nations have begun easing punishing lockdowns, 

fears of a second wave have kept many businesses shuttered and people 

confined to their homes.

Washington ratcheted up tensions over the crisis by accusing China of trying 

to steal research, and U.S. President Donald Trump upped the rhetoric with 

a colourful phrase that was likely to infuriate Beijing.

“We just made a great Trade Deal, the ink was barely dry, and the World 

was hit by the Plague from China. 100 Trade Deals wouldn’t make up the 

difference — and all those innocent lives lost!” Mr. Trump tweeted.

‘Best-case scenario’

With the race to find a vaccine gathering pace, the European Medicines 

Agency said one could possibly be ready in a year based on data from trials 

under way.

Announcing the forecast at a video news conference, Marco Cavaleri, the 

EMA’s head of biological health threats and vaccines strategy, stressed that 

it was a “best-case scenario”.

“We know also that there may be delays,” he said, voicing scepticism over 

reports a vaccine could be ready as early as September.

Patent-free science

And world leaders were among 140 signatories to a letter published  , saying 

any vaccine should not be patented and that the science should be shared 

among nations. “Governments and international partners must unite around 

a global guarantee which ensures that, when a safe and effective vaccine is 

developed, it is produced rapidly at scale and made available for all people, 
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in all countries, free of charge,” it said.

A vaccine could allow countries to fully reopen from shutdowns that have 

battered economies and thrown millions of people out of work.

But the WHO cautioned that the virus may never be wiped out entirely.

“This virus may become just another endemic virus in our communities and 

this virus may never go away,” said Michael Ryan, the global health body’s 

emergencies director.

“HIV has not gone away — but we have come to terms with the virus.”

The UN also warned that the outbreak risked a major mental health crisis 

and called for urgent action to address psychological suffering.

Mr. Trump has been pushing for a swift resumption of economic activity in 

the U.S., often against the advice of health officials, as he tries to jumpstart 

the world’s largest economy before a November election.

‘Wave of bankruptcies’

The U.S. is the country hardest-hit by COVID-19, logging a total of more than 

84,000 deaths.

Top infectious diseases expert Anthony Fauci has said reopening too soon 

risks triggering uncontrollable outbreaks, but Trump dismissed the call for 

caution as “not acceptable”.

The tensions between health and the economy were thrown into sharp relief   

when Federal Reserve chief Jay Powell warned of a potential “wave of 

bankruptcies” that could cause lasting harm.

Further signs of the damage to businesses emerged   when Lloyd’s of 

London forecast the pandemic will cost the global insurance industry about 

$203 billion.

And Australia released figures showing almost 6,00,000 people lost their 

jobs as the country’s virus shutdown took hold in April, the steepest monthly 

drop in employment since records began more than 40 years ago.
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But the reopening of economies continued across Europe, where the EU 

has set out proposals for a phased restart of travel and the eventual lifting of 

border controls.

World Bank approves $1 billion to support India’s fight 
against COVID-19
The World Bank has approved USD 1 billion aid to support India’s efforts 

for providing social assistance to poor, vulnerable households amid 

the coronavirus outbreak, according to a statement by the international 

financial institution issued. With this, the total commitment from the World 

Bank towards emergency COVID-19 response in India has now reached to 

USD 2 billion. Earlier, a USD 1 billion support was announced last month to 

support India’s health sector. 

Elaborating on financial support, World Bank Director for India, Junaid 

Ahmad, said that the institution will partner with the Indian government in 

three key areas. “The Word Bank will partner with the Govt of India in three 

areas – health, social protection and the Micro, Small & Medium Enterprises 

(MSME),” said Ahmad in a webinar interaction with media.

“India’s social protection is pivoted towards migrants, unorganised workers, 

portability and creating an integration of the system. It piggybacks on an 

existing infrastructure of the Public distribution system, Jan Dhan, Aadhar & 

mobile,” said Ahmad.

He added that the response to the COVID-19 pandemic around the world has 

required governments around the world to introduce social distancing and 

lockdowns in unprecedented ways.

These measures, intended to contain the spread of the virus have, however, 

impacted economies and jobs especially in the informal sector. India with the 

world’s largest lockdown has not been an exception to this trend, he said.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

Of the USD 1 billion commitment, USD 550 million will be financed by a 

credit from the International Development Association (IDA) the World 

Bank’s concessionary lending arm and USD 200 million will be a loan from 

the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), with a 

final maturity of 18.5 years including a grace period of five years.

The remaining USD 250 million will be made available after June 30, 2020.

Can Iran weather the economic storm?
Iran, the hardest hit country by the COVID-19 pandemic in West Asia, is 

struggling to cope with several challenges at the same time — from the 

crippling U.S. sanctions and a collapsing economy to falling oil prices and a 

severe public health crisis.

Even before the pandemic struck the country, the Islamic Republic was 

reeling under a deep economic crisis, mainly due to the sanctions imposed 

by Washington. The sanctions resulted in a sharp fall in Iran’s oil exports 

— from over 3.5 million barrels a day in May 2018 when the U.S. pulled 

out of the deal to less than 5,00,000 barrels a day now — and economic 

contraction. Then came the double whammy of the pandemic and the oil 

price crash.

The pandemic crisis “is adding to the existing burdens on the country’s 

economy, which last year saw the GDP shrink by 7.6% as U.S. sanctions 

cut into its crude exports and trade,” said Naysan Rafati, Senior Iran Analyst 

at the International Crisis Group. “The recent drop in oil prices and demand, 

combined with a slowdown in domestic and regional commerce as a result 

of the coronavirus, means that Tehran will have to grapple with significant 

financial challenges at a time when the nuclear agreement is hanging by a 

thread and regional tensions with the U.S. and its allies remain significant,” 

Mr. Rafati told The Hindu .
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Price of Brent crude, the international benchmark, crashed by 50% in March. 

Brent crude price was hovering around $27 a barrel   afternoon in London. 

The oil shock came at a time when Iran was already struggling hard to contain 

the spread of the novel coronavirus. As of Friday afternoon, the country has 

seen over 1,16,000 infections and 6,900 deaths. The International Monetary 

Fund has forecast that Iran’s economy will contract by 6% this year. Inflation, 

which hit 41% last year, is expected to be around 34.2% this year.

Reduced oil dependency

Grappled with hyperinflation, Iran has already introduced a new currency, 

toman — 1 toman will be worth 10,000 riyals. The Iranian government has 

claimed that the impact of the oil crisis on the economy would be minimum 

compared to other oil exporters as the Islamic Republic has reduced its 

dependence on petroleum.

In 2019, oil sales made up only 29% government revenues. For Saudi 

Arabia, the share stands at about 87%. In 2020, the Iranian government has 

accounted for a further fall in the share of oil in revenues to 9%, according 

to the New York-based Eurasia Group. But achieving even this number is 

doubtful as the budget for the current year expected Iran to export 1 million 

barrels of crude a day at $50 a barrel. Sales have since fallen to less than 

5,00,000 barrels a day, while prices have plunged to just $27 a barrel. To 

prevent a total economic collapse, the government decided to ease the virus 

restrictions on businesses and the public in late April even as infections were 

spreading fast.

Aggressive foreign policy

The plan, as Iran’s actions suggests, is to strike a balance between the 

economy and the fight against COVID-19, while at the same time pushing 

for expanding the country’s strategic interests in the region. And as the Iran 

economy is used to prolonged crises in the past, mainly due to the international 

sanctions, its leaders are trying to turn the crisis into an opportunity to mobilise 
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power by attacking their favourite rival — the U.S.

The Iranian government has blamed the U.S. sanctions for the severity of 

the virus attack on its people. Iran’s proxies in Iraq continued to target U.S. 

forces, killing two Americans on March 11. In the Gulf, the Revolutionary 

Guard Corps carried out operations, harassing the American Navy, which 

prompted Mr. Trump to authorise the Navy to shoot down Iranian boats. Last 

month, Iran said it launched a military satellite into the orbit.

This fits well into a time-tested strategy of taking a more aggressive foreign 

policy and whipping up nationalist sentiments whenever the domestic crisis 

worsens.

“Iran’s resilience should not be underestimated,” said K.P. Fabian, a former 

Indian diplomat, and an expert on West Asia. “Iran cannot be sanctioned 

further and it hopes to see Trump out,” Mr. Fabian, who was posted in Tehran 

during the Iranian revolution in 1979, told The Hindu.

‘Commonwealth collaboration has never been more 
important’
As the world continues to grapple with the debilitating human toll and economic 

consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, multilateral organisations 

are doing what they can to coordinate policy responses worldwide. The 

Commonwealth Secretariat, whose administrative hub in London covers 54 

countries encompassing over 30% of the world’s population, has been at the 

forefront of this global institutional response. Its Secretary General, Baroness 

Patricia Scotland, spoke about the specific goals of its multi-country initiatives. 

Edited excerpts:

You said upon announcing the postponement, in the face of the COVID-

19 crisis, of the Commonwealth’s biennial Heads of Government Meeting, 

“Lives have been lost, economies are shrinking, and livelihoods have been 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

shattered. It is difficult to predict what the new normal will look like.” How can 

Commonwealth nations reach that new normal?

One of the things we must do is understand how we can collaborate even 

more trenchantly, because the tragedy that we are facing is that COVID-19 

has touched every single part of our lives. There is going to be no turning 

back to how we were before. Our reality now is that this pandemic may be 

the first pandemic that we face and not the last.

It is putting enormous strain on each of our countries, because it is not 

just a health pandemic. We are going be facing a climate crisis, and those 

two [crises] intersect in such a way that we will potentially have to face an 

economic tsunami.

These three coming together means that Commonwealth collaboration has 

never been more important. If humanity is to survive, we must come up with 

a different construct. I believe this is going to be our new normal.

How will Commonwealth nations face up to the health aspect of this 

challenge? In India, for example, we may be facing a shortage of critical 

medical equipment, including PPEs, ventilators, and testing kits.

Four years ago, when I became Secretary General, the Commonwealth 

Health Ministers were already focusing on the reality that in order to face 

the increasing risk of epidemics and the possibility of a pandemic, one of the 

critical things that we had to have was a universal healthcare system. But 

the variance between the universal health systems was wide. Some were 

extremely expensive and were seen to be beyond the reach of a number of 

our small and developing states.

So, we asked a different question: How do we develop a Commonwealth-

identified method which could be potentially applicable to all? How do we 

design the essence of what will deliver a cost-effective and cost-efficient 

mechanism that will enable us to have universal coverage, which would 

enable us to respond to epidemic and pandemic health issues?



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

The wonder of the Commonwealth is that each country was willing to say that 

it would give its brothers and sisters within the Commonwealth everything it 

knew about how to work together. India has produced so many exciting new 

developments.

We are using the Indian ability for jugaad — to take things and make them 

better — as something that the whole Commonwealth can join into. This is an 

area of real challenge.

How can Commonwealth nations, including India, balance the trade-off 

between nationwide lockdown as a means to enforce social distancing, and 

their devastating economic impact especially on migrant workers?

In order to have long-term wealth, we have to have health. What is the price of 

a human life? I believe that India has been an exemplar because what Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi did was to act swiftly.

If you look at the 1.3 billion population of India, the cost to India in terms 

of loss of life, which might have been a similar percentage to what has 

happened in many European countries, would have been unbearable and, 

thankfully, unimaginable. The COVID-19 lockdown is estimated to cost India 

$4.5 billion each day, but that price, which has been paid by India, has meant 

that the survival rate in India has been one of the best right the way across 

the world.

Given the U.S. withdrawal from the multilateral approach to fighting climate 

change, what options does the Commonwealth think are feasible presently, 

and how is that approach impacted by the pandemic?

The Commonwealth has always been at the forefront of the climate change 

agenda, not because of the rhetoric, but because our Member States were 

suffering the consequences of climate change.

Whether the U.S. will choose to wake up to our reality is not a matter that we 

can have undermine our understanding of the reality. We must do that which 

we can do in order to protect our Member States and the world.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

Yes, the COVID-19 pandemic is radically changing what we know to be our 

position, but it is producing innovative solutions for our young people — 60% 

of our Commonwealth is under 30 years of age — leading to new jobs, 

industries and futures.

U.S. to file anti-trust charges against Google
The Justice Department is planning to file anti-trust charges against Google 

as early as this summer, said two people with knowledge of the situation, in 

what would be one of the biggest anti-trust actions by the U.S. since the late 

1990s.

The Justice Department is still investigating the Internet company and 

has been making progress on its case, said the people, who spoke on the 

condition of anonymity.

The regulators are focused on Google’s dominance in the online advertising 

industry, and the case will also involve allegations that the company abused 

its dominant position in online search to harm competitors, the people said. 

State Attorneys General are likely to file their own anti-trust lawsuits against 

Google or join the Justice Department case sometime this year, said a person 

with knowledge of the state investigation.

The moves would also set a bench mark for how regulators and lawmakers 

proceed with investigations into other large tech companies such as 

Facebook and Amazon, which the Federal Trade Commission, State 

Attorneys General and Congress are scrutinising for their market power and 

corporate behaviour.

Are the United States and China entering a new Cold War?
Relations between the U.S. and China have plunged to a nadir in recent 
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weeks. On May 15, President Donald Trump threatened to “cut off the whole 

relationship” with China over the COVID-19 pandemic, which originated in 

Wuhan. He had earlier called the coronavirus “Chinese virus” and threatened 

to seek compensation from China for the damages caused by the outbreak.

China, sometimes through the state-run media, has hit back, calling Mr. 

Trump’s recent comments “lunacy”.

The rising tensions between the two superpowers have prompted many 

experts to warn of a new Cold War. Hawks in the Trump administration openly 

push for a more aggressive approach towards Beijing.

Relations between the two countries had started deteriorating well before the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In 2017, the Trump administration’s National Security 

Strategy called China as “a revisionist power” seeking “to erode American 

security and prosperity”.

In September 2019, while responding to U.S. Assistant Secretary of State 

Christopher Ford’s comment that the American government was formulating 

a strategy to address potential “security challenges” by China, the Foreign 

Ministry in Beijing “urged” the U.S. “to abandon the Cold-War mentality”

The ‘Novikov telegram’

COVID-19 appears to have aggravated the crisis. “Record high temperatures 

have been recorded in Sino-U.S. relations in recent years and the pandemic 

is no exception to this. Competition rules the relationship, and flexibility and 

mature handling are in short supply on both sides. Uncertainty prevails, 

whether it on the question of resolving trade problems, or on the maritime 

front in the East and South China Seas, on technology, or on mutual mud-

slinging on COVID-19-related issues,” Nirupama Menon Rao, former Foreign 

Secretary, told The Hindu .

In early April, China’s Ministry of State Security sent an internal report to 

the country’s top leaders, stating that hostility in the wake of the COVID-19 

outbreak could tip relations with the U.S. into confrontation, according to a 
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Reuters report. One of the officials the report has quoted said some in the 

Chinese intelligence community see the internal report as China’s version 

of the ‘Novikov Telegram’, referring to a report Nikolai Novikov, the Soviet 

Ambassador in Washington, sent to Moscow in September 1946, laying out 

his analysis of the U.S. conduct.

In his report, Novikov had said the U.S. was determined on world domination, 

and suggested the Soviet Union create a buffer in Eastern Europe. Novikov’s 

telegram was a response to the “Long Telegram”, the 8,000-word report sent 

by George Kennan, an official at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow, to Washington, 

in which he said the Soviet Union was heavily armed and determined to 

spread communism. Historians often trace the origins of the Cold War to 

these telegrams.

Nationalist overdrive

So where is the current crisis in relations between the U.S. and China headed? 

According to Ms. Rao, tensions will not go away. “This situation is unlikely 

to ease until the U.S. presidential election. Post-election, temperatures 

could decrease, but a deep-rooted antipathy towards China has gripped the 

popular and political imagination in the U.S. Therefore, tensions will not go 

away. In China, the leadership and public opinion are both on a nationalist 

overdrive and the Trump administration is seen as the prime antagonist. The 

prognosis is not encouraging,” she said.

Does it mean both countries are already in a Cold War? “There are similarities 

between the current crisis and the Cold War. The political elites of both China 

and the U.S., like the Soviet Union and the U.S. back then, see each other as 

their main rivals. We can also see this antagonism moving from the political 

elite to the popular perception,” said Jabin T. Jacob, Associate Professor at 

Shiv Nadar University.

“But there are key differences as well. We don’t see the kind of proxy conflicts 
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between the U.S. and China which we did during the Cold War. The world is 

also not bipolar any more. There are third parties such as the EU, Russia, 

India and Japan. These parties increasingly have a choice whether or not 

to align with either power as they see fit and on a case by case basis. This 

leads to a very different kind of international order than during the Cold War,” 

Mr. Jacob told The Hindu .

But Mr. Jacob warned that ties between the U.S. and China could take a 

worse turn if Mr. Trump is re-elected this November. “The Cold War was out 

and out ideological between the communist and capitalist blocs. For China, 

a country ruled by a communist party where the primary goal of all state 

apparatus is preserving the regime in power, it’s always been ideological. 

The U.S. has started realising this angle about China now. The Republican 

party has ideological worldviews, too. If Trump gets re-elected, the ideological 

underpinnings of the U.S.-China rivalry could get further solidified.”

Iranian tankers will get military escort: Venezuela
Venezuela   said its Navy and Air Force would escort Iranian tankers arriving 

with much needed fuel, after Tehran warned of “consequences” if the U.S. 

stopped the ships from reaching their destination.

“We’re ready for whatever, whenever,” President Nicolas Maduro told state-

run media, thanking “all the support” from its West Asian ally in its confrontation 

with the U.S.

Venezuela has the world’s largest proven oil reserves, but its capacity to 

refine crude into gasoline is limited.

US President Donald Trump’s administration has imposed unilateral sanctions 

aimed at ending oil exports from Iran and Venezuela.

Defence Minister Vladimir Padrino Lopez said that when the Iranian ships 

enter the oceanic economic zone “they will be welcomed” by Venezuelan 
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naval ships and warplanes.

According to reports, five ships have sailed from Iran but it is not known when 

they will arrive.

Trump suggests holding in-person G7 summit
U.S. President Donald Trump said   he is considering hosting world leaders 

for the annual G7 summit at his Camp David retreat despite the ongoing 

coronavirus crisis, as the global death toll soared past 3,25,000.

There was encouraging news, meanwhile, on the scientific front as two studies 

on monkeys published   offered hope that humans can develop protective 

immunity to the novel coronavirus.

Beginning to comeback

Mr. Trump said in a tweet that the U.S. was “Transitioning back to Greatness” 

and he may hold the G7 in June in person, instead of remotely by 

videoconference as proposed previously.

“I am considering rescheduling the G-7, on the same or similar date, in 

Washington, D.C., at the legendary Camp David,” he said.

“The other members are also beginning their COMEBACK. It would be a 

great sign to all — normalisation!”

G7 countries — Britain, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan and the 

United States — take turns organizing the annual gathering.

French President Emmanuel Macron said he would attend the Camp David 

summit if “health conditions allow,” his office said.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel said she would “wait and see what 

happens.”



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

WHO records highest daily number of COVID-19 cases
The World Health Organization said   it had registered a new daily record 

number of COVID-19 cases as it quickly neared the “tragic milestone” of five 

million total infections.

The UN agency’s chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said that  , there 

were “1,06,000 cases reported to WHO — the most in a single day since the 

outbreak began” in December.

The WHO was also getting to grips with US President Donald Trump’s 

reform ultimatum, giving the organisation 30 days to overhaul its operations 

otherwise its biggest contributor would freeze its funding and consider pulling 

out altogether.

The Geneva-based WHO’s coronavirus disease dashboard said that  , 106,662 

confirmed cases had been reported to the agency from around the world.

More than 325,000 people have lost their lives, according to the AFP tally.

“We still have a long way to go in this pandemic,” Mr. Tedros told a virtual 

press conference as his agency warned of rising infection figures in poorer 

countries.

More than 4.9 million cases of the novel coronavirus have been registered in 

total since the outbreak first emerged in China last December, according to a 

tally from official sources compiled by AFP.

WHO emergencies director Michael Ryan said the five million cases mark 

would be a “tragic milestone”.

Mr. Tedros added: “We’re very concerned about the rising numbers of cases 

in low- and middle-income countries.”

Meanwhile, Mr. Ryan said neither ‘Hydroxychloroquine nor chloroquine have 

been, as yet, found to be effective in the treatment of COVID-19.
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China plans security law for Hong Kong
China’s Parliament will consider a Bill that could limit opposition activity in 

Hong Kong, a spokesperson said, appearing to confirm speculation that 

China will sidestep the territory’s own lawmaking body in enacting legislation 

to crack down on activity Beijing considers subversive.

Zhang Yesui said the National People’s Congress will deliberate a Bill on 

“establishing and improving the legal system and enforcement mechanisms 

for the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region to safeguard national 

security.”

Anti-govt. protests

Such a move has long been under consideration but was hastened by months 

of anti-government protests last year in the former British colony that was 

handed over to Chinese rule in 1997. Such legislation was last proposed 

in 2003 under Article 23 of the Basic Law, Hong Kong’s mini-Constitution, 

bringing hundreds of thousands of the territory’s citizens out in protest.

The proposal was withdrawn by the government but Beijing has increasingly 

pushed for measures such as punishment for disrespecting the Chinese 

national flag and anthem and increased pro-China patriotic-themed education 

in schools. Opposition in Hong Kong’s Legislative Council, however, made it 

unlikely such a Bill could pass at the local level.

The new measures are required by the “new situation and demands” and 

action at the national level is “entirely necessary,” Mr. Zhang said.

A vote at the NPC will add to concerns in Hong Kong’s pro-democracy camp 

that Beijing is chipping away at the semi-autonomous territory’s rights to 

assembly and free speech that greatly exceed those permitted by the ruling 

Communist Party in mainland China.

Mr. Zhang’s comments at a news conference came on the eve of the opening 

of the congress’s annual session after a two-month delay because of the 
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coronavirus pandemic.

Thursday saw the opening session of the Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference, an advisory body. That will be followed Friday by 

the start of the 3,000-member NPC at which Premier Li Keqiang will deliver a 

keynote speech outlining economic and social goals for the year.

The holding of the “two sessions,” as the annual meetings are known, is a 

further sign of what the party says is its success in bringing the outbreak 

under control, although clusters of cases are still popping up in some parts 

of the country.

Members of the Consultative Conference will “tell the world about how China, 

as a responsible major country, has taken firm action and contributed to 

international cooperation in the fight against the COVID-19 epidemic,” Wang 

Yang, the chairman of the body, said in a report to the opening session. 

Mr. Wang’s comments were in the prepared text distributed to journalists, 

although he skipped over them in his delivery, apparently to save time.

Rank-and-file members wore masks in the vast auditorium inside the Great 

Hall of the People in the heart of Beijing.

China scraps GDP target, hikes defence spending
China has for the first time in 30 years scrapped announcing an annual GDP 

target, underlining the severe economic challenge facing the world’s second 

largest economy in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.

“We have not set a specific target for economic growth for the year, mainly 

because the global epidemic situation, and economic and trade situation, 

are very uncertain, and China’s development is facing some unpredictable 

factors,” Premier Li Keqiang said   at the start of the annual session of the 

National People’s Congress (NPC), or Parliament.

The NPC, scheduled for March 5, had been delayed on account of the COVID-
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19 outbreak. The NPC’s 3,000 or so legislators, barring the top leadership 

of the Communist Party, attended the session in Beijing’s Great Hall of the 

People wearing masks.

The holding of the NPC has been seen in China as reflecting a return to some 

normalcy after more than three months of lockdown following the outbreak 

in Wuhan.

The country still faces enormous economic challenges, confronting a 

slowdown at home and a collapse of external demand. China’s economy 

contracted by 6.8% in the first quarter, the first contraction since the end of 

the Cultural Revolution in 1976.

Mr. Li said rather than a target for growth, the focus would be on “ensuring 

stability on the six fronts and security in the six areas”. The “six fronts” were 

employment, the financial sector, foreign trade, foreign investment, domestic 

investment, and expectations, while the “six areas” referred to job security, 

basic living needs, operations of market entities, food and energy security, 

stable industrial and supply chains, and the normal functioning of primary-

level governments.

The policy priority this year will be on job creation, with reports of widespread 

job losses during the first quarter. Mr. Li announced a target for 9 million new 

jobs in 2020.

Modernisation of PLA

China   also announced it would hike defence spending by 6.6%, down from 

7.5% last year. This would bring the proposed military budget to around $179 

billion.

Much of the spending will fund the ongoing modernisation of the People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA), and particularly on the expansion of the PLA Navy 

and the PLA Rocket Force, which have been garnering an increasing share. 

The Army has been downsized by 300,000 with a current active force of 

around 2 million.
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Last year, China unveiled its first homegrown aircraft carrier, while two 

more are in construction. China in 2019 also unveiled its most advanced 

intercontinental ballistic missile, the Dongfeng-41, with an estimated 14,000 

km range, capable of reaching the U.S.

“The modernisation process has been on track,” said Lt. Gen. S.L. Narasimhan, 

Member, National Security Advisory Board. “This is a good hike given the 

performance of the economy.”

This year’s budget will lift China’s spending to around four times India’s 

budget of $44 billion, excluding pensions of $18 billion. While China does not 

specify the spending on pensions, the expense is shared by the Ministry of 

Veteran Affairs as well as provincial governments.

Compared with India, China also spends less on defence imports given its 

indigenous defence industry.

New security law will tighten Beijing’s grip on Hong Kong
A draft legislation on national security tabled before China’s Parliament   will 

for the first time allow Beijing to draft national security laws for Hong Kong 

and also operate its national security organs in the Special Administrative 

Region (SAR).

The draft law, expected to be passed next week by the National People’s 

Congress in Beijing, has been criticised by democratic parties in Hong Kong 

as undermining the “one country, two systems” model that gives the SAR a 

high degree of autonomy.

Article 23

Since the return to China in 1997, Hong Kong has been governed by the 

Basic Law, which allows the territory “to enjoy executive, legislative and 

independent judicial power, including that of final adjudication”, barring 

matters of defence and foreign affairs.
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Article 23 of the Basic Law requires Hong Kong to pass national security 

legislation, but past attempts to do so were shelved when the moves triggered 

wide protests. The new legislation will require Hong Kong’s Legislative Council 

(LegCo) to pass legislation “as soon as possible”, although it does not specify 

a time-frame.

More importantly, it will likely allow Beijing to bypass LegCo if it chooses 

to, declaring that the NPC’s Standing Committee “is authorised to draft 

laws related to the establishment and completion of... the legal system and 

enforcement mechanisms for the preservation of national security”.

Necessary measures

The new legislation said the move is aimed at “preserving national security” 

and called on Hong Kong “to employ necessary measures to counter, lawfully 

prevent, stop and punish foreign and overseas forces’ use of Hong Kong to 

carry out separatist, subversive, infiltrative, or destructive activities.”

The law will also for the first time allow China’s national security organs to 

formally operate in Hong Kong. Paragraph four states that organs “relevant for 

the protection of national security are to set up institutions” in Hong Kong.

Martin Lee, a leading pro-democracy politician and barrister who helped draft 

the Basic Law in the 1980s, said the legislation was a contravention of the 

“one country, two systems” model as envisioned by Deng Xiaoping.

“The Basic Law makes it quite clear that only LegCo can make and repeal 

laws. Beijing is afraid that the Hong Kong legislature may be controlled by 

democrats after elections in September, so they want to set a dangerous 

precedent of allowing Beijing to legislate for Hong Kong,” he said at a Heritage 

Foundation webinar.

“When they lose control of the legislature, they can still pass laws. This is 

against the Basic Law, no doubt about it. Under Xi Jinping’s ‘one country, two 

systems’, the Communist Party will have complete administrative power over 

Hong Kong. This is the exact opposite of what was promised.”
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Fight to liberate Palestine is Islamic duty: Iran’s Khamenei
Iran’s supreme leader said it was an “Islamic duty” to fight for the “liberation 

of Palestine” in a landmark speech   amid rising tensions with regional arch-

enemy Israel.

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei lashed out at Western governments and their Arab 

“puppets” for supporting the Jewish state, in his first ever address marking 

Quds (Jerusalem) Day.

The 80-year-old leader also appeared to confirm for the first time that Iran 

has helped to provide Palestinians with arms.

The remarks came at the end of a week that saw Israeli Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu launch a Twitter tirade against Mr. Khamenei and 

reports that the two sides carried out cyberattacks on each other.

“The aim of this struggle is the liberation of the entire Palestinian land” and 

“the return of all Palestinians to their country,” Mr. Khamenei said on state 

television.

“The policy of normalising the presence of the Zionist regime in the region is 

one of the major policies of the U.S.,” he said.

“Some Arab governments in the region, which play the role of U.S. puppets, 

have provided the necessary preconditions for this, such as economic ties 

and the like; these efforts are completely fruitless and sterile.”

“Everyone must fill the hand of the Palestinian fighter and strengthen his 

back...We will proudly do our best in this way.”

“One day we realised that the only problem of the Palestinian fighter... was 

the lack of weapons.”

“We planned” to resolve this issue, and “the result is that the balance of 

power in Palestine has changed: today Gaza can stand up to the Zionist 

enemy’s military aggression and win.”

Every year since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran has marked Quds Day on 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

the last Friday of Ramzan in solidarity with the Palestinians.

Latin America is the new epicenter: WHO
South America is “a new epicentre” of the COVID-19 pandemic, the World 

Health Organization (WHO) has declared, as U.S. President Donald Trump 

intensified his push to reopen the reeling American economy.

Brazil led the surge across South America, its death toll passing 21,000   from 

3,30,000 infections, the third-highest caseload of any country in a pandemic 

that has infected 5.2 million globally and killed more than 338,000.

Experts have hailed the impact of lockdown measures for slowing the spread 

of the COVID-19 disease, but Mr. Trump has long prioritised the needs of 

the economy over public health concerns — renewing his attacks   on local 

officials for refusing to allow businesses to reopen.

Blow to U.S. economy

His concerns about the economy were thrown into stark relief late   when car-

rental giant Hertz filed for bankruptcy for its North American operations — yet 

another sign of the virus and lockdown laying waste to the U.S. economy, 

which has already shed almost 40 million jobs.

In Europe, where rates of infections and deaths are stabilising in many 

countries, governments are moving away from enforced national lockdowns 

towards advisory measures involving social distancing.

“In a sense, South America has become a new epicentre for the disease,” 

WHO emergencies director Mike Ryan said  , singling out Brazil. Unlike in 

Europe and the United States, where the elderly were hardest-hit, a significant 

number of deaths in Brazil have been younger people, who are often driven 

by poverty to work despite the threat of infection.

As the toll mounted, grave-diggers at a cemetery outside the commercial 

hub Sao Paulo were scrambling to keep up. “We’ve been working 12-hour 
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days, burying them one after the other,” said one worker at Vila Formosa, 

wearing a white protective suit, mask and face shield.

Elsewhere in Latin America, Peru was also struggling with an intense outbreak 

— the country of 32 million having registered more than 1,10,000 cases and 

3,100 deaths.

Trump’s reopening call

The figures, though disastrous for region, are dwarfed by the 96,000 deaths 

suffered so far in the United States, which has registered 1.6 million infections. 

However, Mr. Trump is facing an uphill re-election battle later this year and is 

ramping up pressure on State and local governments, telling them   to restart 

religious services immediately by reclassifying churches, synagogues and 

mosques as “essential services”.

“In America, we need more prayer, not less,” said Mr. Trump, who counts 

religious conservatives as a core of his electoral base.

The administration also renewed attacks on city officials, suggesting lockdown 

measures in Los Angeles were illegal.

“We are not guided by politics in this we are guided by science, we are guided 

by collaboration,” said Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti.

The U.S. also pushed   to restart the sporting calendar.

U.S. pushing relations to the brink of a new Cold War: China
The United States is pushing relations with China to “the brink of a new Cold 

War,” China’s Foreign Minister said, rejecting Washington’s “lies” over the 

coronavirus while saying Beijing was open to an international effort to find its 

source.

Keeping up the worsening war of words with Washington over the pandemic 

and a Beijing move to tighten control over Hong Kong, Wang Yi said the 

United States had been infected by a “political virus” compelling figures there 
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to continually attack China.

“It has come to our attention that some political forces in the U.S. are taking 

China-U.S. relations hostage and pushing our two countries to the brink of a 

new Cold War,” Mr. Wang told reporters during a press conference at China’s 

week-long annual parliamentary session.

Long-standing friction

Long-standing frictions between the two powers over trade, human rights 

and a range of other issues have been pushed to new heights since the virus 

outbreak.

Mr. Wang did not identify what “forces” he was referring to, but U.S. 

President Donald Trump has led world criticism of China’s initial response to 

the pandemic, which has caused more than 3,40,000 deaths and economic 

carnage worldwide.

Mr. Trump and members of his administration have said China covered up 

the emergence of the virus late last year and bungled its initial response.

Washington’s criticism has been widely seen in the United States as an 

attempt by Mr. Trump to divert attention from the White House’s own COVID-

19 failures.

Mr. Wang took an apparent swipe at the U.S. struggles to contain the virus, 

which has now infected more people in the United States than anywhere 

else. “I call on the U.S. to stop wasting time and stop wasting precious 

lives,” Mr. Wang said. He said China was “open” to international scientific 

cooperation to identify the source of the novel coronavirus, but stressed that 

any investigation must be “free of political interference”, based on science 

and led by the World Health Organization.

The WHO has called on Beijing to invite the UN body in to investigate the 

source, but Mr. Wang did not indicate if foreign scientists would be invited 

to come to China. “Some political figures in the U.S. rush to label the virus 

and politicise its origins, stigmatising China,” Mr. Wang said, adding that an 
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investigation must “oppose any presumption of guilt”.

Most scientists believe the virus jumped from animals to humans after 

emerging in China, possibly from a market in the central city of Wuhan where 

exotic animals were sold for meat.

Governments including the U.S. and Australia have called in recent weeks for 

an investigation into the exact origins of the virus.

Global response

China has proposed instead that the “global response” to COVID-19 should 

only be assessed when the pandemic is over. WHO members   adopted 

a resolution, tabled by the European Union, at the UN body’s first virtual 

assembly to review the international handling of the pandemic, but it does 

not single out China. “Aside from the devastation caused by the novel 

coronavirus, there is also a political virus spreading through the U.S.,” he 

said. “This political virus is the use of every opportunity to attack and smear 

China. Some politicians completely disregard basic facts and have fabricated 

too many lies targeting China, and plotted too many conspiracies.”

The introduction at China’s legislature   of a proposal to impose a security 

law in Hong Kong to suppress the semi-autonomous city’s pro-democracy 

movement also has drawn U.S. and world condemnation.

But Mr. Wang defended the plan, saying it must be implemented “without the 

slightest delay”, adding that months of often-violent Hong Kong protests last 

year against China’s growing influence in the financial hub had “seriously 

endangered China’s national security”.

Wuhan institute denies links to SARS-CoV-2 virus strains
The Chinese virology institute at the centre of U.S. allegations that it may 

have been the source of the COVID-19 pandemic has three live strains of bat 

coronavirus on-site, but none match the new global contagion, its director 
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has said.

Scientists think COVID-19 originated in bats and could have been transmitted 

to people via another mammal.

But the director of the Wuhan Institute of Virology told state broadcaster 

CGTN that claims made by U.S. President Donald Trump and others the 

virus could have leaked from the facility were “pure fabrication”.

In the interview filmed on May 13 but broadcast   night, Wang Yanyi said the 

centre has “isolated and obtained some coronaviruses from bats”. “Now we 

have three strains of live viruses... But their highest similarity to SARS-CoV-

2 only reaches 79.8 percent,” she said, referring to the coronavirus strain 

that causes COVID-19. One of their research teams, led by Professor Shi 

Zhengli, has been researching bat coronaviruses since 2004 and focused on 

the “source tracing of SARS”, the strain behind another virus outbreak nearly 

two decades ago.

“We know that the whole genome of SARS-CoV-2 is only 80% similar to that 

of SARS. It’s an obvious difference,” she said. “So, in Professor Shi’s past 

research, they didn’t pay attention to such viruses which are less similar to 

the SARS virus.”

Chinese scientists have said that the virus first emerged at a market selling 

live animals in Wuhan, though officials in Beijing more recently cast doubt 

about its origins.

China warns U.S. of retaliation if punished for Hong Kong 
law
China   threatened counter-measures against the U.S. if it was punished 

for plans to impose a sedition law on Hong Kong, that the business hub’s 

security chief hailed as a new tool that would defeat “terrorism”.

Beijing plans to pass a new security law for Hong Kong that bans treason, 
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subversion and sedition after months of massive, often-violent pro-democracy 

protests last year.

But many Hong Kongers, business groups and Western nations fear the 

proposal could be a death blow to the city’s treasured freedoms and thousands 

took to the streets   despite a ban on mass gatherings introduced to combat 

coronavirus.

As police dispersed the crowds with tear gas and water cannon, Washington’s 

National Security Advisor Robert O’Brien warned the new law could cost the 

city its preferential U.S. trading status.

But China’s Foreign Ministry said Beijing would react to any sanctions from 

Washington. “If the U.S. insists on hurting China’s interests, China will have to 

take every necessary measure to counter and oppose this,” Foreign Ministry 

spokesman Zhao Lijian told reporters  .

Hong Kong has become the latest flashpoint in soaring tensions between 

the world’s two super powers which China has likened to “the brink of a new 

Cold War”.

The refusal to grant Hong Kongers democracy has sparked rare bipartisan 

support in an otherwise bitterly divided Washington during the Donald Trump 

administration.

Foreign-backed plot

Beijing portrays the city’s protests as a foreign-backed plot to destabilise 

the motherland and says other nations have no right to interfere in how the 

international business hub is run.

Protesters, who have hit the streets in their millions, say they are motivated 

by years of Beijing chipping away at the city’s freedoms since it was handed 

back to China by Britain in 1997.

Hong Kong enjoys liberties unseen on the mainland, as well as its own legal 

system and trade status.
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Campaigners view the security law proposal as the most brazen move yet 

by Beijing to end free speech and the city’s ability to make its own laws. Of 

particular concern is a provision allowing Chinese security agents to operate 

in Hong Kong, with fears it could spark a crackdown on those voicing dissent 

against China’s communist rulers.

The proposed law, which China’s rubber-stamp legislature is expected to act 

on quickly, will also bypass Hong Kong’s own legislature.

The city’s influential Bar Association   described the proposed motion as 

“worrying and problematic” — and warned it may even breach the territory’s 

mini-constitution. The proposal has spooked investors with Hong Kong’s 

stock exchange suffering its largest drop in five years  .

Hong Kong’s government has welcomed the law.

“Terrorism is growing in the city and activities which harm national security, 

such as ‘Hong Kong independence’, become more rampant,” Security 

Minister John Lee said in a statement.

U.S. sanctions

Meanwhile, in a separate development that signals rising tensions between 

China and the U.S., Beijing vowed to shield a Chinese government institute 

and eight companies sanctioned by the U.S. over alleged human rights 

violations in the restive Xinjiang region, where China is accused of mass 

repression of mostly Muslim minorities.

The U.S. Department of Commerce announced the sanctions  , saying they 

were triggered by human rights abuses against Uighurs and other minority 

groups in Xinjiang in China’s far northwest. Beijing urged Washington to 

reverse the decision, saying the Commerce Department had “stretched the 

concept of national security” to “meddle in China’s affairs and harm China’s 

interests”.
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‘U.S. is now more clear in support for India on China border 
issues’
Ambassador Alice Wells has said the border incidents have reflected a 

pattern of China’s behaviour, also seen in the South China Sea. Do you 

think both are linked?

Ambassador Wells made a series of fairly robust assertions in her remarks, 

including underscoring U.S. recognition of the McMahon Line and Indian 

sovereignty over Arunachal Pradesh. These are in fact long-standing positions 

of the U.S. government, but positions it has not always been forthcoming 

about. In 2012, I recall asking State Department officials, when was the 

last time the U.S. government reiterated support for the McMahon Line 

and Indian sovereignty over Arunachal Pradesh? They replied they couldn’t 

find any comments on the matter in a search of archives stretching back to 

2000. Having Ambassador Wells reiterate the position during a time of crisis 

is noteworthy. I’m hesitant to draw connections among the different fronts, 

because I do think China calibrates each policy individually.

Do you expect to see a different approach from the U.S. towards the 

region as concerns about China rise?

I think the U.S. government wants to ensure that we’re in a position to facilitate 

stronger security ties with any of these countries that are interested. I think 

that, frankly, we’ve done a good job in the last few years with the Quad [U.S.-

India-Japan-Australia], with not only reviving it, but with upgrading it to the 

ministerial level and adding new aspects to the quad like counterterrorism 

exercises. There hasn’t been a wave of regional balancing activity the way 

some realist theorists might have predicted, in part because China has done a 

very effective job winning over elites in neighbouring capitals, and convincing 

them of the economic benefits of engagement with China.

Is the China factor driving the deepening security cooperation between 
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India and the U.S.?

The amount of progress the [Narendra] Modi and [Donald] Trump 

administrations have made over the last three years or so is remarkable. If 

you just look at the revival and upgrading of the Quad, the establishment of 

a 2+2 Foreign and Defence Ministers dialogue, the signing of COMCASA 

[Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement], the likely signing 

of the BECA [Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement] this year, the 

stationing of an Indian officer at CENTCOM [Central Command], our first 

tri-service military exercise. We had a joint sail through the South China 

Sea that was joined by Japan and the Philippines. If I had a wish list of 

items to strengthen the U.S.-India strategic partnership before the Trump 

administration, I’d say they’ve already accomplished 90% of them.

In the past, U.S. administrations have been sensitive to India’s own 

considerations vis-à-vis China. Has that changed? Is the Trump administration 

pushing countries to choose?

I don’t think that has changed. It’s been 15 years since the civil nuclear deal 

was announced.

In that time I think Washington has developed an understanding of India’s 

unique disposition, its sensitivities, and its complex relationship with China. 

And if you look at the record, to my knowledge the Trump administration 

has not really pushed for India to assume any positions on China it is 

uncomfortable with.

It’s certainly been encouraged when India has supported things like upgrading 

the Quad or engaging in a joint sail through the South China Sea. Where 

there has been some friction, it has been over sanctions related to Iran and 

Russia. On China, the Trump administration hasn’t made any attempt to 

force India to choose.

Is the U.S. approach to China here to stay regardless of the outcome of 
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November’s elections?

I believe so. For a long time, I think China was given a free pass with the 

promise of expected future benefits, including economic and political 

liberalisation. Those days are over.

I think that bipartisan consensus has not only held but sharpened over the 

past few years. The competition is here to stay and is likely to intensify. The 

contours of that competition and points of emphasis might change under 

different administrations but there is clearly a change under way that I think 

will be lasting and will endure, regardless of who is in the White House.

‘No WHO bar on India testing HCQ as preventive’
The World Health Organisation’s (WHO) moratorium on testing 

hydroxychloroquine (HCQ), the controversial anti-malarial drug, for treating 

COVID-19, which was announced  , doesn’t imply that India should pause 

testing the drug as a preventive, Dr. Soumya Swaminathan, Chief Scientist, 

WHO, told The Hindu in an email. However. she stressed that India ought 

to be doing stricter trials to test the drug’s efficacy in staving off infection in 

asymptomatic people at high-risk of contracting the virus.

HCQ was one of four drug-combinations being tested in a global clinical trial, 

called Solidarity Trial, coordinated by the WHO.

Four hundred hospitals in 35 countries would be comparing the benefits to 

COVID patients from taking either Remdesivir; Lopinavir/Ritonavir; Lopinavir/

Ritonavir with Interferon beta-1a; and hydroxychloroquine. They are all drugs 

for other diseases but have shown varying degrees of promise in blunting 

COVID-19 infection.

To objectively assess the benefit of these drugs over standard-of-care 

treatments, clinicians would be assessing these drugs in Randomised 

Clinical Trial (RCT) — the most medically legitimate approach — whereby 
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some groups of patients, unknown to the administering doctors and recipient 

patients — would get the drug and some wouldn’t.

While these studies are in progress and still actively recruiting patients, a 

spate of studies have shown that HCQ shows no benefit — in fact, it puts 

patients at greater harm.

The latest such study published in the medical journal Lancet found that in 

96,000 hospitalised SARS-CoV-2 patients across six continents, there was 

no benefit — even additional harm of cardiac arrhythmia — in those being 

treated with HCQ. However, this study wasn’t a clinical trial and was an 

observational study in which all participants get the treatment.

Right decision

However, officials in the Health Ministry said India’s stance — recommending 

the drug as a preventive for groups that were at high risk of contracting the 

infection — was based on internal studies and laboratory experiments that 

showed the drug had anti-viral properties. “India has so far made the right 

decision on HCQ and that this decision has been based on evidence,” Preeti 

Sudan, Secretary, Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, told The Hindu .

“WHO is not advising stopping all HCQ trials... the suspension of enrolment 

applies only to the Solidarity trial. Many prophylaxis trials using HCQ are 

ongoing or about to start,” Dr Swaminathan said.

Myanmar village destruction has ‘hallmarks’ of military: 
HRW
At least 200 houses and other buildings were destroyed by fire at Let Kar 

village in the northwestern Rakhine, a conflict-ridden state in Myanmar, in 

an incident that has “all the hallmarks” of previous military arson attacks on 

villages, Human Rights Watch said.
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‘Security law not a threat to Hong Kong’
The city’s chief executive, Carrie Lam, told reporters that there was “no 

need for us to worry” over the move being considered by China’s ceremonial 

National People’s Congress.

“Hong Kong has proven that we uphold and preserve those values,” Ms. Lam 

said. “Hong Kong needs this piece of legislation for the bigger benefit of the 

great majority of Hong Kong people.”

Ms. Lam also said that transit service would resume at Hong Kong’s 

international airport on June 1, but that foreigners would still be banned from 

entering the city as part of measures to prevent a new wave of coronavirus 

infections.

The move by China to pass the legislation signals the central government’s 

determination to take greater control of Hong Kong after months of pro-

democracy protests last year. Beijing has appointed new representatives 

in Hong Kong who follow the hard line laid down by Chinese President Xi 

Jinping, who is also the head of the ruling Communist Party.

Sharp criticism

Such a move has long been under consideration and was hastened by last 

year’s street protests in the former British colony, which was returned to 

Chinese rule in 1997.

Beijing promised that the territory could retain its own relatively liberal civil, 

legal and economic systems that contrast starkly with the much more centrally 

controlled and authoritarian system in mainland China.

The U.S. has sharply criticised the proposed legislation and threatened to 

withdraw preferential trade status for Hong Kong.

Some “foreign politicians” have “expressed untrue opinions” about the plan 

to impose the law on Hong Kong, Lam said, without giving details.

She repeated claims that the law would only target “a minority,” citing concerns 
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about terrorism and subversion.

Protesters have returned to Hong Kong’s streets to oppose the legislation, 

with thousands turning out   as police fired tear gas and deployed a water 

cannon to disperse the crowds.  , over 100 protesters gathered at a luxury 

shopping mall in Hong Kong’s Central business district, condemning Lam 

and her administration.

The protests are a continuation of a monthslong pro-democracy movement 

that began last year and has at times descended into violence between 

police and demonstrators.

Beijing has increasingly pushed for measures such as punishment for 

disrespecting the Chinese national flag or anthem along with a boost to pro-

China patriotic-themed education in schools.

‘Hong Kong body will play an advisory role’
A proposed security law could allow Chinese mainland authorities to set up 

shop in Hong Kong, but their powers would likely be restricted to intelligence 

gathering and an advisory role, a member of China’s top political advisory 

body said Wednesday.

China’s rubber-stamp Parliament is expected to approve   a proposal to draft 

a national security law for the semi-autonomous city, which has sparked 

fresh protests over fears the financial hub will lose its unique freedoms.

British-era agency

Daniel Fung, Hong Kong member of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 

Conference, said the idea is to establish a security agency similar to one that 

existed when the city was a British colony. “I would expect the powers and 

duties of this agency to be restricted to intelligence gathering, and playing an 

advisory role,” Mr. Fung said, while noting its exact functions will have to be 

set out under the legislation that will be passed at a later date. Enforcement 
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of laws, he added, should remain with the Hong Kong government under 

the proposal, which would ban secession, subversion, terrorism and foreign 

interference. Hong Kong has its own legal system and a degree of autonomy 

through the “One Country, Two Systems” arrangement under which Britain 

handed Hong Kong back to China in 1997.

Under the city’s mini-constitution, local police are responsible for law 

enforcement but mainland police officials are allowed to operate within the 

territory. Activists fear the new proposals will end this firewall.

Last year’s mass unrest against the government was triggered by a now-

scrapped proposal to allow extraditions to the mainland, which many worried 

would leave Hong Kong citizens at the mercy of China’s opaque justice 

system.

No transfer of suspects

Mr. Fung, however, said he did not see that happening under the new 

proposal.

“We do not expect the transfer of suspects to the mainland for trial,” he said.

Mainland Chinese authorities could join Hong Kong police to investigate 

criminal suspects under the planned security law, pro-Beijing politician 

Maria Tam had earlier said. But according to Ms. Tam, who advises China’s 

Parliament on Hong Kong’s Constitution, police from outside the city would 

need approval from local authorities to conduct investigations.

After Twitter fact-check, Trump threatens to shut social 
media
U.S. President Donald Trump threatened to “strongly regulate” or “shut down” 

social media platforms after Twitter identified two of his tweets as making 

unsubstantiated claims.

“Republicans feel that Social Media Platforms totally silence conservatives 
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voices. We will strongly regulate, or close them down, before we can ever 

allow this to happen. We saw what they attempted to do, and failed, in 2016. 

We can’t let a more sophisticated version of that happen again. Just like 

we can’t let large scale Mail-In Ballots take root in our Country. It would be 

a free for all on cheating, forgery and the theft of Ballots. Whoever cheated 

the most would win. Likewise, Social Media. Clean up your act, NOW!!!!” Mr. 

Trump wrote  .

In a first, Twitter,, had posted a fact check below two of Mr. Trump’s tweets 

about mail-in ballots. Twitter’s action has potentially large ramifications given 

the U.S. is months away from a general election and Mr. Trump uses the site 

several times a day to communicate with his more than 80 million followers.

“There is NO WAY (ZERO!) that Mail-In Ballots will be anything less than 

substantially fraudulent. Mail boxes will be robbed, ballots will be forged & 

even illegally printed out & fraudulently signed,” Mr. Trump tweeted, singling 

out the Governor of California [Gavin Newsom].

“The Governor of California is sending Ballots to millions of people, anyone 

living in the state, no matter who they are or how they got there, will get one. 

That will be followed up with professionals telling all of these people, many of 

whom have never even thought of voting before, how, and for whom, to vote. 

This will be a Rigged Election. No way!” the President wrote.

‘Get the facts’

Twitter reacted with a link that said, “Get the facts about mail-in ballots” that 

linked to a page titled, “Trump makes unsubstantiated claim that mail-in 

ballots will lead to voter fraud.” The page included details on the President’s 

false claims and links to articles from publications, including the Washington 

Post and CNN.

Twitter had announced last year that it would, in some cases, tag notices 

onto tweets from the verified accounts of government officials, elected 

representatives and those running for office who had more than 10,000 
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followers. Mr. Trump has repeatedly made baseless claims on voting by mail 

and had threatened, earlier in May, to cut federal funding to some states 

over the issue.  , several Republican groups had sued California after Mr. 

Newsom said everyone eligible to vote would be sent an absentee ballot to 

encourage mail voting due to the pandemic

‘Political bias’

Mr. Trump, reacted by saying Twitter was “interfering” in the 2020 election 

and “completely stifling free speech” and that as President, he would “not 

allow it to happen”.

His campaign manager, Brad Parscale, accused Twitter of political bias 

and said the company was trying to interfere with Mr. Trump’s outreach to 

voters. “We always knew that Silicon Valley would pull out all the stops to 

obstruct and interfere with President Trump getting his message through to 

voters. Partnering with the biased fake news media ‘fact checkers’ is only 

a smoke screen Twitter is using to try to lend their obvious political tactics 

some false credibility. There are many reasons the Trump campaign pulled 

all our advertising from Twitter months ago, and their clear political bias is 

one of them,” Mr. Parscale said in a statement.

However, Twitter had said last year that it was not permitting political ads and 

that “political message reach should be earned, not bought.”

Also, Mr. Trump tweeted unsubstantiated claims about television show 

host and former Republican politician Joe Scarborough, suggesting Mr. 

Scarborough had a role in the 2001 death of a former employee, Lori 

Klausutis.

Klausutis’s death was caused by a cardiac condition and did not involve 

foul play, as per the authorities at the time. In a May 21 letter published by 

the New York Times , Klausutis’s widower , Timothy Klausutis, had requested 

Twitter CEO Josh Dorsey to take down similar tweets from Mr. Trump from 

April and May this year.
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A Twitter spokesperson said the company was “deeply sorry” about the “pain” 

caused by the statements but said the tweets would remain, as per several 

U.S. news outlets who reported the reaction.

China passes controversial Hong Kong law
China’s Parliament   passed new legislation for Hong Kong that will for the 

first time empower Beijing to draft national security laws for the Special 

Administrative Region (SAR).

At the closing session of the annual National People’s Congress (NPC) in 

Beijing, the draft legislation was passed overwhelmingly, with 2,878 votes 

for, one against and six abstentions in the Communist Party-controlled 

legislature.

The law, called the “NPC Decision on Establishing and Improving the 

Legal System and Enforcement Mechanisms for the Hong Kong Special 

Administrative Region to Safeguard National Security”, essentially empowers 

the NPC to draft new national security laws for Hong Kong. That could happen 

as early as June, when the NPC Standing Committee, which convenes every 

two months, holds its next sitting.

The draft legislation said the scope of the laws could cover any activity that 

“seriously endangers national security”. It said it was aimed at enabling 

“measures to counter, lawfully prevent, stop and punish foreign and overseas 

forces’ use of Hong Kong to carry out separatist, subversive, infiltrative, or 

destructive activities”.

Basic law

The NPC decision has been criticised by pro-democracy parties and some 

in the legal community in Hong Kong as undermining the “one country, two 

systems” model. Since 1997, Hong Kong has been governed by the Basic 

Law, which gives the SAR “executive, legislative and independent judicial 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

power, including that of final adjudication”. Only matters of defence and 

foreign affairs are handled by the central government.

While the law says the state would “fully, and accurately implement the 

principles of one country, two systems”, it also enables organs of the central 

government “for the protection of national security” to set up “institutions in 

the HKSAR”, a provision that has been a particular source of concern.

“It is entirely unclear how the proposed agencies set up in the HKSAR will 

operate under the laws of the HKSAR, whether they will be bound by the laws 

of the HKSAR, whether they have the power of enforcement, and whether 

such powers as exercised will be limited by the laws currently in force in the 

HKSAR”, the Hong Kong Bar Association said in a statement reported by 

the South China Morning Post .

The law could also block foreign judges from sitting on national security cases, 

following the example of Macau, which has done so since 2018, Reuters 

reported. Hong Kong’s court of final appeal has 15 foreign judges, under a 

system aimed to ensure judicial independence for a global financial centre.

At his annual press conference following the NPC, China’s Premier Li Keqiang 

said China “will still follow the principle of Hong Kong people governing Hong 

Kong”. He said “one country, two systems” is China’s “basic state policy” 

and Beijing would continue to ensure Hong Kong had “a high degree of 

autonomy”.

 , U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo certified to Congress that it was 

the administration’s view that Hong Kong could no longer enjoy the special 

economic privileges it had received from the U.S. because of the erosion of 

its autonomy, a move that could hurt the SAR’s economy.

Mutual respect

In his press conference, Mr. Li called on China and the U.S. to manage their 

differences and “discard a ‘Cold War’ mentality”. “I believe both countries 
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should respect each other and develop a relationship on the basis of equality, 

respect each other’s core interests and major concerns and embrace 

cooperation,” he said.

He said China would aim for positive economic growth this year, although 

the government would rely on increased liquidity rather than any massive 

stimulus measures.

China for the first time has not set an annual GDP growth target citing the 

economic uncertainty, with the economy contracting by 6.8% in the first 

quarter, the first contraction since 1976. Both Mr. Li and the Foreign Minister 

Wang Yi did not field any questions on India in their annual NPC press 

meets.

UN delays crucial climate summit for a year, cites pandemic
The coronavirus pandemic has prompted the United Nations to delay until 

late 2021 a crucial climate summit that had been scheduled for Britain this 

year, officials said.

This year’s meeting, known as the COP26 summit, had been billed as the 

most important climate change summit since the 2015 talks that produced the 

Paris Agreement. Hundreds of world leaders had been expected to respond 

to public pressure for stronger global climate action by delivering pledges to 

slash greenhouse gas emissions more rapidly.

The summit will be rescheduled to Nov. 1 to 12, 2021, the UN’s climate body 

decided, dates proposed by the British government. Glasgow, Scotland will 

remain the host city, and there will first be a warm-up summit in Italy.

British climate official Alok Sharma said the delay would give countries more 

time to rebuild economies with climate change prioritized. Negotiators from 

bloc of less developed countries also urged governments not to use the 

pandemic to delay stronger climate plans, but instead to boost renewable 
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energy, conservation and other green measures as economies recover.

European Union leaders proposed such a plan   to tie a 750 billion euro 

recovery fund to climate goals.

“The postponement of the COP should not affect the resolve of countries to 

deliver on these commitments in 2020,” said Sonam Wangdi of Bhutan, a 

member of the LDC bloc.

This year’s COP26 summit was supposed to serve as a deadline for 

governments to commit to the more-aggressive emissions-cutting goals 

needed to deliver the Paris Agreement’s target to cap global temperature 

increases at 2 degrees Celsius and aim for 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-

industrial times.

Current pledges put the world on track for roughly 3 degrees Celsius of warming 

this century. Scientists say that level would have severe consequences for 

sea-level rise, extreme weather events and mass migration as people flee 

regions where the local climate becomes uninhabitable.

Trump cuts ties with WHO as COVID-19 grips Latin America
President Donald Trump said he is severing ties with the World Health 

Organization (WHO) over its handling of the COVID-19 pandemic, as the 

death toll from the disease spiked again in the U.S. and Brazil.

The virus, which has killed more than 3,64,000 people and devastated the 

global economy, is progressing at different speeds across the globe, with 

Europe continuing to open up from lockdown   after seeing its number of 

infections steadily fall.

Italy’s iconic Leaning Tower of Pisa reopened, while Parisians flocked to parks 

open for the first time in months. But countries in Latin America are bracing 

for difficult weeks ahead, especially Brazil, where the death toll shot up by 

1,124   and there was a record number of new infections. The unprecedented 
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challenge of the pandemic has put pressure on the WHO, and Mr. Trump’s 

decision to end hundreds of millions of dollars in funding comes when the UN 

agency needs it most.

Mr. Trump initially suspended funding to the WHO last month, accusing it of 

not doing enough to curb the early spread of the virus and being too lenient 

with China, where the virus emerged late last year.  , he made that decision 

permanent in a major blow for the agency’s finances, as the U.S. is by far 

its biggest contributor, pumping in $400 million last year. The President told 

reporters the U.S. would be redirecting WHO funds “to other worldwide and 

deserving urgent global public health needs”.

‘U.S. turns rogue’

The move sparked a fierce backlash, with German Health Minister Jens Spahn 

saying the “disappointing” decision was a setback for global health.

Richard Horton, editor of The Lancet medical journal, said it was “madness 

and terrifying both at the same time”. “The U.S. government has gone rogue 

at a time of humanitarian emergency,” he tweeted.

Nearly six million people have been confirmed to have contracted COVID-19 

across the world, and a vaccine remains elusive.

As the disease spreads across South America, the poor have been hit hard 

in countries like Brazil, which now has the second highest number of cases in 

the world after the U.S.

“In 26 years, I’ve never seen so many people living in fear, so many people 

going hungry,” said Alcione Albanesi, founder of charity Amigos do Bem, 

which distributes supplies to communities in the impoverished Sertao region 

of Brazil’s northeast.

“Everything has ground to a stop. But hunger doesn’t stop.” Chile also logged 

another record number of deaths, pushing its total to almost 1,000.

Positive signs

In European countries that seem on the other side of their outbreak peak, 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    International

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

there has been pressure to lift crippling lockdowns despite experts warning 

of a possible second wave of infections. Tourism-dependent Greece said it 

will restart its two main airports for arrivals from 29 countries from June 15. 

But some European nations hard hit by the virus are not on the list, including 

France, Spain, Britain and Italy.

In Austria, hotels and cinemas were allowed to take in customers again   

under special guidelines, provided masks are worn. “It is very important that 

things return to normal, because I am a person who lives alone and is very 

interested in culture,” film buff Rotraud Turanitz said at Vienna’s Admiral Kino 

cinema.

Hotels and shopping centres in Ukraine’s capital Kiev also reopened  . Turkey 

too has moved ahead with easing its restrictions as mosques opened for the 

first time in months.

And Denmark said it would reopen its border to visitors from Germany, Norway 

and Iceland from June 15, although Britain and the rest of the EU will have to 

wait a few more months.
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Coronavirus is pulling millions back into poverty
Like thousands of women across South Asia, Shahida Khatun dropped 

out of school to work in the garment factories that were springing up in 

Bangladesh’s cities, hoping to pull her family out of poverty.

At 12 years old, she clocked in for long shifts in an overcrowded factory. But 

the $30 she made each month ensured that for the first time, her family had 

regular meals and could buy previously unheard-of luxuries like chicken and 

milk.

A decade later, Ms. Khatun more than tripled her wage.

But when Ms. Khatun and her husband were laid off in March as Bangladesh, 

like much of the world, went under lockdown because of the coronavirus 

pandemic, she dropped back to dark places she hoped she had left 

behind.

“The garment factory helped me and my family to get out of poverty. But the 

coronavirus has pushed me back in,” Ms. Khatun, now 22, said in a recent 

interview.

The gains the world was making in fighting poverty are now at grave risk.

The World Bank says that for the first time since 1998, global poverty rates 

will rise. By the end of the year, 8% of the world’s population — half a billion 

people — could be pushed into destitution, largely because of the wave of 

unemployment brought by virus lockdowns.

While everyone will suffer, the developing world will be hardest hit. The 

World Bank estimates that sub-Saharan Africa will see its first recession in 

25 years, with nearly half of all jobs lost across the continent. South Asia will 

likely experience its worst economic performance in 40 years.

Informal sector

Most at risk are people working in the informal sector, which employs 2 billion 

people who have no access to benefits like unemployment assistance or 
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health care. In Bangladesh, 1 million garment workers like Ms. Khatun — 

7% of the country’s workforce — lost their jobs because of the lockdown.

The financial shock waves could linger even after the virus is gone, experts 

warn. Countries like Bangladesh, which spent heavily on programmes to 

improve education and provide health care, which help lift families out of 

destitution, may now be too cash-strapped to fund them.

“These stories, of women entering the workplace and bringing their families 

out of poverty, of programmes lifting the trajectories of families, those stories 

will be easy to destroy,” said Abhijit Banerjee, a winner of the 2019 Nobel 

Prize for economics.

“There will be groups of people who climbed up the ladder and will now fall 

back,” he added. “There were so many fragile existences, families barely 

stitching together an existence. They will fall into poverty, and they may 

not come out of it.” The gains now at risk are a stark reminder of global 

inequality and how much more there is to be done. In 1990, 36% of the 

world’s population, or 1.9 billion people, lived on less than $1.90 a day. By 

2016, that number had dropped to 734 million people, or 10% of the world’s 

population, largely because of progress in South Asia and China.

Some of the biggest gains were made in India, where 210 million people 

were lifted out of poverty from 2006 to 2016, according to the UN. Since 

2000, Bangladesh lifted 33 million people — 10% of its population — out 

of poverty.

Famines that once plagued South Asia are now vanishingly rare, the 

population less susceptible to disease and starvation. But that progress 

may be reversed, experts worry, and funding for anti-poverty programmes 

may be cut as governments struggle with stagnant growth rates or economic 

contractions as the world heads for a recession.
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‘There should be a common regional strategy in the fight 
against COVID-19 ’
How is the Maldives dealing with COVID-19?

As of 3 p.m. on May 1, we have 468 confirmed positive cases. This includes 

145 Maldivians and 323 foreigners. They are from Bangladesh, India, Italy, 

Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal and the U.K. Unfortunately; there has been one 

death, of an 83-year-old woman. We saw the highest number of confirmed 

cases recorded — 107 — in a single day on April 30. The government is 

isolating all positive cases in dedicated isolation facilities and taking their 

direct contacts into quarantine. Elderly persons are being kept in the dedicated 

hospital facilities in Malé. Contact tracing is done extensively.

You have a National Task Force on COVID-19 chaired by the President. 

What is its strategy?

All our key stakeholders have worked together since the beginning of the 

first reports [of COVID-19] from late January. The challenge has always been 

that in the event of a major breakout, our health services would be stretched 

immensely. The shortage of healthcare professionals is felt more acutely 

in such a crisis. We made very difficult decisions early on. We temporarily 

suspended direct travel from China on February 4, 2020. As you know, China 

is our biggest source market for tourism, and this was in the middle of the 

peak season.

The virus was first reported in one of the atolls, and has now reached 

Male. How are you arresting the spread?

We had managed to prevent community spread for over a month, until we 

found the first positive case in Malé city on April 15. Since then, the rate of 

spread has escalated significantly. In the past 15 days alone, 448 cases have 

been confirmed. We are now dealing with containing the spread of the virus 

in our largest population centre. Malé city has been under lockdown since 
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April 15. This is, as you can imagine, a challenging situation. This city is one 

of the most congested areas in the world, with a large population of migrant 

workers as well.

The Maldives’s primary revenue-earning tourism sector is affected 

very badly. What are the options you are looking at to revive your 

economy?

Our economy is heavily dependent on tourism. And the disruption in global 

travel and connectivity has resulted in the closure of the entire industry. And 

falling demand, and resulting decline in price for fish globally, has impacted the 

fisheries sector, which is our second largest economic sector. The Maldives 

imports nearly everything, from basic staple food, to luxury goods, to everything 

consumed in the tourist resorts. We pay for these imports from hard currency 

earned from tourism and fish exports. Last year, we projected a rise of 8% 

in tourist revenues. Revenue generated by the tourism industry accounts for 

over 70% of the country’s GDP. Now, tourist arrivals are expected to decline 

by 50%. The sharp reduction in tourist arrivals this year and shutting down of 

the tourism industry have brought a cash flow crisis to the government. The 

government has taken a number of measures, including reducing expenditure 

and introducing a financial stimulus package with $161.9 million to prevent 

the closing down of local businesses.

How does the Maldives view the prospect for regional collaboration?

The Maldives is, and has always been a firm believer of strong regional 

cooperation, especially in the face of adversity, such as the one we are facing 

now. A common regional strategy must create space for closer cooperation 

among the health emergency agencies to ensure that the countries in SAARC 

have unhindered exchange of information. Secondly, because the economic 

impact of this pandemic on our region will be immense, to formulate an 

economic relief package. Third, to start discussing a long-term recovery plan 

for the region.
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The Maldives has been working on restructuring its external debt. How does 

COVD-19 impact your engagement with donors?

The Maldives has been very fortunate in its friendships, as we have a number 

of trusted partners and friends. India is one such partner and friend. On 

debt, the Government has set in place a debt sustainability strategy since 

early 2019, and has been pursuing its borrowing, revenue generating, and 

expenditure policies based on the strategy. However, the unexpected and 

sharp decline in government revenue will impact the previous forecasts 

and the current debt sustainability strategy, and the Finance Ministry will be 

making the necessary adjustments as required.

Tariff on China for mishandling virus outbreak is ‘certainly an 
option’: Trump
US President Donald Trump   reiterated that imposing an additional tariff 

on China for allegedly mishandling the coronavirus outbreak is “certainly an 

option”.

Trump was responding to a question about his remarks a day earlier in which 

he had indicated at imposing tariff on China as a punishment for the spread 

of coronavirus.

“It’s certainly an option. It’s certainly an option,” Trump said but did not give 

a timeline for this.

“We’re going to see what happens. A lot of things are happening with respect 

to China. We’re not happy, obviously, with what happened. This is a bad 

situation all over the world, 182 countries. But we’ll be having a lot to say 

about that,” he said in response to a question.

In an interview to Buck Sexton of The Buck Sexton Show, Secretary of 

State Mike Pompeo accused China of being non transparent on the issue of 

coronavirus.
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“They’ve claimed that they have been transparent, but of course, at least as of 

a day or two ago, we still didn’t actually have a sample of the virus. We were 

still working to try to understand what the scope of the risk was,” he said.

Pompeo said China claimed it didn’t know where the coronavirus came 

from, but those inside China, who tried to talk about the virus, were denied 

access.

They were told “don’t talk about that, stop it” and discussions were banned 

early on, he added.

“That’s not the way partners work, reliable partners work. Reliable partners 

share. They open up, especially when there’s trouble. They go overboard 

to make sure everybody can understand how it came to be. That’s all we’ve 

asked for,” the secretary of state said.

“We hope that the Chinese Communist Party will see their way clear to allow 

the world to understand how the heck this virus got out of Wuhan, China, and 

spread all across the world,” he said.

“We need responsibility and accountability for this outbreak,” Pompeo said.

He said it was really important to understand what happened in China during 

the virus outbreak to make sure something like this does not happen again.

“There are multiple labs inside of China and our understanding of what takes 

place there is pretty limited, and there have been examples of leaks from 

those labs before,” Pompeo said.

He said the coronavirus pandemic has been an expensive and costly calamity 

and the US needs to do its part but there is a responsibility on Chinese 

Communist Party to make sure something like this does not happen again.

“We have seen the narrative which is that this virus began and the Chinese 

Communist Party knew about it, didn’t alert the world to it in a timely fashion,” 

Pompeo said.

He further said the whole world world has a right to know what happened in 
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China during the coronavirus outbreak.

Ships on way to the Maldives, UAE
The Navy dispatched two ships, INS Jalashwa and INS Magar , to Male 

under Operation “Samudra Setu” to repatriate stranded Indian citizens.

The evacuation operations will start on May 8 as part of Phase 1 efforts, the 

Navy said  .

Defence sources confirmed that INS Shardul and INS Airavat had set sail to 

the UAE. Modalities at the port of entry were being finalised and should be in 

place before the ships reach, a defence source said.

“A total of 1,000 persons are planned to be evacuated during the first trip, 

catering for COVID-related social distancing norms vis-a-vis the carrying 

capacity and medical facilities available on board,” the Navy said.

The evacuated personnel will disembark in Kochi and entrusted to the care 

of the State authorities, the Navy said. INS Jalashwa is set to reach Male on 

May 8 and INS Magar on May 10.

INS Jalashwa can normally accommodate 1,000 people but will take 800.

The other three amphibious ships are landing ship tanks (LST) and can 

normally accommodate 500 people each but the capacity will be reduced to 

300-350, officials said.

The Navy said the ships had been suitably provisioned for the evacuation and 

those evacuated would be provided basic amenities and medical facilities 

during the sea passage.

India caught in U.S.-China spat over Taiwan’s status at WHO
As tensions between the U.S. and China rise over the novel coronavirus 

pandemic, India, which is set to take over as the next Chairperson of the 
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World Health Organization’s decision-making executive body in May, is faced 

with a major choice on whether to support a U.S. move to reinstate Taiwan’s 

observer status at the World Health Assembly (WHA) or to China’s opposition 

to it.

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar attended a seven-nation virtual meeting 

of Foreign Ministers, convened by U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, 

which appeared to be part of Washington’s efforts to gain support for its move 

to effect changes at the WHO.

The U.S. has, in the recent past, accused it of acting as a “PR agency” for 

China during the pandemic.

Mr. Jaishankar will take part in a virtual meeting of the 8-nation Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation (SCO) led by China and Russia, which will discuss 

responses to the pandemic. The meeting was held on the same day the U.S. 

Senate passed an Act (S.249) to “direct the Secretary of State to develop a 

strategy to regain observer status for Taiwan in the World Health Organization”, 

beginning with its decision-making body, the WHA. The Geneva-based WHA 

will hold a virtual meeting on May 18 and 19 to elect members to the 34-

nation Executive Board, among other things, and it will be followed by a Board 

meeting on May 22.

Officials have confirmed that India’s nominee will take over as the Chairperson, 

replacing Japan.

‘Taiwan is eager to work with India to fight the COVID-19 
pandemic’
What are the main lessons from Taiwan’s experience in battling COVID-

19?

Our experience with SARS in 2003 was traumatic. The experience taught 

Taiwan that acting quickly and ensuring advanced deployment are the keys 
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to preventing the spread of an epidemic. Our government, moreover, has 

been transparent and has kept the public up-to-date at all times. This is 

why the Taiwan model of fighting disease has proven effective. When the 

first case of the coronavirus arrived on January 21, we set up the Central 

Epidemic Command Center (CECC). We quickly issued an export ban on 

critical medical supplies. We have designated 160 testing facilities around 

the country. From these facilities, people with the disease are either sent to 

one of 134 medical facilities for milder cases, or 50 large regional centres for 

more severe cases. This system allows us to quickly isolate patients based 

on their severity, as well as allocate medical personnel and equipment. I 

would like to point out that National Health Insurance, which covers 99% of 

our people, is the key to our success in rationing critical supplies and contact 

tracing.

Have Taiwan and India been in touch during the pandemic?

Despite the lack of official diplomatic ties between Taiwan and India, both 

countries set up representative offices in each other’s respective capitals in 

1995. Since then, we have engaged in dynamic ongoing communication on 

many levels. However, our sharing of information on COVID-19 has been 

restricted to relying on the International Health Regulations (IHR) focal point 

under the WHO. The arrangement is far from satisfactory. Information has 

not been shared in a timely fashion. The pandemic did not draw due global 

attention until late January, when it was finally declared a Public Health 

Emergency of International Concern by the WHO. In retrospect, it is clear 

that the international community was not fully informed as to the risk of a 

devastating pandemic.

Are there particular areas where you think Taiwan and India can work 

together to fight the pandemic?

Let me give you two examples of how we are doing so already. First, 
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on February 20, researchers at Academia Sinica announced they had 

synthesised over 100 milligrams of Remdesivir, an experimental treatment 

for COVID-19, to 97% purity. It took the team, which includes two members 

from India, just two weeks. Second is how Taiwan’s medical institutions 

have been sharing related information. On April 2 and 14, two Taiwan-India 

Webinars on COVID-19 were held. These were a product of collaboration 

between National Cheng Kung University Hospital and the All India Institute 

of Medical Sciences. Over 14,000 healthcare workers in India benefited from 

these webinars. Taiwan’s physicians shared their experience fighting the 

pandemic, including testing methods, treatments, approaches to containing 

infection, and measures concerning masks. Also Taiwan will provide face 

masks to India in support of frontline medical personnel. Taiwan is eager to 

work with India to fight COVID-19.

Is Taiwan concerned by the disruption of global supply chains for both 

medicines and personal protective equipment?

The continuing spread of COVID-19 has affected global pharmaceutical 

supply chains. Prices of active pharmaceutical ingredients have gone up. 

Taiwan has naturally been affected to a certain extent. Our government has 

been working with domestic manufacturers of pharmaceuticals to source 

needed inputs from, for example, India, Europe, or the U.S.

Do you see room for India and Taiwan to coordinate on this front?

Information sharing and multilateral coordination play a critical role in 

preventing pandemics. A joint effort is needed to keep the world safe. I would 

like to see closer interactions and engagement by our research teams on 

medicine and related technology. Taiwan and India could consider setting up 

a regular communications channel between our medical agencies in order to 

ensure the availability of medical resources.

We could also work to explore the feasibility of mutually beneficial investments 
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and cooperation to strengthen supply chains for pharmaceuticals, inputs, and 

equipment.

Can you share with us when Taiwan first alerted the WHO on human-to-

human transmission and the response?

The Taiwan Centers for Disease Control learned from online sources that 

there had been at least seven cases of atypical pneumonia in Wuhan, China. 

In China, the term “atypical pneumonia” is commonly used to refer to SARS, a 

disease transmitted between humans caused by coronavirus. On December 

31, 2019, Taiwan sent an email to the IHR focal point under the World Health 

Organization, informing the WHO of its understanding of the disease and also 

requesting further information from the WHO. The WHO IHR focal point only 

responded with a short message stating that Taiwan’s information had been 

forwarded to expert colleagues. No follow up information was provided.

What in your view are the main lessons for the WHO going forward?

Since the outbreak of the pandemic at the beginning of the year, although 

WHO has said little about Taiwan’s disease-prevention efforts, Taiwan is 

willing to share its experience with the WHO and other nations. If Taiwan 

could participate fully in the WHO and if it could interact with other countries 

on an equal basis under the WHO framework, more nations would receive 

Taiwan’s early warning.

The world might be a different place today. Where possible, Taiwan is willing 

and eager to continue providing medical supplies to nations suffering badly 

from this disease. Taiwan has recently, for example, donated over 17 million 

medical masks to countries around the world. We are also making donation 

arrangements for India, which is an important partner for Taiwan. We will 

continue operating in the spirit of “Taiwan Can Help” and share Taiwan’s 

experience with the world.
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Vocal about local, but no snub to globalisation
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s speech   sought to outline his vision for India 

in a post-coronavirus world order. It was a reiteration of his world view and 

his faith in India’s manifest destiny, seeking validation in the crisis of the old 

order.

Mr. Modi’s pro-market supporters and his Left critics both understood him 

as an ally of global capitalism in 2014. Stephen Bannon, the ideologue of 

the Trump uprising in the U.S., termed Mr. Modi’s politics anti-globalism — a 

point that he reiterated in a recent interview to an Indian channel. There are 

at least four discernible strands in Mr. Modi’s speech.

First, import substitution, an objective that drove nationalist economic policies 

in the 20th century, is back. Profit-driven globalisation had brought to the fore 

multiple insecurities of countries already when the pandemic struck, and it 

multiplied these fears manifold overnight. The biggest superpower’s struggle 

with procuring enough masks and paracetamol, for instance, has exposed 

its vulnerabilities. Self-reliance is suddenly not a bad idea again. Mr. Modi’s 

policies had already reflected this thinking earlier, but the new context has 

given him the courage to be “vocal about local”. In a crisis, only the local 

capacities can be useful.

People-centric

Second, this is not a rejection of globalisation, but a call for a new form of 

globalisation — from profit-driven to people-centric, as Mr. Modi said. He 

believes that India is the repository of such a wisdom, it’s the “Vishwa Guru”, 

teacher of the world. “The global brands of today were sometimes also very 

local like this… they became global from (being) local.” He elaborated further 

on India-led globalisation — on climate, on being helpful to other countries by 

offering them supplies in a time of crisis, led by the principle of Vasudhaiva 

Kutumbakam .
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Third, the manner in which he brought China into the picture, without naming 

it. India’s self-reliance can only be at the cost of China. The current crisis 

could work to China’s advantage further if it is business as usual. His speech 

obliquely questioned the Chinese grip over global supply chains, and was an 

invitation to western partners such as the U.S. for closer partnerships.

Notion of reforms

Fourth, his notion of reforms for self-reliance, not for globalisation. The 

word reform is an ambiguous one but widely used as a code for pro-capital 

measures. In 2016, in his keynote speech at 41st AGM of U.S. India Business 

Council (USIBC), in Washington DC, he explained his views on “reforms”. 

“I have said several times that my aim is to reform to transform. For me, 

reforms are those policies that transform the lives of ordinary citizens,” he 

said, adding that “policies to ensure that growth benefits the poor and the 

weaker sections” and “a frontal attack on corruption”, were reforms. On the 

same lines,  , he counted as a reform, the government’s ability to make cash 

payments to the poorest. “Bold reforms to create a self-reliant India,” he said, 

will now be “broadened, giving a new height”. His list of reforms overlaps 

substantially with the demands of owners of capital — rational tax system, 

simple and clear rules-of-law, good infrastructure, etc. But the slant clearly 

is state support for the national capitalists. Read with the emphasis on local 

companies going global, it becomes clearer.

His speech narrows the gap between the government and the rest of the 

Sangh Parivar. “Small scale industries, farmers and labourers are the three 

pillars of the Indian economy. The emphasis of the PM’s speech was on 

these three,” said Saji Narayanan, president of the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh 

(BMS). The BMS has been scathingly critical of the changes in labour laws 

made by the BJP governments in Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh in 

recent days, but Mr. Narayanan does not expect anything similar coming 
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from the Centre. “There are still advisers within the government who have 

different views, and we will wait for the details in new announcements. But 

the political vision in the PM’s speech is very encouraging,” he said. The 

Swadeshi segments within the Parivar are buoyant.

But this is not an easy act to pull off. India has severe limitations in capital, 

technology and human resources. Balancing the interests of capital and 

labour is not easy. But as a political statement, this could not have been 

clearer or stronger, though his vocal, free-market interpreters are unlikely to 

make his case this time.

India hopes agreement will ensure peace, stability
India welcomed the agreement signed by Afghanistan President Ashraf 

Ghani and his political rival Abdullah Abdullah, bringing them together in 

government and appointing Mr. Abdullah to the High Peace Council tasked 

with talks with the Taliban.

The move is expected to speed up the intra-Afghan dialogue preparations 

that are already delayed two months behind the planned date of March 10.

“India hopes the Political Agreement and creation of the High Council of 

National Reconciliation will result in renewed efforts for establishing enduring 

peace and stability and putting an end to externally sponsored terrorism and 

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

New Delhi also called for an “immediate ceasefire” to help Afghanistan deal 

with the COVID-19 pandemic. The Taliban has thus far rejected all calls for 

a ceasefire.

‘Spraying disinfectants can be harmful’
Spraying disinfectant on the streets, as practised in some countries, does 
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not eliminate the new coronavirus and even poses a health risk, the World 

Health Organization (WHO) warned.

“Spraying or fumigation of outdoor spaces, such as streets or marketplaces, 

is... not recommended to kill the COVID-19 virus or other pathogens because 

disinfectant is inactivated by dirt and debris,” said the WHO in a document.

The WHO said that streets and pavements are not considered as “reservoirs 

of infection” of COVID-19, adding that spraying disinfectants can be 

“dangerous for human health”.

It added that spraying individuals with disinfectants is “not recommended 

under any circumstances”. “This could be physically and psychologically 

harmful and would not reduce an infected person’s ability to spread the 

virus,” said the document. Spraying chlorine or toxic chemicals on people can 

cause eye and skin irritation, bronchospasm and gastrointestinal effects.

“If disinfectants are to be applied, this should be done with a cloth or wipe 

that has been soaked in disinfectant,” it said.

‘India must not give Taliban legitimacy until it joins intra-
Afghan talks’
Saying that the U.S. is trying to salvage its deal with the Taliban, despite rising 

violence in Afghanistan, National Security Advisory Board (NSAB) member 

and former envoy to Kabul Amar Sinha stressed it would be pointless for 

India to engage with the group till it joins the intra-Afghan dialogue.

After a bitter electoral battle, the top leadership in Kabul has reached 

a settlement that will bring Abdullah Abdullah into the government with 

President Ghani as the President of the High Council for peace and national 

reconciliation, expected to lead the intra-Afghan dialogue with the Taliban. 

How do you see this development?

Despite all the fighting and the rival factions, the Afghan leadership has 
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shown once again its ability to come together when that is needed the most. 

We saw this in 2009, and again in 2014 after elections brought fractured 

mandates. And this time, too, it is heartening to see the efforts of Mr. Ghani, 

Mr. Abdullah, and other leaders to effect a compromise. One shouldn’t 

overlook this development. It is a positive development, certainly.

This week has also seen some of the worst possible attacks in Kabul, 

including at a hospital maternity ward. Has the situation there worsened 

since the U.S.-Taliban agreement?

Unfortunately, the U.S.-Taliban deal has a tolerance for violence written into 

it. It contains no commitment to stopping attacks against Afghan forces, only 

those against American soldiers and NATO forces. According to intelligence 

reports, the Taliban has decided to not to claim attacks on civilians. Those 

are left to ISIS-KP.

The U.S. statement also puts the blame for the attacks on ISIS, not 

Taliban. How should India see this U.S. position?

The U.S. is trying to salvage their deal with the Taliban, especially with elections 

ahead. They must have their own sources, but it is strange to absolve the 

Taliban of guilt while investigations are still under way.

The real question is that if the Taliban says that ISIS-KP is their enemy, should 

they not join hands with the U.S. and Afghan government to go after ISIS-

KP? At the moment, the Taliban are not even willing to announce a ceasefire, 

amidst the coronavirus crisis, amidst these brutal attacks, and not even during 

the month of Ramzan. They mustn’t get a ‘free pass’ from America.

What is your reaction to U.S. special envoy Zalmay Khalilzad’s suggestion 

— in an interview to The Hindu — that India should talk directly to the 

Taliban?

I think everyone here realises that if the Taliban comes back to power, joins 

the mainstream, then India will engage with them as we do any political 

force in Afghanistan. But they need to become a political force first. What is 
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of concern is Mr. Khalilzad saying that India needs to speak to the Taliban 

directly to discuss security concerns. This reminds one of the situation before 

2001, before the global war on terror, when each country was on its own.

At present, the Taliban is a destructive force. It will become a political force 

only when it joins the intra-Afghan talks. Otherwise, at best the Taliban can 

pretend to be some sort of a government in exile based in Doha, conducting 

negotiations with other players, but not with people in Afghanistan.

Why should India give legitimacy to this kind of force in its own 

neighborhood?

Yet, you have yourself taken part in talks in Moscow in 2018, which included 

the Taliban….

Yes, Russia convened an intra-Afghan meet, where regional countries were 

invited, and Taliban representatives were present. We attended it as a “non-

official” presence.

Talking directly to the Taliban is different, and should be done only once we 

know what we want. It’s clear that what the Taliban wants is recognition. India 

should have a wish list of its own.

Some have suggested that India’s wish list should include commitments 

on security, safety of minorities, and infrastructure projects… Would you 

agree?

For me there is only one real expectation we should have: that the Taliban 

should deal with India as an independent entity, as a nationalist Afghan entity, 

and not a proxy for other countries.

Bilateral ties between New Delhi and Kabul remain strong, but there is a 

sense India is being sidelined in the regional talks on Afghanistan…

No doubt, our bilateral ties are very good, and we must be engaged in the 

regional process for peace in Afghanistan.

We deal with Afghanistan’s neighbours at many regional fora: SCO, RIC, 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    India and 
the World

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

SAARC etc. However, we should not feel bad if India is not at every table.

The truth is, when it comes to Afghanistan’s future, India cannot be ignored.

India welcomes Afghan power-sharing deal

India   welcomed the power-sharing deal announced by Afghanistan between 

President Ashraf Ghani and his rival Abdullah Abdullah, which ended months 

of political discord triggered by last year’s disputed presidential election.

“India welcomes the political agreement concluded by the political leadership 

in Kabul today,” the Ministry of External Affairs said in a statement.

The statement said India hoped the political agreement and creation of a 

council for national reconciliation will result in renewed efforts for establishing 

enduring peace and stability, and putting an end to externally-sponsored 

terrorism and violence in Afghanistan.

It said India is concerned over continuing violence and terror attacks in 

Afghanistan and called for an immediate ceasefire as well as assistance to 

people reeling under the coronavirus pandemic.

According to the deal, Ghani will stay as the president while Abdullah will 

helm the High Council of National Reconciliation (HCNR) with executive 

authority and his team will have a 50 per cent share in the cabinet, Afghan 

media reports said.

The HCNR has been mandated to lead 

future peace talks, including with the Taliban. 

“India has consistently supported inclusive governance, national unity, 

strong institutions, constitutional order, rights of all sections of society and 

the territorial integrity of Afghanistan,” the MEA said.

“The continuing and enhanced violence and terror in Afghanistan is a matter 

of deep concern. India calls for an immediate ceasefire and assistance to 

the people of Afghanistan to deal with the humanitarian situation arising 

from Covid-19,” it added.
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Ghani was declared the winner of Afghanistan’s 2019 presidential polls 

in September by that country’s Election Commission, but his challenger, 

Abdullah, refused to accept the results and proclaimed victory for himself.

After months of political uncertainty, Ghani was sworn in as the Afghan 

president on March 9, but Abdullah also declared himself the president the 

same day by holding his own oath-taking ceremony.

At WHO, India joins 61 nations to seek source of 
coronavirus
India is among 62 countries that have moved a proposal at the World Health 

Assembly to “identify the zoonotic source” of the coronavirus and asked for 

an “impartial, independent and comprehensive evaluation” of the WHO’s 

response to Covid-19. China and the US are not part of the resolution.

The proposal is part of a seven-page draft resolution moved by 35 

countries and the 27-member European Union, and is likely to be taken 

up   at the Assembly, which is the decision-making body of the WHO. 

The resolution is being backed by three of the five permanent members of the 

UN Security Council — UK, Russia and France — along with Japan, Australia, 

South Korea, New Zealand, South Africa and Turkey, among others.

But Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Maldives and Afghanistan are not signatories 

to the resolution. From the SAARC nations, only Bangladesh and Bhutan 

have signed up.

This is the first time India has taken a position in an international forum on 

the origin of the virus and the need for an independent evaluation of WHO’s 

response to the crisis. So far, New Delhi had maintained that it is engaged in 

the fight against Covid-19, and will revisit the issue after the crisis is over.

The virus is widely believed to have originated from China’s Wuhan, where 

the first case of Covid-19 was reported. China had recently indicated it may 
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support a review “at an appropriate time”, but also slammed the “politicisation” 

of the virus’s origin “by the US and some other countries”, and an inquiry 

“based on the presumption of guilt”.

The draft resolution asks WHO director-general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 

to “initiate at the earliest appropriate moment…a stepwise process of impartial, 

independent and comprehensive evaluation” of the international response, 

and the actions of the WHO and its “timeline” of the pandemic.

It asks the WHO chief to work with the World Organisation for Animal Health to 

conduct “scientific and collaborative field missions” and “identify the zoonotic 

source of the virus and the route of introduction to the human population, 

including the possible role of intermediate hosts”.

India has been part of several inter-governmental consultations with some of 

the signatories of the resolution — Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan Shringla 

has had multiple conversations with his counterparts from Japan, Australia, 

New Zealand and South Korea. There have been at least 7-8 group-phone 

calls with these countries, along with the US Deputy Secretary Stephen E 

Biegun.

Chinese ambassador to India, Sun Weidong tweeted: “As neighbours, friends 

& partners, China & India share the same feelings & face the common task at 

this difficult time. On 70th anniversary of our diplomatic ties, we must win this 

battle against COVID19 together & build a community with a shared future 

for mankind.”

Earlier, Chinese embassy spokesperson Ji Rong had tweeted: “Wuhan city 

in #China first reported COVID19 cases, but that does not mean the virus 

originated in Wuhan. #WHO has specific rules on how to name the virus. It is 

irresponsible to connect the virus with Wuhan and stigmatize China.”

The Assembly will also hold a vote to determine whether to grant observer 

status to Taiwan. China is opposing the move, while the US is leading a 
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group of powerful countries in support of Taiwan’s claim. India has not made 

its decision public.

Call for WHO probe into virus origin
An India-backed draft resolution at the 73rd session of the World Health 

Assembly received a big boost   when the African group of nations extended 

support for the motion which seeks global investigation into the spread of the 

novel coronavirus.

The development came soon after the Assembly convened in Geneva where 

the head of the World Health Organization (WHO) declared that the global 

body will look into the lessons of the COVID-19 pandemic.

“I will initiate an independent evaluation at the earliest appropriate moment 

to review experience gained and lessons learned to make recommendations 

to improve national and global pandemic preparedness and response,” said 

Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director-General, WHO.

The assurance, however, is at variance from the draft resolution, which 

was earlier backed by WHO’s 62 countries and sought to identify scientific 

“events” that could have contributed to the spread of the novel coronavirus 

and the consequent COVID-19 pandemic. The recommendation is part of 

the text jointly conceived by Australia and the European Union. It aims to 

evaluate possible food and animal-related sources that could have led to 

the spread of the deadly pandemic. Informed sources said that given the 

growing number of co-sponsors, the likelihood of a vote on the motion was 

lessened. The language of the motion seeks to delve deep into the origin of 

the virus.

“The Seventy-third World Health Assembly requests the Director General 

to ... identify the zoonotic source of the virus and the route of introduction 

to the human population, including the possible role of intermediate hosts, 
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including through efforts such as scientific and collaborative field missions, 

which will enable targeted interventions and a research agenda to reduce the 

risk of similar events,” says the draft motion that The Hindu has seen.

‘Impartial evaluation’

The draft resolution also calls for “impartial, independent and comprehensive” 

evaluation into the “WHO-coordinated international health response” to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.

The language of the resolution reflects the diplomatic tug of war that has 

taken place since the pandemic began in early 2019. This tension was 

visible   when Taiwan protested at not receiving a formal invite from the WHO 

Secretariat for the 73rd Assembly.

‘Trespassing by India made China respond’
The Chinese state media   said that their border troops bolstered “border 

control measures and made necessary moves” in response to India’s “illegal 

construction of defence facilities” in the Galwan Valley. Sources said after 

China mobilised troops and equipment, India too moved its troops.

USAID to fund 200 ventilators for India
India will take delivery of 200 ventilators donated by the U.S. within the next 

month, government sources said.

The ventilators, which will be paid for by the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID), will arrive in May and June and the final 

delivery schedule notified next week, the sources said.

While the government has not commented on the value of the donation, it is 

likely to be funded by an additional grant of $3 million that the USAID made 

last month.
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In a statement on April 16, the U.S. government said the funds through 

USAID would help “mitigate the spread of COVID-19” and focus on financing 

healthcare access.

The ventilators, which were built for use in the U.S., are being “repurposed” 

for donations to several countries, including India.

Modi thanks Trump

“India has been a great partner to us for quite some time, and I’m encouraged 

here about the ventilators to India. It’s one of the several countries I noted 

that will be getting ventilators, because, you know, this President has done 

so well on ventilators — 100,000 [manufactured] in 100 days — that we are 

able to repurpose them and then send them around the world,” White House 

Press Secretary Kayleigh McEnany said  .

Thanking Mr. Trump, Prime Minister Narendra Modi tweeted, “More power 

to the India-US friendship. In such times, it’s always important for nations to 

work together and do as much as possible to make our world healthier and 

free from COVID-19.”

According to the Health Ministry, India has 18,855 ventilators for COVID-

19 patients at present, while the government’s Empower group tasked with 

COVID-19 response said about 60,000 more had been ordered.

Reform or face fund cuts, Trump tells WHO
As the World Health Assembly met virtually to discuss the COVID-19 

pandemic, U.S. President Donald Trump told the World Health Organization 

(WHO) that the U.S. will make permanent its funding cuts to the organisation 

and consider leaving it, if it did not commit to “major substantial reform” within 

the next 30 days.

“...If the World Health Organization does not commit to major substantive 

improvements within the next 30 days, I will make my temporary freeze of 
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U.S. funding to the WHO permanent and reconsider our membership to 

the organization,” Mr. Trump wrote in a four-page letter to WHO Director 

General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus.

Mr. Trump had temporarily stopped the funding last month and begun a 

review of the WHO’s handling of the pandemic, which the President and 

others in his administration have repeatedly criticised, particularly the global 

health body’s relationship to China.

Critics have argued that while the WHO could have acted more decisively 

and quickly, Mr. Trump’s allegations against the organisation were often 

his way of deflecting the criticism of his own handling of the pandemic. Mr. 

Trump’s letter largely consisted of a list of criticism of the WHO’s handling of 

the pandemic. It also compared Mr. Ghebreyesus’s handling of the situation 

with former WHO chief Gro Harlem Brundtland’s handling of SARS in 

2003.

“Many lives could have been saved had you followed Dr. Brundltland’s 

example,” Mr. Trump wrote. “It is clear the repeated missteps by you and 

your organisation in responding to the pandemic have been extremely costly 

for the world.”

Mr. Trump said the only way forward for the WHO would be to demonstrate 

independence from China.

Trump says he is taking hydroxychloroquine
U.S. President Donald Trump has said he has been taking hydroxychloroquine 

(HCQ) for “a couple of weeks” to help ward off COVID-19 infection.

The drug, traditionally used in the treatment of malaria, rheumatoid arthritis 

and lupus, has not been proven to be effective in COVID-19 prevention 

or treatment. The drug can sometimes have severe side effects, including 
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arrhythmia, which can be fatal.

“You’d be surprised at how many people are taking it, especially the frontline 

workers before you catch it. The frontline workers — many, many are taking 

it. I happen to be taking it. I happen to be taking it,” Mr. Trump told journalists 

during a meeting with restaurant executives  .

“Hydroxychloroquine?” “When?” “Now?” reporters asked, to which Mr. Trump 

responded in the affirmative. “A couple of weeks ago, I started taking it. 

Because I think it’s good,” he said.

“I’m not going to get hurt by it. It has been around for 40 years for malaria, for 

lupus, for other things. I take it,” he said, adding that he hoped to soon not to 

be taking it because other solutions would be available.

Mr. Trump also said he did not own a company that produced HCQ and 

wanted Americans to feel good and that the drug has an impact, especially 

early on. He also confirmed that he was also taking a zinc supplement and 

had taken a single dose initially of azithromycin, an antibiotic. “All I can tell 

you is, so far I seem to be okay.”

FDA warning

The Federal Drug Administration (FDA), the U.S.’s drug regulator, issued 

a warning about HCQ last month saying it should not be taken outside a 

hospital setting or clinical trial due to heart rhythm problems (the advisory 

did not pertain to FDA-approved use of the drug for the treatment of malaria, 

lupus and rheumatoid arthritis).

The White House released a memorandum from Sean P. Conley, the 

President’s osteopathic physician, that Mr. Trump had tested negative for 

several COVID-19 tests he had taken in recent days and that the President 

was “in very good health.”

India, a major producer of HCQ, had sent shipments of the drug to the U.S., 

days after Mr. Trump had asked India to lift a ban on the drug’s export.
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Behind new incidents, a changed dynamic along India-China 
border
U.S. President Donald Trump has said he has been taking hydroxychloroquine 

(HCQ) for “a couple of weeks” to help ward off COVID-19 infection.

The drug, traditionally used in the treatment of malaria, rheumatoid arthritis 

and lupus, has not been proven to be effective in COVID-19 prevention 

or treatment. The drug can sometimes have severe side effects, including 

arrhythmia, which can be fatal.

“You’d be surprised at how many people are taking it, especially the frontline 

workers before you catch it. The frontline workers — many, many are taking 

it. I happen to be taking it. I happen to be taking it,” Mr. Trump told journalists 

during a meeting with restaurant executives  .

“Hydroxychloroquine?” “When?” “Now?” reporters asked, to which Mr. Trump 

responded in the affirmative. “A couple of weeks ago, I started taking it. 

Because I think it’s good,” he said.

“I’m not going to get hurt by it. It has been around for 40 years for malaria, 

for lupus, for other things. I take it,” he said, adding that he hoped to soon 

not to be taking it because other solutions would be available.

Mr. Trump also said he did not own a company that produced HCQ and 

wanted Americans to feel good and that the drug has an impact, especially 

early on. He also confirmed that he was also taking a zinc supplement and 

had taken a single dose initially of azithromycin, an antibiotic. “All I can tell 

you is, so far I seem to be okay.”

FDA warning

The Federal Drug Administration (FDA), the U.S.’s drug regulator, issued 

a warning about HCQ last month saying it should not be taken outside a 

hospital setting or clinical trial due to heart rhythm problems (the advisory 

did not pertain to FDA-approved use of the drug for the treatment of malaria, 

lupus and rheumatoid arthritis).
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The White House released a memorandum from Sean P. Conley, the 

President’s osteopathic physician, that Mr. Trump had tested negative for 

several COVID-19 tests he had taken in recent days and that the President 

was “in very good health.”

India, a major producer of HCQ, had sent shipments of the drug to the U.S., 

days after Mr. Trump had asked India to lift a ban on the drug’s export.

‘Vaccine will be for global public good’
If the United States is the first to develop an effective vaccine against the 

COVID-19, it has to quickly share it with the world, the head of the National 

Institutes of Health, Francis Collins, told AFP in an interview.

President Donald Trump’s administration has suggested that while it would 

share its scientific knowhow, it would prioritise the production of doses for the 

U.S. population from the get-go.

But Mr. Collins said he “absolutely” agrees with the French and Chinese 

leaders that a vaccine should be what they have called a “global public good,” 

and expressed particular concern for countries in Africa.

“Certainly if we had a vaccine that works, I would want to be sure as quickly 

as possible, it is available there (Africa) and in South America — look at 

Brazil right now,” Mr. Collins said.

“We have a great deal of responsibility. We, as the richest nation in the world, 

need not to just take care of ourselves. That would be a terrible outcome.”

NIH — one of the world’s top research centres with a $42 billion budget — is 

partnering with private companies in the frantic race to find a vaccine against 

the deadly virus, which has killed more than 3,20,000 people around the 

world.

The U.S. administration has set a goal of producing 300 million doses by 

January — enough to vaccinate the entire population.
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But if the U.S. succeeds, should it be required to export some of those doses 

to vulnerable populations in other countries, instead of offering it to otherwise 

healthy Americans?

Mr. Collins says yes, while cautioning that any forecast is based on “a lot of 

hope.”

“Personally, I would certainly think that should be a matter of greatest attention 

and not sometime in 2022,” he said.

Tentative hope

“Maybe even as soon as the end of this year when we actually have the 

ability to do so.”

One of the more advanced experimental vaccine projects in the world so far 

is the one undertaken by U.S. biotech firm Moderna, which is working with 

the NIH.

The company, which got a government grant of nearly $500 million, reported 

promising early results from its first clinical tests on a small number of 

volunteers.

The U.S. government has also signed a contract with Paris-based 

pharmaceuticals group Sanofi, in order to ensure it gets priority on future 

vaccine production.

That deal sparked outrage in France, forcing the company to clarify that such 

priority would only be granted for vaccine doses produced in the group’s 

U.S. factories.

Mr. Collins — a doctor and geneticist who has been the NIH director since 

2009, serving under Barack Obama and Mr. Trump — admits that U.S. 

approach could be seen as “America First.”

Global cooperation

But the 70-year-old insists that international cooperation in the scientific 

community is happening.

“Everybody ought to have a chance to get access to something that may 
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save their lives at a time of a pandemic like this,” he said. “And we will do 

everything we can to work with other agencies and other countries to try to 

make that happen.”

When asked if labs should be able to profit from a product seen as a “global 

public good” for the world’s more than seven billion inhabitants, Collins is 

equivocal. “I don’t think they should make a windfall, that’s for sure,” he 

said.

“I do think you have to be clear that companies are going to be spending 

billions of dollars to produce these vaccines, and you can’t expect that they 

should simply absorb that,” he explained. “There has to be some reasonable 

compensation but they should not be in a circumstance where this turns into 

a big boost to their bottom line.”

‘Border disputes a reminder of the threat posed by China’
The U.S.’s top diplomat for South and Central Asia, Alice Wells, called the 

recent tensions between India and China along the Line of Actual Control 

(LAC) a reminder of the “threat” posed by China. Her comments come at a 

time when the U.S.-China relationship, already strained due to trade disputes, 

has further deteriorated over U.S. accusations of China’s mismanagement of 

the coronavirus pandemic.

“The flare-ups on the border I think are a reminder that Chinese aggression 

is not always just rhetorical. And so whether it’s on the South China Sea or 

whether it’s along the border with India, we continue to see provocations and 

disturbing behaviour by China that raises questions about how China seeks 

to use its growing power,” she said during a briefing call with reporters in 

response to a question on the India-China border tension.

Ms. Wells also said China’s behaviour was causing other nations to group 

together to reinforce the post Second World War economic order. She cited 
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ASEAN, the trilateral partnership between India, the U.S. and Japan as well 

as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue with these countries and Australia.

“What we want to see is an international system that provides benefit to 

everyone. And not a system in which there is a suzerainty to China. And so I 

think in this instance the border disputes are a reminder of the threat posed 

by China,” she said.

The U.S. has been pushing back against China on other fronts as well. 

China’s global infrastructure projects under the Belt Road Initiative (BRI) are 

a case in point.

In response to the controversy between the ruling Nepal Congress Party 

and the opposition Nepal Communist Party over the U.S.’s grant assistance 

of $500 million (Nepal is putting forward another $130 million) via its 

Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), Ms. Wells said the controversy 

was “disturbing” and expressed confidence that Nepal wasn’t being dictated 

to by China. Nepal’s Parliament will need to ratify the MCC grant before it 

can take effect. The assistance has been seen as an alternative to China’s 

BRI, which Nepal has signed on to.

“The fact that this grant assistance — not a loan — and the potential of this 

grant assistance has become a political football is disturbing,” Ms. Wells 

said.

Trade deal with India

On the prospects of India and the U.S. reaching a limited trade deal — the 

two countries had hoped to conclude it in time for Mr Trump’s visit to India in 

February — Ms. Wells said the momentum was “very much present” and the 

countries were working towards a deal but she could not predict whether a 

deal would be concluded by the end of this year. She said there were concerns 

that India still remained a “quite protected market that can be difficult and 

sometimes not provide a level-playing field for foreign companies.”

“I think what we should focus on, again, is this post-pandemic environment, 
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when countries are looking at a little bit of de-globalisation and on-shoring of 

more of the critical production… at the same time that that’s taking place, I 

think there’s a very vigorous effort to diversify supply chains.”

Adopting more open and welcoming policies and reducing tariffs would help 

India make use of an opportunity, Ms. Wells said, highlighting the critically 

important role that India would play in the treatment and health of the world, 

with its vaccine, pharmaceutical and generic drug production.

Ms Wells is due to retire from a decades-long diplomatic career at the end of 

this month.

PLA blocking Indian patrols in Ladakh, Sikkim: MEA
New Delhi   rejected Beijing’s claim that Indian troops trespassed into Chinese 

territory, and accused the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) of “hindering” 

patrols by Indian soldiers.

In the first such statement after weeks of a stand-off between Indian and 

Chinese soldiers at four points along the boundary in Sikkim and Ladakh, the 

Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) also told China that “peace and tranquility in 

border areas” is an “essential prerequisite” to developing bilateral relations.

“Any suggestion that Indian troops had undertaken activity across the LAC 

[Line of Actual Control] in the Western Sector or the Sikkim Sector is not 

accurate. Indian troops are fully familiar with the LAC alignment in the India-

China border areas and abide by it scrupulously,” said MEA spokesperson 

Anurag Srivastava. “All Indian activities are entirely on the Indian side of 

the LAC. In fact, it is the Chinese side that has recently undertaken activity 

hindering India’s normal patrolling patterns,” he observed.

Mr. Srivastava’s remarks followed claims by the China’s Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MFA)   that Indian troops were attempting to “unilaterally change” the 

status quo at the boundary between them.
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The MFA issued another statement repeating the claims. It said that Chinese 

troops “firmly” dealt with what it called the Indian troops’ “crossover and 

infringement activities,” while telling the United States not to interfere in the 

dispute between India and China.

“We urge the Indian side to work together with us, abide by our leadership’s 

important consensus, comply with the agreements signed, refrain from 

unilateral actions complicating the situation,” said MFA spokesperson Zhao 

Lijian.

Thus far, Indian Army officials had maintained that scuffles at two points 

on the border, at “Finger areas” of Pangong Tso (lake) in eastern Ladakh 

and Naku La in north Sikkim had been part of normal ground actions that 

emanate from a “difference in perception of the Line of Actual Control”. In 

addition there have been stand-offs at Demchok and Galwan Nalah both in 

eastern Ladakh, sources said.

The MEA statement, more measured than the two statements that had been 

issued by the MFA, is the first time the government has said Chinese troops 

are blocking Indian patrols during the current stand-off, although it didn’t 

accuse the PLA of crossing into Indian territory.

While both New Delhi and Beijing indicated that talks between military 

commanders are on to resolve the situation between them, neither said they 

had made progress yet.

China confirmed consultations were under way, and reacted angrily to 

comments by senior American official Alice Wells on the stand-off, who had 

referred to the border dispute as proof of Chinese “provocative behaviour” 

and “threat to its neighbours”. When asked by The Hindu for a specific 

response to the U.S. decision to speak about the bilateral dispute, the MEA 

spokesperson said, “No comments”.
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India-China border dispute: UN spokesperson urges avoiding 
action that would increase tensions
With President Donald Trump tweeting that the US is ready to “arbitrate” 

between India and China to end their “raging border dispute”, a UN 

spokesperson said it is not for the Secretary General to “opine” who should 

mediate in the situation but urged that all parties involved should avoid any 

action that would increase tensions.

In a surprise move, US President Trump   offered to “mediate or arbitrate” the 

raging border dispute between India and China, saying he was “ready, willing 

and able” to ease the tensions, amid the continuing standoff between the 

armies of the two Asian giants at the Line of Actual Control (LAC).

“…That would be for the parties involved to decide who they would want to 

mediate this, not for us to opine. We’re, obviously, looking at the situation, 

and we would urge all the parties involved to avoid any action that would 

make the situation even more tense,” Stephane Dujarric, Spokesman for the 

Secretary-General, said at the daily press briefing  .

Dujarric was asked about the tensions on the border between India and China 

and how concerned is the UN and the Secretary General. He was also asked 

if the Secretary General thinks that Trump would make a good mediator in 

the situation.

The nearly 3,500-km-long LAC is the de-facto border between India and China. 

Several areas along the LAC in Ladakh and North Sikkim have witnessed 

major military build-up by both the Indian and Chinese armies recently, in a 

clear signal of escalating tension and hardening of respective positions by 

the two sides even two weeks after they were engaged in two separate face-

offs.

India has said that the Chinese military was hindering normal patrolling by its 

troops along the LAC in Ladakh and Sikkim and has strongly refuted Beijing’s 

contention that the escalating tension between the two armies was triggered 
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by trespassing of Indian forces across the Chinese side.

“Any suggestion that Indian troops had undertaken activity across the LAC 

in the Western sector or the Sikkim sector is not accurate. Indian troops are 

fully familiar with the alignment of the Line of Actual Control in the India-

China border areas and abide by it scrupulously,” Ministry of External Affairs 

Spokesperson Anurag Srivastava said at an online media briefing last week.

Working with China to resolve LAC issue peacefully, says 
MEA
Indian and Chinese sides remain “engaged” through diplomatic and military 

channels in Delhi and Beijing and at the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in order 

to resolve the situation along the boundaries in Ladakh and Sikkim, the 

government said.

Indicating that India would not accept U.S. President Donald Trump’s offer to 

mediate between the two countries, it said the matter was being discussed 

bilaterally.

“We are engaged with the Chinese side to peacefully resolve the issue,” 

said Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) spokesperson Anurag Srivastava 

when asked about Mr. Trump’s assertion that he had conveyed to India and 

China his willingness to “mediate or arbitrate” on the “raging border dispute” 

between them.

Position of PLA troops

While giving no details of the nature and extent of the standoff, which has 

been going on for weeks, the MEA said the contact between both sides on the 

issue included talks in “Delhi and Beijing”. The spokesperson did not respond 

to questions about whether Chinese troops remained in areas patrolled by 

India, particularly in the Galwan valley.

“India is committed to the objective of maintenance of peace and tranquillity 
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in the border areas with China and our armed forces scrupulously follow the 

consensus reached by our leaders and the guidance provided. At the same 

time, we remain firm in our resolve to ensuring India’s sovereignty and national 

security,” Mr. Srivastava said.

The MEA’s comments came a day after the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

said the situation at the LAC was “stable and controllable”. While declining to 

comment on the Chinese statement, the MEA spokesperson said the issues 

would be resolved according to five agreements on border management 

signed by India and China between 1993 and 2013.

“Indian troops take a very responsible approach towards border management 

and strictly follow the procedures laid out in various bilateral agreements and 

protocols with China to resolve any issue that may arise in the border areas,” 

said Mr. Srivastava in the most extensive comments made by the government 

thus far.

LAC standoff will be resolved through diplomacy: Rajnath
The standoff along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) with China would be 

resolved through diplomatic dialogue and India’s effort was also to ensure 

that tensions did not rise further, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh said  , in 

the first comments by a member of the Cabinet Committee on Security on the 

almost month-long standoff.

“As of now, dialogue is on with China both at the military and diplomatic level,” 

Mr. Singh said in a television interview. India’s policy had been very clear that 

“we should have good relations with all neighbours.” Both India and China 

have resolved incidents that arose from time to time through dialogue and 

existing mechanisms, he said.

Giving the example of the 73-day standoff at Doklam in 2017, he said India 

had held firm but the issue was eventually resolved through dialogue.
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Trump’s offer

Asked about the U.S. President Donald Trump’s offer to mediate between 

India and China to resolve what he termed a “now raging border dispute”, Mr. 

Singh said that in a telephonic conversation with his U.S. counterpart Mark 

Esper   he conveyed that the issue would be resolved bilaterally. “I told him 

[Mr. Esper] that India and China already had a mechanism that if there is any 

problem between the two countries, it is resolved by military and diplomatic 

dialogue. That mechanism is in place and the dialogue is on.” Both India and 

China had declined the U.S. offer of mediation.
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A piece of Moon that fell on Earth put on sale at $2.49 million
What if you get to hold a piece of Moon in your hand? The feeling is astounding, 

isn’t it? Well, this can happen if you can spend $2.49 million. Christie, a firm 

that offers premier auctions and private sales of the finest art, antiques and 

interiors, and more, has put a piece of Moon rock on sale  .

“The experience of holding a piece of another world in your hands is something 

you never forget,” Christie’s head of science and natural history, James Hyslop 

said.

According to Reuters, the moon rock weighs 13.5 kg and was said to be stuck 

“off the surface of the moon by a collision with an asteroid or comet”. The 

piece later fell on the Earth. It straight landed in Sahara and was first found 

by an anonymous person. This isn’t the first time that a meteorite has been 

discovered in the Sahara. There have been many similar incidents in the 

past.

The piece of moon rock is on sale ar at $2.49 million or 2 million pounds. It is 

reportedly not the first time that a moon rock has landed on Earth. “Known as 

NWA 12691, it is thought to be the fifth largest piece of the moon ever found 

on earth. There is just 650 kg of moon rock known to be on earth,” the report 

noted.

Hyslop said that “It is an actual piece of the moon. It is about the size of a 

football, a bit more oblong than that, larger than your head.” “In the 1960s and 

1970s the Apollo programme brought back about 400 kilograms of moon rock 

with them and scientists have been able to analyse the chemical and isotopic 

compositions of those rocks and they have determined that they match certain 

meteorites,” added Hyslop.

Hyslop further said that meteorites are extremely rare and only around “one in 

a thousand” comes from the moon. This makes the newly arrived moon rock 

very special.

He also said that scientists can be certain that the rock fell from the Moon as it 
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has been compared with rock samples brought by the “United States’ Apollo 

space missions to the moon”.

 “We are expecting huge international interest in it from natural history 

museums… it is a wonderful trophy for anyone who is interested in space 

history or lunar exploration,” Hyslop said.

Musk’s SpaceX, Bezos’ Blue Origin land contracts to build 
NASA’s astronaut moon lander
NASA   selected space firms SpaceX, Blue Origin and Dynetics to build lunar 

landing systems that can carry astronauts to the moon by 2024, the White 

House’s accelerated deadline under the space agency’s moon-to-Mars 

campaign. The three companies, which include firms of tech billionaires Elon 

Musk and Jeff Bezos, will share $967 million from NASA, though specific 

amounts each company will receive were not immediately known. Boeing Co 

proposed a lander concept last year but was not selected.

“This is the last piece that we need in order to get to the moon,” NASA 

administrator Jim Bridenstine told reporters, calling the agency’s first lunar 

lander procurement since 1972 “historic”. Unlike the Apollo program that put 

astronauts on the moon nearly 50 years ago, NASA is gearing up for a long-

term presence on Earth’s satellite that the agency says will eventually enable 

humans to reach Mars, leaning heavily on private companies built around 

shared visions for space exploration.

Picking three providers allows NASA to have redundancy in case one 

company falls behind in development, Lisa Watson-Morgan, NASA’s human 

landing system program manager, told reporters  .

“I think we’ve got the potential for an incredibly exciting future in space with a 

base on the moon, and ultimately sending people and having a self-sustaining 

city on Mars,” Musk, who also leads electric car firm Tesla, said Thursday.
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Last year, Bezos unveiled Blue Origin’s design for the lunar lander, Blue 

Moon; it intends to build as a prime contractor with Lockheed Martin, Northrop 

Grumman and Draper. Blue Origin plans to launch its landing system using 

its own heavy-lift rocket, New Glenn. Musk’s SpaceX, which is on the cusp 

of launching its first manned mission for NASA next month, will develop its 

Starship landing system to send crew and up to 100 pounds of cargo to the 

moon.

Dynetics, a unit of Leidos Holdings Inc, develops human landing system, 

which the Boeing-Lockheed joint venture, United Launch Alliance, will launch 

on its Vulcan system.

BOEING NOT PICKED

Cutting Boeing out of a key NASA spaceflight effort deals a blow to the 

aerospace giant’s space wing, which for decades has been a key International 

Space Station contractor and more recently a secondary provider in 

NASA’s efforts to launch humans to the station under its Commercial Crew 

Program.

NASA said it removed Boeing and another company as bidders for the lunar 

lander award early on in the selection process, though a specific reason 

was not immediately clear. Last month, Boeing lost to competitor SpaceX in 

a separate competition for cargo delivery services to a lunar space station, 

with NASA saying in a memo “Boeing’s proposal was the highest priced and 

the lowest rated under the Mission Suitability factor.”

NASA in recent months has been quicker to call out Boeing for its fumbles 

on various agency programs, such as delays in its heavy-lift rocket Space 

Launch System that remains years behind schedule, billions over budget and 

has suffered dozens of engineering setbacks. The Space Launch System, 

which has not yet flown, is currently NASA’s ride for transporting humans off 

Earth and to the moon by 2024, but the rocket’s debut mission has already 

slipped back a year into 2021.
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5G signal now available on Mount Everest peak
Climbers to Mount Everest from the Chinese side can now enjoy high-speed 

5G coverage after the world’s highest-altitude base station started operation 

in the remote Himalayan region of Tibet, the state media reported.

Built at an altitude of 6,500 metres, the base station which became operational  

, is located at the advance base camp of Mount Everest, the world’s highest 

peak, according to state-run telecom giant China Mobile.

The base station, along with another two that were previously built at altitudes 

of 5,300 metres and 5,800 metres respectively, realises the full coverage of 

5G signal of Mount Everest on the north ridge as well as the summit, Xinhua 

news agency reported.

Located at the China-Nepal border, Mount Everest has an altitude of more 

than 8,840 metres, with its north part located in Xigaze prefecture of Tibet 

Autonomous Region.

5G is the fifth generation of wireless communication technologies. In addition 

to faster speeds, 5G offers greater bandwidth and network capacity, paving 

the way for a future of driverless cars, more connected devices and high-

definition connections for virtual meetings and telemedicine.

Zhou Min, general manager of Tibet branch of China Mobile, said the facility 

will ensure telecommunication for the activities of mountain climbing, scientific 

research, and environmental monitoring and high-definition livestreaming.

The building of 5G infrastructure is in tandem with the measuring of the 

height of the peak, which officially started.

The base station at 5,300 metres is expected to serve the base camp area. 

Once 5G is commercially available, climbers, tourists and local residents will 

be able to use the service in the base camp area, the report said.

The base stations at 5,800 metres and 6,500 metres above sea level are 

temporary base stations to provide signal coverage over the climbing route 
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to the summit. The base stations are expected to be dismantled after the 

completion of the elevation survey in 2020, the Xinhua report said.

Meanwhile, Huawei, the Chinese telecom giant said it has teamed up with 

China Telecom to set up the world’s highest 5G base station on the altitude 

of 6500 metres.

“Together with the launch of the Gigabit optical fibre network at the attitude of 

6,500 metres, Huawei enables China Mobile to run its dual Gigabit network 

on Mount Everest,” the company said in a statement.

At the altitude of 5,300 metres, the 5G download speed exceeded 1.66 Gbps, 

where the upload speed tops 215 Mbps, it said.

On the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the first successful arrival at 

Mount Everest from the northern slope, and the 45th anniversary of China’s 

first official accurate measurement and announcement of Mount Everest, the 

5G network on Mount Everest will provide communication services for this 

2020 Mount Everest re-measurement is of great significance, the statement 

added.

DRDO develops a disinfection tower
The Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) has 

developed an ultraviolet (UV) disinfection tower for rapid and chemical-free 

disinfection of high infection-prone areas.

The equipment named UV Blaster is “useful for high-tech surfaces like 

electronic equipment, computers and other gadgets in laboratories and offices 

that are not suitable for disinfection with chemical methods. The product is 

also effective for areas with a large flow of people such as airports, shopping 

malls, metros, hotels, factories and offices,” a DRDO statement said.

It was designed and developed by Laser Science & Technology Centre 

(LASTEC) based in Delhi with the help of New Age Instruments and Materials 
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Private Limited, Gurugram.

For a room of about 12 ft x12 ft dimension, the disinfection time is about 10 

minutes.

A piece of Moon on sale; you can have it for Rs 18.9 crore
Countless poets and lyricists have spoken about plucking the moon for their 

loved ones as a gesture of love. However, you can now literally get your 

hands on a piece of Moon but for that, you must have lots of money.

On April 30, 2020, the British auction house Christie’s — which is known to 

sell expensive one-of-a-kind items — announced to offer one of the world’s 

largest chunk of the moon for a private sale. The 13.5kg piece of rock, dubbed 

NWA 12691, is the fifth-largest lunar meteorite and Christie’s is selling it for 

£2 million that translates to $2.5 million or Rs 18.9 crores.

“The experience of holding a piece of another world in your hands is 

something you never forget. It is really an incredible opportunity to acquire a 

world-class specimen from the Moon,” James Hyslop, Christie’s Head of 

Science & Natural History said.

“I’ve been lucky enough to handle a few lunar meteorites at Christie’s over 

the years, but every time I see this specimen in the warehouse, the sheer 

size of it bowls me over. Weighing over 13.5kg, it is so much larger than 

anything else that has ever been offered before,” he added.

How did this piece of Moon come to Earth?

The NWA 12691 is not part of the moon rocks that NASA astronauts brought 

back during Apollo missions. Those specimens belong to the US government 

and stored at the Johnson Space Centre in Houston, Texas. Notably, the 

NWA 12691 is bigger than any single piece brought back by NASA.

This particular rock is one of the 30 lunar meteorites that landed on Earth 

hundreds or thousands of years ago when a comet or asteroid collided with 
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our Moon and broke off some chunks of its surface, Hyslop said.

The NWA 12691 was found in 2018 by an anonymous researcher in the area 

around the borders of Western Sahara, Alegria, and Mauritania. After the 

specimen was identified as lunar rock, it was purchased for an undisclosed 

amount by Dr Lawrence Stifler— a private collector who owns at least five 

other such lunar pieces including the largest one that weighs 58 kgs.

Super Flower Moon will be visible this week: What is it, where 
to watch, date, and timings
If you have missed the last month’s Super Pink Moon, you can feast your 

eyes on the next super moon on May 7, 2020. This month’s supermoon will 

be called the Super Flower Moon and this will also be the fourth and the last 

supermoon of the year 2020. According to NASA, the Super Flower Moon 

will reach peak illumination at 4.15 pm IST on May 7.

What is the Super Flower Moon?

The full moon of the month of May is known as the Flower Moon. Since 

this full moon will also be a supermoon, it is being called the Super Flower 

Moon. As per the Farmer’s Alamanac, the Full Moon of May is called Flower 

Moon because at this time of the year, in most areas, flowers are abundant 

everywhere. It is also known as Full Corn Planting Moon as well as the Milk 

Moon.

What is a supermoon?

The term “supermoon” was coined by the astrologer Richard Nolle in 1979. It 

refers to either a new or full moon that occurs within 90 per cent of perigee— 

its closest approach to Earth.

In simple words, when the Full Moon or the New Moon occurs during the 

Moon’s closest approach to the Earth, it is called a Super Moon.

The closest approach is called the perigee and it occurs because of the 
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Moon’s elliptical orbit around the Earth where one side is closer to the planet 

than the other. As a result, the distance between the Moon and Earth varies 

throughout the months.

Other supermoons

As already mentioned, the Super Flower Moon is the last supermoon of the year 

2020. The next supermoon will occur in 2021 in the month of April. Therefore, 

it will be called the Super Pink Moon like the last month’s supermoon.

Also, next year will see only two supermoons. The first one will occur on April 

27, 2021, followed by another one on May 26, 2021.

China launches new rocket, spacecraft
China   successfully launched a new rocket and prototype spacecraft, state 

media said, in a major test of the country’s ambitions to operate a permanent 

space station and send astronauts to the Moon.

‘The Long March 5B’ rocket took off from the Wenchang launch site in the 

southern island of Hainan and eight minutes later an unmanned prototype 

spaceship successfully separated and entered its planned orbit, according 

to the Xinhua news agency. A test version of a cargo return capsule also 

separated from the rocket, Xinhua added.

The spaceship will one day transport astronauts to a space station that China 

plans to complete by 2022 — and eventually to the Moon. It will have capacity 

for a crew of six.

Return  

The spaceship and capsule are slated to return to a landing site by Friday after 

completing their test flights, Ji Qiming of the China Manned Space Agency 

told a press conference. Leader of the command headquarters for the flight 

mission Zhang Xueyu said the launch had “strengthened confidence and 

determination” for the next stages of China’s space programme.
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The United States is so far the only country to have successfully sent humans 

to the Moon. But Beijing has made huge strides in its effort to catch up, 

sending astronauts into space, satellites into orbit and a rover to the far side 

of the Moon.

The successful maiden flight of the 54-metre Long March 5B — which has 

a take-off mass of about 849 tonnes — should reassure China, following 

failures of the 7A model in March and 3B model in April. “The new spaceship 

will give China an advantage in the area of human spaceflight over Japan 

and Europe,” said Chen Lan, an independent analyst at GoTaikonauts.com. 

Assembly of the Tiangong space station is expected to begin this year and 

finish in 2022.

China plans to send an astronaut to the Moon in about a decade and then 

build a base there.

NASA’s Perseverance rover has superhuman vision that 
surpasses Curiosity’s eyes
NASA’s 2020 Mars rover Perseverance, a part of NASA’s Mars Exploration 

Program, is scheduled to launch between July 17 and August 5 to hunt 

for evidence of extraterrestrial life on the red planet. To help it achieve its 

objective, the new rover will have the most advanced pair of “eyes” ever sent 

to Mars.

“Its Mastcam-Z instrument packs a next-gen zoom capability that will help 

the mission make 3D imagery more easily,” NASA said in a press release. 

Rover operators, who plan driving routes and movements of its robotic arm, 

will view these stereo images through 3D goggles.

Perseverance’s Mastcam-Z

The Mastcam-Z is located on Perseverance’s head. NASA said that it is a 

more advanced version of the Mastcam that helped the Curiosity Mars rover 
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to produce panoramas of the Martian surface. The Mastcam-Z will not only 

produce images that enable the public to follow the rover’s daily discoveries, 

but it will also provide key data to help engineers navigate and scientists 

choose interesting rocks to study.

Curiosity’s Mastcam also used to perform these tasks but the difference 

is that Perseverance’s Mastcam-Z can zoom as well. The Z in Mastcam-Z 

stands for ‘zoom’.

What can the new camera do?

Curiosity’s Mastcam has one telephotos lens and one wide-angle lens that 

take images and then combine to produce stereo views. However, since 

the wide-angle lens takes in far more landscape in a single shot than the 

telescopic one, it requires up to nine telescopic pictures to match.

Perseverance’s Mastcam-Z simplifies matters in this area. It zooms-in both 

lenses until they match to make a single 3D image. This is both easier and 

requires sending fewer images and lesser data to Earth. Mastcam-Z will 

provide a stereo view to help drivers choose the safest path. It will also help 

geologists choose scientific targets and better understand the landscape that 

rock samples are found in.

Mastcam-Z will provide ‘superhuman vision’ to view the landscape in a variety 

of colours (wavelengths of light), including some that can’t be detected by the 

human eye, NASA said. The instrument isn’t a spectrometer, but it can provide 

mineral clues that other instruments will follow up on, using its ultraviolet or 

infrared vision to reveal metal meteorites.

“The camera system can observe the Sun and sky, watching for transits of 

Mars’ moons across the Sun and measuring how dust storms and cloud 

formations change over the seasons,” NASA said.

Why Curiosity couldn’t have a zoom camera?

While Curiosity’s Mastcam was also initially designed to be zoomable, it 

proved difficult to achieve at the time in such a small instrument in 2011.
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“The original plan was for Curiosity to have a zoom camera that could go 

out to an extreme wide-angle like a spaghetti western view,” said Jim Bell of 

Arizona State University, Mastcam-Z’s principal investigator and Mastcam’s 

deputy principal investigator. “It would have been an amazing panoramic 

perspective but proved really hard to build at the time.”

Super Flower Moon 2020 LIVE Updates: Date, timings in India, 
how to watch the full moon
Super Flower Moon 2020 LIVE Updates: Last month we witnessed the Super 

Pink Moon and now you have the chance to witness another supermoon 

called Super Flower Moon. Tonight, the moon in the sky is the Super Flower 

Moon. It is the fourth and last supermoon of the year 2020.

The Super Flower Moon reached peak illumination at 4.15 pm IST today. 

During this time, the moon appeared bigger and brighter than usual as it was 

near perigee— the closest approach of Moon to the Earth.

Since this full moon is also be a supermoon, it is being called the Super 

Flower Moon. The term “supermoon” was coined by the astrologer Richard 

Nolle in 1979 and it refers to either a new or full moon that occurs within 90 

per cent of perigee. Here’s a list of all Lunar events in 2020. 

Super Flower Moon 2020 Today LIVE Updates: Date, Timings in India, How to 

Watch Live Streaming of Full Moon Today in India: Last month we witnessed 

the Super Pink Moon and now you have the chance to witness another 

supermoon called Super Flower Moon. Tonight, the moon in the sky will be 

the Super Flower Moon. It is the fourth and last supermoon of the year 2020. 

The Super Flower Moon will reach peak illumination at 4.15 pm IST. During 

this time, the moon will appear bigger and brighter than usual as it will be near 

perigee— the closest approach of Moon to the Earth.
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China on track to send astronauts to Moon; new rocket’s test 
launch successful
China has launched a new rocket along with a prototype deep-space 

spacecraft. It is being reported that the launch has been successful, which 

will pave the way for the country’s ambitions to operate a permanent space 

station and sending astronauts to Moon.

As per Xinhua, a Long March 5B rocket took off from the Wenchang launch 

site on the southern island of Hainan. The rocket is a massive vehicle with 

four strap-on boosters that provide extra thrust at liftoff. Aboard the Long 

March 5 was a special prototype spacecraft that is somewhat akin to the deep-

space Orion capsule NASA has been developing to people to the Moon and 

beyond.

Eight minutes after the launch, the unmanned prototype spacecraft separated 

successfully and entered its planned orbit, Xinhua reported. A test version of 

a cargo return capsule also separated from the rocket successfully.

China hopes the craft will transport astronauts to a space station by 2022— 

and eventually to the Moon. The United States is so far the only country to 

have sent humans to the Moon but so far, China has also not only successfully 

sent satellites into orbit and astronauts into space but also landed a rover to 

the far side of the Moon last year.

The successful maiden flight of the 849 tonnes and 54-metre Long March 5B 

should pave way for its future plans. The next big mission for China is to land 

a probe on Mars that is expected to liftoff this year.

Also, the assembly of the Tiangong space station is expected to begin this 

year and finish in 2022. The name of the space station means Heavenly 

Palace and it will have three modules with living and working quarters and 

two annexes for scientific experiments.

China space exploration plans include sending an astronaut to the Moon in 
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about a decade and build a base on the lunar surface. Meanwhile, its lunar 

rover on the far side has driven about 450 metres so far.

Human urine could make lunar concrete for building Moon 
base: ESA
NASA wants to build a base on Moon to propel the next step of the space 

exploration. A European Space Agency (ESA) research claims that one day 

human urine could become a useful ingredient in making concrete to build 

habitat on the Moon.

As per the ESA research, the main organic compound found in urine would 

make the mixture for the “lunar concrete” more malleable before hardening 

into a sturdy final shape. The lunar concrete is a geopolymer mixture which 

is similar to concrete. The research found that adding urea to this mixture 

worked better than other common plasticisers to recuse the need for water.

It printed the urea-based mortar using a 3D printer, which proved to be 

stronger and also retained good workability. A fresh sample of the mixture 

could be easily moulded and retained its shape with weights up to 10 times 

its own on top of it, the ESA said.

“The science community is particularly impressed by the high strength of this 

new recipe compared to other materials, but also attracted by the fact that we 

could use what’s already on the Moon,” says Marlies Arnhof, initiator and co-

author of the study from ESA’s Advanced Concepts Team.

The main ingredient in the construction material would be a powdery soil 

found everywhere on the surface of the Moon, known as lunar regolith. It will 

reduce the need of launching huge volumes of supplies from Earth to build on 

the Moon and with urea acting as a super plasticiser, it will reduce the amount 

of water required to make the building material.

“Urea is cheap and readily available, but also helps making strong construction 
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material for a Moon base,” Marlies said. “The hope is that astronaut urine could 

be essentially used as it is on a future lunar base, with minor adjustments 

to the water content. This is very practical, and avoids the need to further 

complicate the sophisticated water recycling systems in space.”

Earlier, NASA said that astronauts could grow their homes on the Moon and 

Mars out of fungi instead of building them. The space agency is exploring the 

possibility for it to become a more sustainable way of living on Earth as well.

Future warming arriving earlier than expected, finds study
Climate scientists have previously warned that a lethal combination of heat 

and humidity will make currently inhabited parts of the planet uninhabitable 

for months at a time in the decades to come. New research finds that future 

is now.

The study—published in the journal Science Advances   under the vivid title 

“The emergence of heat and humidity too severe for human tolerance”— 

found the Persian Gulf, along with parts of Pakistan, is already susceptible to 

novel severe events.

The researchers found that conditions briefly crossed into the danger zone—

a combined heat and humidity, or “wet-bulb temperature,” of 35°C—on 14 

occasions, according to 40 years of hourly data. Readings of 33°C have come 

80 times, and 31°C have occurred about 1,000 times, reaching beyond the 

Middle East and southern Asia.

Dozens of extreme events have occurred along the U.S. Gulf Coast, including 

New Orleans and Biloxi, Mississippi.

When heat and humidity produce a wet-bulb temperature of 35°C, the body 

passes a “survivability threshold,” said Radley Horton, associate research 

professor at Columbia University’s Earth Institute and a co-author of the 

study. It’s theoretically the point when humidity and heat prevent skin from 
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being able to cool off by sweating, causing the body to overheat, potentially 

fatally.

“Conceptually, this is a really powerful, scary idea,” Horton said. It’s “the 

notion that the combination of heat and humidity could be so extreme that a 

perfectly fit person, sitting in the shade, not moving at all, endless supply of 

water, either unclothed or wearing perfect clothes for sweating, would not, 

thermodynamically, be able to sweat fast enough to avoid overheating and 

getting heatstroke.”

The Gulf of California, the Gulf of Mexico, the shores of the Red Sea and 

India’s Southern coast will also suffer from dangerous wet-bulb events 

decades ahead of previous projections, the researchers found.

The survivability threshold is a general designation. Deadly conditions have 

already come at lower extreme humid-heat levels. Recent mass-casualty 

events have occurred with wet-bulb temperatures of about 28°C, including 

the 2003 European heat wave, which killed more than 70,000 people, and 

the 2010 Russian heatwave and fires that killed more than 50,000 people.

The researchers found that dangerous humid-heat events, above wet bulb 

temperatures of roughly 30°C, doubled between 1979 and 2017.

The global average temperature has risen more than 1°C since the 

preindustrial era. As a result, the number of people exposed to deadly humid-

heat conditions has reached 9 million people, up from zero, previously. At 

2°C of warming, that number grows to 210 million, and at 3°C, 711 million 

people, according to a paper accepted in Environmental Research Letters 

in February.

It’s not just humans who are suffering, but other species we’ve come to rely 

on. Writing in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 

last week, a team of researchers found that the temperature shift coming 

in the next 50 years is greater than humans, livestock and crops have 

experienced in 6,000 years.
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Unless mass-migration becomes the norm, a third of the human population will 

find itself living in Sahara-like conditions by 2070 if climate pollution continues 

at current rates. The researchers writing in PNAS found “a strong tension” 

between where people are expected to live and the climate conditions they 

have lived in for millennia.

Simultaneous high humidity and temperature are an example of what 

scientists call a “compound event,” when multiple things go haywire. It’s an 

intuitive concept, particularly at a moment when many millions of people are 

heading into summer heat, hurricane and wildfire seasons under the cloud 

of pandemic.

“We already have enough evidence before a study like this, clearly, of the 

systemic, existential risks in a world where we don’t reduce our carbon 

emissions,” Horton said. “This is another line of evidence.”

Scientists make fastest soft robots based on biomechanics 
of a cheetah
Taking inspiration from cheetahs, researchers from North Carolina State 

University have developed a new type of soft robot that is capable of moving 

more quickly than previous generations.

The paper “Leveraging Elastic instabilities for Amplified Performance 

(LEAP): spine-inspired high-speed and high-force soft robots” published in 

the journal Science Advances claims that the new soft robotics based on the 

biomechanics of a cheetah is also capable of grabbing objects delicately and 

with sufficient strength.

Soft robots have attracted researchers because of their safe and adaptive 

interaction with humans in harsh environments. These soft robots help achieve 

a wide range of functionalities that are rarely possible with conventional 

robots. However, because of the intrinsic limitations of soft materials, soft 
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machines are slow and have low manipulation strength.

That is where researchers applied cheetah-like spine design to make fast 

and strong soft machines. “Cheetahs are the fastest creatures on land, and 

they derive their speed and power from the flexing of their spines,” says Jie 

Yin, an assistant professor of mechanical and aerospace engineering at 

North Carolina State University and corresponding author of a paper on the 

new soft robots.

“We were inspired by the cheetah to create a type of soft robot that has 

a spring-powered, ‘bistable’ spine, meaning that the robot has two stable 

states,” Yin says.

“We can switch between these stable states rapidly by pumping air into 

channels that line the soft, silicone robot,” he adds. “Switching between 

the two states releases a significant amount of energy, allowing the robot 

to quickly exert force against the ground. This enables the robot to gallop 

across the surface, meaning that its feet leave the ground.”

Yini adds that previous soft robots were crawlers, remaining in contact with 

the ground at all times, which limited their speed. The fastest soft robots until 

now could move at speeds of up to 0.8 body lengths per second on flat, solid 

surfaces.

However, the new class of soft robots called “Leveraging Elastic instabilities 

for Amplified Performance” (LEAP) are able to reach speeds of up to 2.7 

body lengths per second. As per the press release shared by the University, 

LEAPs are approximately 7 centimetres long and weigh about 45 grams and 

capable of running up steep inclines, which can be challenging or impossible 

for soft robots that exert less force against the ground.

“We also demonstrated the use of several soft robots working together, like 

pincers, to grab objects,” Yin says. “By tuning the force exerted by the robots, 

we were able to lift objects as delicate as an egg, as well as objects weighing 

10 kilograms or more.”
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The researchers say that LEAP robots are can be made even faster and 

more powerful that can be fine-tuned to incorporate into operations of private 

sector enterprises.

‘Stop forest, environment clearances’
A group of 291 conservation scientists and allied professionals has asked 

Environment, Forest and Climate Change Minister Prakash Javadekar to 

withhold forest and environment clearances during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The group includes 12 former members of the Standing Committee of the 

National Board for Wildlife (NBWL), the highest advisory body on wildlife 

chaired by the Prime Minister.

An Assam-based environment activist has also written to Mr. Javadekar, 

seeking the preservation of the autonomy of the National Tiger Conservation 

Authority (NTCA), along with other specialised Environment Ministry 

(MoEF&CC) wings, such as the Forest Survey of India (FSI), the Central Zoo 

Authority (CZA) and the Wildlife Crime Control Bureau (WCCB).

The Hindu had broken the story on the MoEF&CC’s bid to restructure its 

regional offices by subsuming the NTCA and all the other specialised wings.

The letter by the conservationists’ group is in reference to the decisions and 

clearances given by the 57th meeting of the Standing Committee on April 7 for 

31 proposals affecting 15 tiger reserves, sanctuaries, notified eco-sensitive 

zones, deemed eco-sensitive zones and designated wildlife corridors. These 

include the private sector Etalin hydro-power project in Arunachal Pradesh 

and a coal mining project in an Assam elephant reserve.

“The MoEF&CC is under orders of the Supreme Court to strictly comply with 

the Lafarge judgement (2011, related to limestone quarrying in Meghalaya) 

guidelines to tighten the clearance process. Shockingly, key guidelines 

are being ignored, including the failure to appoint a national regulator for 
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appraising projects...Granting fast-track clearances has now become the 

rule,” said Praveen Bhargav, a former member of the NBWL.

Astronomers discover ‘one in a million’ Super-Earth: 
Everything you must know
Astronomers at the University of Canterbury (UC) have found a new “one in 

a million” Super-Earth planet towards the genre of the galaxy. The planet-

hunters’ research has been published in The Astronomical Journal, which 

states that the size and orbit of this planet are comparable to that of Earth.

The newly discovered planet is among only a handful of extra-solar planets 

that have been detected with both sizes and orbits close to that of Earth, the 

researchers said in a press release.

“To have an idea of the rarity of the detection, the time it took to observe 

the magnification due to the host star was approximately five days, while the 

planet was detected only during a small five-hour distortion,” paper’s lead 

author Dr Herrera Martin of UC’s School of Physical and Chemical Sciences 

in the College of Science said, describing the planet-finding discovery as 

incredibly rare.

“After confirming this was indeed caused by another ‘body’ different from the 

star, and not an instrumental error, we proceeded to obtain the characteristics 

of the star-planet system,” he adds.

Size and orbit of the new planet

As per the research, the host star of the new planet is about 10 per cent the 

mass of our Sun, which in turn makes a ‘year’ on the planet of approximately 

617 days. Researchers also said that the new planet would have a mass 

somewhere between the Earth and Neptune, and would orbit at a location 

between Venus and Earth from the parent star.

How the planet was discovered?



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

Researchers discovered using the gravitational microlensing technique. 

The combined gravity of the planet and its host star caused the light from a 

more distant background star to be magnified in a particular way. “We used 

telescopes distributed around the world to measure the light-bending effect,” 

Martin said.

The microlensing effect is rare, with only about one in a million stars in the 

galaxy being affected at any given time, Martin explained, adding that this 

type of observation does not repeat, and the probabilities of catching a planet 

at the same time are extremely low.

“These experiments detect around 3000 microlensing events each year, the 

majority of which are due to lensing by single stars,” the paper’s co-author 

Associate Professor Michael Albrow said.

“Dr Herrera Martin first noticed that there was an unusual shape to the light 

output from this event, and undertook months of computational analysis that 

resulted in the conclusion that this event was due to a star with a low-mass 

planet,” he added.

Recycled battery metals being tested for use as crop 
fertilizer
It might seem an unusual ingredient for plant fertilizer, but metal dusts 

from spent household batteries are being tested as potential crop nutrient 

supplements by an Australian recycler and supplier of battery materials.

After collecting recycled everyday alkaline batteries from local pick-up points 

around the country and then shredding them, Lithium Australia NL, conducted 

short-term trials by testing the dust — containing valuable trace element 

nutrients such as zinc and manganese — on pots of wheat in glasshouses.

The tests, which were carried out at the company’s Envirostream Australia 

Pty recycling facility in Victoria, showed a “significant uptake” of the metals in 
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wheat on local low-quality soil, according to managing director Adrian Griffin, 

though it was a slower process in comparison to fertilizer-grade sulphate 

products.

“We would anticipate that the results would be significantly better than that 

on more normal soils that we see in the wheat belts in Western Australia,” he 

said in an interview.

With annual sales totaling around 6,000 tons nationally, alkaline batteries — 

used in typical household items — are notoriously under-recycled, according 

to Lithium Australia, citing research showing that 97% of batteries end up in 

landfill.

The results have led Lithium Australia to commit to further larger-scale 

testing, aimed at evaluating the performance of the extracted metals against 

commercial fertilizer products. Those would likely kick off in the current 

growing season after the end of the financial year, said Griffin.

Cyclone Amphan batters coastal Bengal
The extremely severe cyclonic storm Amphan made landfall on the coast of 

West Bengal around 2.30 pm  , bringing in its wake fallen trees, flattened 

homes, and fresh waves of difficulty and anxiety for people struggling with the 

fallout of the novel coronavirus outbreak and the nationwide lockdown.

West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, who spent all day at the 

cyclone control room at the state secretariat monitoring the situation, said at 

least 10-12 people had been killed.

“Area after area has been ruined. I have experienced a war-like situation 

today. At least 10-12 people have died. Nandigram, Ramnagar… the two 

districts of North and South 24-Parganas are destroyed,” PTI quoted her as 

saying.

The India Meteorological Department said the extremely severe cyclonic storm 
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crossed the West Bengal-Bangladesh coast between Digha (West Bengal) 

and Hatiya Islands (Bangladesh) across the Sunderbans (West Bengal) near 

latitude 21.65N & longitude 88.3E between 3.30 pm and 5.30 pm with wind 

speeds of 155-165 kmph, gusting to 185 kmph.

In Kolkata, wind speeds quickly went from 69 kmph to about 105 kmph a little 

before 6 pm, and kept increasing in intensity thereafter.

The districts of East Midnapore, South 24-Parganas and North 24-Parganas 

were the worst affected. The same areas had been pounded by cyclone Bulbul 

in November 2019.

Heavy rain and strong winds had been pummelling the coastal towns of 

Digha, Tajpur, Shankarpur, Mandarmani, Bakkhali, Kakdwip and Haldia since 

morning. As Amphan tore into Digha, giant waves crashed on to roads lining 

the beach, and trees taller than buildings fell at regular intervals.

Fearful of the cyclone’s ferocity, 48-year-old Sanat Nandi, who had taken 

shelter with his wife and daughter at a multipurpose cyclone centre in Padima 

village, worried for their thatched hut as the wind howled and the rain came 

down hard.

A hand-rickshaw puller, Nandi said the hut was his only possession — 

the pandemic had exhausted the very little savings he had, and the family 

had been living on free ration provided by the local panchayat at New Digha 

in West Bengal’s East Midnapore district.

“If my hut is destroyed in the cyclone, we will be on the streets. My daughter is 

15, and will be of marriageable age in a few years. We are praying the cyclone 

does not bring down our home,” Nandi told The Indian Express.

At least 230 people had moved to this shelter as Amphan headed to coastal 

West Bengal. And most had similar fears and prayers as Nandi — their houses 

should remain intact. It has been a double whammy for all of them — the 

pandemic and the cyclone.

Barun Binnari, a 24-year-old who works as a daily wager, was also at the 
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shelter with his parents and brothers. “May this cyclone pass without causing 

much damage. We have a weak tin-roof house which may not survive this 

storm. Last year, after Cyclone Bulbul, we had to repair the house. Now, we 

have no money for repair work,” he said. He has been without work ever 

since the start of the lockdown.

NDRF personnel deployed at Digha have added responsibilities — sanitisation 

of the cyclone centre and ensuring social distancing during the wait for the 

cyclone, its immediate aftermath.

In-charge of the cyclone centre, Abhishek Kumar Gaurav, Assistant 

Commandant, 2nd Battalion, NDRF, said: “When it comes to natural calamity, 

it is not possible to say no to people looking for shelter. We can only allow 

about 350 people here. Some people have also taken shelter in schools. The 

evacuation process started.”

At the control room, Chief Minister Banerjee spoke with the chairman of the 

board of administrators at the Kolkata Municipal Corporation, Firhad Hakim, 

and took stock of the situation in the state capital. The Chief Minister was 

expected to spend the night at the control room.

Banerjee also spoke to the district magistrates and police superintendents of 

various districts including East Midnapore, and North and South 24-Parganas, 

and issued instructions from time to time.

As the cyclone intensified, trees were uprooted and electricity poles were 

damaged. A large number of houses, especially mud houses in the coastal 

areas, collapsed. A number of embankments were breached and there were 

reports of flooding in the low-lying areas of South and North 24-Parganas. 

Electricity was cut off in the coastal areas and as a precaution.

According to Met officials, it would take five to six hours for the cyclone to 

pass over Bengal, and the rain was expected to continue until Friday. The 

extent of the damage and loss of lives could be ascertained only after the 

storm had passed, officials said.
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Deputy Director General of Meteorology, Regional Meteorological Centre, 

Alipore, Sanjib Bandyopadhyay said: “The process of landfall started at 2.30 

pm. It takes three to four hours for landfall to be completed. At 2.30 pm, we 

recorded winds of speed 130 to 170 km per hour in East Midnapore and 

South 24-Parganas. In Alipore (Kolkata), wind speed of 69 km per hour was 

recorded, which increased to 105 km per hour later. This will only increase.”

In Kolkata, trees were uprooted in over thirty areas including New Alipore, 

Central Avenue, S N Banerjee Road, Bidhan Sarani, Shakespeare Sarani, 

Ballygunge, Maidan, Hastings, Prince Anwar Shah Road, and Gariahat. At 

many places, traffic signals collapsed. All major roads were blocked, and 

there were reports of water logging in the city.

By 1 pm, the administration closed Howrah Bridge, Vivekananda Setu (Second 

Hooghly Bridge) and all flyovers in Kolkata. A two-storey house collapsed in 

the Entally area.

The state government had already moved over 3 lakh people to cyclone 

shelters in various districts. Steps were taken to ensure social distancing to 

the extent possible. NDRF and state disaster management teams with PPE 

had been stationed in the affected areas.

How to watch SpaceX’s Demo-2 mission to send NASA 
astronauts to ISS
Elon Musk’s space exploration company SpaceX will soon launch its first 

manned mission aboard its Crew Dragon capsule carrying NASA astronauts 

Bob Behnken and Doug Hurley to the International Space Station (ISS). NASA 

will be sending astronauts off the Earth on American rockets and spacecraft 

from American soil for the first time since 2011.

“A new era of human spaceflight is set to begin as American astronauts once 

again launch on an American rocket from American soil to the International 
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Space Station as part of NASA’s Commercial Crew Program,” NASA said in 

a statement.

The mission officially called the SpaceX Demonstration Mission 2 or SpaceX 

Demo-2, will also be the first for a commercially built and operated American 

rocket and spacecraft to carry humans to the space station. NASA is also 

providing the coverage of the upcoming prelaunch and launch activities for 

the mission.

How to watch the launch

The launch is scheduled for May 27, 2020, at 1:33 pm PT that converts to 

May 28, 2020, at 2:03 am IST (Indian Standard Time). The space agency 

has confirmed that the launch, as well as other activities leading up to the 

launch, will air live on NASA Television and the NASA website at http://www.

nasa.gov/live.

You can watch the coverage non-stop until the Crew Dragon has docked 

with the ISS and Behnken and Hurley have been welcomed on board.

Also, you can stream other pre and post-launch activities starting May 21 to 

May 29, 2020, that includes SpaceX Demo-2’s post-flight readiness review 

briefing, virtual crew engagement, pre-launch briefing, and administrator 

countdown clock briefing. The events also include a series of discussions 

around the launch as well as the ISS Expedition 63 crew news conference 

with Commander Chris Cassidy of NASA and astronauts Bob Behnken and 

Doug Hurley of NASA.

North India reels under intense heat wave
Several parts of north India reeled under an intense heat wave with many 

districts in Rajasthan, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh posting 

temperatures over 45 degrees Celsius.

http://www.nasa.gov/live
http://www.nasa.gov/live


asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MAY
     2020
     VOL.69

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

AI can assign middle seats on rescue flights for now: SC
The Supreme Court convened urgently on a public holiday to allow Air India 

to assign middle seats to passengers on non-scheduled flights to rescue 

citizens stranded abroad amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

A three-judge Bench led by Chief Justice of India Sharad A. Bobde,  , said 

the public carrier can fill up its middle seats up to June 6. After that, Air India 

(AI) would operate in compliance with any interim orders passed by the High 

Court, which has already scheduled a hearing on June 2.

“In these circumstances, we propose to remand the matter to the Bombay 

High Court with a request to the High Court to pass an effective interim order 

after hearing all concerned on the date fixed, June 2,” the Supreme Court 

directed in its six-page order.

The court also made it clear that the Director General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) 

was free to alter any norms considered necessary during the pendency of 

the matter in the interest of public health and safety of the passengers rather 

than commercial considerations.

AI and the government had appealed to the apex court against an interim 

order on May 22 of the Bombay High Court, which asked the national carrier 

to operate the flights keeping the middle seats vacant. The High Court order 

was based on a petition filed by an AI pilot, Deven Yogesh Kanani, who showed 

photographs of a full capacity flight between San Francisco and Mumbai. Mr. 

Kanani said AI was flouting a condition imposed in a government circular to 

keep the middle seats vacant. The High Court had sought a response from 

AI and the DGCA on this petition by June 2.

In a virtual court hearing through videoconferencing, the Supreme Court 

Bench made its displeasure clear about AI’s full capacity flights without 

following social distancing norms. “You should be worried about the health of 

citizens, not about the health of the airline,” Chief Justice Bobde addressed 

Solicitor General Tushar Mehta.
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SpaceX ready for defining moment with first humans on 
rocket
Elon Musk is about to face his biggest test after almost two decades as a 

space entrepreneur: launching human beings into orbit.

If the weather holds and there are no technical issues, a SpaceX Dragon 

capsule atop a Falcon 9 rocket will blast off from Cape Canaveral, Florida, 

at 4:33 pm on May 27. Two NASA astronauts — Bob Behnken and Doug 

Hurley — will be on board, with a docking at the International Space Station 

scheduled for 19 hours later.

The history of spaceflight is made up of moments etched into humanity’s 

collective memory, including Yuri Gagarin’s orbit of the Earth in 1961, Neil 

Armstrong’s “one small step” onto the moon in 1969 and the loss of Space 

Shuttle Challenger in 1986. While SpaceX’s upcoming launch may not end up 

ranking with those events, it will mark the first-ever ride to orbit on a privately 

owned vehicle — and the first time astronauts have flown from US soil since 

the shuttle program ended in 2011.

“We haven’t had two humans shoot up into space on a commercial spacecraft 

ever. That’s an absolute first. It’s an epic moment,” said Luigi Peluso, an 

aerospace analyst with AlixPartners. “Space is still a dangerous game, and 

when you launch with people on board it’s a whole different level of intensity. 

And it’s not just about getting them there safely — it’s also about bringing 

them back.”

Surpassing Boeing

Musk founded Space Exploration Technologies Corp in 2002 with the ultimate 

goal of enabling people to live on other planets. The National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration has been a key partner and customer every step of the 

way for the Hawthorne, California-based company. A cargo-only version of 

SpaceX’s Dragon capsule already makes regular runs to the space station.

In 2014, NASA awarded SpaceX and entrenched rival Boeing Co a combined 
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$6.8 billion in contracts to revive America’s ability to fly to the orbiting lab 

without buying seats on Russian Soyuz capsules. By crossing the finish 

line ahead of a company with Apollo-era roots, SpaceX will underscore its 

metamorphosis from upstart to power player.

“It’s definitely a bit of a black eye to Boeing,” said George Ferguson, analyst 

with Bloomberg Intelligence. He said the hit is less to the aerospace titan’s 

pocketbook and more to its reputation for engineering prowess, which has 

already been badly sullied by two deadly crashes of its best-selling jet, the 

737 Max.

For a nation scarred by the health and economic impacts of the coronavirus and 

slowly emerging from stay-home orders, the SpaceX launch will be a chance 

to look skyward. For NASA, the event will also be a distraction from intrigue 

surrounding the abrupt departure earlier this week of its human spaceflight 

chief, Douglas Loverro.

The shuffle placed more responsibility on officials such as Steve Jurczyk, 

NASA’s associate administrator and highest-ranking civil servant, who stepped 

in for Loverro to make the final decision to proceed with the mission.

“NASA is a very resilient organization. There’s nobody in the organization that’s 

irreplaceable,” said Wayne Hale, a former space shuttle program manager 

and an architect of NASA’s commercial space foray. “It’s unfortunate that this 

happens and he had to leave, but people are already stepping up.”

‘Real Breakthrough’

While NASA has discouraged people from mobbing Cape Canaveral because 

of the coronavirus pandemic, the agency is planning hours of programming 

around the #LaunchAmerica event. Vice President Mike Pence said he plans 

to attend the launch. President Donald Trump also plans to travel to Florida 

to watch, Bloomberg News reported Friday.

But the weather forecast — clouds, rainstorms and isolated thunderstorms 
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— could delay the big event. If the May 27 launch is “scrubbed” for weather, 

the back-up date and time is Saturday, May 30, at 3:22 pm Florida time.

Adding to the excitement is SpaceX’s knack for milking big events, as it did 

when it sent a cherry-red Tesla Roadster to deep space with its largest rocket. 

The voyage will usher in a new era of commercial space flight.

“This is a real breakthrough for space development,” said Lori Garver, a 

former NASA deputy administrator and current CEO of the Earthrise Alliance. 

“This plan has been in the works for a decade. You’ve turned over the keys to 

the private sector for low-earth orbit, which frees up NASA to do other things. 

And it will open up space, ultimately, for paying tourists.”

There were plenty of skeptics — including Armstrong and other spaceflight 

pioneers — who thought this day would never come. When then-

President Barack Obama decided in 2010 to turn space-station treks over 

to private contractors, SpaceX’s Falcon 9 rocket hadn’t yet flown and few 

could have predicted it would dominate commercial satellite launches within 

a matter of years.

Soyuz Seats

Still, the milestone crewed flight is years behind schedule, and NASA has paid 

$3.5 billion to purchase 52 rides to space from Russia since 2011, including 

a seat on a Soyuz rocket later this year. The agency is confident that US 

commercial spacecraft will take over the missions this year and next.

Boeing is still working through dozens of corrective actions that NASA 

recommended after the company’s Starliner capsule missed a rendezvous 

with the station in December. The company hasn’t yet scheduled a do-over, 

or its first flight with humans.

“Regaining crew launch capability and having two American crew launch 

providers is vital to achieving our country’s goals in space,” said Chris 

Ferguson, a Starliner astronaut and former NASA astronaut who commanded 

the final space shuttle mission. “I’m excited to see my friends and former 
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colleagues, Doug Hurley and Bob Behnken, take this important next step.”

The extensive testing that contributed to the Boeing and SpaceX delays is a 

contrast to the space shuttle, which flew humans without any practice runs 

for its orbital vehicle or rockets, said Hale, the retired NASA official.

‘Next Stage’

The May 27 launch, known as Demo-2, will serve as a final test of SpaceX’s 

entire system for transporting people to orbit, the last step to winning NASA’s 

approval for regular crewed flights to the space station. Behnken and Hurley 

are slated to dock with the station   and meet with the Expedition 63 crew 

members already in residence aboard the orbiting lab. A press conference 

from the space station is slated for May 29.

“It’s a culmination,” Hurley told reporters after arriving at Cape Canaveral on 

May 20. “It’s that next stage of human space flight.”

Former astronaut Garrett Reisman, a professor of astronautics at the 

University of Southern California and an adviser to SpaceX, knows Benkhen 

and Hurley personally. He was a graduate student at the California Institute of 

Technology with Behnken and was on the space station with astronaut Karen 

Nyberg, who is Hurley’s wife.

Reisman is elated about what Wednesday’s launch means: that American 

taxpayer will no longer have to pay for seats on a Russian Soyuz. It could be 

the dawn of a new golden age of space flight. Reisman is considering flying 

his own single-engine propeller plane from California to Florida so he can 

avoid flying commercially during the coronavirus pandemic.

“It changes everything when you know the people,” Reisman said of the 

nerve-wracking anxiety around the launch. “But NASA put SpaceX through 

excruciating scrutiny, as they do with everyone. It makes me feel more 

comfortable and more confident.”
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How to watch ‘historic’ NASA-SpaceX Demo-2 mission live 
from home
NASA-SpaceX Demo-2 mission Launch America Livestream May 27, 2020: 

NASA was all set to send two of its astronauts — Col. Doug Hurley and 

Bob Behnken — into space, aboard a spacecraft developed by Elon Musk’s 

SpaceX today. But due to bad weather conditions, NASA together with Space 

X announced the mission has been scrubbed for today. The next launch date 

scheduled for May 30. NASA tweeted, “We are not going to launch today.” 

Due to the weather conditions, the launch is scrubbing. Our next opportunity 

will be Saturday, May 30 at 3:22pm ET. Live #LaunchAmerica coverage will 

begin at 11am ET.”

This NASA-SpaceX launch will be the first time in nine years when astronauts 

will take off from the US soil on an American rocket. The mission will take the 

spacecraft and crew to the International Space Station. This will be the first 

time a private space company will be achieving such a feat.

SpaceX, in collaboration with NASA, is set to launch its manned 

spacecraft from the Kennedy Space Center in Florida at 4:33pm Eastern 

Time, May 27 (2:00AM IST Thursday, May 28). The last manned spacecraft 

launch from American soil took place back in July 2011. NASA’s Discovery, 

Endeavour, and Atlantis were retired the same year, thus concluding the 30-

year Space Shuttle program. This will also be the first global virtual NASA 

Social to experience the #LaunchAmeria Mission. 

SpaceX’s historic NASA flight reset for Saturday on bad 
weather
SpaceX will try again May 30 to launch astronauts into orbit after NASA 

scrubbed a Wednesday mission as bad weather threatened Kennedy Space 

Center in Cape Canaveral, Florida.
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The new timeline means Elon Musk’s SpaceX will have to wait a few more 

days for astronauts Bob Behnken and Doug Hurley to ride the company’s 

Dragon capsule to the International Space Station. The voyage — scheduled 

for 3:22 p.m.   — will be the first launch of American astronauts from U.S. soil 

since 2011.

The groundbreaking mission, the first such journey in a commercially 

developed spacecraft, is the final major test of SpaceX’s human flight system 

before it can be certified to fly working crews to and from the space station. 

Boeing Co. is also preparing to carry people to the orbiting lab as part of the 

same “Commercial Crew” program at NASA.

If the SpaceX launch attempt gets scrubbed again, May 31 will serve as a 

backup.

Musk founded Space Exploration Technologies Corp. in 2002 with the ultimate 

goal of enabling people to live on other planets. The National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration has been a key partner and customer every step of the 

way for the Hawthorne, California-based company. A cargo-only version of 

SpaceX’s Dragon capsule already makes regular runs to the space station.

President Donald Trump, who flew in on Air Force One shortly before the 

launch time, indicated he would return for the next launch attempt.

“Thank you to @NASA and @SpaceX for their hard work and leadership. 

Look forward to being back with you!” Trump tweeted while flying back to 

Washington.

White House chief of staff Mark Meadows told reporters on the plane that 

Trump would return if a launch takes place this weekend. NASA announced 

the postponement while Trump and Vice President Mike Pence were at the 

viewing site.
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Lunar Eclipse 2020: Date, Timings, How and when to watch 
the penumbral lunar eclipse
Lunar Eclipse June 2020: Timings Date, When and how to watch: The second 

penumbral lunar eclipse of 2020 is expected to occur between June 5 and 

June 6. According to Time and Date, this lunar eclipse will be visible in most 

parts of Europe, Asia, Australia, Africa, South/East South America, Pacific, 

Atlantic, Indian Ocean, and Antarctica. This penumbral lunar eclipse is called 

‘Strawberry Moon Eclipse’. In 2020 we will get to see a total of four penumbral 

lunar eclipses, out of which the first one took place between January 10 to 

January 11.

Reports suggest that during the upcoming ‘Strawberry Moon Eclipse’ around 

57 per cent of the Moon will pass into the Earth’s penumbra. The report 

further states that it will be a bit difficult for people to see the moon as it will 

be fainter comparatively, due to it being a penumbral eclipse.

The eclipse will start at 11:15 PM IST on June 5 and will go on till 2:34 AM on 

June 6. Eclipse at its full stage will be visible at 12:54 AM IST on June 6. The 

total duration of the second penumbral lunar eclipses of 2020 is three hours 

and 18 minutes.

A lunar eclipse is when the Earth comes between the Sun and the Moon, thus 

casting a shadow over the Moon. There are three types of lunar eclipses: 

total lunar eclipse, partial lunar eclipse and penumbral lunar eclipse. During 

a penumbral lunar eclipse, the Moon moves through the outer part of the 

Earth’s shadow, thus becoming very faint.

According to a report by Sky and Telescope, the outer part of the Earth’s 

penumbra is very pale, due to which most of the people will not be able to 

notice anything until the Moon’s edge has slid at least halfway in. Other two 

penumbral lunar eclipses of 2020 will take place from July 4 to July 5 and on 

November 29 to November 30.
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Nascent Arabian Sea cyclone may delay monsoon arrival
Uncertainty clouds the monsoon’s arrival over Kerala. While the official date 

this year remains the June 5, the India Meteorological Department (IMD) said   

evening that “conditions were favourable for onset” on June 1.

The uncertainty is primarily due to a prominent weather model that hints at 

the development of a cyclone in the Arabian Sea after May 31; the strength 

and trajectory of this weather system could, in the worst case scenario, delay 

the monsoon’s progress.

“One model — of the European Centre for Medium Range Weather Forecasting 

— is showing a cyclone as developing in the Arabian Sea. However, our own 

models are showing that it wouldn’t be that intense and would likely become 

a Deep Depression, at most,” said Madhavan Rajeevan, Secretary, Ministry 

of Earth Sciences.

“It could mean a few days delay if it’s too strong. Once the monsoon season 

sets in, there’s a certain uncertainty too in all weather models,” he added.

Storms that develop in the sea begin as ‘Low Pressures’ and graduate to 

Depressions, Deep Depressions and then onto three categories of cyclone.

The most recent being the Super Cyclone Amphan in the Bay of Bengal.

Another depression is likely to form in the Arabian Sea over the weekend but 

will turn towards Oman and not significantly influence the monsoon.

While such depressions are normal during the advent of monsoon and usually 

aid the monsoon’s advent and progress in India, a particularly strong storm 

can hinder the monsoon. Last year, Cyclone Vayu that formed in the Arabian 

Sea stalled the monsoon after it entered Kerala on June 8.

Rainfall measure

A key criterion to declaring the monsoon as having arrived is that at least 8 

of 14 meteorological stations in Kerala and Karnataka consistently measure 

more than 2.5 mm of rains for two continuous days. That such rains are 

already being registered in these States gives G.P. Sharma, president of 
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Skymet Weather Services, confidence that the monsoon will have set in 

latest by May 31.

On May 15, he had forecast the monsoon’s arrival date as May 28. That 

same day, the IMD had forecast a four-day delay in the onset to June 5, 

largely because of the influence of Amphan.

“We have 100 automatic weather stations in Kerala and the data clearly 

shows the rainfall requirement being met as well as the required windspeeds. 

But officially, monsoon arrives when IMD says it does,” Mr. Sharma added.

Rainfall apart, sustained windspeeds of 30-40 kmph at 5 to 6 kilometre from 

the sea level were key criteria.

Missed the NASA SpaceX Demo-2 launch? Check out the 
mission pictures
With the SpaceX Demo-2 mission, NASA astronauts have been launched from 

American soil for the first time in history in a commercially built and operated 

American crew spacecraft. The last time astronauts were launched from the 

US soil was on July 8, 2011, for the STS-135 mission. Soon after which all 

astronauts were flown to the International Space Station in Russia’s Soyuz 

Capsule.

The SpaceX Crew Dragon spacecraft carrying NASA astronauts Robert 

Behnken and Douglas Hurley lifted off at 3:22 pm EDT Saturday on the 

company’s Falcon 9 rocket to reach the International Space Centre.

The mission was launched from Launch Complex 39A at NASA’s Kennedy 

Space Center in Florida that was used to launch Apollo missions to the 

moon half a century ago. The Demo-2 launch also marks the start of the 

commercial crew era of US human spaceflight.

At the moment, the Crew Dragon capsule has separated from Falcon 9 

rocket’s second stage and is on its way to the International Space Station. If 
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you have missed the live broadcast of the mission, you can watch the pictures 

from the launch:

SpaceX rocket ship blasts off into orbit with NASA astronauts, 
heralding a new era in human spaceflight
A rocket ship built by Elon Musk’s SpaceX Company thundered away from 

Earth with two Americans, ushering in a new era in commercial space travel 

and putting the United States back in the business of launching astronauts 

into orbit from US soil for the first time in nearly a decade.

NASA’s Doug Hurley and Bob Behnken rode skyward aboard a sleek, white-

and-black, bullet-shaped Dragon capsule on top of a Falcon 9 rocket, lifting 

off at 3.22 pm from the same launch pad used to send the Apollo astronauts 

to the moon a half-century ago. Minutes later, they safely slipped into orbit.

“Let’s light this candle,” Hurley said just before ignition, borrowing the words 

used by Alan Shepard on America’s first human spaceflight, in 1961.

The two men are scheduled to arrive at the International Space Station   for a 

stay of up to four months, after which they will return to Earth in a Right Stuff-

style splashdown at sea.

The mission unfolded amid the gloom of the coronavirus outbreak, which 

has killed over 100,000 Americans, and racial unrest across the US over the 

death of George Floyd, a handcuffed black man, at the hands of Minneapolis 

police.

NASA officials and others held out hope the flight would would be a morale-

booster. “Maybe there’s an opportunity here for America to maybe pause and 

look up and see a bright, shining moment of hope at what the future looks 

like, that the United States of America can do extraordinary things even in 

difficult times,” NASA Administrator Jim Bridenstine said before launch.

With the on-time liftoff, SpaceX, founded by Musk, the Tesla electric-car 
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visionary, became the first private company to launch people into orbit, a feat 

achieved previously by only three governments: the US, Russia and China.

The flight also ended a nine-year launch drought for NASA, the longest such 

hiatus in its history. Ever since it retired the space shuttle in 2011, NASA 

has relied on Russian spaceships launched from Kazakhstan to take US 

astronauts to and from the space station.

In the intervening years, NASA outsourced the job of designing and building 

its next generation of spaceships to SpaceX and Boeing, awarding them USD 

7 billion in contracts in a public-private partnership aimed at driving down 

costs and spurring innovation. Boeing’s spaceship, the Starliner capsule, is 

not expected to fly astronauts until early 2021.

Musk said earlier in the week that the project is aimed at “reigniting the dream 

of space and getting people fired up about the future.” Ultimately, NASA hopes 

to rely in part on its commercial partners as it works to send astronauts back 

to the moon in the next few years, and on to Mars in the 2030s.

Before setting out for the launch pad in a gull-wing Tesla SUV, another Musk 

product, Behnken pantomimed a hug of his 6-year-old son, Theo, and said: 

“Are you going to listen to Mommy and make her life easy?” Hurley blew 

kisses to his 10-year-old son and wife.

A launch attempt   was called off with less than 17 minutes to go in the 

countdown because of lightning.  , stormy weather in Florida threatened 

another postponement for most of the day, but then the skies began to clear 

in the afternoon just in time.

Nine minutes after liftoff, the 260-foot rocket’s first-stage booster landed, as 

designed, on a barge a few hundred miles off the Florida coast, to be reused 

on another flight. “Thanks for the great ride to space,” Hurley told SpaceX 

ground control. He and his crewmate batted around a sparkly purple toy, 

demonstrating that they had reached zero gravity.

Bridenstine pronounced it “just an amazing day.” SpaceX controllers at 
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Hawthorne, California, cheered and applauded wildly. President Donald 

Trump and Vice President Mike Pence flew in for the launch attempt for the 

second time in four days.

“I’m so proud of the people at NASA, all the people that worked together, 

public and private. When you see a sight like that it’s incredible,” Trump said 

after liftoff.

Inside Kennedy Space Center, attendance was strictly limited because of the 

coronavirus, and the small crowd of a few thousand was a shadow of what it 

would have been without the threat of COVID-19. By NASA’s count, over 3 

million viewers tuned in online.

Despite NASA’s insistence that the public stay safe by staying home, 

spectators gathered along beaches and roads hours in advance. Among 

them was Neil Wight, a machinist from Buffalo, New York, who staked out a 

view of the launch pad from a park in Titusville.

“It’s pretty historically significant in my book, and a lot of other people’s 

books. With everything that’s going on in this country right now, it’s important 

that we do things extraordinary in life,” Wight said. “We’ve been bombarded 

with doom and gloom for the last six, eight weeks, whatever it is, and this is 

awesome. It brings a lot of people together.”

Because of the coronavirus, the astronauts were kept in quasi-quarantine 

for more than two months before liftoff. The SpaceX technicians who helped 

them get into their spacesuits wore masks and gloves that made them look 

like black-clad ninjas. And at the launch centre, the SpaceX controllers were 

seated far apart.

Hurley, a 53-year-old retired Marine, and Behnken, 49, an Air Force colonel, 

are veterans of two space shuttle flights each. Hurley piloted the space shuttle 

on the last launch of astronauts from Kennedy, on July 8, 2011. In keeping 

with Musk’s penchant for futuristic flash, the astronauts wore angular white 

uniforms with black trim. Instead of the usual multitude of dials, knobs and 
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switches, the Dragon capsule has three large touchscreens.

SpaceX rocket launch HIGHLIGHTS: SpaceX rocket blasts off 
into orbit with two astronauts
NASA SpaceX rocket launch HIGHLIGHTS: A rocket ship designed and built 

by Elon Musk’s SpaceX Company has lifted off with two NASA astronauts on 

a history-making flight to the International Space Station. The mission was 

supposed to be launched on May 27 but it was delayed due to adverse 

weather conditions at the last minute.

This is the first time after nine years since NASA shut down its space 

shuttle program back in 2011. This is also the first time that a private 

spacecraft company used its own rocket to put humans into space. Due 

to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, both NASA and SpaceX had urged 

eager viewers to stay at home and do not flock towards the Kennedy Space 

Center.

The spacecraft took off Saturday afternoon (1.50 am Sunday in India) from 

the same launch pad at Cape Canaveral, Florida, that was used during the 

Apollo missions to the moon a half-century ago. The flight ushers in a new 

era in commercial space travel and marks the first time NASA has launched 

astronauts from U.S. soil in nearly a decade.

NASA SpaceX rocket launch HIGHLIGHTS: SpaceX in association with 

NASA was supposed to launch its Crew Dragon capsule on top of its Falcon 

9 rocket to the International Space Station (ISS) on May 27. However, the 

launch -- Launch America -- was delayed due to adverse weather conditions 

at the last minute. This is the first time after nine years since NASA shut down 

its space shuttle program back in 2011. This is also the first time that a private 

spacecraft company is going to use its own rocket to put humans into space. 

SpaceX and NASA have announced that they have rescheduled the launch 
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for May 31 at 1:52 AM IST.

Indian-origin girl gets honour of naming NASA’s first Mars 
helicopter
NASA’s first Mars helicopter has a name now and the credit goes to 17-year-

old Indian-origin girl Vaneeza Rupani.

Rupani, a high school junior from Northport, Alabama, earned the honour of 

naming the helicopter after she submitted her essay into NASA’s “Name the 

Rover” contest.

Destined to become the first aircraft to attempt powered flight on another 

planet, NASA’s Mars Helicopter has been officially named Ingenuity, as 

suggested by Rupani.

While NASA announced in March that its next rover would be named 

Perseverance based on seventh-grader Alexander Mather’s essay, the 

agency decided to also choose a name for the helicopter that will accompany 

the rover to Mars.

“Our Mars helicopter has a new name! Meet: Ingenuity. Student Vaneeza 

Rupani came up with the name during our name the rover contest. Ingenuity 

will ride to the Red Planet with @NASAPersevere to attempt the first powered 

flight on another world,” NASA tweeted.

Rupani’s entry was among 28,000 essays submitted by K-12 students 

from every US state and territory, according to NASA, which made the 

announcement.

“The ingenuity and brilliance of people working hard to overcome the 

challenges of interplanetary travel are what allow us all to experience the 

wonders of space exploration,” Rupani wrote in her essay, according to a 

news release by NASA.

“Ingenuity is what allows people to accomplish amazing things, and it allows 
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us to expand our horizons to the edges of the universe,” it said.

Rupani has been interested in space science since she was a young child, 

according to her mother Nausheen Rupani.

“On their way to school every day, she and her dad would pretend they 

were in a spaceship. They would imagine seeing planets (buildings), stars 

(traffic lights), etc. on their way and give them names,” Nausheen Rupani 

told NASA.

To have her submission selected was more than exciting, the teenager 

said.

“(I thought) ingenuity would be a good name for the helicopter because that 

is exactly what it took to design this machine,” she told NASA. “The helicopter 

is an incredible project, and I am thrilled to have a part in its journey.”

Ingenuity and Perseverance are scheduled to launch in July and land next 

February at Mars’ Jezero Crater, the site of a lake that existed 3.5 billion 

years ago.

While the rover collects samples of Mars, the helicopter will attempt to fly and 

if successful, it will enable future Mars missions to “add an aerial dimension 

to their explorations,” according to NASA.

“I am proud that NASA’s Mars Helicopter will be named by Vaneeza Rupani 

of Northport, Alabama. This is a unique privilege. Ms Rupani’s essay on 

why she chose the name ‘Ingenuity’ highlights her creativity, originality, and 

intelligence. Her grasp on the importance of exploration is extraordinary, and 

I am confident that she has a bright future ahead,” Senator Richard Shelby 

of Alabama said.
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WHO raises concern over use of BCG VACCINE?
In a letter published in The Lancet on April 30, World Health Organization 

(WHO) Director-General Tedros A Ghebreyesus and others highlight a few 

critical issues over the use of BCG vaccine for COVID-19. They underscore 

the importance of randomised controlled trials of the vaccine to understand 

its safety and efficacy before using it on healthcare workers.

Randomised controlled trials are under way in the Netherlands and Australia 

to find out whether the vaccine can reduce the incidence and severity of 

COVID-19 among healthcare workers.

The authors do state that the BCG vaccine, which “enhances the innate 

immune response to subsequent infections, might reduce viral load after 

SARS-CoV-2 exposure, with a consequent less severe COVID-19 and 

more rapid recovery”.

A study, posted on March 28 in a preprint server medRxiv, found an 

association between countries that have a universal BCG vaccination and 

reduced coronavirus cases — and even deaths. Preprints are yet to be 

peer-reviewed and published in scientific journals.

The authors cite five reasons countries should wait for the results of the BCG 

vaccine randomised controlled trials. According to them, the association of 

fewer COVID-19 cases in countries that have a universal BCG vaccination 

programme is based on population rather than individual data. Second, 

the beneficial effects of the BCG vaccine given at birth are “unlikely” to 

reduce the severity of COVID-19 decades later. “One reason for this is 

that the beneficial off-target effects of the BCG vaccine might be altered by 

subsequent administration of a different vaccine,” they write.

Third, there is a possibility, even if remote, that the BCG vaccine ramps 

up the immune system leading to exacerbation of COVID-19 in a small 

population of patients with a severe disease. It is already known that the 
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virus induces cytokine storm in some patients, leading to further complications 

— and even death. Fourth, if not effective against the novel coronavirus, BCG 

vaccination is likely to give a false sense of security to people, especially 

during the pandemic.

And finally, using the vaccine without evidence of its benefits could further 

jeopardise vaccine supply, which is already short, to protect children against 

disseminated TB in high-risk countries.

“BCG given early in life does improve the immune system. The vaccine can 

prevent intracellular infections. So the protective effect of BCG against COVID-

19 is a biologically plausible hypothesis,” Prof. Gagandeep Kang, executive 

director of the Translational Health Science and Technology Institute (THSTI), 

Faridabad, had earlier told The Hindu .

3 Indian photographers win Pulitzer Prize
The New York Times picked up the most awards as the 2020 Pulitzer Prize 

winners were announced virtually   owing to the COVID-19 outbreak.

Prize board administrator Dana Canedy declared the winners from her living 

room via livestream on YouTube rather than at a ceremony at New York’s 

Columbia University.

The Times collected three awards, including for Brian M. Rosenthal’s 

investigative report into New York City’s taxi industry which revealed predatory 

loans that took advantage of vulnerable drivers. It also won the international 

reporting prize for a series of stories on Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 

regime.

Reuters won the breaking news photography award for pictures of the Hong 

Kong protests.

The Associated Press was awarded the feature photography prize for images 

showing life in Kashmir as India revoked its semi-autonomous status. Three 
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photographers — Mukhtar Khan, Yasin Dar and Channi Anand —were named 

for the award. “A proud moment for all in our tribe across Jammu and Kashmir 

and beyond,” veteran journalist Yusuf Jameel said.


