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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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‘Rigorous consultations done before framing new National 
Education Policy’
The Ministry of Education has conducted a rigorous consultation process to 

ensure an inclusive, participatory and holistic approach while framing the NEP. 

Over two lakh suggestions from 2.5 lakh gram panchayats, 6,600 blocks, 6,000 

urban local bodies (ULBs), 676 districts were received.

Most developed countries have made an earnest effort to ensure that the child 

studies in the mother tongue so that both parents and children participate in 

education in the early years of the child. Young children learn and grasp non-

trivial concepts more quickly in their home language/mother tongue.

Thereby, the New Education Policy states that, “Wherever possible, the medium 

of instruction until at least Grade 5, but preferably till Grade 8 and beyond, will be 

the home language/mother tongue/ local language/ regional language.” The RTE 

Act 2009 also states that the medium of instruction, as far as practicable, shall be 

the mother tongue.

The decision regarding the medium of instruction in schools coming under their 

jurisdiction is to be taken by the respective State governments.

What is the timeline for implementing this decision? Are there sufficient teachers 

trained for this in all regional languages?

There has been a severe scarcity of skilled language teachers in India. There 

will be a major effort from both the Central and State governments to invest 

in large numbers of language teachers in all regional languages around the 

country, and, in particular, for all languages mentioned in the Eighth Schedule 

of the Constitution of India. States from different regions of India may enter into 

bilateral agreements to hire teachers in large numbers from each other, to satisfy 

the three-language formula in their respective States, and also to encourage the 

study of Indian languages across the country.

Language teaching too must be improved to be more experiential and to focus 
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on the ability to converse and interact in the language and not just on the literature, 

vocabulary, and grammar of the language. Languages must be used more 

extensively for conversation and for teaching-learning.

A number of initiatives will be adopted to foster languages in school as well as higher 

education. Strong departments and programmes in Indian languages, comparative 

literature, creative writing, arts, music, philosophy, etc. will be launched and 

developed across the country, and degrees including four-year B.Ed. dual degrees 

will be developed in these subjects.

Will the private and public schools affiliated to the CBSE and the ICSE be asked to 

mandatorily convert to teaching in the mother tongue only till Class 5? How about 

Kendriya Vidyalayas that are directly controlled by the Centre?

The beauty of this policy is flexibility. The intent of the policy follows the mandate 

given under the Right to Education Act. We will try to take everyone along in the 

process of making a vibrant India.

The NEP mentions traditional Indian knowledge systems to be included in the 

curriculum. What are some of the topics and themes you think need to be included, 

and who are the experts that the Centre will rope in to ensure that this is done?

We have just come out with the policy. This will be the mandate of the National 

Curriculum Framework Committee to decide what topics constitute traditional 

Indian knowledge systems.

“Knowledge of India” will include knowledge from ancient India and its contributions 

to modern India and its successes and challenges, and a clear sense of India’s 

future aspirations with regard to education, health, environment, etc. These 

elements will be incorporated in an accurate and scientific manner throughout the 

school curriculum wherever relevant.

The original NEP draft from Dr. K. Kasturirangan’s panel had proposed a Rashtriya 

Shiksha Aayog as an apex body to oversee all education in the country to be 

headed by the Prime Minister. Why was this removed from the final policy?



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     AUGUST
     2020
     VOL.72

    
National

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

Upon conducting several rounds of consultations, it was decided that there is a 

dire need to strengthen and empower the Central Advisory Board of Education 

(CABE) which will have a much greater mandate and not only be a forum for 

widespread consultation and examination of issues relating to educational and 

cultural development.

The remodelled and rejuvenated CABE will be responsible for developing, 

articulating, evaluating, and revising the vision of education in the country on a 

continuous basis, in close collaboration with the Ministry of Education and the 

corresponding apex bodies of States. It shall also create and continuously review 

the institutional frameworks that shall help attain this vision.

The Higher Education Commission of India (HECI) Bill has been at the draft stage 

for over a year now. When will it be introduced in Parliament?

The Ministry of Education is almost ready with the Cabinet note for the same and 

will take approval of the government soon.

Will the proposed increase of public funding for education to 6% of GDP be sufficient 

to finance all the proposed reforms? If not, how does the Centre propose to raise 

the needed funds for implementation?

The Centre and the States will work together to increase the public investment in 

the education sector to reach 6% of GDP at the earliest.

In particular, financial support will be provided to various critical elements and 

components of education, such as ensuring universal access, learning resources, 

nutritional support, matters of student safety and well-being, adequate numbers of 

teachers and staff, teacher development, and support for all key initiatives towards 

equitable high-quality education for underprivileged and socio-economically 

disadvantaged groups.

Why was it important to change the name of the Ministry from Human Resource 

Development to Education?

The name shifts the focus to the core work of the Ministry. The core work is imparting 
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education to the millions of children and youth of the country. Now every personnel 

working in the Ministry will have this constant vision before him to improve the 

education system of the country.

Plan to regulate E-flow for polluted stretches of six rivers, 
UP govt tells Centre
The Uttar Pradesh government has told the Centre that it has planned to fix the 

minimum environment flow for the polluted stretches of at least six rivers.

E-flow is the minimum limit of flow required to maintain a river in the desired 

environmental state.

The state government has planned to regulate the E-flow for polluted stretches 

of Saryu, Hindon, Ramganga, Betwa, Ghaghara and Rapti rivers. So far, Ganga 

is the only river in the country for which E-flow has been fixed by the Centre. 

In October 2018, the then Ministry of Water Resources, River Development and 

Ganga Rejuvenation — now Ministry of Jal Shakti — had issued a notification, 

fixing the E-flow for Ganga.

“Environment Flow of River Ganga is maintained as per the provisions of the E-

Flow notification of MoWR, GoI. The Irrigation and Water Resources Department 

UP has prepared a plan for Environment Flow studies of 6 perennial polluted rivers 

in the State,” the Uttar Pradesh government said in a monthly progress report to 

National Mission for Clean Ganga (NMCG).

The state has reported the status of 12 rivers — Hindon, Kali (East), Varuna, 

Yamuna, Gomti, Ganga, Ramganga, Betwa, Ghaghara, Rapti, Sai and Saryu. Of 

these, Ganga and Yamuna are inter-state rivers and the E-flow for Ganga has 

already been notified by the Centre. The e-flow for Yamuna is yet to be decided.

The NMCG had assigned a study to the National Institute of Hydrology (NIH), 

Roorkee, to assess the minimum required environmental flow of Yamuna in the 
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stretch between Hathini Kund and Okhla. NIH has submitted an interim report to 

the NMCG and a final is expected in the coming months.

The E-flow cannot be maintained for Kali (East), Varuna, Gomati, and Sai as these 

are non-perennial rivers, states the report.

The state government plans to fix E-flow for Hindon between Saharanpur and 

Ghaziabad, the report said. It added E-flow for Saryu will be fixed for the polluted 

stretch between Ayodhya and Elafatganj, a town in Ambedkar Nagar. On Ramganga, 

which originates from Doodhatoli ranges in Uttarakhand’s Pauri Garhwal, the plan 

is to fix E-flow from Moradabad to Kannauj where it meets Ganga.

EIA draft translated into 3 languages instead of 22
With less than 10 days to go before public comments to the controversial 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) notification, 2020 are closed, it emerges 

that the text of the notification has only been translated into three languages, 

instead of at least 22, official correspondence accessed by a Right To Information 

(RTI) request shows.

In a June 30 order, the Delhi High Court had decreed that the draft be translated 

into “at least the languages mentioned in the Eighth Schedule of the Constitution” 

within 10 days. There are 22 languages on that list.

However, in spite of five reminders by the Centre to various States, the Centre got 

translations only in three languages — Marathi, Nepali and Odia — according to 

documents procured by environment activist, Vikrant Tongad.

The draft was originally opened for comments from April 11 to June 11. This was 

later extended because of the lockdown. After large protests stating that the draft 

wasn’t widely circulated, and a petition in the Delhi High Court, this date was 

extended to August 11.
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ICMR fast-tracks approvals for Israeli research coordinated 
by DRDO
The government has pulled out all stops to help Israel conduct COVID-19 research 

on patients admitted to four Delhi hospitals, including transfer of saliva samples 

and patients’ data to Israel, The Hindu has learnt.

The Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) is collaborating 

with Israel’s Directorate of Defense Research and Development (DRDD) to conduct 

trials on Indian patients that include an audio test, a breath test, thermal testing 

and a polyamino test to isolate proteins related to COVID-19.

Ministry nod

The trial obtained “expedited approval” by the Health Ministry’s Screening 

Committee (HSMC) chaired by Dr. Balram Bhargava of the Indian Council of 

Medical Research (ICMR) on July 28, a day after the Israeli team had arrived in 

India. The decision is yet to be endorsed by the full committee that is expected to 

meet in August.

Though the ICMR is the apex body for biomedical research and foreign-aided 

research in the country, the current trials will be controlled by the DRDO.

The DRDO proposes to transfer 5,000 saliva samples to the Israeli defence 

team.

The DRDO was forced to seek the approval of HSMC after the institutional ethics 

committees of two hospitals — Lady Hardinge Medical College and Hospital and 

Ram Manohar Lohia Hospital — where the patient samples are being collected, 

suggested that a final approval be obtained from the HMSC as the process involved 

“foreign collaboration.”

The other two hospitals where the Israeli team will be conducting trials are Sir 

Gangaram Hospital and Lok Nayak Jaiprakash Hospital (LNJP).

However, Principal Scientific Adviser K. VijayRaghavan had written to DRDO 

Chairman Dr. Satheesh Reddy on July 27 that scientific departments of the 
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government do not require to go to the HMSC.

Mr. VijayRaghavan stressed that COVID-19 research can be carried out in 

consonance with the guidelines issued by a vaccine task force constituted by 

the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) which enables the DRDO to take decisions on 

testing and sample sharing. He said the DRDO had the authority to decide the 

mechanism of conducting the experiments and what part of samples could be 

exported for collaborative research. Mr. VijayRaghavan said it was a “research 

validation” study for which RT-PCR tests may have to be done on the participants 

and the positive results may be communicated to the ICMR in a way that does not 

impact the speed of the research programme.

While approving the trial on June 28, the ICMR chief expressed caution on handling 

of the saliva samples of COVID-19 patients as it may contain live virus and said as 

per 1997 guidelines for exchange of samples for biomedical research purposes, 

it was essential for information to be available in a central location — the ICMR 

headquarters.

Govt. to review outcome of military talks at LAC
The government is scheduled to review the outcome of Sunday’s fifth round of 

Corps Commander-level talks between India and China.

The high-powered China Study Group is expected to meet  to discuss the outcome 

of the talks that are meant to take forward the stalled process of disengagement on 

the Line of Actual Control, a defence source said .

The talks which began around 11 a.m. on the Chinese side at Moldo opposite 

Chushul went on till 9.30 p.m., the source said. Details on its outcome are expected  

after the government takes stock of the developments, it has been learnt.

The disengagement has not moved beyond the incomplete first phase despite four 

rounds of talks and both sides having worked out the details. India has consistently 
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demanded status quo ante of pre - May positions along the LAC.

China has amassed troops along the LAC, which have also moved inside Indian 

held territory at several places. Under the first phase, only limited disengagement 

has been undertaken at Patrolling Point 17A in Gogra-Hot springs, and Chinese 

troops continue to occupy the ridgelines of Finger 4, about 8 km inside from Finger 

8, upto which India’s claim extends to.

‘Expression of opinion is not contempt’
Expressing opinion or bona fide anguish, however outspoken, disagreeable or 

unpalatable, cannot constitute contempt amounting to scandalising the court, 

noted civil rights lawyer Prashant Bhushan has said in a reply to a contempt notice 

issued to him by the Supreme Court.

Mr. Bhushan was responding to suo motu contempt action initiated against him 

on his tweets — one concerning a photograph of Chief Justice of India Sharad A. 

Bobde on a motorcycle and the other about the functioning of the Supreme Court 

in the past six years under four Chief Justices.

A three-judge Bench led by Justice Arun Mishra issued the contempt notice on 

July 22, saying the tweets undermined the dignity and authority of the court and 

the office of the CJI.

“Chief Justice is not the court, and raising issues of concern regarding the manner 

in which a CJI conducts himself during ‘court vacations’, or raising issues of 

grave concern regarding the manner in which four CJIs have used, or failed to 

use, their powers as ‘Master of the Roster’ to allow the spread of authoritarianism, 

majoritarianism, stifling of dissent, widespread political incarceration, and so on, 

cannot and does not amount to ‘scandalising or lowering the authority of the court,’ 

” Mr. Bhushan contended.

‘Ultimate guardian’
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The senior lawyer highlighted the very words of a Constitution Bench of the 

Supreme Court in the contempt case against former Madras High Court judge C.S. 

Karnan, namely that the “law of contempt is not made for the protection of judges 

who may be sensitive to the winds of public opinion. Judges are supposed to be 

men of fortitude, able to thrive in a hardy climate”.

Freedom of speech and expression was the “ultimate guardian” of values upheld 

in the Constitution. The exercise of contempt powers by the Supreme Court must 

necessarily not be of a nature that went beyond ‘reasonable restrictions’. The 

power of contempt under Article 129 was to be utilised to aid in administration 

of justice. Contempt could not be pressed into service to stifle bona fide criticism 

from citizens who were well-informed about the omissions and commissions of the 

Supreme Court, he said.

A separate writ plea has been filed jointly by veteran journalists N. Ram and 

Arun Shourie and Mr. Bhushan challenging the constitutionality of contempt by 

“scandalising of the court” as “incurably vague”.

Mr. Bhushan said his tweet on June 29 regarding the CJI on a bike was made 

“primarily to underline my anguish at the non-physical functioning of the Supreme 

Court for the last more than three months, as a result of which fundamental 

rights of citizens, such as those in detention, those destitute and poor, and others 

facing serious and urgent grievances were not being addressed or taken up for 

redressal”.

The July 27 tweet about the functioning of the court and the role of four CJIs was 

an expression of “ bona fide anguish”, he said.

“The first part of the tweet contains my considered opinion that democracy has 

been substantially destroyed in India during the last six years. The second part is 

my opinion that the Supreme Court has played a substantial role in allowing the 

destruction of our democracy and the third part is my opinion regarding the role of 

the last four Chief Justices in particular in allowing it,” Mr. Bhushan replied.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     AUGUST
     2020
     VOL.72

    
National

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

“I submit that my criticism has been outspoken yet it has been carefully weighed 

and made with the highest sense of responsibility,” he responded to the notice.

Palaniswami rejects three-language formula
Tamil Nadu Chief Minister Edappadi K. Palaniswami  categorically stated that 

the AIADMK government will “never allow the three-language policy [which has 

been proposed as part of the National Education Policy 2020], and will continue to 

implement the two-language policy” in the State.

As for NEP as a whole, the government would constitute committees to examine 

the policy before taking a stand on the proposals it entails, he said.

Responding to Mr. Palaniswami’s remarks, Union Education Minister Ramesh 

Pokhriyal Nishank’s office told The Hindu that he would “talk to all stakeholders for 

effective implementation of [the] policy, which will create global citizens”. Without 

stepping back on the three-language policy recommendation, it added, “The NEP 

makes [it] clear that no language will be forced [up]on States and all languages will 

be promoted.”

The CM requested Prime Minister Narendra Modi to accept the collective sentiment 

of the people of Tamil Nadu and reconsider the three-language formula.

Collective sentiment

“The collective sentiment of Tamil Nadu’s people and political parties, including the 

AIADMK, is for following the two-language policy. It is saddening that the three-

language formula is part of the NEP,” he said.

“If the interests of the Tamil language or Tamils are affected, the government will 

take steps [to redress it],” he said, recalling that his government had opposed the 

three-language policy when the draft NEP was released last year.

The people of Tamil Nadu have been firm in following the two-language policy for 

over 80 years, and have expressed their sentiments on the issue through protests 
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at different points in time.

Recalling the agitation against the imposition of Hindi in 1965, the CM underlined 

a resolution rejecting the three-language policy that was passed by the Madras 

Legislative Assembly on January 23, 1968, during C.N. Annadurai’s tenure as 

Chief Minister. On November 13, 1986, when M.G. Ramachandran was the CM, 

a resolution in support of the two-language policy was passed in the Assembly. 

Former Chief Minister Jayalalithaa too had maintained that Hindi should not be 

imposed on people in non-Hindi-speaking States, and any such effort would be 

defeated, Mr. Palaniswami said.

Manufacturing sector MSMEs step into digital platform
For the Micro, Small and Medium-scale Enterprises (MSMEs) in the manufacturing 

sector, one of the business compulsions due to spread of COVID-19 that has 

turned advantageous is stepping on to the digital platform, even if it is only for 

minor purposes.

According to K.V. Karthik, vice president of Southern India Engineering 

Manufacturers’ Association, all meetings, including branch and business meetings, 

are web-based now. “I feel that in future too, travel will be minimum and meetings 

will continue to be online,” he said. There is also scope for a lot of businesses 

happening on the digital platform, provided there are right steps taken for it, he 

said.

Webinars

R. Ramamurthy, president of Coimbatore District Small Industries’ Association, 

said small and medium-scale manufacturing industries have switched over to 

webinars and video calls. The penetration of online communication is more than 

60 %. Though industries are not operating to full capacity, there is no supply chain 

disruptions now only because of the online communications and use of video calls. 
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No one visits the industries now. Some industries have employees who focus 

on this task. If the Government extends support to MSMEs to adopt more digital 

tools now, it would be an opportunity and encouragement to the units to go in for 

solutions such as enterprise resource planning.

However, micro units have not seen significant transition to online platform. “We 

have three dimensional pictures of components, etc.. But micro unit owners use 

a smart phone and there is nothing beyond that. We need to visit larger units to 

discuss and take up job works,” he added.

Modern symbol of Indian culture: Modi
Prime Minister Narendra Modi  formally launched the construction of a Ram temple 

in Ayodhya, saying it would serve as a “modern symbol of Indian culture” and with 

it, the country was creating a golden chapter for itself.

Ram Janmabhoomi, the birthplace of Lord Ram as believed by Hindus, had been 

liberated from the cycle of “breaking and rising up again” that had been going on 

for centuries, Mr. Modi said, terming it a “historic” moment.

“The centuries of wait is getting over today,” he said after performing thebhoomi 

pujanfor the temple here in a tightly-arranged event held amid COVID-19 

pandemic.

A grand temple would be built for “our Ram Lalla”, who had to live under a tent for 

years, the Prime Minister said, stressing that crores of people could hardly believe 

this was happening during their lifetime.

‘Eternal faith’

Mr. Modi emphasised the word “modern,” and said the Ram temple would become 

a symbol of “our eternal faith,” national sentiments and collective willpower of 

crores of people.

“This temple will inspire the coming generations about faith, reverence and resolve,” 
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he said, adding that the temple would not only augment the grandeur of Ayodhya 

but also change the economy of the entire region. New opportunities would emerge 

as people would come for a darshan of Lord Ram and Mata Janaki from around the 

world, the Prime Minister said.

The formal start of the temple’s construction comes almost 28 years after Babri 

Masjid was demolished by a mob of ‘kar sevaks’ on December 6, 1992.

New policy to encourage jobs for locals
The design of the new Secretariat complex was among several decisions taken at 

a marathon Cabinet meeting chaired by Chief Minister K. Chandrasekhar Rao .

The Cabinet cleared a new policy to encourage a larger share of employment for 

locals in industries by giving the units additional incentives. The meeting which 

was still going on when a few decisions were released to media after eight hours of 

sitting observed that a number of industrial units were set up in the State in the wake 

of its industrial policy — TS-iPASS (Telangana State Industrial Project Approval 

and Self-Certification Systems) — implemented after formation of Telangana State 

with a view to speeding up clearances.

Mr. Rao had recently instructed authorities to frame a draft policy ensuring that 

the youth of Telangana got more employment opportunities in such industries. The 

Cabinet discussed the draft in detail and approved it, a release said.

The meeting also passed Growth in Dispersion (GID) policy aimed to give additional 

incentives to IT industries that were set up in areas other than the western parts 

of Hyderabad comprising the Hi-Tech city. The Cabinet felt IT sector should not 

be concentrated in one part of the city but expand in four directions. The Cabinet 

resolved to encourage use of electric vehicles to check air pollution caused by 

growth in vehicle population. It was decided to encourage setting up of electric 

vehicles manufacturing industries by giving them additional incentives. In this 
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context, a policy ‘Telangana State Electric Vehicle and Energy Storage Solution’ 

was passed.

Centre formulating R&D policy to bolster drug discovery
The Centre will soon unveila new Research & Development (R&D) policy to boost 

drug discovery and the manufacture of medical devices in the country.

Alongside, numerous production-linked incentives are also on the anvil, including 

to the scientists involved in the process, P.D. Vaghela, Secretary, Department of 

Pharmaceuticals, said .

The government proposes to set up three major manufacturing parks including 

one in Hyderabad, with an investment of Rs. 1,000 crore each to help drive import 

substitution of basic raw materials, active pharmaceutical ingredients (API) and the 

making of medical devices, Mr. Vaghela said.

Addressing a webinar to commemorate the 77th anniversary of CSIR-Indian Institute 

of Chemical Technology (IICT), the Secretary said there had to be renewed focus 

on bringing together research institutions, academia and the industry to identify 

new chemicals, update processes and discover new drug delivery systems.

‘Become millionaires’

He said current approval processes were archaic and that there was a dire need 

to strengthen institutions and recognise scientists’ role in new discoveries, and to 

help them commercialise the projects so they too can ‘become millionaires’.

The Centre has so far received 13 requests for setting up the bulk drug parks.

CSIR-DG Shekhar C. Mande said about 53 APIs had been identified for manufacture, 

of which 26 were being processed on a war footing, with results expected in 2-3 

years.
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SC notice to Centre, NHRC on Abhishek Singhvi’s custodial 
violence plea
The Supreme Court  issued notice to the Centre and the National Human Rights 

Commission (NHRC) on a plea seeking measures to prevent custodial violence.

A bench of Justices U U Lalit and Vineet Saran issued the notice in the application 

filed by senior advocate Abhishek Singhvi. Singhvi has sought directions “on 

account of recent reported cases of custodial deaths and transgressions by the 

police”.

His plea said the government must be asked to ratify the 1987 UN Convention 

against Torture and incorporate its provisions into Indian law.

He also sought directions to ensure that all police stations and prisons have CCTV 

recordings, and to ask the state to explore the possibility of providing dashboard/

personnel cameras for police officers while making an arrest.

No free grain in July for 40% of PMGKAY beneficiaries

Almost four out of ten people dependent on free food from the Centre did not 

receive their July allocation under a special scheme to help tide over the COVID-

19 crisis, Food Minister Ram Vilas Paswan told journalists , blaming States for their 

failure to distribute the free grains and pulses.

In fact, as many as 11 States and Union Territories did not carry out any distribution 

at all under the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Anna Yojana (PMGKAY) in July, the 

first month of the extended scheme. In the first phase, from April to June, about 95% 

of the 81 crore beneficiaries received their grain allocation. In July, that dropped to 

just 61%, according to an official statement. Only 6% of the free chana has been 

distributed.

The lag is partly because some States follow staggered a bi- or tri-monthly 

distribution cycle, said Mr. Paswan, adding that such States have promised to 

distribute both the July and August allocation during this month. The laggard States 

include Punjab, West Bengal and Uttarakhand. In the flood-hit States of Assam 

https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/no-free-grain-in-july-for-40-of-pmgkay-beneficiaries/article32300576.ece
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and Bihar, the PMGKAY coverage for July was only 21% and 52%, respectively.

PMGKAY was rolled out in April as part of the Centre’s response to COVID-19 and 

resultant lockdown, which deprived crores of people of their livelihood.

State of the economy in 6 charts

Dear Readers,

John Kenneth Galbraith, the Canada-born US economist, who also served as 

the ambassador to India in the early sixties, held that “There are two kinds of 

forecasters: those who don’t know, and those who don’t know they don’t know”.

So with apologies to Galbraith, let’s try to look at five charts, courtesy the Reserve 

Bank of India and the five surveys it conducts regularly, to map the state of the 

economy.

Chart 1 alongside maps the state of consumer confidence in the economy. The red 

line maps the current consumer confidence and the blue line tracks the consumer 

expectation a year from now. Over 5,300 households across 13 major cities in India 

are asked questions about the economic situation, income, spending, employment 

and the price level.

As the red line shows, the consumer confidence index continues to plummet and 

has hit an all-time low of 54 in July. It is interesting to note that the past two peaks 

were in March 2019 — the time when the current government was getting re-

elected — and in November 2016 — when demonetisation was announced.

https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explainspeaking-state-of-the-indian-economy-in-6-charts-rbi-repo-rate-6546727/
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 Consumer confidence indices

Chart 2 captures the business confidence of Indian manufacturing companies for 

Q1:2020-21 (April, May, June) — shown by blue line — and their expectations 

for Q2:2020-21 (July, August, September) — shown by the red line. Both these 

business indices provide a snapshot of the business outlook in every quarter and 

take values between 0 and 200, with 100 being the threshold separating expansion 

from contraction.

As is evident, the current business confidence index fell sharply to an all-time low 

at 55.3 in Q1:2020-21 from 102.2 in the previous quarter.

 Business confidence of Indian manufacturing companies

The next two charts are taken from the RBI’s OBICUS (Order Books, Inventories 

and Capacity Utilisation Survey) for the quarter January-March 2020 and it covered 

364 manufacturing companies.

Chart 3 shows that even before Covid hit India, new orders were witnessing 

negative growth (year-on-year), represented by the red line. Even quarter-on-

quarter growth (blue line) was stagnant.
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 Growth on new orders

The red line in Chart 4, which shows the “ratio of raw material inventory to sales”, 

has been going up since the second quarter (July, August, September) of the last 

financial year. In essence, it shows the poor state of demand in the economy even 

before Covid.

The capacity utilisation (not shown in any chart) in manufacturing firms in the 

economy has come down from 76% in March 2019 to 69.9% in March 2020.

 Inventories to sale ratios

Finally, Chart 5 shows that most professional forecasters — highlighted in green 

— expect the Indian economy to contract between 5% and 6% in the current 

financial year.

Given these five survey results, one could reasonably ask why the RBI did not cut 

interest rates this week in order to boost economic activity.
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Probability distribution of GDP forecast for 2020-21

There was much consternation about this issue and perhaps deserves a little more 

detailed explanation.

As it turns out, there is rather compelling evidence to suggest that the RBI may not 

cut rates even in its next policy review on October 1.

You would have already read that the RBI, which has been furiously cutting repo rate 

(the rate at which it lends to the banking system) since February 2019, paused this 

time because it was concerned about high inflation in the economy. (To understand 

the link between inflation and interest rate read this explainer).

It is true that the RBI’s main focus is to ensure retail prices do not grow at a rate less 

than 2% or more than 6%; ideally, they should grow at 4%. This, in a nutshell, is 

the so-called inflation-targeting regime. This calendar year, retail inflation has been 

above 6% in all months barring March and as such, RBI is obviously concerned.

But there are two other and less obvious reasons.

The first reason is that according to the RBI Act, if retail inflation stays outside the 

2%-6% range for more than three consecutive calendar quarters, then the RBI 

Governor Shaktikanta Das would have to explain to the government why India’s 

central bank failed to contain inflation within the specified range.

To be sure, there is a very real fear of this happening. Research analysts at the 

ICICI Securities reckon that with retail inflation likely staying above the 6%-mark 
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in July and August, “there is a good probability of inflation averaging 6% or higher 

for three consecutive calendar quarters, which would trigger the provision 45ZN in 

RBI Act requiring the Governor to write a letter to the government explaining the 

breach…”

The second reason, as shown in CHART 6, relates to poor monetary transmission. 

In other words, the inadequate manner in which interest rate cuts by RBI are 

transmitted to the broader economy which includes you and me.

The red line in this chart represents the lending rate or the interest rate that banks 

charge people who borrow money from it. The blue line is the repo rate or the 

interest rate that the RBI charges banks when banks borrow from the RBI.

The crucial bit in the chart is the green dotted line that represents the difference 

between the blue and red lines. According to Neelkanth Mishra of Credit Suisse, 

this difference is at an all-time high.

In other words, while RBI is reducing the interest rate it charges the banks, the 

banks have not reduced their lending rates to you and me commensurately enough. 

In fact, this difference is at a record high.

That is why it makes sense for RBI to wait for greater monetary transmission to 

happen before it cuts repo rate further.

In conclusion: Even though the economy, especially the manufacturing sector that 

has the highest potential to create jobs, is running on empty, the RBI may not be 
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able to provide any further direct boost.

The onus of propelling growth over the next 3-4 months is perhaps solely on the 

central government.

Take care and stay safe,

Udit

Top of Form

Bottom of Form

PM launches financing facility worth Rs 1 lakh crore under 
Agri-Infra Fund
Prime Minister Narendra Modi  launched a financing facility of Rs 1 lakh crore 

under the Agriculture Infrastructure Fund for agri-entrepreneurs, startups, agri-

tech players and farmer groups for post-harvest management and nurturing farm 

assets.

Modi also released the sixth installment of Rs 17,100 crore to more than 8.55 crore 

farmer beneficiaries under the Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi (PM-KISAN) 

scheme.

The Prime Minister launched the new Agriculture Infrastructure Fund through video 

conference. Agriculture Minister Narendra Singh Tomar and senior ministry officials 

were also present on the occasion.

Last month, the Union Cabinet had approved this fund as part of the over Rs 20 

lakh crore stimulus package announced in response to the COVID-19 crisis, while 

PM-KISAN is an ongoing scheme being implemented since 2018.

The new agri-infra fund, the duration of which will be 10 years till 2029, aims to 

provide medium-to-long term debt financing facility for investment in viable projects 

for post-harvest management infrastructure and community farming assets through 

interest subvention and financial support.
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Under this, about Rs 1 lakh crore will be sanctioned under the financing facility in 

partnership with multiple lending institutions as loans to primary agri-credit societies, 

farmer groups, farmer producer organisations (FPOs), agri-entrepreneurs, startups 

and agri-tech players.

Already, 11 of the 12 public sector banks have signed memorandum of agreement 

with the Agriculture Ministry.

Under the fund, about 3 per cent interest subvention and credit guarantee of up 

to Rs 2 crore will be provided to the beneficiaries to increase the viability of the 

projects.

Loans will be disbursed in four years starting with sanction of Rs 10,000 crore in 

the current year and Rs 30,000 crore each in the next three financial years.

Moratorium for repayment under this financing facility may vary, subject to a 

minimum of six months and maximum of two years.

Further, credit guarantee coverage will be available for eligible borrowers from 

this financing facility under the Credit Guarantee Fund Trust for Micro and Small 

Enterprises (CGTMSE) scheme for a loan of up to Rs 2 crore. The fee for this 

coverage will be paid by the government.

In case of FPOs, credit guarantee may be availed from the facility created under 

the FPO promotion scheme of the Department of Agriculture, Cooperation and 

Farmers Welfare (DACFW).

The funds will be provided for setting up of cold stores and chains, warehousing, 

silos, assaying, grading and packaging units, e-marketing points linked to e-trading 

platforms and ripening chambers, besides PPP projects for crop aggregation 

sponsored by central/state/local bodies.

The agri-infra fund, which will be managed and monitored through an online 

Management Information System (MIS) platform, will enable all the qualified 

entities to apply for loan under the fund

Under the PM-KISAN scheme, the government is providing annually Rs 6,000 in 
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three equal installments to 14 crore farmers. The amount is directly transferred 

into the bank accounts of the beneficiaries through direct benefit transfer (DBT) 

mode.

Defence Ministry to impose import embargo on 101 items
The Defence Ministry will “introduce import embargo on 101 items beyond given 

timeline to boost indigenization of defence production”, Defence Minister Rajnath 

Singh announced through a series of tweets .

Speaking at a function later in the day, he said the government intends to reach a 

turnover of $25 billion through indigenously manufactured defence products and 

also expects to export products worth $5 billion.

“Government has also decided that in any government contract over Rs. 200 crore, 

no foreign company can participate in the tendering process… We will help Indian 

defence manufacturers… This year Rs. 52,000 crore items [are] to be bought only 

from Indian companies,” Mr. Singh said in an online interaction.

“In his address to the nation on August 15, Prime Minister Narendra Modi will 

present the outline for a self-reliant India,” he added.

The policy change comes in the wake of Chinese transgressions and the build-up 

along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in Ladakh. China has refused to pull back 

from several areas, where it has massed troops since May.

Self-reliance

“The Ministry of Defence is now ready for a big push to #AtmanirbharBharat 

initiative...

The Ministry of Defence has prepared a list of 101 items for which there would be 

an embargo on the import beyond the timeline indicated against them... This is a big 

step towards self-reliance in defence. #AtmanirbharBharat,” Mr. Singh tweeted.

He added that the government will push the Swadeshi movement started by 
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freedom fighters and Mahatma Gandhi during the Independence Movement.

He said the decision will offer a great opportunity to the Indian defence industry to 

manufacture the items in the negative list by using their own design and development 

capabilities or adopting the technologies designed and developed by the Defence 

Research Development Organisation (DRDO) to meet the requirements of the 

Armed Forces.

New policy to give a leg-up to MSMEs
The A.P. Industrial Development Policy 2020-23 is set to be unveiled by Minister 

for Industries Mekapati Goutham Reddy and A.P. Industrial Infrastructure 

Corporation chairperson R.K. Roja in the APIIC headquarters at Mangalagiri 

on August 10 (Monday). The new policy will lay emphasis on pharmaceuticals, 

textiles, automobiles, electronics, petrochemicals, aerospace and defence, food 

processing, machinery and precision equipment, leather and footwear and toys 

and furniture sectors.

According to sources, due priority has been given to reducing the risk and cost of 

doing business, supporting MSMEs and empowerment of women entrepreneurs 

belonging to the backward communities in the new policy.

It has laid down a roadmap for interventions in the areas of infrastructure, ease 

of doing business (EoDB), honing skills, labour availability and hand-holding of 

entrepreneurs. On the infrastructure front, the new policy envisages a risk-free 

mechanism for setting up industries and mitigating their possible impact on the 

environment, development of plug-and-play parks and common facilities for 

reducing the costs for MSMEs and provision of pre-cleared land parcels.

‘LAC complicates India’s options’
The threat from China is pushing India into closer ties with the U.S. but is unlikely 
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to yield a military ‘alliance’ at present, said experts in Delhi and Washington during 

a discussion on Indian Foreign Policy. In particular, former National Security Advisor 

Shiv Shankar Menon and academic Pratap Bhanu Mehta felt that India’s common 

boundary with China and “continental challenge” still complicates its choices, 

referring to the nearly four-month-long standoff at the Line of Actual Control (LAC).

“India can build coalitions, the Quad [Quadrilateral with U.S., Australia and Japan], 

or an alliance of democracies. But geography matters, proximity matters and the 

implication of China in our neighbourhood matters... Given our limited options, it is 

good that the government has not acted in haste,” said Mr. Mehta, a professor at 

Ashoka University, who praised the government’s recent economic actions aimed 

at China, including the restrictions on FDI and imports and banning of 59 software 

apps.

“We have a problem with China on land and the U.S. is not going to get involved 

in a continental war here. The [U.S.] is pulling out of Afghanistan. The landmass of 

Eurasia is being consolidated under China’s Belt and Road Initiative and by various 

other means, and even the Russians have decided they need to work with China. 

India needs to find a continental strategy that works for it as the relationship with 

China gets more and more adversarial,” said Mr. Menon.

‘Collective defence’

U.S.-based Carnegie Endowment expert Ashley Tellis, who served as a diplomat 

to India, said the U.S. would not seek an alliance with India unless both sides were 

“committed to a collective defence” of each other in both the continental and maritime 

spheres.

“It comes down to a very simple question: why would it be in America’s interest to 

provide those capabilities to India if it doesn’t feel that the quality of the relationship it 

has with India warrants it? That is still a work in progress. But if we don’t answer that 

question I don’t think [the U.S.] will get the partnership that makes our contribution 

worth the money,” Mr. Tellis said, adding that apart from “putting boots on the ground”, 
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the U.S. could help India with intelligence sharing, space technology and air power 

support.

The experts were part of a seminar organised by the Indo-American Friendship 

Association.

Delhi Confidential: A Positive Move
Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla is trying to ensure the Parliament Building is more 

women-friendly. The Lok Sabha secretariat recently informed that three automatic 

sanitary pad dispensing machines have been installed in the Parliament House 

Complex. The service is on payment basis. Apparently, this was a longstanding 

demand of the women staff working in the complex. Recently, the secretariat also 

agreed to the MPs’ demand on making kadha, a herbal drink considered to be an 

immunity booster, available in the railway catering outlets in the building in the wake 

of the Covid-19 outbreak.

Isolation Time

After SAD MP Naresh Gujral, who attended the meeting of the Standing Committee 

of Personnel, Public Grievances, Law and Justice last week, tested positive for 

Covid-19, the Rajya Sabha secretariat has advised other members who attended the 

meeting to take precautions and isolate themselves. The meeting was conducted in 

adherence to social distancing norms and members wore masks. Eleven members, 

including its chairman and senior BJP leader Bhupender Yadav and former Union 

Minister Shiv Pratap Shukla, attended the meeting.

On The Agenda

The meeting of the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Information Technology  

could be interesting. On the agenda is a briefing by the Ministry of Communications on 

suspension of telecom services and Internet and its impact and India’s preparedness 

for 5G rollout. It is learnt that chairman Shashi Tharoor may seek clarifications from 

the ministry about the Internet shutdown in Kashmir. The BJP members had objected 
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to discussing this at the last meeting too. The 5G rollout too is a sensitive topic as 

there are reports that India is going to exclude Chinese companies like Huawei and 

ZTE. The panel could seek views of the ministry on this too.

Trade unions oppose ‘anti-worker’ policies
Central trade unions (CTUs)  held protests across the country against the Centre’s 

“anti-worker, anti-farmer, anti-people and anti-national” policies, including the planned 

privatisation of some PSUs and commercialisation of some sectors, including coal 

mining, a statement by the joint platform of CTUs said. Workers’ associations of 

different sectors joined the demonstrations held under the banner, “Save India Day,” 

it said.

New industrial policy promises accountability in land 
allotment
Sustainable development, leg-up to MSMEs and women entrepreneurs, and 

accountability in land allotment are the key takeaways of the ‘Industrial Development 

Policy 2020-23’ that was unveiled by Minister for Industries and Commerce Mekapati 

Goutham Reddy and A.P. Industrial Infrastructure Corporation (APIIC) chairperson 

R.K. Roja .

‘YSR AP One’

The new policy promises replacement of the existing ‘lease and buy’ option in the 

APIIC land policy with ‘lease plus buy’ model with low upfront payment and choice to 

purchase land after 10 years of successful operations. It also proposes establishment 

of a multi-faceted business enablement centre ‘YSR AP One’, which would acts as a 

one-stop resource and support centre for industries.

Another significant intervention necessitated by the recent string of industrial accidents 

is to permit the establishment of hazardous industries and those manufacturing bulk 
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drugs (active pharmaceutical ingredients) only in designated parks having a proper 

mechanism for environment protection.

MSMEs get a boost

“The due priority has been given to extending all possible support to the Micro, 

Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) which has borne the brunt of the economic 

downturn triggered by the COVID pandemic,” said Mr. Goutham Reddy after 

unveiling the policy.

The new policy also intends to allot industrial plots only after all pre-clearances 

(including environmental impact assessment) are obtained to facilitate fast set-up 

and risk-free operations.

Incentives

Adequate incentives will be extended to MSMEs and the SGST would be reimbursed 

for five years for medium, large and mega industries contingent upon employment 

creation.

Besides, 16.2% and 6% of the APIIC plots would be reserved for the SC and ST 

entrepreneurs respectively.

Mr. Goutham Reddy said that the APIIC, A.P. Economic Development Board (APEDB), 

A.P. Trade Promotion Corporation, A.P. Industrial Development Corporation and 

MSME Corporation would be restructured as per the changed industrial scenario.

Further, the APIIC has been tasked with the development of multi-sector or sector-

specific industrial parks in the notified industrial zones on the basis of categories 

of industries permitted, raw material and skills availability, market assessment and 

external infrastructure and connectivity. Special purpose vehicles would be floated 

for meeting the water requirement of industries.

Special Chief Secretaries R. Karikal Valaven (industries), Poonam Malakondaiah 

(agriculture) and G. Anantha Ramu (skill development and training), and others 

were present. 

‘Fund 50% of tests using PM-CARES’



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     AUGUST
     2020
     VOL.72

    
National

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

Tamil Nadu Chief Minister Edappadi K. Palaniswami  requested Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi to use the PM-CARES fund to meet 50% of the cost of RT-PCR 

tests.

Noting that the State Disaster Response and Mitigation Fund (SDRF) had been 

exhausted, he reiterated his appeal for an immediate ad hoc grant of Rs. 1,000 

crore from the National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) to fight the pandemic.

The State was conducting the maximum number of RT-PCR tests in the country, 

he said.

“Tamil Nadu presently has 130 labs for COVID testing, including 61 government 

and 69 private labs, with an average testing capacity of 65,000 per day. These tests 

cost nearly Rs. 5 crore a day,” Mr. Palaniswami said.

Mr. Palaniswami requested the Centre to provide funds for procuring high-end 

ventilators.

SC expands rights for daughters in Hindu Undivided Family 
property
In a significant judgment aimed at ensuring “right of equality” of a daughter in a Hindu 

Undivided Family, the Supreme Court Tuesday held that she will have coparcenary 

right, or equal right to family property by birth, irrespective of whether her father was 

alive or not as on September 9, 2005 — when Parliament recognised this right by 

amending the Hindu Succession Act of 1956.

Effectively granting retrospective status to the amendment, a Bench of Justices 

Arun Mishra, S Abdul Nazeer and M R Shah ruled: “The provisions contained in 

substituted Section 6 of the Hindu Succession Act, 1956 confer status of coparcener 

on the daughter born before or after amendment in the same manner as son with 

same rights and liabilities…Since the right in coparcenary is by birth, it is not 

necessary that father coparcener should be living as on 9.9.2005.”

The decision by the three-judge Bench is significant since three separate two-judge 
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Benches of the apex court had previously given contrasting decisions on the issue 

in different cases following the amendment.

Writing for the Bench, Justice Mishra stated: “If a daughter is alive on the date of 

enforcement of the Amendment Act, she becomes a coparcener with effect from 

the date of the Amendment Act, irrespective of the date of birth earlier in point of 

time… daughters cannot be deprived of their right of equality conferred upon them 

by Section 6.”

“Concerning gender discrimination to a daughter who always remains a loving 

daughter”, the Bench recalled the Supreme Court’s words in a 1996 case: “A common 

saying is worth pressing into service…A son is a son until he gets a wife. A daughter 

is a daughter throughout her life.”

The judgment noted that several cases on this issue were pending before courts 

and were already delayed. “We request that the pending matters be decided, as far 

as possible, within six months,” the Bench said.

Hearing an appeal by Delhi resident Vineeta Sharma on a suit for partition of family 

property filed in February 2002 following her father’s death in December 1999, the 

Bench said it had to settle the law, given the different judgments delivered earlier.

During the pendency of Sharma’s suit in a trial court, a two-judge Bench of the 

Supreme Court, hearing another case in November 2015, interpreted Section 6 of 

the amended Act to apply to “living daughters of living coparceners as on 09.09.2005 

irrespective of when such daughters were born”.

On the basis of this ruling, the trial court dismissed Sharma’s suit, prompting her to 

file an appeal in the Delhi High Court.

Then, in February 2018, another two-judge Bench of the Supreme Court held in 

a separate case that the amended Section 6 recognised rights of daughters as 

coparceners since birth in the same manner as sons. But just two months later, 

in April 2018, a two-judge Bench hearing another case reiterated the judgment of 

November 2015.
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The Delhi High Court relied on the November 2015 and April 2018 decisions to 

reject Sharma’s appeal following which the matter reached the apex court.

Senior Advocate Bishwajit Bhattacharyya, who represented Sharma, said: “The 

ruling is a huge advancement towards rendering gender justice in furtherance of 

Article 15 of the Constitution of India. Discrimination between a male coparcener and 

a female coparcener has been set right. India’s Constitution has reigned supreme,” 

he said.

Ramesh Pokhriyal who oversaw NEP is Express Adda guest 
today
AS INDIA gets a new National Education Policy (NEP) after 34 years, sweeping 

changes are set to be introduced in both school and higher education.

The third major revamp of the framework of education in India since Independence, 

its key proposals include opening up of higher education to foreign universities, 

dismantling of the UGC and the AICTE, introduction of four-year multidisciplinary 

undergraduate programmes with exit options and in school education, an overhaul 

of the curriculum with a thrust on experimental learning and critical thinking.

As Union Minister of Education who oversaw the drafting of the new policy in its 

crucial final stages, Ramesh Pokhriyal is at the centre of this churn in these times 

when education is already adapting to a new normal in the wake of the Covid-

19 pandemic. The former Uttarakhand Chief Minister, who has authored over 30 

books, Pokhriyal will be our guest at Express Adda, to be held online on August 

12.

At the e-Adda, Pokhriyal will be in conversation with Vandita Mishra, National 

Opinion Editor and Ritika Chopra, Senior Assistant Editor.

The Express Adda is a series of informal interactions organised by The Indian 

Express Group and features those at the centre of change and whose ideas touch 

the way we live and the way we work, especially in these uncertain times.
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Among the other prominent guests at the Express Adda in the past were Finance 

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, Nobel laureates Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo, 

Chief Economic Advisor Krishnamurthy Subramanian, cancer specialist and Pulitzer 

Prize-winning author Dr Siddhartha Mukherjee, and cricketer Cheteshwar Pujara.

Union Minister in charge of Road Transport and Highways and Micro, Small and 

Medium Enterprises Nitin Gadkari, AIIMS director Dr Randeep Guleria and former 

Chief Economic Advisor Arvind Subramanian were recent guests at the e-Adda.

Gujarat: Environment activist writes to Javadekar on EIA 
draft
An Ahmedabad-based environment activist has written to the Union Minister 

of Environment, Forests & Climate Change (MoEF&CC), Prakash Javadekar, 

demanding that the Union government puts all the objections and feedbacks to the 

draft Environment Impact Assessment (EIA), 2020 notification on public domain. The 

deadline for registering objections and to provide feedback on the draft notification 

ended Tuesday.

In his letter, activist Mahesh Pandya wrote, “As today is the last day to submit 

comments/suggestions regarding draft EIA 2020 notification, I would like to request 

you to continuously follow transparent process regarding development with this 

issue. In that connection, after the submission period, we will be hoping that you 

will surely disclose submission detail in public domain.”

The letter added, “As your government believes in transparency and respect public 

participation, we will be hopeful that all the procedures will be available in public 

domain. Your government always put people’s participation at priority so kindly 

follow that rule for upcoming developments for draft EIA 2020 notification.”

Govt. embarks on drafting food processing policy
Industries and IT Minister K.T. Rama Rao announced that the State government is 
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preparing a comprehensive action plan to promote food processing industry to meet 

the expected demand in the coming days.

Accordingly, it has been decided to provide subsidies and incentives to those coming 

forward to invest in the sector. The government examined the best practices within 

the country and abroad in this direction for preparing an attractive policy governing 

the sector.

The Minister was participating in a high-level meeting of Ministers and officials to 

discuss the Food Processing Policy here . He made a presentation on existing 

scenario wherein the State did not have food processing capacity to match the 

growth in agriculture and allied sectors.

New Parliament: three firms told to sign secrecy affidavits
The Central Public Works Department (CPWD)  asked the three companies it has 

short-listed for the new Parliament construction project to sign secrecy affidavits 

before submitting their financial bids by September 16.

The CPWD  selected the Larsen & Toubro Ltd, the Shapoorji Pallonji and Co. Ltd. 

and the Tata Projects Ltd. from the seven firms that applied for pre-qualification to 

bid for the project.

, it issued an addendum to its June 26 invitation for pre-qualification bids saying four 

firms that had applied before the July 14 deadline had been disqualified. They were: 

ITD Cementation India Ltd., NCC Ltd., PSP Projects Ltd. and Uttar Pradesh Rajkiya 

Nirman Nigam Ltd., an undertaking of the Uttar Pradesh government.

The firms that qualified would be eligible to submit their financial bids online, the 

CPWD said. Due to security concerns about sharing the drawings with all bidders, 

the CPWD had decided to seek pre-qualification bids before financial bids, the 

spokesperson of the Union Housing and Urban Affairs Ministry said in July.

The CPWD issued a corrigendum telling the three firms in the running to submit 

the earnest money deposit of Rs. 9.5 crore each to access the tender document. 
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They were asked to complete all formalities, including signing an affidavit saying 

they would keep the drawings secret, failing which they would face action under the 

Official Secrets Act.

A supporter of criminal justice reform
Presumptive Democratic Vice-Presidential Candidate Kamala Harris’s connect 

with the African-American and Indian-American communities will be scrutinised 

as her campaign advances. In a country that is in the throes of a debate on race 

and policing, Ms. Harris’s African-American heritage but also her former role as a 

prosecutor is expected to come to the fore.

During the Democratic primaries, Ms. Harris had outlined her plans for criminal 

justice reform that included legalising marijuana, abolishing the death penalty 

and banning private prisons. However, her record as California Attorney General 

had been criticised, especially by the progressive wing of the Democratic party, 

for continuing with establishment policies which, for instance, disproportionately 

incarcerated African Americans.

Sanders welcomes move

However, other former presidential candidates, progressive Senators Bernie 

Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, welcomed the announcement that Ms. Harris would 

be on the ticket. “She understands what it takes to stand up for working people, fight 

for health care for all, and take down the most corrupt administration in history. Let’s 

get to work and win,” Mr. Sanders tweeted.

More recently, following the death of George Floyd, the unarmed black man killed in 

Minneapolis by police, Ms. Harris co-sponsored legislation in the Senate for justice 

reform. In April, she introduced legislation to address the impact of COVID-19 on 

minority communities, whom the disease affects disproportionately. Last year, Ms. 

Harris was a lead co-sponsor for legislation (which ultimately did not pass) whose 

impact would be to increase the number of green cards that could go to countries 
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like India and China, which normally max out their annual resident visa quotas.

Indian culture

On the topic of her ethnicity, Ms. Harris has said she has not spent a lot of time 

trying to categorise herself. “You might need to figure it out, but I’m fine with it,” she 

had said in an interview to the Washington Post .

In her book The Truths We Hold , she talks about being raised with a “strong 

awareness and appreciation” for Indian culture. Her Indian mother, who was also 

a civil rights activist, knew that American society would view Kamala and her sister 

Maya Harris as black, so raised them to be “confident, proud black women”.

Around 1.3 million Indian Americans are likely to vote in November — a small but 

rich and increasingly politically active demographic. The Biden-Harris ticket is likely 

to mobilise funds from Indian Americans.

“Indian Americans have already become a source of support and funding as 

evidenced by the 2020 primaries where several million dollars were raised by all the 

presidential candidates,” said M.R. Rangaswami, founder of diaspora organisation 

Indiaspora. “Kamala Harris is an incredibly charismatic person who will resonate 

with our community,” Mr. Rangaswami told The Hindu. Fundraisers are already 

being organised for her to raise “several millions [ of dollars] more”, he said.

Impact, an advocacy group and Political Action Committee (PAC) that describes 

itself as helping Indian Americans run and win political office, announced that it plans 

to raise $10 million for “candidates who share our values like Senator Harris”.

Mr. Biden’s choice of Ms. Harris as running mate is likely to impact funding more 

than voting choice, according to Devesh Kapur, a professor of South Asia at the 

Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies. “Given how polarised the 

country is, most voters have already made up their minds. They will not change their 

vote. Her nomination will make a difference only to the relatively small number of 

undecided (Indian-American) voters,” Mr. Kapur told The Hindu .

With many Indian-American voters are in deep-blue (highly Democrat) States and 

the Northeast, shifts in their votes will not have a major impact, as per Mr. Kapur. 
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While the number of Indian Americans has been growing in Florida, Georgia, Texas, 

their relatively small numbers (many are non-citizens) will not have an impact unless 

the elections are close in those States.

Responding to the announcement, U.S. President Donald Trump said he was “a little 

surprised” that Mr. Biden picked Ms. Harris and characterised as “extraordinarily 

nasty” Ms. Harris’s questioning of the then-Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh 

during his Senate confirmation. Ms. Harris had questioned the candidate Justice 

on multiple sexual assault accusations and any links he might have had with the 

Mueller probe into Russian meddling into the 2016 U.S. elections.

‘Very happy’

Ms. Harris’s maternal uncle G. Balanchandran, speaking to The Hindu from New 

Delhi, said he was not surprised by the news but was “very happy” to hear it. As a 

follower of U.S. politics, Mr Balachandran said he thought his niece “was one of the 

best” of all the VP candidates being considered.

“Anybody who has listened to a Senate hearing would know, she can grill them 

like nobody’s business.” Mr. Balachandran, an academic and one time journalist 

with The Hindu , said. A second reason for his not being surprised was Ms. Harris’s 

middle-of-the-road approach to issues. “She’s not very dogmatic,” Mr. Balachandran 

said .

“My sister Shyamala would have been extremely happy… and my parents [Ms. 

Harris’s grandparents] would have been very happy,” Mr. Balachandran said. Ms. 

Harris is married to Douglas Emhoff, an attorney, and has two step-children through 

him.

SC allows withdrawal of plea against contempt law
The Supreme Court  allowed veteran journalists N. Ram and Arun Shourie and 

advocate Prashant Bhushan to withdraw their writ petition challenging “scandalising 

of court” as a ground for contempt with liberty to approach a High Court.
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A three-judge Bench led by Justice Arun Mishra, however, insisted that the writ 

petitioners could not withdraw the case with an intention to straightaway move the 

Supreme Court later on.

Senior advocate Rajeev Dhavan, for the petitioners, agreed, saying they would 

approach the appropriate forum, that is, the High Court concerned. Mr. Dhavan 

said the issue represented in the writ petition was important, but “this is not the 

propitious stage”. “We would like to file it, maybe after two months,” Mr. Dhavan 

submitted initially.

‘Vague ground’

The writ petition had challenged the “scandalising of court” as an “incurably vague” 

ground for initiating contempt action. They said the contempt law in question was 

unconstitutional, rooted in colonialism and produced a chilling effect on free speech 

and expression.

Their petition, filed through advocate Kamini Jaiswal, focused on the legality of 

Section 2(c)(i) of the Contempt of Court Act. The Section holds that it amounts to 

criminal contempt if a person publishes, by words spoken or written or by any other 

act, anything “which scandalises or tends to scandalise or lowers or tends to lower 

the authority of any court”. “

‘Scandalising the court’ is rooted in colonial assumption and objects, which have no 

place in legal orders committed to democratic constitutionality and maintenance of 

an open robust public sphere,” the petition had said.

The petition was earlier dropped from the list of cases scheduled for hearing before 

a Bench led by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud on August 10 because it had been 

accompanied with an application to stay contempt cases pending against the noted 

civil rights lawyer before another Bench (Justice Mishra’s).

A note issued from official quarters had said that the Supreme Court Registry 

committed a “mistake” in listing the writ petition before Justice Chandrachud, and 

an explanation had been sought from the Registry officials.
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Another note explained the dropping of the case from the Justice Chandrachud 

Bench, saying the accompanying application sought a stay on a criminal contempt 

case of 2009 and the suo motu contempt proceedings, both pending before a three-

judge Bench led by Justice Arun Mishra.

LAC disengagement calls for reciprocal actions, says MEA
India’s Ambassador to China Vikram Misri held talks with China’s top military body, 

the Central Military Commission (CMC), in Beijing, amid an acknowledgement from 

Delhi that completing the stalled disengagement process along the Line of Actual 

Control (LAC) would require “reciprocal actions” from both sides.

While it is unclear what “actions” the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has demanded 

from India, the Chinese side has so far rebuffed India’s demand for a return to 

the status quo ante prior to this summer’s tensions that saw multiple transgressions 

and the Chinese military establishing positions on India’s side of the LAC.

The PLA remains present on India’s side of the LAC on the north bank of Pangong 

Lake, has continued to obstruct India’s patrols in the Depsang plains, and has not 

diluted its build-up in several other areas, according to officials.

Five rounds of Corps Commander-level talks have been held so far, while the 

situation in Depsang was discussed at Major General-level talks on August 8.

Mr. Misri met with PLA Major General Ci Guowei, who is Director of the Central 

Military Commission’s (CMC) Office of International Military Cooperation, and 

“briefed him on India’s stance vis-à-vis the situation on the borders in eastern 

Ladakh”, according to the Indian Embassy in Beijing. The CMC is responsible for 

the overall administration of the armed forces, and the Office of International Military 

Cooperation, one of 15 departments, is responsible for external engagement. The 

CMC is headed by President Xi Jinping.

This followed Mr. Misri’s meeting  with a Communist Party official, Liu Jianchao, who 

is Deputy Director of the Party’s Central Foreign Affairs Commission. The Embassy 
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similarly said the Ambassador had “briefed him on India’s stance vis-à-vis the 

situation on the borders in eastern Ladakh”.

The outreach to the CMC and the Party’s foreign affairs commission — the Foreign 

Ministry in Beijing is the usual interlocutor for foreign diplomats — came against 

the backdrop of the five rounds of Corps Commander-level talks failing to break the 

stalemate, with the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) saying  further meetings were 

likely in the near future to take forward a “complex” process.

MEA spokesperson Anurag Srivastava said both sides “have agreement on broad 

principles of disengagement and based on it, some progress had been earlier 

made”. “I must add that translating these principles on ground is a complex process 

that requires re-deployment of troops by each side towards their regular posts on 

their respective sides of the LAC,” he said.

What was the hurry, asks Justice Lodha
Former Chief Justice of India (CJI) R.M. Lodha wondered why the Supreme Court 

moved quickly to hear the suo motu criminal contempt case against noted civil 

rights lawyer Prashant Bhushan via a virtual court hearing amid a pandemic.

“Heavens were not falling,” Justice Lodha said in a telephonic interview with The 

Hindu . The virtual court system initiated to urgently hear and protect personal 

liberty, was “actually impairing somebody’s liberty,” he said.

“It is really surprising that a matter like this has been taken up during a pandemic 

and when the court is not having physical hearings. This case could have been 

taken up as soon as the court resumed physical hearings. This is a little disturbing 

for me,” the former top judge said.

Mr. Bhushan was convicted of contempt  for two of his tweets in June.

‘Disheartening act’

Senior advocate Raju Ramachandran said the court ought to have leaned on the 

side of freedom of speech. “Considering the contribution which Mr. Bhushan has 
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made in public interest litigation, it is disheartening that the court acted on two tweets 

which in the very nature of the medium is not capable of nuance,” he said.

Senior advocate Sanjay Hegde noted that the court should also ensure its authority 

was not further undermined while exercising the power of contempt. “The judgment 

does not provide a cogent narrative as to how the authority of the court was 

undermined by just two tweets. Public trust and authority of the court rests on firmer 

foundation than that.” The court has scheduled his sentence hearing on August 20.

Justice Lodha also said, “A criminal contempt matter is between the court and the 

contemnor. No third party is involved. So, the contemnor should be fully assured 

that he is being provided procedural fairness and a full hearing. A virtual court does 

not meet these parameters.”

On “scandalising of court” as a ground for contempt, he noted that this law, as long 

as it remained in the country, should not be applied in a routine manner.

“Scandalising the court or lowering the dignity of the court are not stereotype 

phrases. They are impregnated with a lot of meaning and substance that requires 

deeper reflection,” Justice Lodha said.

Patriotism a key virtue for all citizens, says Hamid Ansari
Former Vice-President (V-P) Hamid Ansari said  that in a democratic polity, governed 

by the Constitution and the principle of rule of law, the supremacy of the legally 

constituted civilian authority had to prevail.

“This basic principle remains the bedrock of civil-military relations,” he stated.

Mr. Ansari was addressing a webinar organised by Unacademy, an education 

technology platform, in association with The Hindu .

“Patriotism and love for the motherland is an essential virtue for all citizens. Strident 

nationalism on the other hand should be eschewed since it tends towards jingoism. 

An instance of it was cited last week by an eminent scientist who cautioned against 

what she called ‘vaccine nationalism’,” Mr. Ansari told the online audience interested 
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in appearing for the defence services examinations.

A career in the armedforces had a charm of its own, said Lieutenant General Asit 

Mistry, Commandant of the National Defence Academy (NDA). Some of the factors 

that drew people to the armed forces, apart from the obvious challenges, were the 

personal satisfaction it affords, the quality of life, the medical facilities, adventure 

and job security it lends, he said. “A career in the Armed Forces is not just a job; it 

is a way of life,” Lt. Gen. Mistry added.

General V.P. Malik, Army chief during the Kargil war, said losing the war had not 

been an option. “Every time I met the troops, I told them that while Pakistan might 

have fired the first shot, the last one would be shot by us. The war would end, but 

only on our terms,” he said.

Nagas’ sovereignty recognised in 2015 pact, says Muivah
National Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah) (NSCN-IM) leader Thuingaleng 

Muivah  said the Government of India recognised the Nagas’ sovereignty when it 

signed the 2015 framework agreement and that the Nagas would coexist but not 

merge with India.

The 86-year-old leader said they were not asking the government for a Naga flag 

and a separate constitution, as “recognise them or not, we have our own flag and 

constitution.” Mr. Muivah said in a speech: “the Nagas will coexist with India, sharing 

sovereign powers as agreed in the framework agreement... But they will not merge 

with India.”

The speech comes at a time when the talks have hit rough weather, with the Naga 

group seeking the removal of interlocutor and Nagaland Governor R.N. Ravi.

Earlier this week, the NSCN-IM, for the first time, released the details of the 2015 

framework agreement, which stated that the Centre had agreed on “sharing the 

sovereign power” and provide for an “enduring inclusive new relationship of peaceful 

co-existence of the two entities”.
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The Intelligence Bureau has been holding discussions with Mr. Muivah, who has 

been camping in New Delhi for more than a fortnight. Mr. Ravi did not turn up for a 

scheduled meeting with the NSCN leadership .

Decoding SC verdict on daughter’s right
What was the 2005 amendment about?

The amendment was to confer equal status to sons and daughters of coparceners. 

Prior to this, coparcenary rights were granted only to sons of a coparcener.

Who is a coparcener?

A coparcener is one who acquires rights to their father’s property upon birth and can 

claim a partition of the coparcenary at any time.

What are the conditions for applicability of the verdict?

This would be applicable subject to the condition the coparcenary property should 

not have been partitioned by the father prior to December 20, 2004. As long as the 

property remained coparcenary property and was not partitioned as of this date, a 

daughter can now claim interest in the same.

What are the different categories of persons in a Hindu Undivided Family (HUF)?

One is the coparcener, on whom alone the verdict impacts. The second category is 

a member (wife), who is only entitled to maintenance and would not be granted any 

inheritance rights or the right to seek partition in the coparcenary.

What can daughters do?

Daughters will now be treated at par with sons of coparceners, and granted equal 

coparcenary rights in their father’s property upon birth.

Even their marital status would not affect the rights being conferred to them by way 

of the amendment — hence, they continue to be part of their father’s HUF post 

marriage and can seek a share and bequeath their HUF share under their Will to 

any beneficiary they choose.

What about the verdict’s impact on family businesses and others?
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The judgement only applies to HUF property, and does not affect personal or self-

acquired assets held individually.

In reality, most personal wealth, including ownership in valuable family businesses, 

are either held in personal names of the patriarch / promoters, or in private trusts or 

holding companies /limited liability partnerships (LLP).

The ‘older’ business families may continue to hold some ancestral wealth in HUFs, 

but the scale and materiality of such holdings is usually limited.

Almost no business family is setting up new HUFs and actually, most existing HUFs 

are being dissolved.

How queer women powered the U.S. suffrage movement
In 1920, suffragist Molly Dewson sat down to write a letter of congratulations to 

Maud Wood Park, who had just been chosen as the first president of the League 

of Women Voters, formed in anticipation of the passage of the 19th Amendment to 

help millions of women carry out their newfound right as voters.

“Partner and I have been bursting with pride and satisfaction,” she wrote. Dewson 

didn’t need to specify who “partner” was. Park already knew that Dewson was in a 

committed relationship with Polly Porter, whom she had met a decade earlier. The 

couple then settled down at a farm in Massachusetts.

Dewson “made every political decision, career decision based on how it would affect 

her relationship with Polly Porter,” said Susan Ware, a historian.

Dewson was far from the only suffragist who had romantic relationships with women. 

Many of the women who fought for representation were rebels living non-normative, 

queer lives.

“These kinds of non-heteronormative relationships were just part and parcel of the 

suffrage movement,” Ms. Ware said.

“It’s not like we are having to dig and turn up like two or three women. They’re 

everywhere.” Including among the highest echelons of the movement.
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Thriving subculture

In her diary, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, an African-American writer and a suffrage field 

organiser, described “a thriving lesbian and bisexual subculture among black 

suffragists and clubwomen,” Wendy Rouse, a historian and associate professor 

at San Jose State University, wrote in an article published on the website of the 

Women’s Suffrage Centennial Commission.

In those entries, Dunbar-Nelson wrote about the romantic and sexual experiences she 

had with men and women both while she was single and while she was married.

Carrie Chapman Catt, a president of the National American Woman Suffrage 

Association (NAWSA), settled down with Mary Garrett Hay, a prominent suffragist in 

New York, after the death of Catt’s second husband. Catt asked that she be buried 

alongside Hay (instead of either of her husbands), which she was, at Woodlawn 

Cemetery in the Bronx.

When the history of the 19th Amendment is taught in classrooms, suffragists are 

often depicted as boring, chaste and dowdy, and their campaign is rarely framed 

as a major social and political movement. But as greater attention is starting to be 

paid to suffrage history, and to the roles of black and brown women, the narrative 

that is emerging is much more varied. This broader, more accurate picture is also 

increasing our understanding of queerness in the movement.

Playing it down

The societal expectation that middle- and upper-class white women would marry men 

created a smokescreen of sorts. “I think that the world outside didn’t speculate about 

the possibilities of a sexual relationship between” women, said Lillian Faderman, a 

scholar of LGBTQ history.

In a way, this smoke screen extended to detractors of the movement, known as anti-

suffragists.

This oversight was in part because same-sex relationships didn’t start to be 

pathologised until the early 20th century, and because, as Ms. Ware put it, “Women 

are kind of invisible, period.” But maybe most of all, it was because the suffrage 
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movement itself downplayed the queerness within it, Ms. Rouse said.

Leaders of the movement (including Shaw and Catt) opted instead to present a 

version “palatable to the mainstream,” Ms. Rouse said, by emphasising normalcy. 

So suffragists who were seemingly happily married wives and mothers became the 

faces of the movement.

Despite this internal friction and these fraught side effects, it ultimately made practical 

sense that queer women would be at the forefront of the movement.

For these queer women, the freedom to choose whom and how they loved was tied 

deeply to the idea of voting rights.

“They knew they would have no man to represent them,” Ms. Faderman said, 

echoing a common refrain among married women who were not suffragists: “My 

husband votes for me. He votes for the family.” But unmarried or gay women knew 

that would not be the case for them, she said, and so, “they needed to get the vote 

for themselves.”

Monitoring committee for Delhi exceeded its power: SC
The Supreme Court has held that its monitoring committee, set up in 2006 to 

identify unauthorised structures and check misuse of residential properties in Delhi, 

exceeded its power.

In a 70-page judgment, a three-judge Bench headed by Justice Arun Mishra said the 

committee had no authorisation to take action and seal private residential premises 

not used for commercial purposes in the Capital.

The Constitution mandates that a person can be deprived of property and right of 

residence only in the manner prescribed by law, the court noted.

The Friday judgment was based on a challenge to a report submitted by the 

committee on the sealing of residential buildings in Vasant Kunj and Rajokari. It 

said the committee usurped statutory powers. It could also not have directed the 

demolition of these buildings.
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“No doubt encroachment is a matter of concern, but the monitoring committee can 

act within the four corners of powers conferred upon it,” the court observed.

The court said past orders and documents pertaining to the committee show that 

the latter was set up to take action against unauthorised constructions and public 

encroachments. “It was never tasked by this court to take action against the residential 

premises that were not being used for commercial purposes. It was appointed only 

to check the misuse of residential properties for commercial purposes,” the court 

clarified. It ordered the premises to be de-sealed within three days.

The monitoring panel comprising K.J. Rao, former adviser to the Election 

Commissioner, Bhure Lal, chairman of Environment Pollut-ion (Prevention and 

Control) Authority and Major General S.P. Jhingon (retd) was set up on March 24, 

2006.
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Fiscal deficit touches 83% of full-year target
Economists said given the government’s additional borrowing plans, both to meet 

stimulus spending and bridge the revenue shortfall as a result of the pandemic, the 

fiscal deficit may end up as high as 8% of GDP, far exceeding the budget’s goal of 

3.5%.

The Union government has received Rs. 1.53 lakh crore (in terms of tax, non-tax 

revenue and loan recoveries) from April to June. This is less than 7% of budget 

estimates for the full year.

The Centre’s total expenditure for the quarter was Rs. 8.15 crore, almost 27% of 

budget estimates for the year, according to the report published by the Controller 

General of Accounts . The Centre has also transferred Rs. 1.34 lakh crore to States 

as their share of taxes, which is Rs. 14,588 crore lower than the previous year.

“The 83% figure is not surprising because it is using a denominator that has already 

been exceeded,” said D.K. Srivastava, chief economist with Ernst and Young, and 

a member of the advisory council to the 15th Finance Commission. “The Centre 

has already announced plans for additional borrowing that amounts to about 5.7% 

of GDP, and then on top of that, some more stimulus spending may be undertaken 

in the latter part of the fiscal year. So I expect that the Centre’s fiscal deficit... might 

cross even 6.5%,” he added.

D.K. Pant, chief economist at India Ratings, estimated a fiscal deficit of 7.6%, while 

Madan Sabnavis, chief economist of CARE Ratings, said it could go as high as 8% 

of GDP. “When economic activity has been stopped because of the pandemic and 

lockdown, government revenues are also going to come down,” said Dr. Sabnavis. 

“We have been noting the positive trade surplus, but when imports are down, 

customs revenue is also lower. And consumers have also cut down on discretionary 

spending,” he added.

July GST revenue slides 14%
Gross Goods and Services Tax revenue slid 14% last month to Rs. 87,422 crore, from 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     AUGUST
     2020
     VOL.72

    
Economy

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

the Rs. 1,02,083 crore collected in July 2019, data released by the Finance Ministry  

show. Receipts were also almost Rs. 3,500 crore less than June’s collections.

The data was released on a day when a senior Finance Ministry official said an opinion 

had been received from the Attorney General on the legality of market borrowings to 

bridge any shortfall in the GST compensation fund.

“Preliminary discussions were held during the GST Council meeting in June, and it 

was decided to seek legal opinion on market borrowings,” the official told journalists, 

admitting that the Council which was originally slated to discuss this issue in July was 

yet to set a date for its next meeting. “The opinion has come, and we will soon hold an 

exclusive GST Council meeting on the compensation issue,” the official, who spoke 

on the condition of anonymity, added.

‘No obligation’

Press Trust of India reported, citing sources that the Attorney General had opined 

that there was no obligation on the Union government to make good the shortfall in 

GST compensation payable to the States.

Cess collections, needed to pay compensation to States’ for the first five years of 

the GST regime, fell short by 42% in 2019-20, with the Centre forced to use cess 

collected in previous years as well as a previous transfer from the Consolidated Fund 

of India.

In July, cess collections amounted to Rs. 7,265 crore, 15% less than the Rs. 8,551 

crore collected in the same period in 2019.

Central GST (CGST) revenue for July was Rs. 16,147 crore, State GST (SGST) was 

Rs. 21,418 crore, and integrated GST (IGST) ——which is to be split between States 

and Centre — was Rs. 42,592 crore.

COVID-19 relaxation

“The revenues for the last month [June] were higher than the current month [July]. 

However, it is important to note that during the previous month, a large number of 

taxpayers also paid taxes pertaining to February, March and April 2020 on account of 

the relief provided due to COVID-19,” the Finance Ministry said in a statement.
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“It may also be noted that taxpayers with turnover less than Rs. 5 crore continue to 

enjoy relaxation in filing of returns till September 2020,” it added.

Data also showed that a decline in imports had hit tax collections in July. GST revenue 

from import of goods only reached 84% of the amount collected in the same month 

last year, while revenue from domestic transactions, including import of services, 

reached 96% of last July’s collections.

‘Don’t extend loan moratorium’
Lenders and credit rating analysts have urged the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to 

avoid any further extension of the moratorium on loan repayment as such a move 

risks triggering a surge in non-performing assets (NPAs) in the financial sector.

The RBI’s monetary policy committee is set to meet August 4-6.

In March, the RBI had announced a three-month moratorium on repayment of loans 

and interest to cushion borrowers from the adverse impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

and help mitigate a potential crisis in the financial sector in case of defaults. This was 

subsequently extended till August 31.

“Prolonged moratorium can result in ALM (asset liability management) issues, 

especially for NBFCs who have been impacted more than banks,” said Krishnan 

Sitaraman, senior director, Crisil. “This is because NBFCs had extended moratorium 

to many of their borrowers but there was no moratorium on their capital borrowings 

and a limited moratorium on their bank borrowings,” he added.

“Another key monitorable with extended moratoriums will be how borrower behaviour 

towards repayment discipline gets impacted post lifting of the moratorium,” said Mr. 

Sitaraman, adding that subsequent delays in loan repayments were bound to push 

up NPAs.

He said while initially many retail and corporate borrowers had opted for the 

moratorium to manage cash flows, the numbers had come down subsequently as 

economic activity picked up.
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Stating that there were no official figures available on the moratorium burden faced by 

banks and NBFCs, Sankar Chakraborti, Group CEO, Acuite Ratings and Research 

said: “Estimates worked out by us suggest that it was about 42% for public, 30% 

for private and 15% for foreign banks in the first phase on an aggregate portfolio 

exposure basis. It was over 65% for NBFCs.’’

“Providing a continuous moratorium with relatively better liquidity position may lead to 

diversion of surplus funds,” Mr. Chakraborti said, adding that a one-time restructuring 

was a “more prudent option” than a blanket moratorium.

State Bank of India Chairman Rajnish Kumar  asserted that lenders were against 

extending the moratorium beyond August 31. “It is the view of all banks. Six months 

is enough. I do not know what will happen,” he said.

Should you time MF investments?
Many investors who invest in mutual funds (MFs) do so to leave it to the experts; to 

avoid trying to time the market, which can be like catching a falling knife sometimes. 

But few stick to this discipline for the rest of their investing lives.

Investors who start out well, with the intention of doing an SIP in a disciplined manner 

in an asset-allocated portfolio, get this urge to start timing the market, start timing SIP, 

start dynamically shifting between asset classes and start booking profit often.

And, if they get hurt in the process, they ask for a product/scheme that will effectively 

time the market or dynamically manage it. Here are some queries that are most often 

asked and strategies that are sought but best avoided.

Timing SIPs

The idea of an SIP is not to get high returns; nor is it about timing the market. It is only 

about rupee-cost averaging. Yet, many want to stop SIPs when markets are at a peak 

and wait for the right time to deploy it at a low. And, what if markets remain elevated 

for a longer period? Nothing happens other than your losing out your disciplined 

savings and not allowing the money to compound.
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SIPs are simply meant to give you a regular savings vehicle to invest in. SIPs are not 

infallible, and can deliver negative returns. For example, a 5-year SIP in the Nifty 50 

would have given a negative 8% IRR (internal rate of return) in the March 2020 lows. 

Had you held it for another 4 months, it would have bounced back to 6% IRR. That is 

the nature of the market. SIPs can’t skip it.

An AMC did a study by taking the 1990-2019 period and calculated monthly SIPs 

on the Sensex on the worst days of each month (where you think you are averaging 

better) and also on the best days (where you think it is too expensive).

The return differential was less than 30 basis points on an annualised basis (IRR). This 

was to drive home the point that trying to time SIPs isn’t really going to significantly 

change your fortunes. If any, you will only disrupt your savings habit.

There are two simple ways to tackle the market volatility instead of trying to time the 

market: one is to have asset diversification and two, rebalance; that is, periodically 

shift from the asset class that has swelled (from your original allocation) to the one 

that is deflated in your own portfolio. This needs no market timing. Just a periodic 

review of your own portfolio would do.

At best, when there are deep market falls, you can always add more to your investments. 

But remember, you need deep pockets for this. For averaging to be meaningful, on 

top of your existing investments, you need to deploy funds substantially. Otherwise, 

at best, it gives you some psychological satisfaction.

Managing asset allocation

Some investors have asked us for price earnings ratio (PE) ranges to deploy into 

equity or to exit. It is indeed true that had you invested at lower PEs, you would have 

gained. But what if you stayed away from markets too long because valuations are 

high? Even fund managers who took such cash calls have burnt their fingers. Let 

me explain some of the limitations of this strategy if you try to do this based on a 

playbook.

Markets can remain expensive for prolonged periods, sometimes. For example, the 

Nifty 50 PE was over 20 times almost at all times in 2015, although the historical 
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average has been 18-19 times. In such periods of steady, high valuations, your PE-

based investing model will likely keep you entirely away from equity or invest less.

This may impact your corpus creation as you will not be investing steadily towards 

your goals. Any dip in PEs, as happened in March 2020, is often so short-lived that an 

investor who has stayed away too long seldom has the courage to deploy everything 

in one go and hence, deploys too little to meaningfully buy at lows. Again, simple acts 

of annually rebalancing asset allocation should do the job, rather than trying to disrupt 

your portfolio too often. You can still use PE signals to deploy additional sums.

Selling when ‘expensive’

Many of you are happy with the returns in some of your funds and when the market 

also looks bullish, you want to sell the high-returning fund and go for a lower returning 

(or lower NAV) fund or an NFO. Why? Because you think the fund valuation has 

turned expensive. Funds are not stocks. They only hold stocks. And they can exit 

a stock and buy better ones if a stock turns expensive or is underperforming. If a 

fund returns high, it is true that it may not be able to replicate such performance 

yet again. But to sell it in favour of a lower returning fund (which may be simply an 

underperformer) or to go for an NFO, which has no track record, cannot possibly 

provide you cheaper alternatives.

So, in essence, MFs, unlike stocks, are not ‘buy low, sell high’ instruments. They are 

‘buy when you have money, sell when you need money’ instruments. Understanding 

this basic truth will serve you well.

Do you know what you want?
Many feel that insurance agents and other intermediaries don’t share enough 

information, don’t give sound enough advice and perhaps don’t know enough 

to provide the clarity we need to buy insurance. The point is, you should do your 

research yourself and only then bring an intermediary into the picture.

Take the process of buying a policy. We recognise the need for insurance, but feel 
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anxious and out of depth while buying it. Maybe, because the product is complex with 

a lot of legality and legal language involved. Perhaps, it is because the product itself 

is intangible and it is uncomfortable to contemplate loss or death.

Reluctance to buy

All this ends in a reluctance to buy insurance and, ironically, poor analysis and 

application of mind when actually buying it. Which is why the intermediary, who sells 

you the policy, can be the biggest help. Or, just the opposite.

There are multiple distribution channels for insurance policies. You can buy from 

agents, insurance brokers, an insurance marketing firm, a corporate agent, a web 

aggregator or, even directly from the insurance company, usually online.

Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI) regulations lay 

down the framework within which all these types of intermediaries can sell insurance 

policies.

Proper licensing, basic educational qualifications, adequate and updated product 

knowledge, needs-analysis skills and a code of conduct are all part of it.

Agents are the most common type of intermediary from whom we buy personal 

insurance. They are individuals who earn a commission by selling policies of a single 

insurer whom they represent. They can be composite agents too, representing one 

life insurer, one non-life insurer and one standalone health insurer.

It is not a job where they get a salary at the end of the month, so, they are impelled to 

make the sale to earn their living. Hence their persistence, when they approach you 

to buy a policy or press you to make a quick decision.

Facilitator’s role

What do you get when you buy from an agent? You plug into his ecosystem of an 

insurance company. He is familiar with all their policies and options, their documentation 

and procedures and can take you through the process of buying a policy, maintaining 

it and renewing it. He will also handhold you at the time of a claim. So, he plays the 

role of facilitator.

As for the role of adviser, most agents play this role adequately and can get you 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     AUGUST
     2020
     VOL.72

    
Economy

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

specific information and clarification about their company’s products. But before an 

agent can even enter the picture, you have to do the initial research, understand your 

needs and decide which policies fit the bill.

Fortunately, today, compared with about 25 years ago, information is the easiest 

thing to access. Once you have a fair idea of what policies are available, you can 

approach the agent of the company or companies offering the appropriate product to 

fine tune your buying decision.

At this point, the agent’s knowledge and willingness to get answers to your questions 

comes into play. His ability to guide you to the right variant of the right product will 

help here.

But remember, the agent can sell you only policies of his company. So, your first 

decision should be the type of coverage you want, which leads you to your option of 

insurers, and then, to an agent.

Inflation to stay elevated: RBI
India’s GDP will shrink in 2020-21, while inflation will continue to stay elevated in the 

coming months, the Reserve Bank of India said . However, the RBI refrained from 

projecting an estimate for the contraction, with an early containment of the COVID-19 

pandemic being the only hope for a positive surprise.

The RBI is hopeful of inflation easing during the second half of 2020-21. Headline 

inflation had gone up from 5.8% in March to 6.1% in June 2020, with price pressures 

evident across items, including food. A good monsoon and a bumper kharif crop 

could ease food prices, especially those of protein-based food items and vegetables 

that are propping up food inflation, the central bank noted.

‘Fresh infections’

RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das said the global economy had been stuttering 

again after some signs of recovery in May and June, as a wave of fresh COVID-

19 infections had taken hold. “The Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) noted that 
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in India too, economic activity had started to recover from the lows of April-May; 

however, surges of fresh infections have forced re-clamping of lockdowns in several 

cities and States. Consequently, several high frequency indicators have levelled off,” 

Mr. Das said, adding that imports also fell sharply in June, reflecting weak domestic 

demand and low crude oil prices. “Given the uncertainty surrounding the inflation 

outlook and extremely weak state of the economy in the midst of an unprecedented 

shock from the ongoing pandemic, the MPC decided to keep the policy rate on hold, 

while remaining watchful for a durable reduction in inflation to use available space to 

support the revival of the economy,” he added.

“The decision to hold was correct as trajectory of economic growth, inflation, and 

external demand continues to be uncertain,” said Soumya Kanti Ghosh, group chief 

economic adviser, SBI. “The calibrated approach is in consonance with evolving 

situation while keeping enough headroom for the future,” he added.

Jewel loan-to-value ratio raised to 90% from 75%
With a view to further mitigating the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

households, entrepreneurs and small businesses, the RBI has decided to increase 

the permissible loan-to-value ratio (LTV) for loans against pledge of gold ornaments 

and jewellery for non-agricultural purposes to 90%.

Under the current guidelines, loans sanctioned by banks against pledge of gold 

ornaments and jewellery should not exceed 75% of the value of gold ornaments and 

jewellery, which has now increased to 90%, the RBI said in a circular.

“This enhanced LTV ratio will be applicable up to March 31, 2021 to enable the 

borrowers to tide over their temporary liquidity mismatches on account of COVID 19,” 

the circular said.

Accordingly, fresh gold loans sanctioned on and after April 1, 2021, shall attract an 

LTV ratio of 75%, it added.

“Gold loans by banks will get a fillip from the increase in permissible LTV. It is 
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expected that gold loans will be one of the preferred options for raising funds in the 

current environment for many borrowers as individuals and micro enterprises go for 

it to meet immediate funding needs,” Krishnan Sitaraman, senior director, CRISIL 

Ratings said.

“However, with gold prices at all-time highs, banks may be wary of increasing LTV all 

the way to 90%,” he added.

Debt resolution plan to help borrowers, lenders: bankers
The central bank’s debt resolution plan for corporate and personal loans has been 

welcomed by analysts, bankers and corporates.

Under the facility, lenders can go for a one-time restructuring of loans under stress 

due to the pandemic.

The move will help soften the impact on both banks as well as borrowers on the twin 

dimensions of controlling a rise in NPAs and supporting credit flow, said Krishnan 

Sitaraman, senior director, Crisil.

“The relaxations permitted, subject to certain conditions being fulfilled, will limit the 

rise in NPAs in the banking system in the near to medium term,” he said.

Mr. Sitaraman said the restructuring option had been extended to retail personal 

loans as well since many of these borrowers had faced challenges in debt servicing 

due to salary cuts and job losses. “MSMEs, who have been substantially impacted 

by disruptions , also get a relief in the form of a three-month extension in the existing 

restructuring scheme,” he added.

“The industry is encouraged by RBI’s decision to provide a window under the 

Prudential Framework to enable lenders to implement a resolution plan,” said Uday 

Kotak, president, CII.

“Extension of timeline of MSME restructuring, incentive scheme for priority sector 

lending shall work favourably towards the stability of financial sector to support growth 

and recovery in the economy,” said A.K. Das, MD and CEO, Bank of India.
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Easy liquidity led to faster monetary transmission: Das
The Reserve Bank  said monetary transmission had improved considerably due to 

comfortable liquidity conditions and that banks had passed on the benefit to borrowers 

by reducing lending rates by about 1.62 percentage points in the last nearly one-and-

a-half years.

Defending the easy liquidity stance, RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das said private 

sector entities had seen benefits from the policy.

Mr. Das said the measures had also ensured faster transmission of policy rates into 

the actual lending by banks, in turn helping the economy. At present, the overall 

excess liquidity is at over Rs. 5 lakh crore. Since February 2019, the RBI had slashed 

benchmark lending rate by 250 basis points (bps). Of this, cuts of 115 bps have taken 

place this year.

“Monetary transmission has also improved considerably. The weighted average 

lending rate (WALR) on fresh rupee loans sanctioned by banks declined by 162 

bps during February 2019-June 2020, of which 91 bps transmission was witnessed 

during March-June 2020,” Mr. Das said. Although non-food bank credit has slowed 

to 5.6% (as on July 17), credit to non-banking financial companies (NBFCs) grew at 

25.7% in June, loans to services at 10.7%, and to housing at 12.5%.

Observing that a comfortable liquidity condition has brought down the cost of raising 

capital, the Governor said that lower borrowing costs had led to record primary 

issuance of corporate bonds of Rs. 2.09 lakh crore in the first quarter of 2020-21.

“In particular, mutual funds have stabilised since the Franklin Templeton episode. 

Assets under management of debt MFs, which fell to Rs. 12.20 lakh crore as on April 

29, 2020, improved to Rs. 13.89 lakh crore as on July 31, 2020,” he said.

RBI sets up panel for stressed loans resolution norms
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI)  constituted the proposed expert committee under 

the chairmanship of veteran banker K.V. Kamath to make recommendations on 
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norms for the resolution of COVID-19 related stressed loans.

The other members of the committee include Diwakar Gupta (effective September 1, 

2020, after completion of his term as vice-president, ADB), T.N. Manoharan (effective 

August 14, 2020, after the completion of his term as chairman, Canara Bank), Ashvin 

Parekh, strategy advisor, and Sunil Mehta, CEO of Indian Banks’ Association, as the 

member-secretary. The committee will submit its recommendations on the financial 

parameters to the RBI, which in turn, will notify the same along with modifications, if 

any, in 30 days.

The Indian Banks’ Association (IBA) will function as the secretariat to the committee 

and the committee will be fully empowered to consult or invite any person it deems 

fit.

The committee may devise its own procedures for its internal functioning, the RBI 

said in a circular.

Business Confidence Index falls 40 pc for Jun quarter: NCAER 
survey
NCAER’s Business Confidence Index (BCI), an indicator of the business sentiment 

across the Indian industry, stood at 46.4 in the first quarter of 2020-21, a drop of 40% 

from its level of 77.4 in the previous quarter, according to a survey by the National 

Council of Applied Economic Research (NCAER). “This is the lowest the BCI has 

ever fallen in the history of 113 rounds of the NCAER Business Expectations Survey 

(BES),” it said .

‘Debt recast may neither help ailing MSMEs nor lenders’
The RBI’s move to allow restructuring of advances for ‘viable’ MSMEs may fail to 

achieve the intended objective of supporting viable but ailing MSMEs while avoiding 

an increase in NPAs at banks as the very meaning of ‘viable’ has undergone a change 

in the last four months due to the impact of COVID-19, an umbrella body comprising 
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30 industry groups said .

Observing that many MSMEs had struggled even before March in the wake of the 

economic slowdown, K.E. Raghunathan, convenor Consortium of Indian Associations 

(CIA) said the cut-off date should ideally be December 31, 2019. “Otherwise, 

restructuring will not actually reduce NPA growth at all. It will make healthier enterprises 

become weak.”

The CIA has made several suggestions including allowing borrowers to settle their 

loans without any pre-payment charges or interest. This would help both banks and 

entrepreneurs, he said.
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TNA faces biggest test in post-war decade as Sri Lanka gears 
up for election
As Sri Lanka gears up for the August 5 parliamentary election, the Tamil National 

Alliance (TNA) — the main grouping representing minority Tamils living in north and 

east — is facing its biggest test yet in its constituency, since the war ended a decade 

ago.

Though the Tamils have repeatedly given a huge mandate to the TNA, whether in 

the 2013 Northern Provincial Council election or the parliamentary polls of 2015, 

the Alliance — which secured 16 seats in the 225-member Parliament in 2015 

— is contesting this election amid what seems a growing disenchantment among 

voters.

“No matter who gets elected nothing changes in our lives. We vote because it’s our 

duty, not in eager anticipation that our situation will get better,” said Yesudas Jenova, 

seated outside her small home just outside Pallai town in Kilinochchi district. Jaffna 

and Kilinochchi together form one of the two northern electoral districts, while Vanni 

— including Mullaitivu, Mannar and Vavuniya — is the other.

Ms. Jenova’s sentiment, echoed by many across the Northern Province, stems from 

many reasons. Eleven years after coming out of a war that resulted in huge losses to 

life and property, the Tamil community is still demanding justice and greater political 

powers that much of the Sinhala polity does not want devolved to them. The TNA 

bears the additional baggage of the failed promises of the previous Maithripala 

Sirisena-Ranil Wickremesinghe government that it backed, especially on delivering 

a constitutional settlement.

Meanwhile, the Tamils’ economic distress has only grown, with governments in 

Colombo and their own TNA-led Northern Provincial Council failing to revive a war-

ravaged economy by creating jobs and livelihoods. Registering their disappointment 

over the TNA’s governance record in the north, they gave a sizeable vote to 

candidates from the competing Eelam People’s Democratic Party (EPDP) and the 

All Ceylon Tamil Congress (ACTC) in the 2018 local authority polls.
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Perhaps recognising this criticism and uncertainty of the Rajapaksa administration 

delivering a convincing political solution, the TNA for the first time prominently included 

development and livelihoods in its manifesto. However, for northern voters, who 

unambiguously rejected President Gotabaya Rajapaksa in last year’s presidential 

polls, making up their mind isn’t as simple this time.

Fragmented polity

To start with, the general election comes during a pandemic that has forced all parties 

into a muted campaign. Further, the choices before voters are from a fragmented 

Tamil polity whose members speak varying degrees of Tamil nationalist politics. The 

divisions are on all sides.

On the one hand is the TNA, which is witnessing heightened tensions within, seen in 

the vitriol targeting some contestants, and facing an increasingly sceptical electorate. 

On the other are critics of the TNA, including former Northern Province Chief Minister 

and retired Supreme Court judge C.V. Wigneswaran, who broke away from the 

Alliance, and the ACTC, led by lawyer-politician Gajendrakumar Ponnambalam — 

both known to have some support in urban Jaffna — who are contesting separately, 

as different camps.

Vying for the same parliamentary seats in the north-east are politicians aligned to 

the Rajapaksas’ ruling party, such as EPDP leader Douglas Devananda, a Cabinet 

Minister in the Rajapaksa administration with a traditional support base in Jaffna and 

the islands off the peninsula, and Angajan Ramanathan of the Sri Lanka Freedom 

Party.

Past and present

While navigating this political landscape, voters are thinking about both their long-

standing demand for political rights, justice and accountability, as well as their 

pressing everyday concerns over land, housing, joblessness and indebtedness. And 

to them, neither is less important.

A range of voter concerns came to the fore at a pocket meeting where a union of 

hairdressers in Jaffna met prominent TNA contestant and former Jaffna legislator 
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M.A. Sumanthiran, near Valvettithurai, the birthplace of LTTE leader Velupillai 

Prabhakaran.

In the nearly 30 minute-long meeting, union members quizzed the former MP mostly 

about the TNA’s bargaining power in the south, India’s “waning influence”, prospects 

for federalism, and Mr. Sumanthiran’s position on the armed struggle that his critics 

had widely criticised following a recent interview.

“We would like the TNA to remain united as one force and represent us,” said A. 

Udayasankar, president of the federation of hairdressers’ unions, voicing a view 

more trusting of TNA’s capacity for national politics.

Seated with a group from Thondaimanaru town, a young man asked the TNA 

contestant why the Alliance, which holds considerable power in the local body, could 

not lay roads in the area despite repeated appeals. “When our own Tamil leadership 

is unable to address our basic needs, how can we expect the Sinhala political 

leadership to deliver on larger issues?” asked S. Brindan, a student of law.

Arab world’s first nuclear plant achieves criticality
The oil-rich United Arab Emirates  announced the start-up of its Barakah nuclear 

power plant, scoring another first for the Arab world.

The announcement, coinciding with the Muslim holiday of Id al-Adha, comes hot on 

the heels of the UAE’s launch of the Arab world’s first probe to Mars.

“UAE first nuclear reactor at the Barakah Nuclear Energy Plant has achieved 

first criticality and successfully started up,” tweeted Hamad Alkaabi, the country’s 

representative to the International Atomic Energy Agency.

“This is a historic milestone for the nation with a vision set to deliver a new form 

of clean energy for the nation,” he tweeted in English, along with a photograph of 

technicians raising their arms in celebration.

The UAE Premier and ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al-Maktoum, 

tweeted that work at Barakah had “succeeded in loading nuclear fuel packages, 
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carrying out comprehensive tests and successfully completing the operation”.

‘Historic achievement’

“Congratulations on realising this historic achievement in the energy sector & marking 

this milestone in the roadmap for sustainable development,” Sheikh Mohammed 

said.

The UAE started loading fuel rods into the reactor at Barakah in February, after 

regulators gave the green light for the first of the plant’s four reactors, opening the 

way for commercial operations.

Barakah, which means “blessing” in Arabic, is a regional first. Barakah was built by 

a consortium led by the Korea Electric Power Corporation at a cost of some $24.4 

billion.

China and Nepal have treated each other as equals: Xi
China and Nepal have always treated each other as “equals”, said Chinese President 

Xi Jinping as he and Premier Li Keqiang exchanged greetings with their Nepali 

counterparts, President Bidya Devi Bhandari and Prime Minister K.P. Oli, on the 

anniversary of establishment of diplomatic ties between the two countries .

“Since the establishment of diplomatic relations 65 years ago, the [China and Nepal] 

have always respected and treated each other as equals, enhanced political mutual 

trust, and deepened mutually beneficial cooperation,” said a translated version of 

Mr. Xi’s statement issued by the Chinese MFA.

‘A shared future’

The MFA also quoted from a letter that Nepal’s President Bhandari had sent Mr. Xi 

in which she welcomed China’s moves to “build a community with a shared future 

for mankind” and committed to cooperating in their Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

projects that include several tunnels, a railway line from Tibet and power projects in 

Nepal.

The comments followed a statement by Prime Minister Narendra Modi this week, 
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criticising countries for offering “development partnerships that became dependence 

partnerships”, in what was widely regarded as a dig at China for its BRI projects that 

have resulted in heavy debts for countries in the region.

Foreign Ministers’ meet

The statements also followed the meeting of Foreign Ministers this week of a 

potentially new formation that brought Nepal into a quadrilateral arrangement 

with China, Afghanistan and Pakistan. The meeting  was ostensibly convened by 

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi to discuss cooperation on tackling the COVID-19 

pandemic, but also discussed China’s plans for a “trans-Himalayan multi-dimensional 

connectivity network”, something New Delhi has reportedly looked askance at.

When asked, Nepal’s Ambassador to India Nilamber Acharya denied the meeting 

should be a matter of concern for India-Nepal ties.

“We are all concerned about the pandemic, as immediate neighbours, and we 

should not interpret anything beyond that [in the quadrilateral meeting]. India is also 

cooperating with China despite the difficulties between them,” Mr. Acharya told The 

Hindu .

However, former diplomat Vivek Katju said the attempt to rope in three members of 

the SAARC grouping, without including India, was a “provocative” move by China. 

The MEA did not respond to a question on whether India had been invited to join the 

meeting, or if it had protested the quadrilateral discussions with the governments 

in Kathmandu or Kabul. “That the Chinese are making a concrete strategic foray 

in South Asia which will necessarily impact on our interests. This is a provocative 

move, and should be seen as a message,” Mr. Katju said.

The quadrilateral meeting came on the heels of deepening concerns over the 

India-Nepal relationship, including Nepal’s decision to include disputed areas like 

Kalapani into a new map, followed by Mr. Oli’s accusation that India was trying to 

destablise his government, coupled with reports that the Chinese Ambassador to 

Nepal was brokering a political settlement between Mr. Oli and rival factions in the 

ruling party.
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In 2019, after his trip to India, Mr. Xi had travelled to Nepal, the first such visit by 

a Chinese President. The two sides had signed 18 agreements and two MoUs 

on infrastructure projects to build on an eight-point connectivity and transit trade 

agreement signed in 2016.

Australia imposes curfew, while S. Africa’s count tops 
5,00,000
Australia’s second-largest city Melbourne imposed an overnight curfew  to halt the 

spread of COVID-19 cases, as South Africa’s infection count topped more than half 

a million.

Six months after the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a global emergency, 

the virus has killed more than 6,85,000 people and infected more than 17.8 million 

since it first emerged in China late last year.

Fresh clusters have been reported in countries — such as Australia — that had 

previously brought their outbreaks under control, forcing governments to reimpose 

lockdown measures to curb the spread despite worries over more economic fallout.

Restrictions in Victoria

Australia’s Victoria State imposed fresh, sweeping restrictions , including a curfew in 

Melbourne for the next six weeks, a ban on weddings, and schools and universities 

going back online in the coming days.

“Anything short of this will see it drag on for months and months and months,” said 

Victoria leader Daniel Andrews.

Despite a lockdown, Melbourne has continued to report hundreds of new cases daily 

even as other States in Australia have reported zero or a small number of cases.

Many other parts of the world are struggling with much bigger outbreaks.

Health authorities in South Africa, who had been expecting a surge in cases after 

the gradual loosening of a strict lockdown, reported that infections had exceeded the 

half-million mark.
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The nation is by far the hardest-hit in Africa, accounting for more than half of diagnosed 

infections, although President Cyril Ramaphosa said the fatality rate is lower than 

the global average. Latin America and the Caribbean passed a grim milestone  as 

fatalities in the region climbed over 2,00,000, with Brazil and Mexico accounting for 

nearly three-quarters of those deaths, according to an AFP tally compiled from official 

sources.

Iran’s highest count

Iran — battling West Asia deadliest outbreak —  also reported its highest single-day 

infection count in nearly a month, warning that most of its provinces have been hit by 

a resurgence of the disease.

With infections and deaths soaring the WHO has said that the pandemic is likely to 

be protracted and warned of possible “response fatigue”.

“WHO continues to assess the global risk level of COVID-19 to be very high,” the 

agency said, adding that the effects of the pandemic “will be felt for decades to 

come”.

Mexico overtook Britain to become the third hardest-hit country in virus deaths — 

after Brazil and the United States — with more than 46,600 fatal cases.

The U.S., the worst-hit country in the world, has now tallied more than 4.6 million 

cases and 1,54,319 deaths.

Virus impact in Europe

Even as the race for a vaccine heats up, the pandemic and the lockdowns to stop its 

spread have hammered the global economy.

France, Spain, Portugal and Italy all reported huge contractions in their economies 

for the April-June quarter, while Europe as a whole saw gross domestic product fall 

by 12.1%.

While many of the continent’s outbreaks were largely brought under control, 

Switzerland’s case numbers have crept up again in recent weeks, while Norway 

recorded its first virus death in two weeks.
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Austria’s month-long Salzburg festival celebrates its 100th anniversary, but now with 

a reduced programme and strict safety measures, including masks for spectators 

until they are seated and its 80,000 tickets — down from the usual 2,30,000 — 

personalised to enable contact-tracing.

Trump to act against Chinese firms
U.S. President Donald Trump will take action shortly on Chinese software companies 

that are feeding data directly to the Beijing government, posing a risk to U.S. national 

security, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said .

“President Trump has said ‘enough’ and we’re going to fix it and so he will take 

action in the coming days with respect to a broad array of national security risks 

that are presented by software connected to the Chinese Communist Party,” Mr. 

Pompeo said on Fox News Channel’s “Sunday Morning Futures.”

The news comes after Mr. Trump told reporters on-board Air Force One  that he 

would issue an order for social media platform TikTok to be banned in the United 

States.

Over the last several months, U.S. officials have repeatedly said TikTok under its 

current Chinese parent company, Beijing-based software firm ByteDance, poses a 

national risk because of the personal data it handles.

“They’re true privacy issues for the American people and for a long time, a long time 

the United States just said ‘well goodness if we’re having fun with it, or if a company 

can make money off of it, we’re going to permit that to happen’,” Mr. Pompeo said.

Possible sale to Microsoft

In response, under a recent proposal, ByteDance is willing to divest the U.S. 

operations of TikTok to Microsoft in a bid to make a deal with the White House, two 

people familiar with the matter told Reuters . That offer has gained some support 

from allies of the President, including Republican Senator Lindsey Graham.

In a separate interview , Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin said the Committee 
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on Foreign Investment in the United States, which reviews the national security 

implications of foreign business deals, is looking at the matter.

In Sri Lanka’s rice hub, a tale of rural neglect and mounting 
debt
A week ahead of Sri Lanka’s parliamentary elections R.A. Karunavathi, a farmer 

in Chandana Pokuna village in Polonnaruwa, located in the island’s North Central 

Province, is looking for a reason to vote. “Why not boycott? We are forced to think 

like that,” she says, obviously fatigued with polls and politicians.

Polonnaruwa district is known internationally for its evocative rock-cut Buddha 

sculptures and ancient city — now a UNESCO World Heritage Site — that one 

strand of popular history traces to the Cholas. It is also the country’s rice bowl, with 

the district’s farmers producing the highest amount — 3 lakh metric tonnes last year 

— of paddy in the country.

Trapped in debt

As droughts, floods and pests took turns in affecting their crop over the last few 

years, nearly 60 women farmers in Ms. Karunavathi’s village are neck-deep in debt. 

“It began with one loan to cope with a failed crop.” And then led to another loan to 

cope with the first loan. And soon, to a third. “Today, we’re trapped in four, five loans 

each with no way to repay,” she says, speaking of the stifling impact of microfinance 

loans that came to their doorsteps, with the exorbitant interest rates hidden in fine 

print.

“We didn’t know or understand the terms when we signed up for these loans. But 

now, we realise we are paying up to 200 % interest in some cases,” says K.A. 

IranganiSiriyalatha.

Struggling to repay their loans, some women in their group mortgaged their farmland, 

while a few died by suicide, amid growing anxiety and harassment from collection 

agents of the lending companies.
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They met several local and national leaders in power. Their campaign drew attention 

from the highest levels of the former Maithripala Sirisena–Ranil Wickremesinghe 

government. They even got specific assurances from the Ministry of Finance and 

the Central Bank. Except that none of the promised relief plans was executed in 

time.

They voted for a new promise last year. “When President Gotabaya Rajapaksa stood 

for presidential elections, he said he would solve our problem. He even mentioned 

it in his manifesto. Since he is not a regular politician, we felt he might be different,” 

Ms. Karunavathi says, explaining her vote for the retired Lieutenant Colonel nine 

months ago. “Nothing much has changed so far, but we really hope his government 

will do something after this election.”

It is widely expected that the Rajapaksas’ Sri Lanka PodujanaPeramuna (SLPP 

or People’s Party)-led alliance will secure a parliamentary majority in the August 5 

general elections.

But the women of ChandanuaPokuna have very low expectations from the aspiring 

elected representatives, including former President Sirisena, from their district.

Mr. Sirisena, who hails from the neighbouringLakshaUyana village, is in the fray to 

enter Parliament after re-aligning himself with the Rajapaksas.

Paddy distribution

The challenge facing the women is a more recent symptom of a long-ignored 

problem, according to farmer groups. Nearly three lakh people in this district are 

engaged in agriculture, some of whom are landless. While paddy production here is 

the highest in the country, its procurement and sale are controlled by a handful with 

known links to powerful politicians, according to M.K. Jayatissa, a farmer and long-

time activist. “It is an irony that farmer producing all this paddy are kept like beggars. 

And those procuring their paddy for low prices, sell it in the market for millions and 

make huge profits. This situation will change only when farmers are able to take 

control of the value addition as well,” he notes.

The discontent among farmers, in a country where people eat at least one rice meal 
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a day, tells a larger story of Sri Lanka’s diminishing focus on agriculture, according 

to T.B. Sarath, General Secretary of the All Ceylon Farmers’ Federation affiliated 

to the Opposition Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna, who is also contesting polls from 

Polonnaruwa.

Liberalisation in 1977

In his view, the trend began after Sri Lanka liberalised its economy in 1977. The 

sector’s contribution the GDP dropped significantly since. A World Bank survey of 

1973 on agriculture, “the largest productive sector” then, states that it contributed 

34.7% of the GDP in 1970. By 2018 agriculture’s share to the national GDP dropped 

to 7%, according to official data.

The last few years have not only witnessed severe droughts and floods, but also 

recurring farmer protests in different parts of the country, demanding irrigation, 

fertilizer subsidies and better paddy prices. “But we have not had any serious 

discussion on our national agriculture policy. Governments don’t care,” Mr. Sarath 

notes. Barring a few garment factories, the district has seen few industries being 

set up. Wary of hasty or thoughtless industrialisation, locals emphasise the need for 

industries based on local resources, including paddy, vegetables and fruits such as 

wood apple and guava.

Meanwhile, farmers leading precarious lives, wait to see if their distress might 

reduce, at least a little.

“That is why we vote despite everything, but sometimes I wonder what is the point,” 

says N.R. GnanavathyMenike, another farmer repaying multiple loans. “You know, 

it has been a long time since I slept at night.”

Trump bars H-1B visa holders from federal jobs
President Donald Trump has signed an executive order preventing federal agencies 

from contracting or subcontracting foreign workers — mainly those on H-1B visas.

The move comes over a month after theTrump administration on June 23 suspended 
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the H-1B visas,along with other types of foreign work visas, until the end of 2020 to 

protect American workers in a crucial election year. The new restrictions took effect 

from June 24.

Mr. Trump’s order follows an announcement by the federally-owned Tennessee 

Valley Authority (TVA) that it would outsource 20% of its technology jobs to 

companies based in foreign countries.

Speaking to reporters after signing the order , Mr. Trump said TVA’s action could 

cause more than 200 highly-skilled American tech workers in Tennessee to lose 

their jobs to low-wage, foreign workers hired on temporary work visas. He said his 

administration will not tolerate firing of hardworking Americans in pursuit of cheap 

foreign labour.

Outsourcing hundreds of workers is especially detrimental in the middle of a 

pandemic, which has already cost millions of Americans their jobs, the White House 

said in a statement.

China accuses U.S. of ‘bullying’ over TikTok
China accused the U.S.  of “bullying” over popular video app TikTok, after President 

Donald Trump ramped up pressure for its U.S. operations to be sold to an American 

company.

In the latest diplomatic spat between the world’s two biggest economies, Beijing hit 

back after Mr. Trump gave TikTok six weeks to arrange a sale of its U.S. operations 

— and said that his government wanted a financial benefit from the deal.

Under investigation

“This goes against the principles of the market economy and the (World Trade 

Organization’s) principles of openness, transparency and non-discrimination,” said 

Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin.

“It’s outright bullying.”

The app has been under formal investigation on U.S. national security grounds, 
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and Mr. Trump said that Microsoft was in talks to buy TikTok.

He has given ByteDance until mid-September to strike a deal, a tactic that is almost 

unheard of.

“It’s got to be an American company... it’s got to be owned here,” Mr. Trump said . 

“We don’t want to have any problem with security.”

The U.S. and China have clashed over various fronts recently, essentially barring 

Chinese telecoms company Huawei from the U.S. market and waging a global 

campaign to isolate the company over national security concerns.

Beijing slammed the latest move as “political manipulation”.

Mr. Wang told a regular press briefing : “The U.S., without providing any evidence, 

has been using an abused concept of national security... unjustifiably suppressing 

certain non-U.S. companies.”

He said the national security grounds for the U.S.’s clampdown on Chinese firms 

“does not hold water”, adding that the companies conduct their business activities 

in accordance with international rules and U.S. laws. “But the U.S. is cracking down 

on them on trumped-up charges,” said Mr. Wang, who warned the U.S. not to “open 

Pandora’s box”.

TikTok has as many as one billion worldwide users, who make quirky 60-second 

videos with its smartphone app.

‘Global company’

But the pressure for a sale of its U.S. and international business, based in Los 

Angeles, has left the company and its Chinese parent ByteDance facing tough 

decisions.

In an internal letter to employees , the company’s founder Zhang Yiming suggested 

the U.S.’s aim was to ban the app rather than force a sale of its U.S. operations.

He told staff to “anticipate more difficulties in the future” and said anti-China sentiment 

has recently “risen significantly in many countries”.

“Regarding public opinion, we must be able to accept misunderstandings for a 

period of time,” he said. “I hope that everyone does not take to heart the short-term 
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reputational damage, and does the right thing with patience.”

In an earlier statement, ByteDance said it has always been committed to becoming 

a global company and was considering “re-establishing TikTok headquarters in 

major markets outside the U.S.”

U.K. media reported that it was considering a relocation to London.

U.S. Congress panel flags restrictions in Kashmir
A year after the government altered the status of the former State of Jammu & 

Kashmir by diluting Article 370, the leadership of an important committee of the 

U.S. Congress noted “with concern” that conditions in the region have not returned 

to normalcy.

In a letter dated August 5 and addressed directly to External Affairs Minister S. 

Jaishankar, Chairman of the powerful House Foreign Affairs Committee (HFAC), 

Democrat Eliot Engel, and Ranking Member (a Republican) Michael McCaul — 

who formerly headed the House Homeland Security Committee — underscore the 

bipartisan nature of the concerns over Jammu and Kashmir and the larger context 

of the bipartisan support for the U.S.-India relationship. “It is because of our support 

for the bilateral relationship that we note with concern that conditions in Jammu 

and Kashmir have not normalised one year after India’s repeal of Article 370 and 

the establishment of Jammu and Kashmir as a Union Territory,” the Congressmen 

wrote.

“We acknowledge the ongoing serious security and counter-terrorism concerns 

in the region and look forward to working with your government to address them 

while upholding our shared commitments to the democratic values and freedoms 

on which our countries’ bond was built,” they said.

In December last year, Mr. Jaishankar had cancelled a meeting with the House 

Foreign Affairs Committee, after a human rights hearing held on the issue of J&K, and 

a resolution critical of New Delhi was moved in the House by US Congresswoman 
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Pramila Jayapal.

India has faced a series of statements from the U.S., the European Union and the 

U.N. agencies over the past year. Earlier this week, several U.N. human rights 

experts issued a statement calling on the international community to “address the 

alarming human rights situation” in J&K. “Urgent action is needed,” the experts said 

in a letter issued by the Office of the High Commission for Human Rights (OHCHR) 

in Geneva. “If India will not take any genuine and immediate steps to resolve the 

situation ... then the international community should step up,” it said.

Responding to questions about both statements, the Ministry of External Affairs 

said it would be “happy to brief the U.S. Congress” on the situation in the Union 

Territory. “There have been several positive changes in the UT of J&K in the past 

year, whether be it in terms of good governance or socio economic development 

or ensuring justice to disadvantaged sections of the population,” said MEA 

spokesperson Anurag Srivastava , without addressing the statement from the U.N. 

experts.

In its letter, the HFAC also mentioned China’s ‘belligerence’ at the Line of Actual 

Control, assuring U.S. support as “India faces aggression from China along [the] 

shared border, which is part of the Chinese government’s consistent pattern of 

unlawful and belligerent territorial aggression across the Indo-Pacific”.

The August 5 letter “demonstrates that support for the relationship remains bipartisan 

and contrary to thoughts in certain quarters, concerns about religious pluralism in 

India are also bipartisan,” a Congressional staffer told The Hindu .

FB, Twitter take aim at Trump ‘misinformation’
Facebook and Twitter took aim at U.S. President Donald Trump and his campaign  

over a video post, in which he contended that children are “almost immune” to the 

COVID-19, a claim they said amounted to “misinformation.”

In an extraordinary move, Facebook removed the clip from the President’s account 
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— the first time it has taken down one of his posts for violating its content rules.

The video — an excerpt from a Fox News interview — “includes false claims that 

a group of people is immune from COVID-19 which is a violation of our policies 

around harmful COVID misinformation,” a Facebook spokesperson told AFP.

Twitter, meanwhile, said it had blocked Mr. Trump’s official campaign account 

over a tweet containing the same video, in which the President made the case for 

reopening U.S. schools come September.

A spokesperson for the San Francisco-based service said the tweet was “in violation 

of the Twitter rules on COVID-19 misinformation,” adding that the campaign would 

have to remove it before being allowed to tweet again. Soon thereafter, the @

TeamTrump account was active, suggesting the contested video had been taken 

down.

President’s defence

“Another day, another display of Silicon Valley’s flagrant bias against this President, 

where the rules are only enforced in one direction,” the Trump campaign’s deputy 

national press secretary Courtney Parella said in a statement.

Mr. Trump defended his comments about the virus’s effect on children when 

challenged during a White House press briefing earlier .

“I’m talking about (being immune) from getting very sick,” Mr. Trump said.

“If you look at children I mean they are able to throw it off very easily.”

Pompeo against vote for Cuba on Human Rights Council
U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has urged UN members not to support Cuba’s 

bid to join the organisation’s Human Rights Council.

“It’s outrageous that the Human Rights Council would offer to seat Cuba, a brutal 

dictatorship that traffic its own doctors under the guise of humanitarian missions,” 

the top U.S. diplomat said .

Mr. Pompeo has described Cuba’s sale of medical services, Havana’s main source 
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of foreign exchange, as a form of human trafficking. “No country should vote Cuba 

onto the council,” he said.

Under President Donald Trump, Washington has reversed an opening with Cuba 

initiated by former president Barack Obama, hardening a trade embargo in effect 

since 1962.

Cuba, which sat on the UNHRC in 2014-2016 and 2017-2019, has applied to fill one 

of the regional vacancies for 2021-2023.

The seats are distributed geographically and are awarded for a period of three years. 

Members are not eligible for immediate reelection after serving two consecutive 

terms.

Washington withdrew from the council in 2018, with Ambassador Nikki Haley calling 

it a “cesspool of political bias” and a “hypocritical and self-serving organisation that 

makes a mockery of human rights.”

In particular, Ms. Haley had slammed the council for adopting resolutions 

condemning Israel, which has come under scrutiny by the council for its treatment 

of Palestinians.

U.S. examines if Riyadh has nuclear goals
U.S. intelligence agencies are scrutinising efforts by Saudi Arabia to build up its 

ability to produce nuclear fuel that could put the kingdom on a path to developing 

nuclear weapons.

Spy agencies in recent weeks circulated a classified analysis about the efforts 

underway inside Saudi Arabia, working with China, to build industrial capacity to 

produce nuclear fuel. The analysis has raised alarms that there might be secret 

Saudi-Chinese efforts to process raw uranium into a form that could later be enriched 

into weapons fuel, according to U.S. officials.

As part of the study, they have identified a newly completed structure near a solar-

panel production area near Riyadh that some experts suspect could be a undeclared 
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nuclear site.

U.S. officials said that the Saudi efforts were still in an early stage, and that 

intelligence analysts had yet to draw firm conclusions about some of the sites under 

scrutiny. Even if the kingdom has decided to pursue a military nuclear programme, 

they said, it would be years before it could have the ability to produce a single 

nuclear warhead.

Saudi officials have made no secret of their determination to keep pace with Iran, 

which has accelerated since President Donald Trump abandoned the 2015 nuclear 

deal with Tehran. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman pledged in 2018 that his 

kingdom would try to develop or acquire nuclear weapons if Iran continued its work 

toward a bomb.

Last week, the House Intelligence Committee included a provision in the Intelligence 

Budget Authorisation Bill, requiring the administration to submit a report about 

Saudi efforts since 2015 to develop a nuclear programme, a clear indication that 

the committee suspects that some undeclared nuclear activity is going on.

The report, the provision stated, should include an assessment of “the state of 

nuclear cooperation between Saudi Arabia and any other country other than the 

U.S., such as the People’s Republic of China or the Russian Federation.”

An article in The Wall Street Journal  said that Western officials were concerned about 

a different facility in Saudi Arabia, in the country’s northwest desert. The Journal said 

it was part of a programme with the Chinese to extract uranium yellowcake from 

uranium ore. That is a necessary first step in the process of obtaining uranium for 

later enrichment, either for use in a civilian nuclear reactor or, enriched to much 

higher levels, a nuclear weapon.

China’s ties with U.S. plunge further
China  slammed the U.S. for imposing “barbarous” sanctions in response to Beijing’s 

crackdown in Hong Kong, capping a dramatic week of deteriorating relations 
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between the world’s two biggest economies.

In the toughest U.S. action on Hong Kong since China imposed a sweeping new 

security law on the territory, Washington  imposed sanctions on a group of Chinese 

and Hong Kong officials — including the city’s leader Carrie Lam.

The move came after President Donald Trump’s administration forced Chinese 

Internet giants TikTok and WeChat to end all operations in the U.S., in a twin 

diplomatic-commercial offensive set to grow ahead of the U.S. presidential election 

in November.

China criticised the sanctions as “barbarous and rude”.

“The ill intentions of U.S. politicians to support people who are anti-China and 

messing up Hong Kong have been clearly revealed,” Beijing’s Liaison Office in 

Hong Kong said in a statement.

The Treasury Department announced it was freezing the U.S. assets of Chief 

Executive Carrie Lam and 10 other senior officials, including Luo Huining — the 

head of the Liaison Office.

‘Politics of suppression’

It accused the sanctioned individuals of being “directly responsible for implementing 

Beijing’s policies of suppression of freedom and democratic processes”.

The move criminalises any U.S. financial transactions with the sanctioned officials.

In a short statement, Mr. Luo said he welcomed the blacklisting. “I have done what I 

should do for the country and for Hong Kong,” he said. “I don’t have a dime’s worth 

in foreign assets.”

The Hong Kong government described the sanctions as “shameless and despicable”. 

“We will fully support the Central government to adopt countermeasures,” it said in 

a statement.

The city’s commerce secretary Edward Yau warned that the “savage and 

unreasonable” sanctions could have blowback for American businesses in Hong 

Kong.

China’s Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office said the sanctions list “rudely tramples 
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on international law” and “will be nailed to the historic pillar of shame forever.”

Facebook barred Ms. Lam and the 10 other sanctioned officials from advertising 

on the platform, with a spokesperson saying  that it had “a legal obligation to take 

action.”

Tensions spike

Beijing’s security law was imposed in late June, following last year’s huge pro-

democracy protests in Hong Kong, sending a political chill through the semi-

autonomous city.

U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said the security law violated promises made 

by China ahead of Hong Kong’s 1997 handover that the city could keep key freedoms 

and autonomy for 50 years.

“Today’s actions send a clear message that the Hong Kong authorities’ actions are 

unacceptable,” said Mr. Pompeo in a statement.

The U.S. measures come three months ahead of the November election in which 

Mr. Trump, who is behind his rival Joe Biden, is campaigning hard on an increasingly 

strident anti-Beijing message.

U.S. official lauds Taiwan’s success against virus
A U.S. Cabinet member heaped praise on Taiwan’s democracy and its success in 

battling COVID-19 as he met the island’s leader . Health Secretary Alex Azar is in 

Taipei for a three-day visit billed as the highest level visit from the United States 

since it switched diplomatic recognition from the island to China in 1979.

 morning, Mr. Azar met President Tsai Ing-wen. “Taiwan’s response to COVID-19 

has been among the most successful in the world, and that is a tribute to the open, 

transparent, democratic nature of Taiwan’s society and culture,” Mr. Azar told Ms. 

Tsai.

Ms. Tsai thanked the U.S. for supporting its bid to be part of the World Health 

Organization (WHO), a body Beijing keeps the island frozen out of.
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‘India’s fatality rate among world’s lowest’
Of the total COVID-19 active case load, 0.28% patients are on ventilators, 1.61% 

patients required ICU support and 2.32% are on oxygen support, Union Health 

Minister Harsh Vardhan said  following the 19th meeting of the Group of Ministers 

(GOM) on COVID-19.

He added that India has one of the lowest case fatality rates globally, which is also 

steadily decreasing.

Active cases

“India has conducted a record 6,42,588 COVID-19 tests in the last 24 hours. The 

active cases under medical supervision are only 33.27% or approximately one-third 

of the total positive cases. India’s case fatality rate is also progressively reducing 

and currently stands at 2.18%, one of the lowest globally,” the Minister said.

National Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) Director Sujeet K. Singh, presenting 

the global comparison on daily cases, deaths and growth rate in the top 10 countries 

with the highest case load, said the overall recovery rate for India was 64.54%.

“The highest recovery rate is being recorded by Delhi at 89.08%, followed by 

Haryana [79.82%]. Karnataka has the lowest recovery rate of 39.36%,” he said.

Reduce mortality

Dr. Singh added that efforts were being made to reduce mortality in high case-

load districts and cities as also cities showing recent upsurge like Pune, Thane, 

Bengaluru and Hyderabad, among others.

“The measures to be taken include revamping the strategy for effective management 

of containment zones through stricter perimeter control; widespread Rapid Antigen 

Tests; intensive and rapid door-to-door search; more isolation facilities for suspects/

cases; standard case management protocols along with increase in oxygen 

supported beds and ventilators and assessing true burden through planned sero-

surveys,” a release issued by the Health Ministry said.

The GoM was also apprised of the ramping up of the domestic production capacities 
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of various sectors for manufacturing PPE, masks, ventilators and drugs such as 

hydroxychloroquine (HCQ). In terms of healthcare logistics, 268.25 lakh N95 

masks, 120.40 lakh PPEs and 1,083.77 lakh HCQ tablets have been distributed 

to States/Union Territories and Central institutions.

NEP drops Mandarin from language list
The National Education Policy (NEP) has dropped Mandarin (Chinese) from its 

list of foreign languages that can be taught in schools. The language was included 

in the draft policy released in May 2019, but is missing from the final document 

approved by the Cabinet this week.

Senior officials told The Hindu that over the past year, consultations had been held 

between the Ministries of Human Resource Development and External Affairs, 

due to security concerns over teaching Mandarin to Indian students.

“A choice of foreign language(s) (e.g. French, German, Spanish, Chinese, 

Japanese) would be offered and available to interested students to choose as 

elective(s) during secondary school,” said the draft Policy document. Mandarin is 

the language most commonly spoken in China.

Over the course of a year of rising India-China tensions, that sentence was 

changed. “In addition to high quality offerings in Indian languages and English, 

foreign languages, such as Korean, Japanese, Thai, French, German, Spanish, 

Portuguese, and Russian, will also be offered at the secondary level…,” says the 

final version.

Higher Education Secretary Amit Khare played down the change, pointing out that 

it is only a set of examples, not an exhaustive list of allowed languages. Schools 

are free to offer other languages, he said.

Mandarin is not on the list of foreign languages offered at the Class X or Class 

XII level by the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE), which currently 

includes Tibetan, Thai, and Japanese, along with European languages such as 
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Russian, Spanish, French and German. Other languages may be offered by schools 

as a third language option in Classes VI to VIII.

The MEA did not respond to a query on whether it had initiated any move to drop 

Mandarin from the CBSE curriculum. However, an official aware of the conversations 

on the subject told The Hindu that the MHRD has had discussions with the MEA 

and the Indian Council for Cultural Relations over the past year and sought inputs 

on which languages were most important to retain in the curriculum. According to 

another official, there have been security concerns involving Mandarin language 

instruction in Indian institutions.

The plan for teaching Mandarin in Indian schools and Hindi language instruction 

in Chinese schools was part of an Education Exchange Programme signed by 

both countries in 2006, which was renewed by Prime Minister Modi during his visit 

to China in 2015. The plan included a Memorandum of Understanding signed in 

2012 by the then Indian Ambassador to Beijing (current External Affairs Minister) S. 

Jaishankar with Hanban, the official Chinese organisation that oversees Mandarin 

studies abroad. In 2014, the CBSE then introduced Mandarin in some schools, but 

the plan floundered due to unavailability of Chinese language teachers.

“Since 2017, the government has systematically curbed annual scholarship 

programmes with China as well,” said Jawaharlal Nehru University Professor 

Hemant Adlakha. “All countries which consider relations with China crucial and/or 

important have learning of Mandarin at all levels,” he added, citing examples of the 

U.S., Australia, Japan and South Korea that offer Chinese at school level.

India, China hold fifth round of military talks
India and China held the fifth round of Corps Commanders-level talks at Moldo on 

the Chinese side  to take forward the stalled process of disengagement on the Line 

of Actual Control (LAC). The talks were still on at the time of going to print.

The talks began around 11 a.m., a defence source said. The confirmation for the 
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meeting came from the Chinese side late  evening.

As with earlier rounds, the talks were led by Leh-based 14 Corps commander Lt. 

Gen. Harinder Singh and South Xinjiang military commander Maj. Gen. Lin Liu.

The Corps Commanders of the two sides have held four rounds of talks so far on 

June 6, 22, 30 and July 14 to de-escalate from the build-up in Galwan Valley, Gogra-

Hot Springs and the Finger area along the Pangong Tso (lake) in Ladakh sector 

along the LAC.

However, there has been no update on the situation at the strategically important 

Depsang plains.

India has demanded that status quo be restored along the unsettled boundary line. 

China had massed troops since April-May along the LAC and occupied positions in 

India’s perception of the LAC in Eastern Ladakh.

The talks on July 14 went on for 15 hours but failed to restart the disengagement 

process, despite a consensus for full disengagement and de-escalation.

, the Ministry of External Affairs said that the disengagement process of troops 

had not yet been completed. China has, however, maintained that the process is 

complete. China has been reluctant to discuss Pangong Tso, it has been learnt. 

“There is some resistance,” a second source said.

NSA-led panel meets

The high-powered China Study Group, headed by National Security Adviser (NSA) 

AjitDoval also met , and discussed the ongoing situation, a government official 

said.

The first phase of disengagement undertaken in early July remains incomplete with 

disengagement completed only at Galwan Valley and Patrolling Point (PP) 15 in 

Gogra-Hot springs area. Only limited disengagement has been undertaken at PP 

17A in Gogra-Hot Springs and it has barely begun at Pangong Tso.

Chinese troops have only moved back from the base of Finger 4, the mountain 

spur, to Finger 5 but remain to occupy the ridge lines of Finger 4 while India’s claim 

extends till Finger 8, while it has always held till Finger 4.
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Sunday’s Corps Commanders meeting follows a third round, since the stand-off 

began, of a virtual conference of the ‘Working Mechanism for Consultation and 

Coordination on India China Border Affairs’ on July 24. With a return to status quo 

of pre-May positions nowhere in sight, the Army has been preparing for extended 

deployment and stocking up for the harsh winter in the high altitude region for the 

large number of troops deployed along the LAC.

Chushul BPM cancelled

With ongoing tensions, the ceremonial Border Personnel Meeting (BPM), usually 

held at Chushul to mark the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Day on August 1, did 

not take place. The BPM was toned down and happened only in Eastern Command, 

the second source stated.
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US astronauts pack up for rare splashdown in SpaceX 
capsule
Two US astronauts about to make the first splashdown return in 45 years said Friday 

they’ll have seasick bags ready to use if needed.

SpaceX and NASA plan to bring Doug Hurley and Bob Behnken back Sunday 

afternoon in the company’s Dragon capsule, aiming for the Gulf of Mexico just off the 

Florida Panhandle. Flight controllers are keeping close watch on Hurricane Isaias, 

expected to stick to Florida’s east coast.

Hurley said if he and Behnken get sick while bobbing in the waves awaiting recovery, 

it won’t be the first time for a crew. Astronauts returning in the early 1970s from 

Skylab, NASA’s first space station, did not feel well following splashdown, Hurley 

noted.

Feeling sick “is the way it is with a water landing,” he said during the crew’s final news 

conference from the International Space Station.

This will be SpaceX’s first splashdown with astronauts on board, ending a two-month 

test flight that began May 30 at NASA’s Kennedy Space Centre the first launch of 

a crew from the US in nearly a decade. The capsule has been docked at the space 

station since May 31, allowing Hurley and Behnken to chip in with spacewalks and 

experiments.

Hurley said the emergency and other equipment has checked out well aboard Dragon, 

dubbed Endeavour. Launch and rendezvous went flawlessly, “so we expect nothing 

different for the splashdown,” he said.

Their departure leaves three on board, one American and two Russians. The Dragon 

capsule will be in the water for about an hour before it’s hauled by crane onto a 

SpaceX recovery ship. It will be another hour before the hatch is opened and the 

astronauts emerge. Flight surgeons will be among the dozens of the recovery team 

members.

The plan is for the Dragon to undock from the space station, a day before splashdown. 

The prime target is off the coast of Panama City, halfway between Tallahassee and 
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Pensacola.

“We won’t leave the space station without some good landing opportunities in front 

of us, good splashdown weather,” Behnken told reporters. “We could stay up here 

longer. There’s more chow and I know the space station programs got more work 

that we can do.”

Like launch, the ride back will be essentially automated, with the crew and flight 

controllers intervening only if necessary.

Behnken has an extra reason to bring this Dragon back in good shape. Following 

refurbishment, the capsule will fly again next spring with a crew of four including his 

wife, NASA astronaut Megan McArthur. SpaceX’s next astronaut flight is targeted 

for the end of September.

Behnken said even before his launch, they had an inkling she would be assigned to 

a SpaceX flight. NASA announced the news this week.

“And of course, I’ll have a lot of tips for her,” he said.

Hurley is married to recently retired NASA astronaut Karen Nyberg.

NASA turned to SpaceX and Boeing for US-based crew transport after the space 

shuttles retired in 2011. Russian rockets were the only way for astronauts to get to 

the space station until SpaceX became the first private company to launch humans 

into orbit two months ago. Boeing’s first crew flight isn’t expected until next year.

SpaceX with NASA crew is back home
Two NASA astronauts returned to Earth  in a dramatic, retro-style splashdown, their 

capsule parachuting into the Gulf of Mexico to finish an unprecedented test flight by 

Elon Musk’s SpaceX company.

It was the first splashdown by U.S. astronauts in 45 years, with the first commercially 

built and operated spacecraft to carry people to and from orbit. The return clears the 

way for another SpaceX crew launch as early as next month and possible tourist 

flights next year.
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Test pilots Doug Hurley and Bob Behnken returned to earth in their SpaceX Dragon 

capsule named Endeavour, less than a day after departing the International Space 

Station and two months after blasting off from Florida. The capsule parachuted into 

the calm gulf waters about 40 miles off the coast of Pensacola.

“Welcome back to planet Earth and thanks for flying SpaceX,” said Mission Control 

from SpaceX headquarters. After medical checkups, the astronauts were flown to 

Houston.

Mr. Musk had rushed to Houston from SpaceX headquarters in Hawthorne, California, 

to welcome them. He was clearly moved — and relieved — while addressing the 

group. “I’m not very religious, but I prayed for this one,” he said.

The Coast Guard in Pensacola said it had deployed two vessels to keep the public 

at least 10 miles away from the capsule.

Mr. Trump and Vice-President Mike Pence, who both attended the launch, 

congratulated the SpaceX and NASA teams.

“Great to have NASA Astronauts return to Earth after very successful two month 

mission. Thank you to all!” U.S. President Donald Trump tweeted.

The last time NASA astronauts returned from space to water was on July 24, 1975, 

in the Pacific, the scene of most splashdowns, to end a joint U.S.-Soviet mission 

known as Apollo-Soyuz. The Mercury and Gemini crews in the early to mid-1960s 

parachuted into the Atlantic, while most of the later Apollo capsules hit the Pacific. 

The lone Russian “splashdown” was in 1976 on a partially frozen lake amid a blizzard 

following an aborted mission; the harrowing recovery took hours.

Mysterious tail-like cloud forms over volcano on Mars
A weird-looking, extremely elongated white cloud is back as it has been spotted 

after almost two years over an extinct Martian volcano, Arsia Mons which is located 

just a bit south of the Martian equator. The scientists were waiting for this rather 

periodical event with European Space Agency’s (ESA) Mars Express orbiter.
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The scientists have named it the cloud as Arsia Mons Elongated Cloud (AMEC). 

As per ESA, the tail-like cloud made of water ice can be as long as 1,800 km. It 

is formed when local winds interact with the topography in a certain way and not 

because of the volcano it forms over.

“We have been investigating this intriguing phenomenon and were expecting to see 

such a cloud form around now,” Jorge Hernandez-Bernal, a PhD candidate at the 

University of the Basque Country in Spain and the lead author of the ongoing study, 

said in a statement released by the ESA, which runs the spacecraft.

“This elongated cloud forms every Martian year during this season around the 

southern solstice, and repeats for 80 days or even more,” Hernandez-Bernal said. 

“However, we don’t know yet if the clouds are always quite this impressive.”

The fascinating phenomenon doesn’t just disappear all of a sudden but gradually 

fades in a few hours in the morning only to return the next day. Due to the cloud’s 

tendency to fade, scientists find it hard to study. However, Mars Express’ Visual 

Monitoring camera makes it possible to get a photograph of the planet in a single 

frame instead of a combination of photos strung together. This is possible because 

Mars Express spacecraft has a highly elliptical which helps it get a wide field of 

view.

Scientists aim to study AMEC’s forming patterns and its history. Currently, according 

to the two appearances of the bizarre-looking clouds, the scientists know that it forms 

over Mars’ when the days are shortest in the Northern hemisphere and shortest in 

the Southern hemisphere.

Astronauts: SpaceX Dragon capsule ‘came alive’ on 
descent
The astronauts on SpaceX’s first crew flight said Tuesday that their Dragon capsule 

came alive and sounded like a beast as it descended through the atmosphere to a 

smooth splashdown in the Gulf of Mexico.
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Two days after returning from the International Space Station, NASA’s Bob Behnken 

described in vivid detail their wild ride home. SpaceX had provided Behnken and 

Doug Hurley video and audio of previous splashdowns, so they wouldn’t be startled 

during the test flight.

Once we descended a little bit into the atmosphere, the Dragon really, it came alive, 

Behnken said from NASA’s Johnson Space Center in Houston.

The thrusters that keep the capsule on track were firing almost continuously, he 

said.

It doesn’t sound like a machine, it sounds like an animal coming through the 

atmosphere, with all the puffs that are happening from the thrusters and the 

atmospheric noise, Behnken said.

When the trunk of the capsule fell away as planned and again when the parachutes 

jerked open, Behnken said it felt like getting hit in the back of a chair with a baseball 

bat, just a crack. The astronauts encountered 4.2 Gs or 4.2 times the force of Earth’s 

gravity as they descended.

Hurley said he’s almost kind of speechless at how well the capsule performed and 

how well the two-month mission went.

SpaceX became the first private company to send astronauts into orbit with the May 

30 liftoff from NASA’s Kennedy Space Center, ending a nine-year launch drought 

from home soil for NASA astronauts. NASA had been relying solely on Russia to 

ferry astronauts to the space station since the retirement of the shuttles in 2011.

One of the things that we’re most proud of is bringing launch capability back to the 

Florida coast, back to America, and of course, landing safely at the end of all of that, 

Behnken said.

It was the first splashdown for NASA astronauts in 45 years. Russian capsules 

launch from Kazakhstan and return there, too on land.

The biggest surprise came right after Sunday afternoon’s splashdown, when close 

to two dozen pleasure boats rushed toward the capsule, bobbing not quite 40 miles 

(64 kilometers) off the coast of Pensacola, Florida.
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Two Coast Guard vessels stayed the required 10 miles (16 kilometers) away, but 

their requests for the public to stay away were ignored, putting themselves, the 

astronauts and the recovery team at risk, officials noted.

Hurley said the capsule’s windows were scorched from reentry and so neither he 

nor Behnken could see the other flotilla that was out there. We certainly appreciate 

the folks wanting to participate in the event, but there are some safety aspects … 

we’ll have to take a look at because it just can’t happen (again) like it did before,” 

Hurley said.

The opening of the hatch was delayed because of traces of escaping rocket fuel 

fumes toxic to breathe around the capsule.

Just a word to the wise for folks who have ideas of coming that close again in the 

future,” Behnken said. “We take extreme precautions to make sure it is safe and we 

do that for a reason.

As they waited for the hatch to open, the astronauts tested the on-board satellite 

phone, putting in a call to SpaceX’s control center, which promptly said standby and 

left them hanging. So then they called the NASA flight director as well as their wives 

in Houston.

NASA requested the test after an astronaut whose Russian launch was aborted 

in 2018 ended up with incorrect or missing numbers on the crew’s sat phone, 

according to Hurley.

Behnken said it’s his turn now to support his wife, NASA astronaut Megan McArthur, 

who will fly on the same Dragon next spring once it’s refurbished.

They had promised their 6-year-old son, Theo, a dog once this test flight ended. 

The puppy will be arriving in about two weeks, he said, once Theo understands how 

much work is required.

India rejects China’s UNSC move on Kashmir
A day after China prompted the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to discuss 
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the Kashmir issue in a closed-door meeting, India “firmly” rejected the Chinese 

initiative and reiterated that Kashmir is a domestic issue. Veteran diplomats 

demanded that South Block launch a campaign to remove Kashmir from the agenda 

of the council.

“As on previous occasions, this attempt too met with little support from the 

international community. We firmly reject China’s interference in our internal affairs 

and urge it to draw proper conclusions from such infructuous attempts,” the External 

Affairs Ministry said in a press statement.

The Chinese move came on the first anniversary of the dilution of Article 370, which 

led to the creation of the Union Territories of Jammu & Kashmir and Ladakh and 

ended the special status for the region. China initiated a similar move on August 16 

last year when it revived “The India-Pakistan Question” at the UNSC. The issue had 

not been taken up at the council since it last figured in the world body before the 

India-Pakistan war of 1971. The meeting had failed to generate a common statement 

or a consensus on the matter.

China attempted a similar move in January this year as well, but it did not attract 

sufficient support from the UNSC members. The frequency of such attempts by 

China has prompted diplomats to highlight the unequal nature of the UN organ, 

where the agenda is set by the permanent members (P5) of the UNSC.

‘Pakistani bid’

Following Wednesday’s development at the UNSC, India’s Permanent Representative 

at the U.N., T.S. Tirumurti, described the move as an “attempt by Pakistan” that 

failed.

“In today’s meeting of U.N. Security Council, which was closed, informal, not 

recorded and without any outcome, almost all countries underlined that Jammu 

and Kashmir was bilateral issue and did not deserve the time and attention of the 

council,” he said.
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Why this exoplanet’s discovery using radio waves matters so 
much?
Astronomers around the world have been in the hunt for planets, stars, and galaxies 

which are light years away from us, searching for a sign of life. However, in a first, 

scientists have been able to discover an exoplanet and a wobbly Star using just 

radio waves. In this method, scientists detect an exoplanet via auroras formed on it 

by the interaction of the star and a strong magnetic field around a planetary body. 

This technique was revealed earlier this year when scientists were searching for 

exoplanets orbiting around dwarf stars which can have signs of life on it.

“Our method complements the radial velocity method, which is more sensitive to 

planets orbiting in close orbits, while ours is more sensitive to massive planets in 

orbits further away from the star,” said astrophysicist Gisela Ortiz-Leon of the Max 

Planck Institute for Radio Astronomy in Germany.

“Indeed, these other techniques have found only a few planets with characteristics 

such as planet mass, orbital size, and host star mass, similar to the planet we found. 

We believe that the VLBA, and the astrometry technique in general, could reveal 

many more similar planets.”

The mass of the newly discovered planet is similar to that of Saturn’s. The dwarf star 

that it orbits is not a large one. The exoplanet is located about 35 light-years away.

How was it detected?

A unique approach was taken by the scientists in this discovery as they were able to 

track the ‘snake wiggle’ of a movement of the cool dwarf star through the Milky Way 

with the help of a radio telescope.

What are exoplanets?

An exoplanet is a planet that orbits a star outside the solar system. These exoplanets 

are hard to detect because they are hidden by the bright glare of the stars they orbit 

around. One of the key features of the exoplanet is that its orbit is wobbly because the 

gravitational of the star is not at its centre which makes the phenomenon possible.

So far, over 4,000 exoplanets have been discovered by astronomers. But, the recent 
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discovery may answer several questions as the previous ones were too difficult to 

detect.

Gaganyaan: Indian astronauts’ training on track, says Russia 
space agency
The four Indian astronauts training in Russia for the Gaganyaan project – India’s 

first manned space mission — are doing well and are “determined to continue with 

their training”, Russian space corporation ROSCOSMOS said in a statement.

The training of the four astronauts at the Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center (GCTC), 

which started in February but was put on hold due to the Covid-19 pandemic, had 

resumed in May. They are “following the courses of the general space training 

programme and of the systems of the Soyuz MS crewed spacecraft” and are 

scheduled to complete their training by the first quarter of 2021, the statement 

said.

ROSCOSMOS said that till now, the “Indian cosmonauts have completed training 

on crew actions in the event of an abnormal descent module landing” on various 

surfaces. The statement said that the training for landing in “wooded and marshy 

areas in winter” was completed in February, and for landing on “the water surface” 

was completed in June. In July, the four astronauts also completed the abnormal 

descent module landing “in the steppe in summer”.

In June “the Indian astronauts-elect passed training in short-term weightlessness 

mode aboard the IL-76MDK special laboratory aircraft, and in July, they were trained 

to lift aboard a helicopter while evacuating from the descent module landing point,” 

the statement said.

The Human Spaceflight Centre of the Indian Space Research Organisation had 

signed a contract with Gavkosmos, a subsidiary of ROSCOSMOS in June 2019 for 

the Indian candidates’ training for a spaceflight. The entire training and preparation 

process will happen in Russia and will include a “number of courses necessary for 
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prospective Indian cosmonauts”.

According to the ROSCOSMOS, “regular courses comprise medical and 

physical training, learning Russian (as one of the main international languages of 

communication in space), and studying the configuration, structure and systems of 

the Soyuz crewed spacecraft”.

Further, it also includes training “in a centrifuge and in a hyperbaric chamber to 

prepare their organisms for sustaining spaceflight factors, such as G-force, hypoxia 

and pressure drops”. These trainings, ROSCOSMOS said, “are to be held in the 

near future”.

“All of the Indian cosmonauts are in good health and are determined to continue 

their training,” the statement said.

Hubble used Moon as Earth’s mirror during lunar eclipse, 
may help finding Earth-like planets
Astronomers took advantage of the total lunar eclipse using National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration’s (NASA) Hubble Space Telescope to study Earth. With 

the help of Hubble, astronomers did not look at the Earth directly but used the Moon 

as a mirror to reflect sunlight. During this event, the sunlight that passed through 

Earth’s atmosphere was reflected back to the Hubble. This was first of its kind event 

as astronomers were able to capture a total lunar eclipse that was captured at 

ultraviolet wavelengths and from a space telescope.

This is considered as a stepping stone towards scientists studying exoplanets in the 

future as they will look for biosignatures around these planets which revolve outside 

the orbit of a dwarf star. This, in turn, will help astrobiologists to find signs of life on 

these exoplanets and the chemicals their atmosphere may contain. These planets 

are potentially habitable planets as they can protect themselves from their Sun’s 

ultraviolet radiation.

How will this help finding Earth-like planets?
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“Finding ozone is significant because it is a photochemical byproduct of molecular 

oxygen, which is itself a byproduct of life,” explained Allison Youngblood of the 

Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics in Boulder, Colorado, lead researcher 

of Hubble’s observations.

 “One of NASA’s major goals is to identify planets that could support life,” Youngblood 

said. “But how would we know a habitable or an uninhabited planet if we saw 

one? What would they look like with the techniques that astronomers have at their 

disposal for characterizing the atmospheres of exoplanets? That’s why it’s important 

to develop models of Earth’s spectrum as a template for categorizing atmospheres 

on extrasolar planets.”

What is the Hubble Space telescope?

As the name suggests, Hubble is a space telescope that was launched into low earth 

orbit in 1990. It is one of the largest space telescopes which is aimed at helping 

astronomers gain vital information. It captures extremely high-resolution images with 

substantially lower background light when compared to ordinary telescopes.

NASA releases weird-looking shape of our solar system
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) scientists have developed a 

new prediction about the shape of the bubble that surrounds our solar system. This 

has been made possible after the data collected from a model that was developed 

using various NASA missions.

Earlier, scientists thought that the shape of our heliosphere that travels through 

space as it orbits around the centre of the galaxy is similar to that of a comet with a 

round leading edge with a long tail trailing behind.

The scientists have not been able to figure out the shape of our solar system’s 

heliosphere because its closest edge is more than ten billion miles from Earth. With 

the help of two Voyager spacecraft, they have been able to measure this region.

To study our boundary to the interstellar space, astronomers have been capturing 
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and observing particles flying toward our planet. Galactic cosmic rays, the charged 

particles that come from different parts of the galaxy along with existing ones help 

scientists study the boundary of our galaxy as they travel out towards the heliosphere 

and are bounced back by a series of electromagnetic processes. Under NASA’s 

Interstellar Boundary Explorer (IBEX), scientists use these particles as radar to 

know our boundary to the interstellar space.

“There are two fluids mixed together. You have one component that is very cold and 

one component that is much hotter, the pick-up ions,” said Opher, a professor of 

astronomy at Boston University. “If you have some cold fluid and hot fluid, and you 

put them in space, they won’t mix — they will evolve mostly separately. What we did 

was separate these two components of the solar wind and model the resulting 3D 

shape of the heliosphere.”

“Because the pick-up ions dominate the thermodynamics, everything is very 

spherical. But because they leave the system very quickly beyond the termination 

shock, the whole heliosphere deflates,” said Opher.

What is heliosphere?

Heliosphere acts like a shield to our solar system that guards us against the rest 

of the galaxy from particles shot after a supernova (a powerful and luminous stellar 

explosion). However, it can’t absorb all of the radiations and lets a quarter of these 

galactic rays into our solar system.

The particles that break through our heliosphere are still dangerous but our planet 

is protected by its magnetic field and atmosphere. That’s why there is a need to 

understand our heliosphere which will be a major breakthrough in future space 

exploration.

This massive sunspot turning towards Earth can be bad 
news
If you think the year 2020 is through with its share of bad news, there is a massive 
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sunspot on the Sun that will be turning towards our planet which could result in major 

strong flares. According to a report by spaceweather.com, the sunspot AR2770, 

which was deducted earlier this week is expected to grow in size. Few minor space 

flares have been emitted by this particular sunspot already which has not caused 

anything major other than “minor waves of ionization to ripple through Earth’s upper 

atmosphere”.

However, if this sunspot which can be up to 50,000 kilometres in diameter may release 

a huge amount of energy which in turn will lead to solar flares. These eruptions may 

lead to solar flares and storms. This phenomenon is called Coronal Mass Ejections 

(CME). These flares can have a major effect on affect radio communications, Global 

Positioning Systems (GPS) connectivity, power grids, and satellites.

According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the 

CMEs can result in “fluctuations of electrical currents in space and energize electrons 

and protons trapped in Earth’s varying magnetic field”. Solar flares caused by these 

CMEs can also trigger intense light in the sky, called auroras.

What is a sunspot?

A sunspot is a dark area on the sun that appears dark on the surface and relatively 

cooler than the other parts. These sunspots have electrically charged gases that 

generate areas of powerful magnetic forces. The gases on our sun are constantly 

moving which causes irregularities in this ‘magnetic field’. These activities are also 

called ‘solar activity’. The levels of solar activity don’t remain the same and differ 

from one solar cycle to another.

What is a solar flare?

Solar flares are the result of changes in magnetic fields on the sunspots that cause 

a huge explosion. These solar flares are often released into space and its radiation 

can disrupt with earth’s radio communications. The solar flares explosion’s energy 

can be equivalent to a trillion ‘Little boy’ atomic bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki in 1945.

Recently, scientists developed a new model that can successfully predict seven of 
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the Sun’s biggest flares from the last solar cycle, out of a set of nine with the help of 

NASA’s Solar Dynamics Observatory

Perseid Meteor Shower: How to watch the brightest Meteor 
Shower in Indian sky
It is a good time for sky gazers as the Perseid meteor shower is making its way with 

NEOWSIE comet fading upon its exit from our solar system. This celestial show is a 

result of the debris left behind by Comet Swift-Tuttle. The late-summer temperatures 

and high rates make it one of the best meteor showers of the year.

However, there will be a substantial decrease in the number of meteors visible per 

hour because it clashes with the moon phase in its last quarter. The meteor count 

during the stunning celestial event of the year can go down from 60 per hour to a 

mere 16 to 20 meteors per hour.

When to look to the skies?

In India, sky gazers may witness the Perseid meteor shower starting August 11 or 

August 12. The visibility of the meteor shower is high late in the night from 2 AM to 

dawn. The frequency of the meteors will be one meteor per two minutes despite the 

moon’s brightness affecting the peak viewing window.

How to watch the live stream?

On the other hand, if clouds play spoilsport and block your view of the meteor shower, 

you can catch the live broadcast of the meteor shower from a camera at NASA’s 

Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville, Alabama, will be available on the NASA 

Meteor Watch Facebook starting around 6:30 AM IST on August 11 and continuing 

until sunrise in Alabama on August 12. However, the feed is subject to the weather 

in Alabama as well.

Picking the right setting to witness a meteor shower

To observe the fascinating celestial event, you have to pick a spot away from bright 

lights, get comfortable, lay on your back, and look towards the sky. You don’t need 
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any kind of special equipment or towards a particular direction to watch the meteor 

showers as most of the time they can be seen all over the sky. Also, try to stay away 

from your smartphones during this period as it will help your eyes to adjust to the 

dark and notice the meteors.

NASA’s Insight lander helps uncover what’s beneath Mars’ 
surface
The Rice University seismologists have made a major breakthrough using NASA’s 

InSight Lander on Mars. They have made the first direct measurements of three 

subsurface boundaries from the crust to the core of the Mars.

“Ultimately it may help us understand planetary formation,” said Alan Levander, co-

author of a study published this week in Geophysical Research Letters. There have 

been others who have calculated the thickness of the Red Planet and the depth 

of its core. However, Levander feels that the direct measurements recorded using 

InSight’s data can be used in models which will result in an improvement.

“In the absence of plate tectonics on Mars, its early history is mostly preserved 

compared with Earth,” co-author Sizhuang Deng said in the statement. “The depth 

estimates of Martian seismic boundaries can provide indications to better understand 

its past as well as the formation and evolution of terrestrial planets in general.”

The InSight lander’s main objective has been to listen to the faint rumblings 

inside our neighbouring planet. This is only possible because of the dome-shaped 

seismometer on the robotic lander that touched down on Mars in November 2018. 

These faint rumblings can be compared to how a doctor listens to a patient’s 

heartbeat using a stethoscope.

The data recorded on InSight’s seismometer is from February to September 2019 

which includes more than 170 vibrations from seismic waves which can be caused 

by meteor strikes or marsquakes (like an earthquake).

Here are the three boundaries that were found within the inner structure of Mars –
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# Located 22 miles beneath the surface, a divide between the crust and the mantle 

which is “a transition within the mantle from an area where magnesium iron silicates 

form a mineral called olivine to one where they form wadsleyite”.

# The second one was found between 690 miles and 727 miles beneath the surface 

of Mars.

# The third one was found between 945 miles and 994 miles beneath the surface 

which is a divide between the mantle and core.

 “The traditional way to investigate structures beneath Earth is to analyze earthquake 

signals using dense networks of seismic stations,” Deng said in the statement. 

“Mars is much less tectonically active, which means it will have far fewer marsquake 

events compared with Earth. Moreover, with only one seismic station on Mars, we 

cannot employ methods that rely on seismic networks.”

NASA data suggests ocean of ‘salty water’ on dwarf planet 
Ceres
The largest celestial object in the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, Ceres is 

said to have salty water underground. The scientists have given Ceres the status of 

an “ocean world” as it has a big reservoir of salty water underneath its frigid surface. 

This has led to an increased interest of scientists that the dwarf planet was maybe 

habitable or has the potential to be.

This new understanding of the dwarf planet, Ceres has been made possible because 

of the data collected by NASA’s Dawn spacecraft when it flew just 35 km over the 

surface of Ceres in 2018.

“This elevates Ceres to ‘ocean world’ status, noting that this category does not require 

the ocean to be global,” said planetary scientist and Dawn principal investigator 

Carol Raymond. “In the case of Ceres, we know the liquid reservoir is regional scale 

but we cannot tell for sure that it is global. However, what matters most is that there 

is liquid on a large scale.”
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Ceres has a diameter of about 950 km, which is more than one-fourth of Earth’s 

moon. The main focus of the scientists was the 92 km wide crater named Occator 

located in Ceres’ northern hemisphere. This crater is said to have formed by an 

impact approximately 22 million years ago.

The scientists came to the conclusion that the salty water originated in a brine 

reservoir spread hundreds of miles and about 40 km beneath the surface. The salty 

water was discovered because of the cracks created to form the crater.

“There is major interest at this stage,” said planetary scientist Julie Castillo of NASA’s 

Jet Propulsion Laboratory, “in quantifying the habitability potential of the deep brine 

reservoir, especially considering it is cold and getting quite rich in salts.”

On the other hand, Ceres is not the only celestial body in our solar system where 

subsurface oceans are known to exist. Jupiter’s moon Europa, Saturn’s moon 

Enceladus, Neptune’s moon Triton, and the dwarf planet Pluto are also on the list. 

However, every time the existence of water is confirmed on a celestial object, it 

gives scientists a new ray of hope and means to understand the history of our solar 

system.

Vaccine forms strong immunity, says Putin
Russian President Vladimir Putin said  the ‘Sputnik V’ vaccine for COVID-19 which 

has got regulatory approval is safe and effective.

“I know that it works quite effectively, forms strong immunity, and I repeat, it has 

passed all the necessary checks,” Mr. Putin told a government meeting.

The vaccine is administered in two doses and consists of two serotypes of a human 

adenovirus, each carrying an S-antigen of the new coronavirus, which enter human 

cells and produce an immune response.

The platform used for the vaccine was developed by Russian scientists over two 

decades and had formed the basis for several vaccines in the past, including those 

against Ebola.
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Authorities hope it will allow the Russian economy, which has been battered by 

fallout from the virus, to return to full capacity.

Kirill Dmitriev, head of Russia’s sovereign wealth fund, said Russia had already 

received foreign requests for 1 billion doses. He said the vaccine also expected to 

be produced in Brazil.

Mr. Dmitriev said clinical trials were expected to start soon in the United Arab Emirates 

and the Philippines. Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has said he is willing to 

participate personally.

The approval by the Health Ministry comes before the start of a larger trial involving 

thousands of participants, commonly known as a Phase III trial.

Such trials, which require a certain proportion of participants to catch the virus to 

observe the vaccine’s effect, are normally considered essential precursors for a 

vaccine to receive regulatory approval.

The Moscow-based Association of Clinical Trials Organizations (ACTO), a trade body 

representing the world’s top drugmakers in Russia, this week urged the Ministry to 

postpone approval until that final trial had been successfully completed.

In a letter to the Ministry, it said there were high risks associated with registering a 

drug before that happened.

“It is during this phase that the main evidence of a vaccine’s efficacy is collected, 

as well as information on adverse reactions that could appear in certain groups of 

patients: people with weakened immunity, people with concomitant diseases and so 

forth,” it said.

Some international experts have also questioned the speed at which Russia approved 

its vaccine.

“Normally you need a large number of people to be tested before you approve a 

vaccine,” said Peter Kremsner from the University Hospital in Tuebingen, Germany, 

currently testing CureVac’s COVID-19 vaccine in clinical trials.
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NASA releases map showing the impact of Beirut blast
National Aeronautics Space Administration (NASA) has released a map that shows 

the likely extent of the high scale damage caused by the explosion in Lebanon’s 

capital city Beirut on August 4 which claimed the lives of more than 170 people.

The satellite-derived aperture radar data collected by the Advanced Rapid Imaging 

and Analysis (ARIA) team of the American space agency, in collaboration with the 

Earth Observatory of Singapore, was used to produce the map.

“Maps like this one can help identify badly damaged areas where people may need 

assistance. The explosion occurred near the city’s port. It claimed more than 150 

lives and is estimated to have caused billions of dollars’ worth of damage,” NASA 

said in a statement.

The clearly visible red pixels on the map represent the area that was near the port of 

Beirut and faced the brunt of the explosion. Areas that are coloured orange suffered 

less severe damage whereas the ones in yellow endured lesser damage. Each pixel 

visible on the map represents 30 meters.

The unfortunate destruction caused by the blast was also captured in several satellite 

photos. The SkySat imagery also shows the changes on the ground surface from 

before and after the blast, similar to that of a natural calamity such as earthquakes.

The space technology Maxar based in California also showed the shocking images 

before and after the blast caused by 2700 tonnes of ammonium nitrate stored for six 

years in a warehouse in the port.

According to a few reports, the magnitude of the explosion was so high that its 

vibrations were felt around 240km away in Cyprus. The videos of blasts shocked the 

world as they showed the impact of it from a great distance as well. The loud thud of 

the blast pushed people back, shattered windows and even badly affected the cars 

that were running on the nearby highway.

Lakshadweep corals could offer vital answers about Indian 
monsoon: Study
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Coral reefs growing along the Lakshadweep islands and Maldives could offer some 

key answers to the Indian summer monsoon variabilities that occurred in the recent 

centuries.

As like tree rings used commonly to determine the information on the past climate, 

bands growing on the coral surface reveal about the paleoclimatic conditions, 

rainfall, ambient water temperatures and similar aspects from the past.

A recent study from Pune-based Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology (IITM) has 

stated that corals found in the North Indian Ocean had potential to provide new 

insights into the onset and withdrawal of the Indian monsoon until a few hundred 

years ago.

Sea Surface Temperature (SST) is one of the many vital factors that governs the 

Indian monsoon. In this sense, SST regulates the moisture production in the sea and 

affects the wind circulation pattern causing rainfall during the monsoon season.

Scientists say that in most oceans around the world, the salinity of the sea water 

increases with an increase in SST. That is, warmer conditions lead to a higher rate 

of evaporation of seawater, thus leaving behind larger concentrations of salt in the 

sea. This is commonly observed during summers. But, in case of waters over the 

North Indian Ocean, especially in the Lakshadweep Sea, there was a departure in 

this trend.

“Soon after the monsoon onset in June, the sea begins to automatically cool. This 

cooling was a coupled effect of the monsoon circulation and the supply of low saline 

water flowing from the Bay of Bengal into the southeastern regions of the Arabian 

Sea,” said Supriyo Chakraborty, senior IITM scientist whose work was recently 

published in Current Science.

Due to these characteristic features, corals growing in the Lakshadweep regions 

enjoy favourable conditions in order to record the sea surface conditions better than 

their counterparts growing in the Andaman islands region, he said.

Researchers also made use of oxygen isotope measurements, which indicate the 

extent of bleaching experienced by corals due to environmental stress.
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Normally, corals live anywhere between 300 to 400 years, and the bands growing on 

their surface suggest their lifespan.

Some earlier studies on the coral band width had traced links to the rainfall recorded 

over the Western Ghats.

Climate change is posing a serious threat to the survival of corals, which are now 

considered endangered species.

“Without any corrective measures, acidification of the ocean surface could push the 

corals to eventually get dissolved in the seawater over a period of time,” Chakraborty 

said.

‘Data on Russia vaccine not transparent’
Washington’s health chief  expressed scepticism about Russia’s claim of developing 

the world’s first safe COVID-19 vaccine, pointing to the lack of data from its trials.

Moscow said  that its vaccine offered “sustainable immunity” against the virus, but 

scientists have previously raised concerns about the development speed of Russian 

treatments, suggesting that researchers were cutting corners.

U.S. Health Secretary Alex Azar echoed those concerns  as he wrapped up a three-

day visit to Taiwan. “It’s important that we provide safe, effective vaccines and that 

the data be transparent... This is not a race to be first,” he told reporters.

“I should note that two of the six U.S. vaccines that we’ve invested in entered the 

phase three clinical trials weeks ago that the Russian vaccine is now only beginning,” 

he added.

“The data from the initial trials in Russia have not been disclosed, it’s not 

transparent.”

Russian President Vladimir Putin said the vaccine was safe, and that one of his 

daughters had received a dose.

‘Selling EVs sans battery compromises warranty’
Mahindra Electric, a market leader in battery powered electric vehicles (EVs), has 
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questioned the Centre’s decision to allow the sale and registration of EVs without 

batteries and said the move would end up compromising the warranty that EV 

manufacturers provide.

“No country in the world allows registration of EVs without battery,” said Mahesh 

Babu, MD and CEO, Mahindra Electric. “We will explain to the government that this 

notification has caused confusion.”

The Centre’s move is aimed at cutting the cost of electric two- and three-wheelers 

since batteries account for about 30-40% of the vehicle’s cost.

“Up to sales, the OEM is responsible for the safety of the vehicle. A vehicle is tested, 

manufactured and sold as an integrated vehicle and the OEM is responsible for the 

warranty,” he said. .

“This move has not been thought through and the industry has not been consulted,” 

Mr. Babu added.

‘Adopting flexibility’

However, Jeetender Sharma, founder of electric two-wheeler maker Okinawa, said, 

“It is motivating to see the government working towards accelerating adoption of 

electric mobility.

“The policy widens the scope for manufacturers and buyers both. We are swiftly 

adopting the much-needed flexibility and comfort in the EV ecosystem.”

Indian scientists develop sustainable process for making 
brick-like structures on Moon
A team of researchers from the Indian Institute of Science (IISc) and the Indian Space 

Research Organisation (ISRO) has developed a sustainable process for making 

brick-like structures on the moon, according to IISc.

It exploits lunar soil, and uses bacteria and guar beans to consolidate the soil into 

possible load-bearing structures, Bengaluru-based IISc said in a statement.

“These space bricks could eventually be used to assemble structures for habitation 
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on the moons surface, the researchers suggest,” it said.

“It is really exciting because it brings two different fields biology and mechanical 

engineering together,” says Aloke Kumar, Assistant Professor in the Department of 

Mechanical Engineering, IISc, one of the authors of two studies recently published 

in ‘Ceramics International’and’PLOS One’.

Space explorationhas grown exponentially in the last century.

With Earth’s resources dwindling rapidly, scientists have only intensified their efforts 

to inhabit the moon and possibly other planets.

The cost of sending one pound of material to outer space isaboutRs 7.5 lakh, 

according to the statement.

The process developed by the IISc and ISRO team uses urea which can be sourced 

from human urine and lunar soil as raw materials for construction on the moon’s 

surface, it said.

This decreases the overall expenditure considerably.

The process also has a lower carbon footprint because it uses guar gum instead of 

cement for support.

This could also be exploited to make sustainable bricks on Earth, it was stated.

Some micro-organisms can produce minerals through metabolic pathways.

One such bacterium, called’Sporosarcina pasteurii produces calcium carbonate 

crystals through a metabolic pathway called the ureolytic cycle: it uses urea and 

calcium to form these crystals as byproducts of the pathway.

“Living organisms have been involved in such mineral precipitation since the dawn 

of the Cambrian period, and modern science has now found a use for them,” says 

Kumar.

To exploit this ability, Kumar and colleagues at IISc teamed up with ISRO scientists 

Arjun Dey and I Venugopal.

They first mixed the bacteria with a simulant of lunar soil.Then, they added the 

required urea and calcium sources along with gum extracted from locally-sourced guar 

beans.
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The guar gum was added to increase the strength of the material by serving as a 

scaffold for carbonate precipitation.

The final product obtained after a few days of incubation was found to possess 

significant strength and machinability, the statement said.

“Our material could be fabricated into any freeform shape using a simple lathe.

This is advantageous because this completely circumvents the need for specialised 

moulds a common problem when trying to make a variety of shapes by casting.

This capability could also be exploited to make intricate interlocking structures for 

construction on the moon, without the need for additional fastening mechanisms,” 

explains Koushik Viswanathan, Assistant Professor in the Department of Mechanical 

Engineering, IISc, another author.

ThePLOSOnestudy, conceived by Rashmi Dikshit, a DBT-BioCARe Fellow at IISc, 

also investigated the use of other locally available soil bacteria in the place of’S.

pasteurii’.

After testing different soil samples in Bengaluru, the researchers found an ideal 

candidate with similar properties:’Bacillus velezensis’.

Just a vial of’S.pasteurii’ can cost Rs 50,000;’B. velezensis’ on the other hand, is 

about ten times less expensive, the researchers say.

“We have quite a distance to go before we look at extra-terrestrial habitats.Our 

next step is to make larger bricks with a more automated and parallel production 

process,” says Kumar.

“Simultaneously, we would also like to further enhance the strength of these bricks and 

test them under varied loading conditions like impacts and possibly moonquakes.”

NASA releases some stunning pictures of the Mars: Take a 
look here
NASA has shared close up images of Mars, taken by its Mars Reconnaissance 

Orbiter launched 15 years ago, on Twitter. The Orbiter was launched to study the 
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planet’s thin atmosphere, its temperatures, underground activity, mineral capacity 

and more. It is able to conduct all of this research using all of the instruments on 

board.

Since the launch, the orbiter has become famous for all the stunning images it 

takes and shares of the Red Planet. It captures these images using three cameras: 

The Mars Color Imager (MARCI) with a fisheye lens with which a daily global view 

feed is generated. The Context Camera (CTX) provides black-and-white terrain 

shots with a range of 19 miles. All the images taken by MARCI and CTX provide 

context for the tightly focused images provided by the High-Resolution Imaging 

Science Experiment (HiRISE).

The HiRISE camera aboard the orbiter can zoom in on the planet and can take 

detailed colour images of the surface. Since its launch, it has taken multiple images 

of tumbling avalanches, skyscraping dust devils and other features of a changing 

landscape.

Apart from the surface images, the orbiter has also sent back images of other NASA 

equipment on the planet like the Curiosity and Opportunity rovers. It has also flipped 

itself around to take images of the Earth and Phobos, one of Mars‘ two moons.

To date, the HiRISE camera has taken 68,82,204 images filling up 194 terabytes of 

data. The orbiter and all of the data it sends back to Earth is managed by NASA’s 

Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Southern California.

NASA in partnership with the University of Arizona allows people to pitch in on 

places where HiRISE should next photograph Mars. It also lets them take a look at 

the targets created by other people inside of a large database consisting of all past 

images taken by HiRISE. To access this, people are required to make an account 

on uahirise.org.

Astronomers spot a Milky Way look-alike galaxy 12 billion 
light -years away
Astronomers have made a major breakthrough as they have discovered the most 
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distant look-alike galaxy of our Milky Way. The discovery was done with the help of 

Atacama Large Millimeter Array (ALMA Radio Telescope) located in the Atacama 

Desert of northern Chile. The extremely distant galaxy called SPT0418-47 is 12 

billion light-years away from us. This means that the Milky Way galaxy look-alike 

that astronomers spotted was like this 12 billion years ago. On the other hand, the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) believes that our universe 

is around 13 billion years – give or take a few billion which makes the discovery 

more fascinating.

Two similar features

Astronomers were surprised to see SPT0418-47 have two similar features as our 

galaxy. They did not expect it to be organised enough to have disks and bulges. 

Instead, they expected it to have “turbulent and unstable” features. The SPT0418-

47 has a rotating flat disk similar to our galaxy and a galactic bulge which shows a 

large group of stars in close proximity towards the centre.

“This unexpected discovery challenges our understanding of how galaxies form, 

giving new insights into the past of our universe,” the statement said.

The research led by Francesca Rizzo of the Max Planck Institute for Astrophysics in 

Germany also explained why it is considered a big breakthrough. Rizzo’s research 

was published in a peer-reviewed journal Nature on August 12, 2020.

“This result represents a breakthrough in the field of galaxy formation, showing that 

the structures that we observe in nearby spiral galaxies and in our Milky Way were 

already in place 12 billion years ago,” Rizzo said.

The astronomers also believe that studying distant galaxies like SPT0418-47 will 

help them find answers to how galaxies formed and evolved after the Big Bang.

How the pictures were obtained

In the image released by ALMA, a near-perfect ring of light can be observed. 

However, this image was captured via gravitational lensing, a process that involves 

a second massive galaxy between us and the one we are capturing. The ring around 

the galaxy formed due to the gravity of the intervening galaxy which causes the light 
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to bend.

However, the original shape of the galaxy was obtained by computer modelling with 

the help of data incorporated data from the lensed image and other galaxies being 

observed.

How SPTO418-47 was spotted

“Because these galaxies are so far away, detailed observations with even the most 

powerful telescopes are almost impossible as the galaxies appear small and faint. 

The team overcame this obstacle by using a nearby galaxy as a powerful magnifying 

glass – an effect known as gravitational lensing – allowing ALMA to see into the 

distant past in unprecedented detail. In this effect, the gravitational pull from the 

nearby galaxy distorts and bends the light from the distant galaxy, causing it to 

appear misshapen and magnified.”

 “The gravitationally lensed, distant galaxy appears as a near-perfect ring of light 

around the nearby galaxy, thanks to their almost exact alignment. The research team 

reconstructed the distant galaxy’s true shape and the motion of its gas from the ALMA 

data using a new computer modeling technique,” in a statement by astronomers.

Gaganyaan: Unmanned space mission planned for December 
2020 likely to be delayed
Hit by disruptions due to the coronavirus pandemic, the launch of India’s unmanned 

space mission under the first leg of Gaganyaan, planned for December 2020, is 

likely to be delayed, sources said. It was part of the two unmanned missions to 

be undertaken by the Indian Space Research Organisation ahead of the planned 

launch of India’s maiden human spaceflight under ‘Gaganyaan’ in December 2021.

The likely delay in the first unmanned mission was recently conveyed to the Space 

Commission, the apex policy making body on space related issues. The Space 

Commission is headed by ISRO Chairman and Department of Space Secretary K 

Sivan.
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Two years ago, Prime Minister Narendra Modi had announced the human space 

mission in his Independence Day address.

The Gaganyaan mission aims to send a three-member crew to space for a period 

of five to seven days by 2022 when India completes 75 years of Independence. The 

ISRO had started planning for the mission accordingly. The first unmanned mission 

was planned in December 2020, the second unmanned mission in June 2021. The 

final and the main component, the manned mission of Gaganyaan, was scheduled 

six months later in December 2021, much before the 2022 deadline.

ISRO had earlier indicated that there would be a delay in several missions as the 

space body’s work has been hit by disruptions due to the coronavirus pandemic.

Among the major projects that have been affected are Chandrayaan-3 and 

Gaganyaan. Chandrayaan-3, the third mission to Moon, was scheduled later this 

year. The sources said that efforts are on to stick to the deadline of 2022 for launching 

the human space mission.

“We will not be able to meet deadline for the December 2020 launch of the unmanned 

mission. The coronavirus pandemic has led to several disruptions. This was also 

recently conveyed to the Space Commission,” a source said.

The sources added that staff members from ISRO’s different centres were infected. 

Only essential and process related work is on. Also, the related industry has been 

affected. Even the training of four astronauts in Russia was hit due to the pandemic. 

However, the training has now resumed.  “Even if we are not able to launch the 

manned mission by December 2021, we have eight months to cover up for the time 

we have lost,” the source said.

The spacecraft will be placed in a low earth orbit of 300-400 kilometres. The total 

programme cost is expected to be less than Rs 10,000 crores.

In June, Jitendra Singh, Minister of State in the Prime Minister’s Office, had said 

even though because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the training of four Indian 

astronauts in Russia had to be halted, yet the opinion of Chairman ISRO and the 

scientific team is that there is a cushion period kept both in the training programme 
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and launch deadline. The training of astronauts has now been resumed and the 

launch is scheduled to take place as planned, before the 75th anniversary of India’s 

independence in 2022, he had said.

NASA to award students whopping $10,000 to help astronauts 
harvest water on Moon, Mars
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has invited applications from 

university-level engineering students to participate in developing a method to harvest 

water on the Moon and Mars. Teams will be expected to submit their prototype or 

proposed concept design till November 24, 2020. Out of the designs received, NASA 

will pick up to 10 teams which will be selected in the next month to build and test their 

systems. All of them will receive 10,000 dollars development stipend.

Water is essential for long expeditions and astronauts also use it to try and grow plants 

and make rocket propellant with it. Carrying water into space for lengthy expeditions 

results and hence the need for a programme to develop water harvesting techniques 

on these celestial objects.

Under the Artemis program, astronauts will be searching for water on the south pole 

of the moon. It is unknown in which form they will find water.

“The water we’ll find when the next men and first women explore the lunar surface for 

the Artemis program is liable to be mixed with contaminants that need to be removed 

before drinking, or use as fuel,” said Douglas Terrier, NASA chief technologist. 

“Learning how to safely and efficiently prospect for and harvest water is key for 

sustainable human exploration – not only on the Moon, but also on Mars and at other 

far reaches of our solar system.”

Under this programme, eligible undergraduates and graduates will be expected to 

design and build hardware that will help astronauts identify, map and drill through 

different kinds of subsurface layers followed by a method to extract water from the 

ice blocks obtained.
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“Access to water is a key consideration for space exploration,” said Richard 

(Rick) Davis, assistant director for science and exploration in NASA’s Science 

Mission Directorate (SMD) at NASA Headquarters in Washington. “Technological 

advancements that enable humans to ‘live off the land’ on distant worlds and use 

resources such as water, will unlock significant opportunities to explore our universe 

first-hand.”

The teams selected will be demonstrating the capabilities of their water harvesting 

systems in a three-day competition at NASA’s Langley Research Center in Hampton, 

Virginia, in June 2021. Out of these top-performing teams may also be awarded 

with travel stipends to showcase their design at a future NASA-chosen event or 

aerospace conference.

 “The Artemis program is inspiring the brightest minds in academia, and it is important 

for us to provide those talented students with unique, hands-on opportunities to 

contribute to the future of human space exploration,” said Dr. Prasun Desai, deputy 

associate administrator of NASA’s Space Technology Mission Directorate (STMD). 

“We look forward to seeing their technological breakthroughs as they progress 

through the competition.”

Earlier this year, NASA also launched a challenge for the best-designed toilet. The 

winner of the award will receive a whopping 20,000 dollars whereas reward for the 

second-best and third-best invention was 10,000 and 5,000 dollars respectively.

NASA to offer students $10,000 to help astronauts harvest 
water on Moon, Mars
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has invited applications 

from university-level engineering students to participate in developing a method 

to harvest water on the Moon and Mars. Teams will be expected to submit their 

prototype or proposed concept design till November 24, 2020. Out of the designs 

received, NASA will pick up to 10 teams which will be selected in the next month 
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to build and test their systems. All of them will receive 10,000 dollars development 

stipend.

Water is essential for long expeditions and astronauts also use it to try and grow 

plants and make rocket propellant with it. Carrying water into space for lengthy 

expeditions results and hence the need for a programme to develop water harvesting 

techniques on these celestial objects.

Under the Artemis program, astronauts will be searching for water on the south pole 

of the moon. It is unknown in which form they will find water.

“The water we’ll find when the next men and first women explore the lunar surface for 

the Artemis program is liable to be mixed with contaminants that need to be removed 

before drinking, or use as fuel,” said Douglas Terrier, NASA chief technologist. 

“Learning how to safely and efficiently prospect for and harvest water is key for 

sustainable human exploration – not only on the Moon, but also on Mars and at 

other far reaches of our solar system.”

Under this programme, eligible undergraduates and graduates will be expected to 

design and build hardware that will help astronauts identify, map and drill through 

different kinds of subsurface layers followed by a method to extract water from the 

ice blocks obtained.

“Access to water is a key consideration for space exploration,” said Richard 

(Rick) Davis, assistant director for science and exploration in NASA’s Science 

Mission Directorate (SMD) at NASA Headquarters in Washington. “Technological 

advancements that enable humans to ‘live off the land’ on distant worlds and use 

resources such as water, will unlock significant opportunities to explore our universe 

first-hand.”

The teams selected will be demonstrating the capabilities of their water harvesting 

systems in a three-day competition at NASA’s Langley Research Center in Hampton, 

Virginia, in June 2021. Out of these top-performing teams may also be awarded 

with travel stipends to showcase their design at a future NASA-chosen event or 

aerospace conference.
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“The Artemis program is inspiring the brightest minds in academia, and it is important 

for us to provide those talented students with unique, hands-on opportunities to 

contribute to the future of human space exploration,” said Dr. Prasun Desai, deputy 

associate administrator of NASA’s Space Technology Mission Directorate (STMD). 

“We look forward to seeing their technological breakthroughs as they progress 

through the competition.”

Earlier this year, NASA also launched a challenge for the best-designed toilet. The 

winner of the award will receive a whopping 20,000 dollars whereas reward for the 

second-best and third-best invention was 10,000 and 5,000 dollars respectively.

Study finds lava tubes on Moon and Mars could act as shield 
from cosmic and solar radiation
Planet Earth has several lava tubes, also called as volcanic caves that act as 

“channels of rivers of lava that at some earlier time flowed downslope from a 

volcanic vent or fissure”. Like Earth, Mars and Moon also have these lava tubes on 

their subsurface. However, according to a recent study published in the international 

journal Earth-Science Reviews, these tubes are 100 and 1,000 bigger than Earth on 

Moon and Mars respectively.

“Lava tubes could provide stable shields from cosmic and solar radiation and 

micrometeorite impacts which are often happening on the surfaces of planetary 

bodies,” the study’s lead author, Franceso Sauro, said in a statement. “Moreover, 

they have great potential for providing an environment in which temperatures do not 

vary from day- to nighttime. Space agencies are now interested in planetary caves 

and lava tubes, as they represent a first step toward future explorations of the lunar 

surface (see also NASA’s project Artemis) and toward finding life (past or present) 

in Mars subsurface.”

The high-resolution pictures of Mars and Moon’s lava tubes were analysed and 

compared to the ones in Hawaii, Canary Islands, Australia and Iceland by researchers 
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at the Universities of Bologna and Padua. The subsurface cavities that led to the 

creation of the lava tubes were also analysed and it was found that they can act as 

shields against cosmic as well as solar radiations. This indicates that lava tubes on 

these celestial objects can serve as a target for subsurface exploration.

 “We measured the size and gathered the morphology of lunar and Martian collapse 

chains (collapsed lava tubes), using digital terrain models (DTMs), which we obtained 

through satellite stereoscopic images and laser altimetry taken by interplanetary 

probes,” study co-author, Riccardo Pozzobon, added. “We then compared these 

data to topographic studies about similar collapse chains on the Earth’s surface and 

to laser scans of the inside of lava tubes in Lanzarote and the Galapagos. These 

data allowed to establish a restriction to the relationship between collapse chains 

and subsurface cavities that are still intact.”

Because of the size of the lava tubes, Riccardo Pozzobon, a planetary geologist at 

the University of Padua believes that they can be potential settlements due to the 

“protected and stable environments of lava tubes” and can accommodate a large 

number of astronauts. The sizes of tubes are also likely up to 100 feet wide and 

upwards of 40km long.

NASA sports a tiny asteroid; closest-ever seen passing 
Earth
Asteroid 2020 QG: National Aeronautics Space Administration (NASA) identified 

a tiny asteroid that on August 16 at 9:38 AM IST. The asteroid named 2020 QG 

passed 2,950 km above the southern Indian Ocean. According to NASA, it is the 

closest known non-impacting asteroid.

The asteroid was nearly the size of an SUV car as it was roughly 10 to 20 feet 

across. Even if the asteroid was on the trajectory to hit our planet, it was likely that 

it would not have had a major impact after becoming a fireball upon entering Earth’s 

atmosphere.
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“It’s really cool to see a small asteroid come by this close because we can see the 

Earth’s gravity dramatically bend its trajectory,” said Paul Chodas, director of the 

Center for Near-Earth Object Studies (CNEOS) at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory 

in Southern California. “Our calculations show that this asteroid got turned by 45 

degrees or so as it swung by our planet.”

According to Chodas, 2020 QG was first recorded just as a long streak in an image 

that was taken six hours after the closest point of approach. It was travelling at a 

speed of nearly 12.87km per second which is a little slower than the average speed. 

The image was taken using a wide-field camera at the Zwicky Transient Facility 

based at Caltech’s Palomar Observatory in San Diego County.

“It’s quite an accomplishment to find these tiny close-in asteroids in the first place 

because they pass by so fast,” Chodas said. “There’s typically only a short window 

of a couple of days before or after close approach when this small of an asteroid is 

close enough to Earth to be bright enough but not so close that it moves too fast in 

the sky to be detected by a telescope.”

NASA was assigned the role to identify near-Earth asteroids (NEA) in 2005. These 

asteroids that are about 460 feet (140 meters) or larger in size pose a greater threat 

to Earth if they are in impact trajectory. However, the rate of their motion in the space 

is much smaller in distance enabling the scientists to detect them when they are 

much farther away from Earth. On the other hand, smaller NEAs are hard to detect 

until they come extremely close to Earth.

NASA tracks ‘splitting dent’ in Earth’s magnetic field which 
can damage satellites
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has reported a splitting dent 

in Earth’s magnetic field over the southern Atlantic Ocean which can be bad news 

for satellites. This unusual weak spot in Earth’s magnetic is called the South Atlantic 

Anomaly (SAA).
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Earth’s magnetic field has a protective layer around the planet that keeps charged 

particles (solar particles) from the Sun at bay. Its protection is also extended to the 

satellites that orbit close to the earth. However, the SAA causes these particles to 

dip closer to the surface than they are supposed to. This will result in interference 

in the data collection by knocking out satellites’ computers.

So far, the degradation of SAA has not caused any visible impacts on the Earth’s 

surface. However, the recent data shows that it is expanding westward and splitting 

into two lobes which can result in the weakening of the magnetic field and thus 

creating problems for current and future satellite missions.

“The observed SAA can be also interpreted as a consequence of weakening 

dominance of the dipole field in the region,” said Weijia Kuang, a geophysicist 

and mathematician in Goddard’s Geodesy and Geophysics Laboratory. “More 

specifically, a localized field with reversed polarity grows strongly in the SAA region, 

thus making the field intensity very weak, weaker than that of the surrounding 

regions.”

Scientists are currently monitoring the SAA and trying to predict the future changes 

that will help them prepare for the upcoming challenges. This study will also help 

scientists to understand what is happening inside the globe to Earth’s magnetic 

fields. If the anomaly weakens further, the satellites passing through SAA will get 

hit by solar particles which can result in a short circuit and further lead to permanent 

damage. On the other hand, this anomaly would not cause any damage to life on 

earth for now.

‘Sputnik V will be made available to Indians’
Please tell us about the process before clearance for the vaccine. Has Russia 

approached the WHO for its pre-qualification?

Russia got a head start because its MERS (Middle East respiratory syndrome) 

vaccine was actually ready. COVID-19 is 80% similar to MERS. So, we were able 
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to use a very safe approach. Clinical trials demonstrated that 100% of the volunteers 

developed immunity within 21 days. After the second vaccination, the immunity 

response was further boosted and provided for long-lasting immunity. All the 

volunteers are feeling well, no unforeseen or unwanted side effects were observed. 

Not a single participant of the clinical trials has caught COVID-19.

As you may know, myself, my wife and my parents, who are 74 years of age, have 

been vaccinated. None of us suffered any side effects.

The high efficacy of the vaccine was confirmed by high precision tests for antibodies 

in the blood serum of volunteers (including an analysis for antibodies that neutralize 

the coronavirus), as well as the ability of the immune cells of the volunteers to activate 

in response to the spike S protein of the coronavirus, which indicates the formation 

of both antibody and cellular immune vaccine response. Post-registration research 

based on top international standards is involving thousands of people in Russia and 

abroad. The vaccine received a registration certificate from the Russian Ministry of 

Health on August 11. Most nations welcomed the vaccine ... and are working with us 

to study it.

Several countries like Germany, for example, have expressed scepticism about the 

vaccine breakthrough, asking for details on the “quality, efficacy and safety” of the 

vaccine

The vaccine has already been proved to be safe and effective and we will aim to make 

it available for use in countries all around the world and create strategic partnerships 

for vaccine production in all parts of the world, including India.

Compared to other candidate vaccines, human adenoviral vectors tested on tens of 

thousands people worldwide do not have impact on fertility and carcinogenic effects. 

Many novel approaches are not tested on those effects.

Today, this is the safest mechanism for introducing the genetic code of the virus 

spike into the human body, and it has been thoroughly studied not only in Russia but 

also internationally. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, Russian researchers 

have focussed on extracting a spike-coding gene from the novel coronavirus and 
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implanting it into a familiar adenovirus vector for delivery into a human cell. They also 

proposed using two different types of adenoviral vectors (Ad5 and Ad26) for the first 

and second vaccination, boosting the effect of the vaccine. The vaccine thus “tricks 

the body,” which develops some immunity to one type of vector after the first intake.

What kind of cooperation do you hope for with India?

Historically, India has been a strategic partner for Russia across many sectors. The 

RDIF has been collaborating with Indian companies and organisations since 2012.

India has a great programme, Make in India, started by Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi. It has strongly developed the local pharma industry and let Russia and other 

countries see India as a potential hub for vaccine production. So, we will make the 

vaccine available for India and other countries.

Chandrayaan-2 completes 1 year around Moon, adequate fuel 
for next 7 years: ISRO
India’s second lunar mission Chandrayaan-2 completed one year in orbit around 

the moon  and all instruments are currently performing well and there is adequate 

onboard fuel to keep it operational for about seven more years, space agency ISRO 

said.

Chandrayaan-2 was launched on July 22, 2019 and inserted into the lunar orbit on 

August 20, exactly one year ago.

“Though the soft-landing attempt (of the lander carrying the rover) was not successful, 

the orbiter, which was equipped with eight scientific instruments, was successfully 

placed in the lunar orbit. The orbiter completed more than 4,400 orbits around 

the Moon and all the instruments are currently performing well,” the Indian Space 

Research Organisation said.

The agency in a statement said the spacecraft was healthy and the performance of 

subsystems normal.

“The orbiter is being maintained in 100 +/- 25 km polar orbit with periodic orbit 
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maintenance (OM) maneuvers. So far, 17 OMs are carried out since achieving 100 

km lunar orbit on 24th September 2019. There is adequate onboard fuel to remain 

operational for about seven years,” it added.

Chandrayaan-2 mission was India’s first attempt to make a softlanding of a rover on 

the unchartered South Pole of the lunar surface.

However, the lander Vikram hard-landed in September last year.

The scientific payloads, including high resolution camera, onboard the oribter for 

mapping the lunar surface and study the exosphere (outer atmosphere) of the 

Moon.

The city-headquartered ISRO said raw data from the payloads have been downloaded 

at the Indian Space Science Data Centre (ISSDC) during the year.

Public data release was planned by end of this year, after validation by a formal peer 

review, it said adding the first-year observations from Chandrayaan-2 demonstrate 

the in-orbit performance of payloads, strongly indicating its ability to contribute 

significantly to lunar science.

“The anticipated long life of this orbiter can contribute much to the current resurgence 

of interest among the global scientific community for a sustained presence on the 

Moon,” the space agency said.

Chandrayaan-2 was launched to further expand the knowledge about the moon 

through a detailed study of its topography, mineralogy, surface chemical composition, 

thermo-physical characteristics and atmosphere, leading to a better understanding 

of the origin and evolution of the moon.

India’s first mission to the Moon Chandrayaan-1, launched in 2008, had given 

clear evidence on the extensive presence of surface water and the indication for 

subsurface polar water-ice deposits.

Asteroid predicted to pass close to Earth on November 2, 
says NASA
An asteroid has been spotted on a collision course with Earth and is projected to 
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come very close to the planet on November 2, according to the Center for Near 

Objects Studies at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory.

According to NASA data, based on 21 observations conducted over 12.968 days, 

there could be three potential impacts. However, the space agency has found that 

there is only a 0.41% chance that the celestial body will enter the Earth’s atmosphere, 

CNN reported.

The asteroid, dubbed 2018VP, was first discovered at the Palomar Observatory in 

California’s San Diego County two years ago. A 13-day observational arc followed, 

after which the asteroid was not detected again.

The celestial body, measuring merely 6.5 feet (or 0.002 km) in diameter, is predicted 

to come closer to the Earth than its many orbiting telecommunications satellites and 

the moon, but is likely to whizz by largely unhindered, Forbes reported.

According to NASA’s close approach database, the ateroid’s distance from Earth 

could be anywhere between 4,700 miles and 260,000 miles. On the Palermo 

Technical Impact Hazard Scale, which is used by astronomers to assess the impact 

risk posed by an asteroid, 2018VP is pegged at a low -3.57.

According to a study published in the journal Science in 2019, the Earth and moon 

have faced more than twice as many asteroid collisions in the last 290 million years, 

than in the previous 700 million years.

Global team of scientists discovers one of the earliest galaxies 
using India’s AstroSat
In a major breakthrough, a global team led by scientists of the Inter University Centre 

for Astronomy and Astrophysics (IUCAA) has discovered one of the earliest galaxies 

in extreme ultraviolet light. AstroSat, India’s first multi-wavelength satellite that has 

five unique X-ray and ultraviolet telescopes working in tandem, has detected extreme 

UV light from a galaxy called AUDFs01, 9.3 billion light-years away from Earth.

The discovery was made by an international team of astronomers led by Dr Kanak 
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Saha, associate professor of astronomy at IUCAA, and was published on August 

24 by Nature Astronomy. The team comprises scientists from India, Switzerland, 

France, USA, Japan and Netherlands.

Dr Saha told The Indian Express that the team observed the galaxy, which is located 

in the Extreme Deep field, through AstroSat. These observations lasted for more 

than 28 hours in October 2016. But it took nearly two years since then to carefully 

analyse the data to ascertain that the emission is indeed from the galaxy.

This is a very important clue to how the dark ages of the Universe ended and there 

was light in the Universe, said Dr Somak Raychaudhury, director of IUCAA. “We 

need to know when this started, but it has been very hard to find the earliest sources 

of light,” he said.

Since UV radiation is absorbed by Earth’s atmosphere, it has to be observed from 

space. Earlier, NASA’s Hubble Space Telescope (HST), which is significantly larger 

than the Ultra Violet Imaging Telescope (UVIT) on Astrosat, did not detect any UV 

emission (with energy greater than 13.6 eV) from this galaxy because it is too faint.

“AstroSat/UVIT was able to achieve this unique feat because the background noise 

in the UVIT detector is much less than the ones on HST,” said Dr Saha.

He added, “We knew it would be an uphill task to convince the international 

community that UVIT has recorded extreme-UV emission from this galaxy when the 

more powerful HST has not… this discovery of AUDFs01 by AstroSat establishes 

that there is hope and perhaps, this is the beginning”.

A statement issued by IUCAA explained that after the Big Bang, the Universe was a 

hot soup of particles (i.e.,protons, neutrons, and electrons). As the universe started 

to cool, the protons and neutrons began combining into ionized atoms of hydrogen 

(and eventually some helium). These ionized atoms of hydrogen and helium attracted 

electrons, turning them into neutral atoms — which allowed light to travel freely for 

the first time, since this light was no longer scattering off free electrons. The universe 

was no longer opaque. But there were no stars, and no galaxies, and the Universe 

was dark.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     AUGUST
     2020
     VOL.72

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

A while after this, maybe a few hundred million years after the Big Bang, the dark 

ages ended when the first stars and galaxies formed and the energy pouring out 

from them ionized the hydrogen and helium, splitting the atoms back again in 

protons and electrons, — this is the epoch of reionization.

Astronomers have been looking for sources that reionized the early universe. The 

usual suspects have been the first astronomical objects, especially the newborn 

small galaxies. But observing ionizing radiation from these sources is next to 

impossible. The probability that a fraction of extreme-UV photons escape the host 

galaxy and are caught by a telescope on Earth is practically zero, because these 

photons will be absorbed by the gas in the galaxy or the gas surrounding the galaxy 

or the matter between the galaxy and us.

How some of these high-energy photons manage to cross all the barriers and reach 

Earth is a mystery. The absorption in the intergalactic medium is so severe that it is 

impossible to observe ionizing photons in the reionization epoch directly.

“In the later epoch, the intergalactic absorbers decrease and we have a chance 

to detect such photons, but it is still like a lottery,” said co-author Dr Akio Inoue, 

professor of Waseda University in Japan.

Ancient meteorite found in Antarctica can be key to discover 
mysteries of universe
In 2002, scientists discovered a small rock (coal black in colour) amidst the white 

snow in Antarctica during an expedition. Eight years late, the meteorite which is 

now known as Asuka 12236 can give scientists a sneak peek into the secrets of the 

universe. One of the best-preserved meteorites found by a team of Japanese and 

Belgian researchers is approximately the size of a golf ball that can contain material 

that can be older than our solar system.

“It’s fun to think about how these things fall to Earth and happen to be full of all 

this different information about how the solar system formed, what it formed from, 
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and how the elements built up in the galaxy,” Conel M. O’D. Alexander, a meteorite 

scientist at the Carnegie Institution for Science in Washington, D.C., and co-author 

on the new research said in a NASA statement.

It was when Goddard scientists compared the rock with other meteorite samples, 

they found that it has rare materials. The unusually asymmetrical rock is rich in amino 

acids which are building blocks of proteins that run in our bodies. An arrangement 

like this has never been found in a meteorite.

“The meteorites are telling us that there was an inherent bias toward left-handed 

amino acids before life even started,” Daniel Glavin, lead author on the new research 

and an astrobiologist at NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center in Maryland, said in 

the same statement. “The big mystery is why?”

The reason behind why the rock was well-preserved despite having iron metal in it 

is because it was exposed to very little heat and water. As per the researchers, the 

meteorite contained minerals that are formed by water. There is also an abundance 

of silicate grains with unusual chemical compositions. This can be a part of ancient 

stars that died before our solar system’s Sun began to form.

Artificial Intelligence helps find 50 new planets from NASA’s 
old data
In recent times, there have been multiple planets have been spotted in deep space 

by using telescopes or data from different missions. There is a possibility that a 

huge number of planets can be confirmed analysing data from previous missions 

without wasting too much time. David Armstrong at the University of Warwick, United 

Kingdom, led a research team that was able to form an algorithm (artificial intelligence) 

that will efficiently which one is a planet or glitch or an asteroid and so on.

Researchers used NASA’s Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite to study the data. 

To simply it, a dip in the brightness indicates that something is passing by a star. It 

doesn’t always have to be a planet but it helps narrow down the search. This led to 
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the research team creating a machine learning algorithm that was applied to NASA’s 

Kepler mission and was able to differentiate planets from other celestial objects. 

The algorithm was a big breakthrough as the AI was able to confirm as many as 50 

planets.

“The algorithm we have developed lets us take 50 candidates across the threshold 

for planet validation, upgrading them to real planets,” Armstrong said in a Warwick 

release on August 25.

This will help scientists focus their resources and time on confirmed planets instead of 

wasting their time trying to identify new ones with a longer method used till now. This 

will also help them rank planets that can have a similar atmosphere like Earth’s.

“Rather than saying which candidates are more likely to be planets, we can now 

say what the precise statistical likelihood is. Where there is less than a 1% chance 

of a candidate being a false positive, it is considered a validated planet,” said 

Armstrong.

The algorithm is still in its early phase despite the breakthrough. However, it will be 

further used on the ginormous amount of data collected from projects like TESS and 

ESA’s planned PLATO mission.

“We still have to spend time training the algorithm, but once that is done it becomes 

much easier to apply it to future candidates,” Armstrong said. “You can also 

incorporate new discoveries to progressively improve it.”

Indian scientists finds N95 masks to be most effective at 
stopping COVID-19 spread
N95 masks may be the most effective at reducing the spread of the novel coronavirus, 

according a study by researchers, including those from the Indian Space Research 

Organisation (ISRO), which suggests that any mask is better than no mask at 

preventing COVID-19.

The researchers noted that airborne transmission by respiratory aerosol droplets 
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produced during coughing and sneezing is the dominant mode of spreading for 

infectious diseases such as COVID-19.

Padmanabha Prasanna Simha, from ISRO, and Mohan Rao, from the Sri Jayadeva 

Institute of Cardiovascular Sciences and Research in Karnataka, experimentally 

visualised the flow fields of coughs under various common mouth covering 

scenarios.

The, study published in the journal Physics of Fluids, found N95 masks to be the 

most effective at reducing the horizontal spread of a cough.

The N95 masks reduced a cough’s initial velocity by up to a factor of 10, and limit its 

spread to between 0.1 and 0.25 meters, the researchers said.

An uncovered cough, in contrast, can travel up to three metres, but even a simple 

disposable mask can bring this all the way down to 0.5 metres, they said.

“If a person can reduce the extent of how much they contaminate the environment by 

mitigating the spread, it’s a far better situation for other healthy individuals who may 

enter places that have such contaminated areas,” Simha said.

Rao and Simha noted that density and temperature are intricately related, and coughs 

tend to be warmer than their surrounding area.

They utilised a technique called schlieren imaging, which visualises changes in 

density, to capture pictures of voluntary coughs from five test subjects.

By tracking the motion of a cough over successive images, the team estimated 

velocity and spread of the expelled droplets.

N95 masks have the best effectiveness and completely contain the horizontal spread 

to between 0.1 and 0.25 metres, researchers said.

A disposable surgical mask greatly reduces this distance to between 0.5 and 1.5 

metres, they said.

“Even if a mask does not filter out all the particles, if we can prevent clouds of such 

particles from traveling very far, it’s better than not doing anything,” said Simha.

“In situations where sophisticated masks are not available, any mask is better than 

no mask at all for the general public in slowing the spread of infection,” said Simha.
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The researchers also contradict the generally accepted notion that using an elbow 

to cover up a cough is a good alternative.

The found that unless covered by a sleeve, a bare arm cannot form the proper seal 

against the nose necessary to obstruct airflow.

The researchers added that a cough is able to leak through any openings and 

propagate in many directions.

Simha and Rao hope their findings will put to rest the argument that regular cloth 

masks are ineffective, but they emphasise that masks must continue to be used in 

conjunction with social distancing.

“Adequate distancing is something that must not be ignored, since masks are not 

foolproof,” Simha added.

NASA’s retired satellite from 1960s to return in debris this 
weekend
A NASA satellite, Orbiting Geophysics Observatory 1 spacecraft (OGO-1) launched 

in September 1964 is going to retire as earth’s gravity is finally going to catch 

up with it. Weighing 487 kg, OGO-1 is going to break up upon entering Earth’s 

atmosphere this weekend.

“OGO-1 is predicted to re-enter on one of its next three perigees, the points in 

the spacecraft’s orbit closest to our plant, and current estimates have OGO-1 re-

entering Earth’s atmosphere , Aug. 29, 2020, at about 5:10 p.m. EDT [2110 GMT], 

over the South Pacific approximately halfway between Tahiti and the Cook Islands,” 

NASA officials wrote in the press release on August 27.

The OGO-1 was launched to help scientists understand Earth’s magnetic 

environment and how it interacts with the sun while orbiting around it. Valuable data 

was gathered by the satellite until 1969 and two years later it was decommissioned. 

Since then the OGO-1 has been revolving around on a highly elliptical orbit. It takes 

two days for the satellite to complete its trajectory around our planet.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     AUGUST
     2020
     VOL.72

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

The almost half a ton satellite poses no threat to Earth when it falls. There were 

five other similar satellites launched in the 1960s which have been retired already. 

All five of them entered the earth’s atmosphere and their debris landed in various 

patches of the ocean with the most recent one retiring in 2011.

“The spacecraft will break up in the atmosphere and poses no threat to our planet 

— or anyone on it — and this is a normal final operational occurrence for retired 

spacecraft,” they added.

The forecast of the spacecraft entering Earth’s atmosphere was predicted by the 

University of Arizona’s Catalina Sky Survey (CSS) and the University of Hawaii’s 

Asteroid Terrestrial-impact Last Alert System (ATLAS). Both these systems spotted 

an object that was on an impact trajectory. Later on, researchers at the CSS, the 

Center for Near-Earth Object (NEO) Studies at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory 

in Southern California and the European Space Agency’s NEO Coordination Center 

learned upon analysis that it was not an asteroid and identified the object as OGO-

1.

Asteroid 2011 ES4 to make its closest approach to Earth, 
closer than any asteroid in next decade
On September 1, asteroid 2011 ES4 will make a close approach towards Earth and 

will be closer to our planet than the Moon. The estimated distance of the asteroid 

is 1.2 lakh km. To give you a perspective, Moon is 3.84 lakh km away as it orbits 

around the Earth. Despite the record distance, the probability of an asteroid 2011 

ES4 hitting Earth is almost negligible.

First discovered in 2011, this asteroid passes by Earth every nine years. The last 

time it made a close approach, it was visible from our planet for four days. However, 

this time it will be closest to the planet than before. The asteroid is 20-metre-wide 

and even if it gets on the impact trajectory, it will be destroyed in the atmosphere 

before touching the surface.
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“Potentially Hazardous Asteroids (PHAs) are currently defined based on parameters 

that measure the asteroid’s potential to make threatening close approaches to the 

Earth. Specifically, all asteroids with a minimum orbit intersection distance (MOID) 

of 0.05 au or less and an absolute magnitude (H) of 22.0 or less are considered 

PHAs,” NASA had said earlier this year.

The asteroid 2011 ES4 will be travelling at a speed of 29,367 km per hour. It will 

be the closest to Earth for another decade as asteroid 2008 DB will be in a similar 

trajectory in 2032.

Recently another celestial object, Asteroid 2018 VP1 was identified as it is set 

to pass by a day before US Presidential Election on November 2. However, the 

chances of it making an impact were 0.41 per cent. Because of its small shape, it 

will not cause any damage as the earth’s atmosphere will reduce it to ashes before 

it hits the surface.

According to NASA, asteroid 2011 ES4 is a NEO (Near-Earth Object), which will 

help scientists to study the history of our solar system.

Hubble Telescope captures spellbinding image of supernova 
blast
NASA has released stunning pictures of a small section of a supernova captured 

by the Hubble telescope. The spellbinding picture looks right out of a science fiction 

movie as it appears as a “light veil draped across the sky” to NASA. The Cygnus 

supernova blast wave has been located around 2,400 light-years away from our 

planet. The supernova has a peculiar position in the northern constellation of 

“Cygnus (the Swan) where it covers an area 36 times larger than the full Moon”.

The supernova explosion took place between 10,000 to 20,000 years ago caused 

by a dying star breaking apart which is 20 times larger than our Sun. Since then 

the supernova remnant —  a structure resulting from the explosion of a star in a 

supernova — has expanded 60 light-years from its centre. The shockwave which 
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is marked by the outer structure is expanding at a speed of 354 kilometre per 

second.

According to NASA, “the interaction of the ejected material and the low-density 

interstellar material swept up by the shockwave forms the distinctive veil-like 

structure seen in this image”.

Hubble telescope was launched into the low earth orbit in 1990. It is larger than a 

school bus in size which features a 7.9 feet mirror and captures stunning images 

of deep space playing a major role in helping astronomers understand the universe 

and see various aspects of it. Also, it delivers these stunning images from time to 

time including the icy image of the NEOWISE comet.

“This the first time Hubble has photographed a comet of this brightness at such 

resolution after this close of a pass by the sun,” NASA said in a statement, adding 

that the nucleus managed to stay together even after the swing past our nearest 

star.

“Hubble has far better resolution than we can get with any other telescope of this 

comet,” Qicheng Zhang, a graduate student at the California Institute of Technology 

who led the imaging campaign, said in the same statement. “That resolution is very 

key for seeing details very close to the nucleus. It lets us see changes in the dust 

right after it’s stripped from that nucleus due to solar heat, sampling dust as close to 

the original properties of the comet as possible.”

India, France in discussion for Mission Alpha-like equipment 
for Gaganyaan astronauts
Space agencies of India and France are in an advanced stage of discussions for 

providing necessary equipment to ‘Gaganyaan’ astronauts, similar to the one to be 

used by French astronaut Thomas Pesquet for Mission Alpha next year, officials 

said.

A senior official of the National Centre for Space Studies (CNES), the space agency 
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of France, said work on the equipment for Mission Alpha is on.

French astronaut Thomas Pesquet, as part of the European Space Agency (ESA), 

will be returning to the International Space Station (ISS) while flying on Crew Dragon 

spacecraft early next year.

“Discussions are in the final stage. An announcement is likely to be made soon. 

Work on the instrumentation for Mission Alpha is on,” the CNES official said without 

elaborating on the details of the equipment.

India and France share a robust collaboration in the area of space. Space agencies 

of the two countries are also collaborating on nearly Rs 10,000 crore Gaganyaan 

mission that aims to send three Indians to space by 2022.

Last year, flight surgeon Brigitte Godard, then with the CNES, was in India to train 

physicians and engineers.

France has a well-established mechanism for space medicine. It also has the MEDES 

(French Institute of Space Medicine and Physiology) space clinic, a subsidiary of 

CNES, where space surgeons undergo training.

“The Indian space surgeons will also go to France next year once 

the coronavirus situation eases,” an ISRO official said. He also did not comment on 

specific collaboration for supply of the equipment to Gaganyaan astronauts.

Four short-listed Indian Air Force pilots and prospective astronauts for the 

Gagangyaan mission are currently undergoing training in Russia.

Meanwhile, ‘Alpha’ was chosen as the name for Pesquet’s new mission after a 

competition organised by the European Space Agency in partnership with CNES 

that attracted more than 27,000 entries.

The name came up 47 times in the entries received.

Pesquet, who spent six months on ISS between November 2016 and June 2017, 

is currently training with Crew Dragon spacecraft and station simulators for Mission 

Alpha.

To give Europe’s scientists an opportunity to gain access to ISS and to coordinate 

activities on the station, the ESA has established User Support and Operations 
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Centres (USOC), of which the CADMOS centre for the development of microgravity 

applications and space operations at CNES’s Toulouse Space Centre is one, 

according to an official statement on Mission Alpha.

For human space flights, CADMOS is the point of contact between the ground 

segments in Europe, the United States and Russia and the science teams supporting 

astronauts, as they perform experiments in real time, it added.
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Vivo set to end IPL association
The Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) has been forced into a corner with 

IPL title sponsor Vivo set to end its association with the T20 league.

Following the border tension with China, Vivo — a Chinese mobile phone 

manufacturer — and the BCCI have been on the verge of invoking force majeure 

and mutually agreeing to end the five-season contract after just two editions.

Conference call

The Hindu understands that BCCI president Sourav Ganguly and secretary Jay 

Shah had a conference call with Vivo representatives, with IPL chairman Brijesh 

Patel in attendance, .

Both parties are understood to have agreed to amicably terminate the 

agreement.

The BCCI had refrained from revisiting the IPL sponsorship deal during Sunday’s 

governing council meeting.

This was followed by a public outcry over the league’s association with a Chinese 

company. However, a BCCI insider claimed that Tuesday’s meeting was a fallout 

of Vivo’s demand to renegotiate the deal.

“They had reached out to the president and the secretary a while ago and sought 

a revision of the deal, citing prevailing market conditions and public sentiment.

“Since they were demanding a substantial reduction in sponsorship for the 2020 

edition, it was mutually decided to look at options,” said the BCCI insider.

It is learnt that Vivo wanted “at least 30% reduction” in the amount for the 

forthcoming edition, to be played in the UAE from September 19 to November 

10.

In 2018, Vivo signed a five-edition deal worth Rs. 2,199 crore (approximately Rs. 

440 crore per year) as title sponsor.

If force majeure is invoked, it could absolve both parties from compensating the 

other for the premature termination of the deal.
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While no one from the BCCI was available for an official comment, a Vivo India 

spokesperson said the company is “not commenting on the matter yet”.

Fresh tender for 2020?

A formal announcement on the separation is expected “very soon” so that the BCCI 

can invite fresh bids “only for the 2020 edition”.

It is understood that a business conglomerate with close ties to an IPL franchise may 

explore extending its association with the IPL.

Rajiv Kumar is Election Commissioner
Former Finance Secretary Rajiv Kumar was  appointed as Election Commissioner 

by the Centre. Mr. Kumar has been appointed in place of Ashok Lavasa, who has 

resigned to join the Asian Development of Bank.

Mr. Kumar is an ex-IAS officer of the 1984 batch of Jharkhand cadre. After retirement, 

he was appointed as Chairperson of the Public Sector Enterprises Selection Board, 

which selects top officials for PSUs.


