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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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Deputy CM Narayanaswamy urges judiciary to support 
good governance
At a time when the government is facing legal hiccups pertaining to various 

schemes, Deputy Chief Minister K. Narayanaswamy has sought support of the 

judiciary in implementation of the programmes intended to benefit the larger 

sections of the society.

Several welfare schemes including the allocation of house sites to the poor have 

been subjected to judicial scrutiny with a number of petitions being filed in the 

High Court.

“I mean no offence by making this open appeal to the High Court, which should be 

treated as a request to ensure good governance,” Mr. Narayanaswamy told The 

Hindu.

Referring to the YSRCP’s poll manifesto, Mr. Narayanaswamy described it as a 

roadmap for development which was pitched much before the elections.

Legal impasse

“People vote for the promises made in the manifesto, the political will and the 

capability of a party that makes the promise. When a government is elected, 

the manifesto is deemed to have the people’s authorisation and is hence 

unquestionable,” he explained.

It was in this context that the Deputy Chief Minister appealed to the High Court to 

“treat the implementation of the promises made in the manifesto as sacrosanct 

for the YSRCP, before accepting petitions intending to cause legal impasse and 

throw administration haywire”.

Dig at opposition parties

“The opposition parties are hell-bent on disturbing governance and leaving no 

stone unturned to harm the interests of the people. It is hence for the High Court 

to decide whether to allow such petitions for hearing or let the government fulfil 

its promises,” Mr. Narayanaswamy said.
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He further said that the YSRCP government would overcome any obstacle to help 

all deserving beneficiaries realise their dreams.

Nation mourns ‘scholar par excellence and statesman’
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who has compared Mr. Mukherjee to a father figure 

in his life as he moved to Delhi from Gujarat as Prime Minister, said India grieved 

Mr. Mukherjee’s passing.

“India grieves the passing away of Bharat Ratna Shri Pranab Mukherjee. He has 

left an indelible mark on the development trajectory of our nation. A scholar par 

excellence, a towering statesman, he was admired across the political spectrum 

and by all sections of society,” Mr Modi said.

President Kovind said, “In his five-decade-long illustrious public life, he remained 

rooted to the ground irrespective of the exalted office he held. He endeared himself 

to people across political spectrum. As the First Citizen, he continued to connect 

with everyone, bringing Rashtrapati Bhavan closer to the people. He opened its 

gates for public visits. His decision to discontinue the honorific ‘His Excellency’ was 

historic,” said President Kovind.

Mr. Mukherjee’s son and former Lok Sabha MP, Abhijit Mukherjee, announced his 

father’s death on Twitter stating that despite the best efforts of doctors and prayers 

of ordinary Indians throughout the country, this had come to pass.

The hospital said in a medical bulletin in the morning that Mr. Mukherjee had gone 

into septic shock due to the lung infection.

Mr. Mukherjee, born in 1935 in Mirati in West Bengal, first became an MP in the 

Rajya Sabha in 1969 on a Congress nomination.

Close to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, Mr. Mukherjee held many ministerial 

positions, including Defence, Finance, and External Affairs before he was elected 

President in 2012.
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‘Provocative action’ by PLA again: MEA
Chinese troops engaged in “provocative action” along the disputed boundary in 

Ladakh once again on August 31, even as Commanders of the two sides were in 

discussion to de-escalate the situation, the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) said 

.

As Brigadier-level talks continued for the second day in Chushul, Defence Minister 

Rajnath Singh held a high-level meeting to review the ground situation.

“We have taken up the matter of recent provocative and aggressive actions with the 

Chinese side through both diplomatic and military channels and have urged them 

to discipline and control their front line troops from undertaking such provocative 

actions,” MEA spokesperson Anurag Srivastava said in response to a query. Due 

to the timely defensive action, the Indian side was able to prevent these attempts 

to unilaterally alter the status quo, he stated.

A defence source said that on August 31, PLA troops came closer to the posts 

dominated by the Indian Army but “they were dissuaded”.

Mr. Srivastava said the Foreign Ministers and Special Representatives had agreed 

that the situation should be handled in a responsible manner and either side should 

not take any provocative action or escalate matters. The Chinese side violated this 

understanding and engaged in “provocative military manoeuvres” in the late night 

of August 29 and 30 in an attempt to change the status quo in the south bank area 

of Pangong Lake.

The Indian Army took “appropriate defensive measures” to safeguard our interests 

and defend the territorial integrity”. The actions and behaviour of the Chinese side 

since earlier this year along the LAC had been in clear violation of the bilateral 

agreements and protocols concluded between the two countries, the spokesperson 

noted.

‘Bhushan’s conviction is against international law’
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The ICJ  said civil rights lawyer Prashant Bhushan’s conviction for criminal contempt 

of court by the Supreme Court seemed inconsistent with the freedom of expression 

law guaranteed by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights that 

India was a party to.

India aims for balance with slew of multilateral meetings
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh and External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar will 

meet with their Russian and Chinese counterparts next week for the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation (SCO) meeting, while New Delhi is planning to host 

their American counterparts for the Indo-U.S. “2+2” talks as well as a meeting of 

Foreign Ministers of the “Quad”, including Australia and Japan in October, several 

officials confirmed.

The plans for the meetings by the government indicates it is still pursuing both 

strategic formations despite rising tensions at the Line of Actual Control with 

China.

, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh will leave for Moscow to “attend the SCO Defence 

Minister’s meeting” on September 3, the Minister’s office tweeted . He will attend 

the meeting alongside defence ministers of China and Pakistan, although the only 

bilateral meeting planned is with Russian Defence Minister Sergey Shoigu.

On September 4, Mr. Jaishankar will attend a virtual meeting of the Brazil-Russia-

India-China-South Africa (BRICS) foreign ministers. He is then is due to fly to 

Moscow for the SCO foreign ministers’ meeting on September 10, as well as a 

bilateral meeting with Russian Deputy Prime Minister Yuri Borisov.

It remains to be seen whether Mr. Jaishankar will speak separately to Chinese 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi, their first face-to-face meeting since the People’s 

Liberation Army began its aggressive moves at the LAC in May.

Both Mr. Singh and Mr. Jaishankar’s visits are on track despite New Delhi’s 
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decision to pull out troops from military exercises with 18 armies, hosted by Russia 

in Astrakhan this month ostensibly over the optics of exercising together while the 

Armies are facing off at the LAC in Ladakh.

Meanwhile, U.S. State Department Deputy Secretary Stephen Biegun confirmed  

that a meeting of Ministers of the Quadrilateral is being planned “this fall”, and 

officials confirmed that it would be in October.

“There’s going to be meeting of the Quad, a ministerial meeting with the Quad this 

fall in Delhi — that is the intention anyway,” said Mr. Biegun while speaking at a 

U.S.-India Strategic Partnership Forum (USISPF) event.

Question Hour dropped in LS schedule of monsoon 
session
The Lok Sabha Secretariat  officially released the schedule for the monsoon 

Parliament session that starts on September 14, with Question Hour being 

dropped.

Opposition leaders, including Congress leader in the House Adhir Ranjan 

Chowdhury, had written to Speaker Om Birla not to curtail Question Hour as it 

amounted to “encroaching upon a member’s right” and denied them an opportunity 

to question the government.

In view of the COVID-19 pandemic, private members business, usually fixed for 

every Friday, has also been skipped.

‘Extraordinary situation’

Asked about protests from the Opposition on Question Hour cancellation, Information 

and Broadcasting Minister Prakash Javadekar said Parliament was being held in 

the midst of an extraordinary situation. He said his colleague, Parliamentary Affairs 

Minister Pralhad Joshi, was in touch with all parties, holding talks and would update 

at an appropriate time.
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In a statement late in the evening, Mr. Joshi said the Lok Sabha Speaker and 

Rajya Sabha Chairman Venkaiah Naidu were discussing the possibility of allowing 

unstarred questions, answers to which are given in writing and laid on the floor of 

the House. Mr. Joshi also said that except Trinamool Congress leader Derek O 

Brien, other leaders didn’t strongly object to cancelling the Question Hour.

Mr. Joshi said they had requested the presiding officers of both Houses to have Zero 

Hour — when an MP can raise any important issue — for at least 30 minutes.

The session will have staggered timings to accommodate members of one House 

in both chambers and follow strict physical distancing norms. On the first day, the 

Lok Sabha will have proceedings from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. From September 15 to 

October 1, it will sit from 3 p.m. to 7 p.m. Similarly, on September 14, the Rajya 

Sabha will sit from 3 p.m. to 7 p.m. From the second day, it will transact business 

between 9 a.m. and 1 p.m.

‘State govt. will set up panel to identify, remove encroachments 
on rivers’
The State government will form a committee, headed by the Regional Commissioner, 

to identify and remove encroachments on the rivers in the Krishna basin irrigation, 

Major and Medium Irrigation Minister Ramesh Jarkiholi said in Belagavi .

“It has come to our notice that rivers like the Malaprabha, the Ghataprabha, the 

Doodha Ganga, the Veda Ganga, the Hiranyakeshi, the Markandeya, and the 

Ballari Nala are all suffering from encroachments. This is one of the reasons for 

the flooding. During years with low rainfall, the people don’t understand the impact 

of encroachment. But this year they have realised it after successive floods,” he 

said.

“We will form a committee under the chairmanship of Regional Commissioner 

Amlan Aditya Biswas to conduct a survey of the entire river basin to identify 
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encroachments and remove them. The meeting to ensure this was to be held in 

Bengaluru last week, but it was postponed owing to the death of former President 

Pranab Mukherjee. The rescheduled meeting will be held this week,” the Minister 

said. He was speaking to journalists after a meeting to review the COVID-19 

management and other issues.

The committee will also take up operations to remove encroachments in the 

Krishna, he also said.

He said the Irrigation Department will study the feasibility of 11 lift irrigation projects 

in the Krishna basin that would help people of north Karnataka.

Russia’s COVID-19 vaccine is safe: study
The two-shot vaccine being developed by Russia’s Gamaleya Research Institute 

generated a strong immune response and didn’t produce serious adverse reactions 

in the 76 volunteers who were inoculated in a trial, according to results of a study 

reported online in The Lancet .

This is the first time that details of the early human studies — or Phase-1/2 trials, 

to check the vaccine’s safety and ability to generate an immune response — of the 

vaccines have been reported in a peer-reviewed journal.

Two components

The vaccine consists of two components, a recombinant adenovirus type 26 

(rAd26) vector and a recombinant adenovirus type 5 (rAd5) vector, both carrying 

the gene for severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) spike 

glycoprotein (rAd26-S and rAd5-S).

Adenoviruses commonly affect humans and primates and have emerged as 

a sought-after platform to develop a vaccine against COVID-19. The ChAdOx1 

vaccine candidate developed by Oxford University is based on a chimpanzee 

adenovirus vector platform and the Beijing Institute of Biotechnology and CanSino 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
National

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

Biologics Inc. of China too are developing a vaccine on an adenovirus platform.

Last month, Russian scientists said they had begun Phase-3 trials of their vaccine in 

40,000 volunteers, results of which are likely to be publicly known by November.

In The Lancet , the scientists said the vaccines were given to the selected 

volunteers 21 days apart — the spacing meant to generate a boosted response — 

and checked for whether it induced protective antibodies as well as if it managed to 

stimulate the body’s cells into producing a class of cells that can destroy viral cells, 

a process known as a ‘humoral response.’ Both of these happened, the scientists 

claim, and no “serious adverse events” were reported.

However, between 28% and 50% of the volunteers reported pain at injection site, 

hyperthermia, headache, asthenia and muscle and joint pain. “Most adverse events 

were mild and no serious adverse events were detected,” the authors note.

Shahid Jameel, virologist and CEO, DBT-Welcome Trust, who read The 

Lancet study, told The Hindu that these were typical responses when vaccines 

were administered and based on what was reported, the vaccine candidates 

looked encouraging enough to be tested in large populations or a Phase-3 trial. “I 

would have liked to see a bigger number of volunteers in the Phase-2 component, 

at least in the hundreds, to capture the variety of population who are likely to get 

the vaccine. However the results look promising enough to progress to a Phase-3,” 

he said in a phone interview.

In comparison, the ChAdOx1 vaccine candidate has been tested in 1,100 volunteers 

under Phase-2 trials.

Experimental studies

“We are in close dialogue, agreements with certain companies in India. We 

appreciate that they didn’t ‘attack’ the vaccine but carefully sought to understand its 

mechanism of action. We are very grateful to India for the openness shown,” Kirill 

Dmitriev, CEO of Russian Direct Investment Fund, said in response to questions 

at a press briefing . The RDIF is in collaboration with the Gamaleya Institute to 
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develop and market the vaccine.

So far, adenoviral vector vaccines have never been tested in commercial human 

vaccines except for a rabies vaccine but have been tested on people as part of 

experimental studies.

Act of sovereign default: Soren to PM over GST 
compensation
Jharkhand Chief Minister Hemant Soren wrote to Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi over the GST compensation issue, saying that this “act of sovereign default” 

runs against the very spirit of cooperative federalism and is symptomatic of the 

withering trust between the Centre and the states.

Referring to the prime minister’s speech at the launch of the GST in July 2017, Soren 

said Modi had portrayed the new tax regime as a great example of cooperative 

federalism that would herald inclusive growth of the nation.

“I echo your sentiments but you would agree that India as a nation can grow 

only if its constituent States also grow and become self-reliant. But reluctance 

of the Central Government to fulfil its constitutional obligations regarding GST 

compensation goes against the interests of the States and the spirit of cooperative 

federalism,” he said.

In the letter, dated September 4, Soren said the states were given assurance that 

the Centre would compensate the losses they suffer for the next five years but it 

has just been three years, and “we find ourselves deserted”.

“Reluctance and inability of the GOI to give full compensation to the States is a 

betrayal of the commitment it made in the Union Parliament and also in all the 

council meetings held so far (sic),” the chief minister said.

“… Jharkhand contributes to compensation fund a cess of nearly Rs 5,000 crore 

from the mineral sector alone. What we get in return is just a paltry sum of nearly 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
National

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

Rs 150 crore as monthly compensation. And now we are being asked to borrow 

at a time when the state is hard pressed to fulfil salaries of government servants,” 

he added.

Soren said that as the state’s economy is in a precarious situation at present, it 

needs more funds to take care of farmers, migrant workers, those in the unorganised 

sector and unemployed youths.

“At this critical juncture we naturally expected you to give us more than just the 

admissable compensation. We also expected you to announce that the GST 

compensation would continue even beyond the original period of five years,” he 

said.

Urging the prime minister to intervene in the matter and issue directions to the 

ministry concerned for the release of the compensation amount, Soren said it will 

not only melt away all the apprehensions but also reinforce the trust in the spirit of 

cooperative federalism.

Kesavananda Bharati, a saviour of the Constitution
Kesavananda Bharati Swamiji, who passed away , was the sole unwitting petitioner 

in the historic Fundamental Rights case which prevented the nation from slipping 

into a totalitarian regime.

Though the judgment is a landmark case, he did not win any relief in the case. 

The amendments in the Kerala land reforms law, which he had challenged, were 

upheld by the Supreme Court in 1973.

It was senior advocate Nani Palkhivala, representing Swamiji, who extended the 

ambit of the case. Mr. Palkhivala saw an opportunity through Swamiji’s case to 

challenge a series of constitutional amendments introduced by the Indira Gandhi 

government, granting unlimited power to Parliament to alter the Constitution.

“Courtroom Genius”, a biography of Mr. Palkhivala co-authored by senior advocates 
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Soli Sorabjee and Arvind Datar, said the seer never met or spoke with the great 

lawyer. In fact, the book said, Swamiji was quite surprised at the time to see his 

name in the newspapers every day and wondered why his case, challenging only 

certain land reforms in Kerala, was taking so long.

Unique case

By sheer statistics, leave alone the law it laid down, the “Kesavananda Bharati 

versus State of Kerala” case is unique. The case was heard by a Bench of 13 judges 

— the largest formed in the Supreme Court. It was heard over 68 working days 

from October 1972 to March 1973. The judgment was a mammoth 703 pages.

The Kesavananda Bharati judgment innovated the Basic Structure doctrine which 

limited Parliament’s power to make drastic amendments that may affect the core 

values enshrined in the Constitution, like secularism and federalism.

The verdict upheld the power of the Supreme Court to judicially review laws 

of Parliament. It evolved the concept of separation of powers among the three 

branches of governance — legislative, executive and the judiciary.

But democracy won that day on a wafer-thin 7:6 majority. The judges were split 

down the middle until the 13th judge, Justice H.R. Khanna, supported the view 

that constitutional amendments should not alter the “basic structure” of the 

Constitution.

The aftermath of the judgment also saw the supersession of three judges of the 

Supreme Court — J.M. Shelat, A.N. Grover and K.S. Hegde — for Chief Justiceship. 

All three were part of the majority verdict on the Bench. They resigned in protest 

amidst public furore.

The Emergency was proclaimed shortly after the judgment was delivered on April 

24, 1973.

The Kesavananda Bharati judgment proved timely and thwarted many an attempt 

on democracy and dignity of individual during those dark years.
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‘Trying to use the contempt law to stifle criticism is 
counterproductive’
You said criticism, and harsh criticism at that, protects the court. The court said 

criticism should be “fair” and not cross the Lakshman Rekha. Is this the court 

asking critics to self-censor or is it the court appealing to their better judgment 

when they speak in public?

They are doing both. When I said that the court should be willing to suffer even 

intemperate criticism, I did not mean that people should level intemperate criticism. 

What I said is even if criticism is intemperate or unfair and bordering on scurrilous 

and abusive, it will be understood for what it is by the people. People can make 

out that this criticism is scurrilous and unfair. The court’s reputation depends on its 

judgments and actions. It is not dependent on what people say.

The court’s reputation is affected by what people say only if it seems to have a 

ring of fairness and authenticity. Trying to use the law of scandalising and lowering 

the authority by way of contempt to stifle criticism just because some of it may be 

scurrilous or totally unfair is counterproductive and especially dangerous because 

it ends up stifling honest opinion. It was my, and remains my, bona fide opinion 

about the role of court in the last few years. Somebody may agree with it or not, but 

that does not make it contempt. I am not saying the whole of contempt law should 

go, but [the ground of] scandalising of court should go.

The court blames your “adamance and ego” for not apologising. Even the Attorney-

General, as a constitutional authority, asked you to express regret to the court. Did 

you think that you would be giving ground by not apologising to an institution you 

hold in high esteem?

One should at least have some self-righteous ego. Not in the sense that you refuse 

to apologise even when judges reason with you to apologise ... [but] in the sense 

that nobody can force you to apologise if there is no reason to do so. If you have 

not said anything wrong and if you fully believe in what you have said, then your 
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ego should be such, your self-righteousness should be such that you don’t cave in 

just because they are offering you an easy way out ... That self-righteous ego is a 

must for any self-respecting, truth-loving person.

The court’s judgment says judges are handicapped when attacked. It is contempt 

to attribute personal motives to judges. But is it not healthier for the institution and 

dignity of office if individual judges are allowed to defend themselves and respond 

to attacks?

In my view, they [judges] should be able to respond to criticism levelled against 

them. Others can also respond to these remarks, and they do. On the question of 

motives, sometimes motives are there for all to see. For example, there have been 

cases where judges have a serious conflict of interest and they still deal with those 

cases.

Is wider consultation necessary before initiating contempt on the ground of 

scandalising the court?

Suo motu initiation of contempt should only be after a meeting of the Full Court. 

Secondly, there must be an appeal against this judgment. One appeal ... one criminal 

appeal is held to be a fundamental right under Article 21 by the Supreme Court. 

There is no appeal against this. Review goes to the same Bench in chambers.

A tweet is shared rapidly. It attracts hundreds or even thousands of comments 

which vary from funny to abusive. Is contempt practical?

Theoretically, it [contempt] can be done, but it is not in public interest to do so 

because people will stop making even bona fide and fair comments.

Are opinions expressed in social media a reflection of public opinion and faith in 

an institution?

By and large, they are. There may be some people who level criticism or attack 

the court due to vested interest. But on the whole, they are a reflection of public 

opinion.

As a senior lawyer and officer of the court, should you have been more guarded in 
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your tweets?

No, my motorcycle tweet... It was primarily meant to underline why the courts are 

being kept under lockdown. It is leading to real problems for litigants ... See the 

number of cases normally heard by the court and the cases being heard during 

lockdown through videoconferencing ... It is hardly 10% ...

Do virtual court hearings give ample opportunity to substantiate defence in a 

criminal contempt case, especially when personal liberty is at risk?

It is not just a question of personal liberty, but proper and fair hearing. We cannot 

have a proper hearing through e-conferencing.

The contempt action was confined to two tweets. Yet your reply delved into various 

past instances in connection with the court. The court termed these allegations 

“wild” and “reckless”. The reply was described as an aggravation of contempt. Why 

did you file this reply? What did you want to convey to the court?

I was showing my bona fide. That look, I absolutely believed what I said. There 

were three things I said ... First, democracy has been substantially destroyed in 

the last six years. Second, the court has facilitated or allowed the destruction of 

democracy in the last six years. Last, four CJIs have played a significant role in that 

destruction. I dealt with each of these in the reply to show why I felt that democracy 

has been substantially destroyed. Look at the assault on free speech, look at the 

destruction of regulatory institutions, look at the assault on the media ... And then 

I said the role of the Supreme Court is to protect democracy and fundamental 

rights.

You were willing to be punished, saying truth is your defence. Mr. Rajeev Dhavan 

[Mr. Bhushan’s lawyer] urged the court not to punish you and make you a martyr. 

Was there a disparity in thought here between you and your counsel?

No, he felt it would be further damaging to the court if they send me to jail. That 

was his view.

Have you paid the Rs. 1 fine?
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Not yet.

Govt. intervention in education policy should be minimal: 
PM
The government’s intervention in the education policy should be “minimal”, Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi said , emphasising that the policy belonged to the whole 

country, rather than to any particular government in power.

Mr. Modi was addressing the inaugural session of the Governors’ conference 

on the National Education Policy (NEP), which is being attended by State 

Education Ministers and Vice-Chancellors. The focus of the conference is on the 

implementation of NEP.

“The education policy and the education system are important means of fulfilling 

the aspirations of the country. The Central and the State governments, as well as 

local bodies, all have responsibility for the education system. But it is also true 

that the government’s interference or intervention in education policy should be 

minimal,” he said.

“Just as the foreign policy or defence policy are the policies of the country, not of 

the government, so is the education policy. It belongs to the whole country,” he 

noted, urging a “collective responsibility” in implementing the policy.

The Prime Minister urged the States to hold consultations with stakeholders on the 

implementation of the policy by September 25. “When we move towards change, 

it’s natural for doubts and questions to arise in people’s minds,” he said.

‘Hold discussions’

Parents may have questions about subject stream flexibility, teachers may want 

to know about the curriculum design and other stakeholders may have doubts 

about the availability of resources needed to implement the NEP. “It’s important 

to discuss all the provisions and the nitty-gritty of this document. It can only be 
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implemented once all the doubts and questions in people’s minds are addressed,” 

Mr. Modi said.

With Governors being the Chancellors of the 400-plus universities — which have 

more than 40,000 affiliated colleges — they have a crucial role to play in the 

implementation of the NEP.

Further consultations would be held with the central universities on September 19. 

Mr. Modi said the NEP 2020 provided a vision for a new India of the 21st century, 

in line with its aspirations to be a self-reliant power.

The Prime Minister felt it would help transform the country into a “knowledge 

economy” and tackle brain drain by paving the way to open local campuses of 

global educational institutions.

The policy would also prepare the country’s youth for the jobs of the future, in a 

world where the nature of work was undergoing change.

The focus on critical thinking, instead of mere curricular studying, as well as the 

emphasis on vocational education, would equip Indian students with the skills 

needed for the global workforce, he pointed out.

President’s call

Addressing the conference, President Ram Nath Kovind urged the Central and 

State governments to increase their percentage of investment in research and 

innovation. Mr. Kovind noted that such investment was only 0.7% of the GDP in 

India, in comparison to 2.8% in the U.S., 4.2% in South Korea and 4.3% in Israel.

“Education is the most effective means of social justice and personal advancement. 

There is no better investment than that in education to improve the future of society,” 

he said.

The goal of investing 6% of the GDP in public education had remained unreachable 

since it was originally made in the 1968 Education Policy, the President added.
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Digital divide shadows post-pandemic education
At the other end of the spectrum is Odisha, where only one in 10 homes have 

Internet. There are 10 other States with less than 20% Internet penetration, 

including States with software hubs such as Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.

The biggest divide is by economic status, which the NSO marks by dividing the 

population into five equal groups, or quintiles, based on their usual monthly per 

capita expenditure. Even in Odisha, almost 63% of homes in the top urban quintile 

have Internet facilities. In the poorest quintile of rural Odisha, however, that figure 

drops to an abysmal 2.4%.

Kerala shows the least inequality: more than 39% of the poorest rural homes have 

Internet, in comparison to 67% of the richest urban homes. Himachal Pradesh 

also fares well, with 40% of the lowest rural quintile having Internet. Assam shows 

the most stark inequality, with almost 80% of the richest urban homes having the 

Internet access denied to 94% of those in the poorest rural homes in the State.

The Centre has directed State Education Departments to map the online access 

available to all their students in order to adequately plan curriculum and teaching 

methods that can reach such students. Although much of the focus has been on 

digital platforms, television and radio are also being used to deliver lessons.

Of course, having Internet access is no guarantee that one can use it. The NSO 

report shows that 20% of Indians above the age of 5 years had basic digital literacy, 

doubling to just 40% in the critical age group of 15 to 29 years, which includes all 

high school and college students as well as young parents responsible for teaching 

younger children.

Even as digital literacy is likely to grow during this pandemic, concerns remain about 

basic literacy, with September 8 celebrated as International Literacy Day. More 

than one in five Indians above 7 years still cannot read and write in any language. 

Over the last decade, literacy rates have increased from 71.7% to 77.7%, with the 

highest gains coming among rural women.
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A State-wise split of literacy rates also throws up some unexpected results. Andhra 

Pradesh has the country’s lowest literacy rate, at just 66.4%, significantly lower 

than less developed States such as Chhattisgarh (77.3%), Jharkhand (74.3%), 

Uttar Pradesh (73%), and Bihar (70.9%). Kerala remains at the top of the pile 

with 96.2% literacy, followed by Delhi (88.7%), Uttarakhand (87.6%) and Himachal 

Pradesh (86.6%).

Plasma therapy didn’t help COVID-19 patients: ICMR
Convalescent plasma (CP) therapy failed to benefit COVID-19 patients, the largest 

trial conducted across 39 hospitals in India and spearheaded by the Indian Council 

of Medical Research (ICMR) found.

The trial spanning April-July enrolled 464 hospitalised patients with “moderate” 

COVID-19 and administered convalescent plasma — antibodies derived from 

plasma filtered from the blood of those who have recovered from COVID-19 — on 

some of them.

Last week, ICMR Director General Balram Bhargava had said that the trial had 

been completed and results were expected soon.

The idea was that such antibodies would neutralise replicating viruses and check 

the growth of the infection.

However, in the 235 patients that received the plasma along with the “best standard 

of care” (called the intervention arm) and the 229 patients that received only the 

“standard of care” (called the control arm), there was not a significant difference in 

the proportion of those who did not progress to severe illness over 28 days, nor did 

the trial save a significant fraction of patients from death.

“Thirty-four patients (13.6%) died in the intervention arm and 31 (14.6%) in the 

control arm,” the report noted.

No reduction in deaths
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“CP was not associated with reduction in mortality or progression to severe 

COVID-19. This trial has high generalisability and approximates real-life setting of 

CP therapy in settings with limited laboratory capacity,” the authors concluded. The 

findings were reported in preprint repository MedRxiv, meaning that the report has 

not yet been peer-reviewed in a medical journal.

The PLACID trial, as it is called, was an open-label (patients know the nature 

of treatment they are getting), parallel-arm, Phase 2, multi-centre, randomised, 

controlled trial conducted in 39 tertiary care hospitals across India. Of these, 29 

were teaching public hospitals and 10 were private hospitals spread across 14 

States and Union Territories, and representing 25 cities.

The results from the study mirror previous international findings from CP that failed 

to find a measurable benefit.

These findings are sobering compared to claims by political parties of CP being 

a lifesaver. Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal has said that plasma therapy was 

a “crucial” prong in Delhi’s fight against COVID-19. U.S. President Donald Trump 

too had praised plasma therapy. The head of the United States’ medical regulator, 

the Food and Drug Administration, apologised for hyping the benefits of CP after 

the organisation approved the use of it as a treatment under the emergency use 

authorisation.

Frantic rush

ICMR guidelines currently leave it to medical practitioners to administer CP in case 

of moderately ill COVID-19 patients. The initial promise of the therapy had led to 

a frantic rush in many hospitals where patients were asked to source, using their 

own means, CP from those who had recovered from COVID-19.

The study’s authors said that the use of CP appeared to mitigate shortness of 

breath and fatigue among patients, and did correspond to a “higher negative 

conversion of viral RNA”, but ultimately did not improve outcomes over the period 

of evaluation.
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“Use of CP as a treatment modality for COVID-19 has received authorisation 

for off-label use in India. This authorisation has been paralleled by questionable 

practices such as calls for donors on social media, and the sale of CP on the 

black market with exorbitant price tags in India. CP is a safe therapeutic modality, 

plasmapheresis, plasma storage and Nab (neutralising antibody) measurement 

are all resource-intensive processes, with limited number of institutes in the country 

having the capacity to undertake these activities in a quality-assured manner,” the 

authors underscored.

‘Election is for differing versions of democracy’
Opposition candidate for Deputy Chairman of Rajya Sabha and RJD MP Manoj 

K. Jha in a letter to all non-BJP lawmakers of the Upper House, while appealing 

for their support, said the contest is not about numbers but about two different 

versions of parliamentary democracy. Mr. Jha filed his nomination .

He noted in his letter that it is the collective will of the Opposition that this election 

should not be seen as a contest for power to legislate at the level of the Union 

government, nor should it be seen as a contest between two individuals.

“In view of the great parliamentary tradition, this election is about two different 

versions of our parliamentary democracy — one which sees it as a number game 

and the other which places importance on critique, discussion and consensus 

building in the interest of our country and its people,” Mr. Jha wrote.

Numbers favour BJP

The election is heavily tilted in favour of the ruling coalition, led by the BJP, who have 

again fielded JD(U) MP and former Deputy Chairman Harivansh. Mr. Harivansh 

was RS Deputy Chairman till his previous term ended in April. He has since been 

re-elected to the Upper House. Mr. Harivansh defeated Congress leader B.K. 

Hariprasad and won by 125 votes to 105 votes in elections held in August 2018.
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This time around, the ruling coalition is in a better position, with BJP leaders 

claiming the support of 140 members.

There are also differences within the Opposition, with the DMK withdrawing its 

candidate at the last minute.

Mr. Jha also sought to make this a battle for rights of States. “I am requesting your 

support not simply to win an election but to make a strong statement in favour of 

an accountable system of governance. A system in which regional parties that 

have formed State governments do not have to depend on quid pro quo with the 

party in power at the Centre just to maintain a non-adversarial, federal State-Union 

relationship.”

New grievance redress system unveiled in J&K
The existing portal has now been integrated downwards to the district level by 

mapping nearly 1,500 public offices in 20 districts of the Union Territory.

The move comes at a time when a sense of disconnection and alienation has been 

growing among the people, especially in the Kashmir Valley, which has remained 

on edge ever since J&K’s special status was revoked last year.

Mr. Sinha has also directed district Superintendents of Police and Deputy 

Commissioners to be present for people in their offices from 10:30 a.m. to 11:30 

a.m. five days a week from Monday. “Similar directions are announced for the 

Divisional Commissioners and IGP’s of Jammu and Kashmir regions,” he added.

Earlier, Mr. Sinha had also announced the ‘Back to Village’ campaign, wherein 

officers will visit villages and address public grievances.

India, China agree on 5-point action plan
After a two-and-a-half-hour meeting that went into the night in Moscow, External 

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and his Chinese counterpart Wang Yi said they 
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agreed on a five-point course of action to disengage and reduce tensions along 

the Line of Actual Control (LAC), where Indian and Chinese troops have been 

engaged in a four-and-a-half-month-long stand-off.

“The two Foreign Ministers agreed that the current situation in the border areas is 

not in the interests of either side. They agreed, therefore, that the border troops 

of both sides should continue their dialogue, quickly disengage, maintain proper 

distance and ease tensions,” said a joint press statement issued after the first face-

to-face meeting between the two Ministers since the stand-off began.

The five-point plan is: following the consensus between Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi and President Xi Jinping to “not allow differences to become disputes”, 

disengaging quickly to ease tensions, abiding by the existing India-China border 

protocols and avoiding escalatory action, continuing the dialogue between the 

Special Representatives, National Security Adviser AjitDoval and Mr. Wang, as well 

as the other mechanisms and working towards new confidence-building measures 

(CBMs).

Both sides also issued separate notes detailing their positions, indicating that 

several differences still remain in their agreement of the situation at the LAC, which 

has seen violent clashes, deaths of soldiers and gunfire exchanges for the first 

time in 45 years.

“The immediate task is to ensure a comprehensive disengagement of troops in 

all the friction areas. That is necessary to prevent any untoward incident in the 

future. The final disposition of the troop deployment to their permanent posts 

and the phasing of the process is to be worked out by the military commanders,” 

government sources said. However, neither the joint statement, nor the respective 

notes issued specifically spoke of a return to the “status quo ante” or positions 

prior to the stand-off in April. Nor do they specifically call on China to retreat from 

positions it has aggressed on at Pangong Tso, Depsang and other parts of the 

LAC.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
National

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

‘Purpose achieved’

A senior official told The Hindu that the purpose of the Foreign Ministers’ meeting 

was to agree on the “objectives and principles of disengagement” and that had 

been achieved. However, much would depend on the militaries following through 

on the ground, and completing the process “quickly”, returning from the near 

eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation at the LAC, to their normal posts, which are 25-30 

km apart at many places.

The statement issued by China’s Foreign Ministry  quoted Mr. Wang as saying the 

relationship was “at the crossroads”. “But as long as the two sides keep moving the 

relationship in the right direction, there will be no difficulty or challenge that can’t 

be overcome,” he noted.

His quoted remarks were in contrast to recent statements from China, including the 

one following the September 4 meeting between the Defence Ministers in Moscow. 

He did not blame India for the recent crisis, which has been a point of emphasis 

in several Chinese statements from the Foreign Ministry and the PLA in recent 

weeks.

Mr. Wang reportedly maintained “China’s stern position” on the situation in the 

border areas, “emphasising that the imperative is to immediately stop provocations 

such as firing and other dangerous actions that violate the commitments made by 

the two sides”, the Chinese note added.

Rajya Sabha to take up LAC, economy
Rajya Sabha Chairman M. Venkaiah Naidu chaired a meeting of the Business 

Advisory Committee  evening ahead of the 18-day monsoon session beginning .

Congress leaders Ghulam Nabi Azad and Jairam Ramesh, Trinamool Congress 

leader Derek O’Brien, and DMK leader Tiruchi Siva and others attended the 

meeting. From the BJP, Bhupender Yadav and Shiv Pratap Shukla participated.
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According to sources, the Chairman agreed on having a debate on contentious 

issues of the state of the economy post-COVID-19 and the stand-off on the LAC. A 

detailed debate on the pandemic and health infrastructure will be taken up.

Eleven ordinances are on the agenda. The three agricultural ordinances, which 

the Congress and even the NDA ally Akali Dal are opposed to, have been allotted 

seven hours.

Union Parliamentary Affairs Minister Pralhad Joshi said the “government was ready 

to discuss all issues”, and “appealed to all parties for cooperation”.

“Considering the sensitivities of the Indo-China matter, a meeting of leaders from 

both Houses will be held ,” he said.

A second Business Advisory Committee meeting for the Lok Sabha will also be 

held  to decide the time allocation for various debates.

Opposition lawmakers, already at loggerheads with the government over scrapping 

of Question Hour, said they would be pushing for discussions on the economy, the 

plight of migrant workers, and unemployment.

Among the ordinances coming up before both Houses would be what the 

government had termed its trio of Bills for agricultural reform — the Farmers’ 

Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) Ordinance, 2020, the 

Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agreement of Price Assurance and Farm 

Services Bill, 2020, and the amendments to the Essential Commodities Act.

The election of the Deputy Chairperson of the Rajya Sabha will take place on 

September 14, with the NDA renominating Harivansh of the Janata Dal (U) and the 

Opposition putting up Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) leader Manoj Jha.

Seating changes

Many COVID-19-induced changes have been made to the conduct of business.

The Lok Sabha and the Rajya Sabha will sit alternately in four-hour shifts (9 a.m. to 

2 p.m. and 3 p.m. to 7p.m.), apart from a host of measures to ensure that physical 

distancing is maintained. Each seat in the Lok Sabha and individual rows have 
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been separated by polycarbonate sheets. Only 257 members will be allowed inside 

the Lok Sabha chambers, with another 172 allowed in other galleries. A total of 111 

Lok Sabha members will be seated in the Rajya Sabha and participate via electronic 

communication. LED screens in both Houses will display real time transmission 

from the other House.

Status quo on LAC after Jaishankar-Wang meet
There is a freeze on all movement and activities along the Line of Actual Control 

(LAC) in eastern Ladakh after External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar met his 

Chinese counterpart, Wang Yi, in Moscow on September 10 and agreed on a five-

point solution to ease the border tension.

A senior government official told The Hindu that status quo is being maintained by 

the Indian and Chinese troops on the north and south banks of Pangong Tso (lake), 

which saw renewed mobilisation of troops, vehicles and weapons in the past few 

days.

The south bank witnessed firing on August 30 and September 7, the first time since 

1975 that shots were fired along the LAC. Here, Indian forces are dominating and 

are occupying the heights and ridges; at many spots, the two sides are just about 

200 metres apart.

There has been no additional deployment in the Finger area on the north bank after 

a massive build-up by China on September 8. “After the Foreign Ministers met, there 

has been a visible reduction in activity on north and south banks of Pangong. In the 

present context, when we say status quo is maintained, the point of reference is 

positions maintained in the past one week and no subsequent addition in the past 

3-4 days. We have been demanding that China restore status quo ante before April,” 

the official said.

The official said the future course of action would depend on the decision conveyed 

by New Delhi.
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More meetings

The ground commanders have been meeting daily in all the disputed sectors to 

discuss confidence building measures.

The dates and agenda for the resumption of the Corps Commander-level talks, the 

highest level of military-level dialogue between India and China, is yet to be decided. 

The Corps Commanders have met five times. India might insist on a change in the 

Chinese delegation for the talks.

India and China have been engaged in a stand-off since April-May when China 

massed huge troops in Depsang, Gogra-Hotsprings, Galwan and Pangong Tso. On 

June 15, 20 Indian soldiers were killed in clashes in Galwan.

The official said that in areas such as Depsang, Hot Springs or Galwan, no major 

activity or mobilisation has been seen since July.

India has accused China of not adhering to the disengagement and de-escalation 

plan as agreed during the military and diplomatic-level talks.

In many sectors, Chinese forces are within India’s perception of the LAC.

Centre opposes move to recognise same-sex unions
The Centre  opposed before the Delhi High Court a petition seeking recognition of 

same-sex marriages, saying, “our legal system, society and values do not recognise 

marriage between same sex couples”.

Solicitor General Tushar Mehta, representing the Centre, said the 2018 judgment of 

the Constitution Bench of the Supreme Court “merely decriminalises homosexuality 

or lesbianism, nothing more, nothing less”.

Struck down in 2018

On September 6, 2018, a five-judge Constitution Bench, led by then Chief Justice 

Dipak Misra, unanimously held that criminalisation of private consensual sexual 

conduct between adults of the same sex under Section 377 of the Indian Penal 

Code is clearly unconstitutional.
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“This is my version on record. I will not even file an affidavit. I will only rely on statutory 

provisions. If a wife dies within seven years, there is a separate punishment. Now, 

who will be treated as a wife [in same sex marriage]?” Mr. Mehta asked.

Contrary to provisions

The Solicitor General said the petition was not permissible as it was asking the court 

to legislate and also that any relief granted “would run contrary to various statutory 

provisions”.

Responding to the submission, a bench of Chief Justice D.N. Patel and Justice 

Prateek Jalan said, “As far as maintainability part is concerned, today what we 

are thinking is whether a PIL [Public Interest Litigation] should or should not be 

entertained... At the moment, we are trying to understand whether we should get 

into the issue or whether we have to wait.”

“Worldover, today things are changing. Those changes may be applicable in our 

country or they may not be,” the Bench said, adding that for “our country we have to 

see what our constitutional values say”.

Later, the Bench asked if any of the petitioners or others have faced difficulties while 

trying to register same-sex marriages. “If these petitioners are well-educated and 

their marriage registration is denied, they can surely come to the court,” the Bench 

said. The court also asked petitioners to bring on record details of people whose 

application for same-sex marriage registration was denied.

The petition was filed by Abhijit Iyer Mitra, a member of the LGBT community, and 

three others seeking to recognise same sex marriages under Section 5 of the Hindu 

Marriage Act on the ground that “it does not distinguish between homosexual and 

heterosexual couples”.

The petitioners argued that “despite the fact that there is absolutely no statutory bar 

under the Hindu Marriage Act of 1955 and the Special Marriage Act of 1956 against 

gay marriage, the same are not being registered throughout the country and also in 

the National Capital Territory of Delhi”.
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“The prohibition of marriage of LGBT people on the basis of sexual orientation and 

gender identity is an absolute discrimination towards them and is also violative of 

Right to Equality as granted by the Constitution of India,” it argued.

The petition also cited names of 27 countries including the U.S. where same sex 

marriage is legal.

Centre’s farm policy huge blow to states’ rights and federalism: 
Chidambaram
Senior Congress leader and former Union minister P Chidambaram Friday said 

the farmer protests and the passage of two contentious farm legislations in the Lok 

Sabha captured the “distance between the people and the government.” Taking to 

Twitter, the former finance minister said the Centre’s farm policy, which was drafted 

without consulting states, was “a huge blow dealt by the BJP government to states’ 

rights and federalism”.

The Lok Sabha Thursday passed the Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce 

(Promotion and Facilitation) Bill, 2020, and Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) 

Agreement on Price Assurance and Farm Services Bill, 2020, through a voice 

vote.

Chidambaram said the Bills challenged the three pillars of India’s food security 

system — the minimum support price (MSP), public procurement and the public 

distribution system (PDS). He said it was a grave flaw that the Bills failed to ensure 

farmers were paid more than the MSP.

“The two Ordinances challenge the three pillars of our still-imperfect ‘food security 

system’. They are (1) MSP; (2) public procurement; and (3) PDS… The grave flaw 

in the Ordinances is that they do not stipulate that the price which the farmer gets 

‘shall not be less than the MSP’,” tweeted Chidambaram.

He added, “Farmers in Tamil Nadu have told me that they are selling paddy at 

Rs 850 to private traders against an MSP of Rs 1,150. State government must 
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explain.”

Agriculture Minister Narendra Singh Tomar, while moving the Bills in the Lower 

House Thursday, said they were aimed at making farming profitable, and clarified 

that these Bills would not have any impact on the MSP mechanism. He further 

assured that these legislations would not encroach upon the Agriculture Produce 

Marketing Committee (APMC) Acts of the states.

In protest over the passing of the farm bills, Harsimrat Kaur Badal resigned as Union 

Minister of Food Processing Industries . “I have resigned from Union Cabinet in 

protest against anti-farmer Ordinances and legislation. Proud to stand with farmers 

as their daughter and sister,” the SAD leader tweeted.

In his speech during a discussion on two of the farm Bills, Lok Sabha MP and SAD 

president Sukhbir Singh Badal said the proposed laws would “destroy” the 50 years 

of hard work done by successive Punjab governments to build the farm sector.

Farmers in Punjab and Haryana have been protesting against three ordinances 

promulgated by the Centre on June 5. 

8 regional parties protest over GST dues
Eight regional parties held a joint protest at Parliament House  demanding that the 

Centre pay GST dues it owes to the States at the earliest. The principal Opposition 

party, Congress, which is ruling in four States, was not invited for the protest.

MPs from the Trinamool Congress, DravidaMunnetraKazhagam (DMK), Telangana 

Rashtra Samithi (TRS), Samajwadi Party (SP), AamAadmi Party (AAP), Nationalist 

Congress Party (NCP), Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) and Shiv Sena participated. 

The move comes ahead of a scheduled debate on the GST in the Rajya Sabha that 

the government had agreed upon on the insistence of the Opposition parties at an 

informal meeting chaired by Defence Minister Rajnath Singh .

At a meeting of the GST Council on August 27, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman 

had acknowledged that the States were likely to face a GST revenue gap of Rs. 
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3 lakh crore this year, as the economy may contract due to COVID-19, which she 

termed an “Act of God”. The States were asked to borrow to meet the shortfall. So 

far, five Statess have rejected the Centre’s suggestion.

TRS Lok Sabha floor leader Nama Nageshwar Rao told The Hindu that the Centre 

owed Rs. 9,000 crore to the Telangana government. “States have suffered a severe 

financial setback because of the pandemic and at such a time, the Centre’s failure to 

provide even the bare minimum support hurts,” Mr. Rao said. He said he had asked 

for a debate on the issue in the Lok Sabha moving an adjournment motion.

AAP Rajya Sabha member Sanjay Singh said all those who participated in the 

protest will have more joint meetings in the next few days to scale it up. DMK MP 

Tiruchi Siva asked, the States are only asking for their dues “The government cited 

COVID-19 pandemic as an excuse. Can they explain, if everything was fine, then 

why were the GST payouts delayed pre-COVID also?”

RJD MP Manoj K. Jha said the government was merely using excuses. “Who are 

they fooling? They have more than Rs. 800 crores to build a new Parliament building 

but no money for the States. What they do not realise is that if the State finances fail, 

then there will be grave implications and the situation could go beyond their control,” 

he said.

‘Not deliberate’

Asked why the Congress was not invited, sources said many political parties like the 

TRS and the AAP were not comfortable sharing the stage with it.

Delhi CM and AAP convener Arvind Kejriwal and Telangana CM and TRS leader 

K. Chandrashekar Rao were not invited to a Chief Ministers’ meeting organised by 

Congress president Sonia Gandhi recently. “‘They do and we follow’ is no longer 

acceptable. It is now ‘we do and if you want, you may follow’,” said Trinamool Rajya 

Sabha member Derek O’Brien. However, Mr. Jha said the exclusion of the Congress 

was not deliberate.
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‘Concept of e-Lok Adalat can transform legal landscape’
The concept of e-Lok Adalat has the potential to transform the legal landscape of 

India by providing a platform to millions of people to settle their grievances at their 

places, said N.V. Ramana, a judge of the Supreme Court of India and the Executive 

Chairperson of the National Legal Services Authority, .

After e-inaugurating Karnataka’s first State-level mega e-Lok Adalat conducted by 

the Karnataka State Legal Services Authority, he said the “techniques and methods 

which we [the judiciary] have adopted during this time to get over this pandemic will 

prove to be solution for long-standing problems”.

“We [the judiciary] always thought of making use of technological services like video 

conferences, e-courts, etc. to enable marginalised people to access justice. Now, 

finally it has been put into action,” Mr. Ramana said.

He, however, said the crucial challenge was to popularise e-Lok Adalats at 

thegrassroots levels, where people have no facility of videoconferencing, by 

providing access to technology, while appreciating e-Lok Adalat being held in all the 

30 judicial districts of the State by forming 940 Benches for settlement process.

“It is important to ensure that e-Lok Adalat remains as people’s Lok Adalat and 

retains its simplicity and wider reach,” he said while underlining the importance of 

e-Lok Adalats for Karnataka, which is one of the States in southern India having 

the highest number of around 17.5 lakh cases pending in district- and taluk-level 

courts.

Mr. Ramana appreciated the works done by executive chairperson of the KSLSA 

Aravind Kumar and his team of judicial officers during the lockdown period to ensure 

release of over 11,000 undertrial prisoners and 489 convicted prisoners on parole 

while hailing the Chief Justice for initiating measures to address the issues of migrant 

workers and others.

Abhay Shreeniwas Oka, Chief Justice of the High Court of Karnataka, said as many 

as 1.87 lakh pending and pre-litigation cases were identifiedfor settlement through 
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the mega e-Lok Adalat.

Amid fierce protests, Rajya Sabha passes two farm Bills
Two of the three agriculture-related legislation piloted by the Narendra Modi 

government, aimed at liberalising the farm sector, were passed by the Rajya Sabha 

by voice vote  amid a din as the Opposition parties, enraged by the refusal of Deputy 

Chairman Harivansh to allow voting on resolutions they moved, broke microphones, 

stood up on tables and flung papers in the air.

The legislation — the Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and 

Facilitation) Bill, 2020, and the Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agreement 

on Price Assurance and Farm Services Bill, 2020, were cleared by the Lok Sabha 

last week.

Death warrant: Congress

The Rajya Sabha saw a peaceful debate till 1 p.m., when the proceedings were 

scheduled to end. The Congress, the Trinamool Congress, the Telangana Rashtra 

Samithi, the Samajwadi Party, the DravidaMunnetraKazhagam, the Rashtriya 

Janata Dal, the AamAadmi Party and the two Left parties vehemently opposed 

the Bills, asking the government to send them to a Parliament panel for further 

scrutiny.

Congress MP Pratap Singh Bajwa said his party would not sign the “death warrant” 

of farmers.

Among the BJP allies and friendly parties, the JD(U) and the YSR Congress supported 

the Bills. The AIADMK spoke against the Bills, with MP S.R. Balasubramoniyan 

calling them a way to “disinvest” in agriculture. Biju Janata Dal MP Amar Patnaik 

said the Bills had good intent but ignored the implementation problems. He asked 

the government to send them to a Select Committee.
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Govt. tables Bill to amend FCRA
The Centre is set to amend the Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act and proposes 

to make Aadhaar a mandatory identification document for all the office-bearers, 

directors and other key functionaries of an NGO or an association eligible to receive 

foreign donations.

The Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Amendment Bill, 2020, was introduced in the 

Lok Sabha  by Minister of State for Home Nityanand Rai.

The Bill says the amendment is required to enhance transparency and accountability 

in the receipt and utilisation of foreign contributions worth thousands of crores of 

rupees every year and facilitating the “genuine” non-governmental organisations or 

associations who are working for the welfare of society.

The Bill proposes to include “public servant” and “corporation owned or controlled 

by the government” among the list of entities who are not eligible to receive foreign 

donations, the draft says.

Bars public servants

“Amendment of clause (c) of sub-section (1) of section 3 to include public servant 

also within its ambit, to provide that no foreign contribution shall be accepted by any 

public servant,” the Bill says.

In 2016, the Home Ministry had cancelled the licence of Lawyers Collective, run by 

noted lawyers Indira Jaising and Anand Grover for various violations. The Ministry, 

in its suspension notice, had said that Ms. Jaising — as a government servant — 

had received foreign funds over Rs. 96 crore when she held the post of Additional 

Solicitor General (ASG) between the years2009 and 2014, in violation of FCRA 

norms.

Ms Jaising refuted the Ministry’s allegations and had said she was a “public servant” 

not “government servant.”

FCRA regulates foreign donations and ensures that such contributions do not 

adversely affect the internal security of the country. The Act, first enacted in 1976 
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was amended in the year 2010 when a slew of new measures were taken by the 

Union Home Ministry to regulate foreign donations.

‘Make ethics code must for all news channels’
The News Broadcasters Association (NBA) has told the Supreme Court to make its 

code of ethics against airing malicious, biased and regressive content applicable to 

all TV news channels.

For this, the NBA suggested that the court direct the government to include its 

ethical code in the Programme Code of the Cable Television Networks Rules, 1994. 

All news channels, whether they are NBA members or not, will then have to follow 

the Programme Code containing the proposed amendments.

The NBA affidavit is in response to an order by the Supreme Court on September 18 

to suggest steps to strengthen the self-regulatory mechanism to prevent or penalise 

airing of communal or derogatory content on electronic media.

The order by a Bench led by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud was in the background of a 

plea to stop the telecast of a programme ‘Bindas Bol’ on Sudarshan TV containing 

objectionable content against the Muslim entries into civil services. The court said 

the content was prima facie “plainly hurtful to the community. It is an affront to the 

dignity of the community.” The court said the NBA was “toothless” and its penalties 

hardly a deterrence for channels. The NBA said the News Broadcasters Services 

Authority (NBSA) should be granted recognition as an “independent self-regulatory 

mechanism” to receive and deal with complaints. Orders passed by the NBSA 

should be made binding and enforceable on channels. Recognition to NBSA would 

strengthen News Broadcasting Standards Regulations, the affidavit said.

8 Opposition MPs suspended from RS for ‘unruly behaviour’
The Rajya Sabha  suspended eight Opposition MPs for their “unruly” behaviour 

with Deputy Chairman Harivansh  during the debate and voting on two farm sector 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
National

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

Bills.

Chairman M. Venkaiah Naidu also rejected the Opposition’s no-confidence motion 

against the Deputy Chairman, saying the notice was not in proper format.

However, the suspended MPs refused to leave the House and the day’s proceedings 

saw repeated disruptions and adjournments.

After four adjournments, Vice-Chairman Bhubaneswar Kalita adjourned the House 

till 9 a.m. .

Speaking on the events of Sunday after the completion of Zero Hour and special 

mentions, Mr. Naidu said the incidents were unfortunate and the image of Parliament 

had been “tarnished”.

He said some members had entered the well of the House, thrown papers, broken 

microphones and abused Mr. Harivansh while the two Bills were being discussed. 

He added that the Deputy Chairman had been physically threatened.

“It pained me a lot because what happened yesterday in the House is unfortunate, 

unacceptable and condemnable,” Mr. Naidu said, adding that the members had also 

violated COVID-19-related protocols.

He said the Deputy Chairman would have called for voting, which was the demand 

of the protesting MPs, had the House been in order.

Mr. Naidu also rejected the Opposition’s notice of no-confidence against Mr. 

Harivansh for not allowing a division of votes.

Stating that he had received a letter from Leader of the Opposition, Ghulam Nabi 

Azad, and 46 other MPs, Mr. Naidu said the no-confidence notice was not in the 

proper format, and the 14 day-notice period was not followed as the session is set 

to end on October 1.

The government then moved a motion for the suspension of eight MPs — Derek 

O’Brien and Dola Sen of the Trinamool Congress; Sanjay Singh of the AamAadmi 

Party, Congress’s Rajeev Satav, Syed Nazir Hussain and Ripun Bora; and K.K. 

Ragesh and Elamaram Kareem of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) — which 

was passed by voice vote.
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Later, addressing a press conference to put forth the government’s view on the 

developments in the Rajya Sabha, Union Law Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad said 

the suspended MPs had violated Rule 256 of the general rules of procedure by not 

leaving the House after being suspended.

Parliament passes Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code Bill
The Lok Sabha  passed the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (Second Amendment) 

Bill, which provides that insolvency proceedings against defaulting companies will 

not be initiated for at least six months starting from March 25.

It was earlier passed by the Rajya Sabha.

Responding to the issues raised by the members during the discussion, Finance 

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said the Code was not a recovery law. The creditors, 

including MSMEs (micro, small and medium enterprises), had several other options 

to recover their claims. The proposed amendments, brought in the form of an 

Ordinance on June 5, suspended the application of three provisions to prevent 

any company, stressed due to the COVID-19 situation, from being pushed into 

insolvency proceedings. A proviso for further extension of six months has also been 

given. The initial six-month period would end on September 24, she said.

Comparing the performance, Ms. Sitharaman said the recovery rate under the 

Code was 42.5%, while under Lok Adalat (2018-19), the figure was 5.3%; DRT 

proceedings had led to 3.5% recovery and under the SARFAESI Act, 14.5% of the 

dues were recovered.

Initiating the debate, Congress leader Adhir Ranjan Chowdhary said the proposed 

amendments had a lot of grey areas, leaving loopholes for large debtors. The worst 

casualty would be the MSME sector, which employed 1.2 million people and catered 

to large corporates.

Opposition parties walk out of both Houses of Parliament
Opposition parties boycotted Parliament , first walking out of the Rajya Sabha in the 
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morning and later from the Lok Sabha around 4 p.m., protesting against the flawed 

passage of the two farm Bills in the Upper House .

Meanwhile, the eight suspended Rajya Sabha members, who had staged an all night 

sit-in under the Mahatma Gandhi statue inside Parliament, ended their protest.

Parliament is expected to adjournsine die.

MPs from the Congress, the Trinamool Congress, the DMK, the TRS, the AAP, 

the RJD, the NCP, the CPI(M), the CPI and other smaller parties boycotted the 

proceedings in both Houses. However, the Bahujan Samaj Party, the Biju Janata 

Dal and the YSR Congress did not participate in the boycott. Though BSP MPs 

did walk out of the Lok Sabha, they distanced themselves from the rest of the 

Opposition. A senior leader said the party walked out urging the government to 

make legal provisions to implement the MSP.

In the Rajya Sabha, Parliamentary Affairs Minister Pralhad Joshi said the suspension 

of the MPs could be revoked if they expressed regret. However, this was not 

accepted by the Opposition.

Leader of the Opposition Ghulam Nabi Azad said no one was happy with what 

transpired in the House over the past two days. “Day before yesterday was the 

last straw that broke the camel’s back. Bills don’t go to the standing committee 

or the select committee. I don’t approve of the fight — breaking the microphones, 

standing on the tables. But it was the last straw,” he said.

‘Dignity of the Chair devalued’
Extending support to the protest launched by Opposition MPs against the conduct 

of Rajya Sabha Deputy Chairman Harivansh in the passage of two farm Bills, 

Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) chief Sharad Pawar said Mr. Harivansh had 

devalued the dignity of the Chair by not adhering to the rule book and hastily 

clearing the Bills.

“The Deputy Chairman should have listened to the protesting MPs who were 
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showing him the rule book and demanding vote on those Bills. But he did not and 

instead rushed ahead with voice vote. It was obvious that the MPs were outraged,” 

he said. At a press conference here, the former Union Agriculture Minister said the 

behaviour of Mr. Harivansh had lowered the dignity of the Chair. “In my 50-years of 

parliamentary career, never have I seen such behaviour from the Chair. It devalued 

the dignity of the Chair. The same Deputy Chairman who did not follow rules went 

to meet the protesting MPs with tea. I am happy that none of the protesters had 

touched that tea.” He said as a mark of camaraderie to the protesting MPs, he was 

keeping a day-long fast.

Asked about Prime Minister Narendra Modi lauding Mr. Singh’s gesture of bringing 

tea by invoking the latter’s home State Bihar, Mr. Pawar said, “Even people of Bihar 

will not like his behaviour. It is surprising to me that the Deputy Chairman claims to 

belong to the legacy of greats like Karpoori Thakur. It doesn’t matter where a person 

comes from, what matters is your behaviour.”

Lok Sabha clears 3 labour Bills
The Lok Sabha  cleared three labour Bills amalgamating laws on social security, 

occupational safety and industrial relations which would usher in changes including 

allowing companies with less than 300 workers to hire and fire without prior approval 

and provide gig and platform workers social security.

The Industrial Relations Code, 2020; the Occupational Safety, Health and Working 

Conditions Code, 2020; and the Code of Social Security, 2020, were passed by voice 

vote after a debate in the Lok Sabha, and in the absence of the Opposition, who 

staged a walkout. Minister for Labour and Employment Santosh Gangwar termed 

the Bills “historic” and ones that would usher in long required reform in industry 

and labour. Referring to the Social Security Code Bill, the Minister said, “After 70 

years of Independence, 50 crore workers, including the unorganised sector, will be 

brought into some kind of social security net.”
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Among the 13 Acts subsumed under the Occupational Safety Code, 2020, is the 

Inter-State Migrant Workmen (Regulation and Employment and Conditions of 

Service) Act of 1979, which came under the spotlight during the COVID-19 lockdown 

when many migrant workers found themselves without any recourse to wages or 

services from employers. The new Bill covers contract and directly hired inter-State 

workers.

Inter-State migrants

On the issue of inter-State migrants, BJP MPs, Manoj Tiwari and Nishikant Dubey 

said the nomenclature for referring to them as “migrant labour” be changed and the 

labour be respected. “Industry requires capital, labour and market. If capital from 

Uttar Pradesh and Bihar are not referred as ‘migrant capital’ then why refer as such 

to the labour?” asked Mr. Dubey.

In the absence of the Opposition, amendments proposed by these members was 

not taken up and the Bills were passed. These will be tabled in the Rajya Sabha 

next Monday.

LS passes J&K Official Languages Bill
The Lok Sabha passed the J&K Official Languages Bill, 2020 that seeks to include 

Kashmiri, Dogri and Hindi as the official languages in the newly-created Union 

Territory of Jammu and Kashmir. Earlier, only English and Urdu were the official 

languages in the former State.

Hasnain Masoodi of National Conference (NC) said five official languages will 

confuse the bureaucracy. He said Urdu was a link between J&K and Ladakh. Union 

Minister of State for Home G. Kishan Reddy said that as per the 2011 Census, 

only 0.16% of the population in J&K spoke Urdu. He stated that over 56% speak 

Kashmiri and it had not been recognised as an official language.

TRAI recommends body to monitor net neutrality
The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India  recommended the creation of a multi-
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stakeholder body (MSB) to ensure that Internet access providers adhere to the 

provisions of net neutrality.

The MSB, which could include telecom service providers, Internet service providers, 

content providers, researchers, academic and technical community, civil society 

organisations, and the government, should be set up as a non-profit entity.

“The role of the MSB shall be to provide advice and support to DoT in the monitoring 

and enforcement of net neutrality principles,” TRAI said.

The MSB may also be required to investigate complaints regarding the violation of 

net neutrality.

TRAI also suggested that the MSB help DoT in maintenance of a repository of 

reasonable traffic management practices.

The net neutrality principles adopted by DoT were technology neutral and would 

apply equally to 5G technology, the telecom regulator clarified.

‘Resolve Kashmir in line with UN Resolutions’
A day after Pakistan’s Foreign Minister brought up Kashmir during a speech at the 

UN’s 75th anniversary commemoration event, the issue was raised again — this 

time by Turkish President Recep Erdogan during his general debate remarks.

“The Kashmir conflict, which is also key to the stability and peace of South Asia, 

is still a burning issue. Steps taken following the abolition of the special status of 

Jammu-Kashmir further complicated the problem,” Mr. Erdogan said via a recorded 

video message.

India had withdrawn Article 370 (special status for Jammu and Kashmir) and 

reorganised the former State into the Union Territories of Jammu and Kashmir and 

Ladakh.

In August, India had called “unwarranted” similar remarks made by a Turkish Foreign 

Ministry spokesperson. In February, Mr. Erdogan, on an official visit to Pakistan, told 

its Parliament the Kashmir issue was as close to the Pakistanis as it was to the 
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Turkish people.

“We are in favour of solving this issue through dialogue, within the framework of the 

United Nations resolutions and especially in line with the expectations of the people 

of Kashmir,” Mr. Erdogan said .

CAG: Rafale vendors yet to confirm tech transfer
French aerospace major Dassault Aviation and European missile maker MBDA have 

till date “not confirmed” the transfer of technology for the indigenous development 

of engine for the Light Combat Aircraft (LCA) by the Defence Research and 

Development Organisation (DRDO), under the offset contract relating to the Rs. 

60,000 crore deal for 36 Rafale fighter jets, the Comptroller and Auditor General 

(CAG) said in a report tabled in Parliament .

The report on offset clauses in defence deals observed that in October 2019, 

the Ministry of Defence (MoD) informed that the vendor had not yet been able to 

confirm their capability for doing the requisite upgradation. “Thus, it is not clear if 

this technology transfer will take place, and there is need for MoD/DRDO to identify 

and acquire the right technologies in order to comply with the directions of Defence 

Acquisition Council (DAC) given in September 2016,” the report said on the offsets 

in the Rafale deal.

In September 2015, Dassault Aviation and MBDA initially proposed to discharge 

30% of their offset obligation in the Rafale deal by offering high technology to the 

DRDO, and as per the contract, acquisition of technology by the DRDO is envisaged, 

subject to discussions between the vendor and the DRDO, the report said.

Six new technologies

In April 2016, the DRDO identified six new technologies to be obtained from the 

firms under the offset obligations, but the vendors “did not agree on transfer of five 

technologies as most of them were not within the vendor’s core competence”. The 

sixth proposal of the DRDO was to obtain technical assistance for the indigenous 
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development of an engine (Kaveri) for the LCA, which also has not been confirmed 

so far.

“In many cases, it was found that the foreign vendors made various offset commitments 

to qualify for the main supply contract but later were not earnest about fulfilling these 

commitments,” the CAG observed, giving the Rafale deal as an example.

SC grants relief to Facebook official
The Delhi Legislative Assembly clarified in the Supreme Court  that “no coercive 

steps” were intended against Ajit Mohan, vice-president and managing director of 

Facebook India Online Services Private Limited, when he was summoned to appear 

before it as a “witness” in connection with “allegations” linked to the Delhi riots.

“The person was only called as a witness. No coercion was intended. We wanted 

to get some safeguard suggestions from Facebook. We wanted to find out how 

Facebook was misused and did not say Facebook misused,” senior advocate 

Abhishek Singhvi, for the Assembly, submitted in court.

Justice S.K. Kaul, heading a three-judge Bench, pointed out that there is a disparity 

in what Mr. Singhvi is submitting in court about the nature of the summons and what 

is actually said in them.

Issuing notice, the court asked Mr. Singhvi to file its counter, putting the clarifications 

on record.

The clarification came in a petition filed jointly by Mr. Mohan and Facebook against 

the summons issued by the Committee of Peace and Harmony of the Assembly. 

Mr. Mohan was summoned to appear before the Committee on September 23. Mr. 

Singhvi told the court that the Committee had deferred the meeting.

The court asked the Assembly to not fix any further meeting with the Facebook 

official for now as it is seized of the case. It scheduled the next hearing for October 

15.

In their petition, Mr. Mohan and Facebook, represented by senior advocates Harish 
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Salve and Mukul Rohatgi respectively, accused the Assembly of threatening him 

with “breach of privilege” if he did not appear before the Committee and testify. They 

said the Committee had no authority to compel him to testify.

Priceless artefacts damaged in Indian Museum renovation: 
CAG
Renovation works at the Indian Museum in Kolkata were carried out without following 

the necessary conservation process, leading to priceless artefacts being damaged, 

the Comptroller and Auditor General of India has found.

A CAG statement  said it had tabled its report in Parliament on the compliance audit 

relating to 37 civil ministries and departments of the Union government for 2017-

2018.

Irregularities noted

On the Indian Museum, which functions under the Union Culture Ministry, the CAG 

statement highlighted irregularities in the modernisation project.

“Indian Museum, Kolkata awarded the modernisation work on nomination basis and 

executed the work without any conservation plan or preparation of Detailed Project 

Report and proper planning. Major works pertaining to providing modern storage 

system, fire-fighting, fire-detection and prevention and HVAC were not taken up 

though sanctioned,” it said.

The museum failed to ensure financial safeguards and monitoring of quality of work 

during the initial phases of the project.

Over Rs. 105 crore spent

“Works sanctioned at a cost of Rs. 83.66 crore were executed for Rs. 105.70 crore, 

with works estimated to cost Rs. 25.76 crore not awarded at all. Proper conservation 

processes were also not followed during renovation resulting in damage to priceless 

artefacts,” it said.

The Indian Museum, founded in 1814, is the oldest museum on the sub-continent 
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and houses a range of antiquities, including an Egyptian mummy.

‘Temporary retention of GST cess is not diversion’
Finance Ministry sources have countered CAG’s audit finding of Central government 

wrongly retaining Rs. 47,272 crore of GST compensation cess meant for States, 

saying temporary retention cannot be termed as a diversion.

Days after the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) flagged that the Centre, in 

first two years of the GST implementation, wrongly retained GST compensation cess 

that was meant to be used specifically to compensate States for loss of revenue, 

Ministry sources said compensation due for the year 2017-18 and 2018-19 was fully 

paid to States.

Time taken in reconciliation of compensation receipts can’t be termed as diversion 

of GST cess fund when the dues to States were fully released by the Central 

government, they said.

Sources said that in 2017-18, Rs. 62,611 crore was collected, out of which the 

government released full compensation dues of Rs. 41,146 crore to the States and 

Union Territories.

In 2018-19, an amount of Rs. 95,081 crore was collected, out of which Rs. 69,275 

crore was paid as full compensation. They said an amount of Rs. 47,271 crore 

collected in 2017-18 and 2018-19 had remained unutilised for reconciliation post full 

payment of GST compensation dues.

For 2019-20, the Central government released Rs. 1,65,302 crore as GST 

compensation against a cess collection of Rs. 95,444 crore which it could do with 

the unutilisedcess of Rs. 47,271 crore.

CAG moots probe over cess accounting dodge
The Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) of India has mooted an investigation 

against the Central government’s accounting officials for incorrectly recording Rs. 
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10,250 crore of cess receipts from additional excise duties on petrol and diesel, as 

non-tax receipts for the exchequer in 2018-19.

This was done through a journal entry made after the end of the financial year, which 

the CAG said was done ‘primarily for the purpose of artificially inflating revenue 

receipts of the year’. The national auditor also dismissed the finance ministry’s 

explanation and rebuttals on the matter as ‘untenable.’

Cess collections from petrol and diesel are to be routed to the Central Road Fund 

(CRF), created by the Parliament as a dedicated non-lapsable Reserve Fund to be 

used only for designated purposes. The CRF was replaced with a Central Road and 

Infrastructure Fund (CRIF) through amendments introduced in the Union Budget for 

2018-19.

‘Understating deficit’

“An amount of Rs. 10,250 crore was transferred from receipts in the Central Road 

Fund and accounted as non-tax Receipts during 2018-19 through a Journal Entry 

(JE) after the close of the year,” the CAG noted in its financial audit of the Union 

government’s accounts for that year. The national auditor termed the journal entry 

as a violation of accounting procedure.

“This not only had the effect of understating deficit, but also made funds to this extent 

available for expenditure for other than designated purposes, which was contrary to 

the will of the Parliament,” the apex auditor observed.

In response to the audit red-flag, the Finance Ministry had argued that the idle 

balance in the CRF was transferred to the Consolidated Fund of India (CFI) with 

the approval of the Finance Minister ‘consequent to redesignation of the fund’ 

from CRF to CRIF. “Such write-backs had been done in the past also, based on 

recommendations of the Standing Committee on Finance (16th Lok Sabha) for 

transferring unutilised funds / idle funds in the public account to the CFI,” it said.

Reply ‘untenable’

Terming the Ministry’s reply as ‘untenable’, the CAG asserted that the issue had 

nothing to do with the redesignation of the Fund and the transfer of balances from 
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the earlier Fund to the newly designated Fund.

“The reference to precedents is either not relevant or cannot be used to justify 

wrong practices. The Standing Committee recommendation was in the context of 

closing idle Funds and transferring unutilised balances back to the CFI. The Central 

Road Fund/ CRIF is not an idle fund. Further, the stipulated accounting procedure 

for transferring idle Fund balances back to the CFI does not require inflating the 

revenue receipts for the year as the JE has done,” the CAG stressed in its audit 

report.

“It is evident that the purpose of the JE was primarily for the purpose of artificially 

inflating revenue receipts of the year. This merits further investigation for appropriate 

action against the concerned accounting authorities who authorised the JE,” the 

national auditor concluded.

Centre for early rollout of mother tongue as medium of 
instruction
The Union Ministry of Education has informed the Supreme Court that it is fully 

backing a push for “mother tongue” as medium of instruction in schools. The use of 

“home language” for learning will bridge the gap between the intelligentsia and the 

masses, it said.

The Ministry said an order was issued on September 10 to academic authorities, 

including the CBSE, the NCERT and the NCTE, to initiate the implementation of 

the National Education Policy (NEP), which was approved by the Union Cabinet in 

July 2020, to promote “mutlingualism” and use of “home language” as a mode of 

instruction.

The Centre’s affidavit came in response to the Supreme Court’s inclination to 

examine whether imposing English on a multitude of schoolchildren, whose language 

of instruction is their mother tongue, will amount to depriving them of an effective 

education guaranteed to them under Article 21A (fundamental right to education) of 
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the Constitution.

The case in question is an appeal filed by the Andhra Pradesh government against 

the State High Court decision to strike down its order to make English a compulsory 

medium of instruction.

A group of Telugu scholars and prominent personalities led by former Deputy 

Speaker of Andhra Pradesh, Mandali Buddha Prasad, represented by advocate 

Vipin Nair, have opposed the move by the Jagan Reddy government. They said 

the government move will see Telugu join the pantheon of 197 regional and ethnic 

languages which have become extinct.

According to the 2011 census, there are 1,369 rationalised ‘mother tongues’ spoken 

by more than 10,000 people. While there are 22 national languages in the Eighth 

Schedule of the Constitution, there are only six classical languages recognised in 

India.

Mr. Prasad said Telugu is one of the classical languages under the Eighth Schedule, 

spoken by more than 81 million people.

In its affidavit, the government said NEP 2020 focuses on “multilingualism”. It 

recognises the power of local languages to help young children “learn and grasp 

non-trivial concepts more quickly”.

Tense LAC makes Ladakhi team call off election boycott
A delegation from Ladakh of former Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) Ministers and MPs 

said  that they were withdrawing their call for a boycott of the upcoming elections 

to the district autonomous councils in the wake of the lurking danger on the China 

border, adding that they could not let “non-tribals” exploit the newly created Union 

Territory.

Sticking to their demand for inclusion of Ladakh in the Sixth Schedule of the 

Constitution, former BJP MP ThupstanChhewang said that a year after the creation 

of the Union Territory, the youth were dissatisfied and not a single recruitment has 
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been done by the administration. He, however, added that their demands had been 

partially met.

The delegation decided to call off the boycott on an assurance from the Centre 

that “Government of India is open to discuss protection available under the Sixth 

Schedule... while looking into issues related to Ladakhi people.”

Union Sports Minister Kiren Rijiju, who met the delegation including 

SkyabjeThikseyKhampoRinpochey, the head of the Thiksay monastery in Ladakh, 

said , “The delegation was assured that all issues related to language, demography, 

ethnicity, land and jobs will be considered positively/ taken care of.”

Further dialogue

“A dialogue between a larger Ladakhi delegation comprising representatives from 

Leh and Kargil districts under the aegis of Peoples Movement for Constitutional 

safeguard under Sixth Schedule and Union Home Ministry would commence after 

15 days of the culmination of the LAHDC and Leh elections. Any decision reached 

in this connection would be in consultation with the representatives from Leh and 

Kargil,” Mr. Rijiju said at a press conference along with members of the delegation.

Union Minister of State for Home G. Kishan Reddy will be travelling to Leh to meet 

the other Ladakhi leaders.

“In Ladakh, 97% people are tribals. Our population is 3 lakh and there is a lot of 

barren land. If we are not given protection, then in next 10 years, we will be a 

minority. We are tribals, we are weaker sections and non-tribals exploit us, this is 

why in Northeast a non-tribal cannot buy or sell land,” said CheringDorjayLakrook, 

former Minister and president of the BJP’s Ladakh unit.

Asked if the assurances were similar to that provided to undivided Jammu & Kashmir 

under Article 370 of the Constitution that was read down last year, Mr. Rijiju said, “Do 

not bring Kashmir into this.” He earlier said the autonomous councils in northeast 

existed within the State.

The delegation had met Union Home Minister Amit Shah .

The Sixth Schedule protects tribal populations and provides autonomy to the 
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communities through creation of autonomous development councils which can 

frame laws on land, public health, agriculture and so on.

As of now, 10 autonomous councils exist in Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and 

Mizoram.

The People’s Movement, a group comprising all political parties and the influential 

Buddhist Association, had announced earlier this week that no one will file 

nominations for the October 16 council elections.

Help during LAC standoff

Mr. Chhewang said that since 1947, the people of Ladakh had protected India’s 

border and during the ongoing stand-off with the China at Ladakh, it was the local 

people who supplied essential items to the Army at difficult altitudes.

“We are not demanding a price for what we have done for India all these years... We 

fear that Ladakhi youth should not go in a direction like that in Kashmir. When we 

were part of J&K, we had protection under Article 35A and 370 of the Constitution. 

If Sixth Schedule is implemented, it will give us protection under the Constitution,” 

Mr. Chhewang said, adding that they will reconsider future course of action if the 

Centre did not act on its words.

“We were assured that the autonomous councils in the UT will be empowered ...The 

basic law to be implemented after amending the provisions was not done, the power 

of the councils was curtailed... Earlier they could appoint people in provincial and 

divisional cadre posts, not a single appointment has taken place,” Mr. Chhewang 

said.

Health insurance policy: This new rule will reduce your out-
of-pocket expenses
Settling your health insurance claims will become more transparent and simple, 

starting from October. The Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India 

(Irdai) has recently modified the guidelines on proportionate deductions under health 
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insurance policies. The changes are expected to benefit the policyholders.

How proportionate deduction works:

If a policyholder opts for a room that costs higher than the one mentioned in the 

insurance policy during hospitalisation, the insurers do not reimburse the full bill. 

The insurers charge the bill as ‘proportionate deduction’. The insurance regulator 

aims to restrict this proportionate deduction to reduce out-of-pocket expenses of the 

policyholders. Many coverage benefits under a health plan have sub-limits. Sub-

limit on room rent would mean that the insurer defines the maximum amount it 

will pay towards the room rent. Mostly, this limit is defined as a percentage of sum 

insured.

According to Irdai guidelines, as a part of product design, insurers propose 

proportionate deductions of the associated medical expenses when a policyholder 

chooses a higher room category than the category that is eligible as per terms and 

conditions of the policy, insurers shall define ‘associate medical expenses’ in the 

terms and conditions of policy contract.

The regulator also stated that the insurance companies shall not recover any 

expenses towards proportionate deductions other than the defined associated 

medical expenses from the policyholders.

The following expenses will not be part of the ‘associate medical expenses’

-Cost of pharmacy

-Cost of implants and medical devices

-Cost of diagnostics

The insurers shall ensure that proportionate deductions are not applied in respect of 

the hospitals which do not follow differential billing based on the room category.

The insurers shall ensure that proportionate deductions are not applied in respect of 

the hospitals which do not follow differential billing or for those expenses in respect 

of which differential billing is not adopted based on the room category, the regulator 

said.
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According to new guidelines, the insurers are not permitted to apply proportionate 

deduction for ‘ICU charges’ as different categories of ICU are not there.

How will this move benefit the customers?

“This move will benefit customers and will reduce their out of pocket expenses. 

Irdai has advised insurers to be specific about what these medical costs would 

entail and that pharmacy, diagnostic, consumables and other implants, would not 

be included under any circumstances,” said Shanai Ghosh, executive director & 

CEO, Edelweiss General Insurance.

“Moreover, the regulator has also said that there will be no deduction for ICU 

admission, since it is a single category. For the insurers, this move will translate 

into higher claim size,” Ghosh added.

These clauses should be incorporated in the new policies filed by insurers on or 

after October 1, 2020, and for existing products which are due for renewal from 

April 1, 2021, the regulator mentioned.

Irdai has also asked the insurer to standardize the exclusions — diseases or medical 

conditions that are not covered under a policy. The insurance regulator made it 

mandatory for the insurance companies to implement the changes in products with 

effect from October.

Commenting on the impact of health insurance premiums due to the changes in the 

policies, Sanjay Datta, Chief-Underwriting, Claims and Reinsurance, ICICI Lombard 

said, “The regulator has capped the impact of these changes on health insurance 

premiums. Whether insurers will be subsuming these charges or modifying 

premiums will completely depend on the performance of the product in question.”

‘New codes don’t promote hire and fire’
The Union Labour and Employment Ministry issued a statement  addressing the 

criticism of the three labour codes passed by Parliament on September 23. The 

codes, it said, did not enable a “hire and fire” policy and the rights of workers and 
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unions had been protected.

Parliament passed the Code on Social Security, the Occupational Safety, Health 

and Working Conditions Code and the Industrial Relations Code, 2020 amid an 

Opposition boycott. Workers’ unions, including the RSS-affiliated Bharatiya Mazdoor 

Sangh, hit out at the move. They termed the codes, which merge 25 laws, anti-

worker.

In its statement, the Ministry said the codes were a historic game changer and the 

criticism was unfounded.

The IR Code increased the threshold beyond which companies have to take prior 

approval from the government to terminate employees from 100 workers to 300 

workers. The Ministry said the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Labour, 

to which the 2019 versions of the Bills had been referred to, also recommended 

increasing the threshold to 300.

“It is only the aspect of prior permission of the appropriate government which has 

been removed and other benefits and workers’ rights have been kept intact. The 

workers’ rights, such as notice before retrenchment, compensation at the rate of 15 

days wages per completed year of service, and pay in lieu of notice period, have not 

been compromised,” the Ministry stated.

The IR Code also introduced a new Reskilling Fund to be created to give monetary 

benefit equal to 15 days of wages, it said. “There has been no empirical evidence to 

suggest that higher threshold promotes hire and fire,” the Ministry said.

It said the Economic Survey 2019 had pointed out the problem of “dwarfism” in Indian 

firms, as the companies were not increasing the number of employees beyond 100, 

the threshold under the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947. Rajasthan had increased the 

threshold to 300 workers in 2014 and the “average number of factories in Rajasthan 

having more than 100 increased significantly as compared to the rest of India.” 

Fifteen other States had followed suit, it added.

The Ministry said fixed-term employment had already been notified by the Central 
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government and 14 States. It was “pro-worker” and such employees would be 

eligible for all benefits and service conditions that a regular employee enjoyed, the 

Ministry said.

“Non-availability of fixed-term employment implied that an employer had options to 

either employ on regular basis,” it said.

Cairn seeks $1.4 bn from Centre due to losses from tax 
demand
British oil explorer Cairn Energy Plc. said it is seeking $1.4 billion (about Rs. 10,300 

crore) from the Indian government in losses arising from the expropriation of its 

investments to enforce a retrospective tax demand.

In its half-yearly earnings statement, the company said it expected an international 

arbitral tribunal to shortly give a decree on its challenge to the Indian government 

seeking Rs. 10,247 crore in retrospective taxes.

“The main evidentiary hearing of Cairn’s claim under the (U.K.-India Bilateral 

Investment) Treaty took place in August 2018 in The Hague with a final hearing in 

December 2018. All formal hearings and submissions have now been made and 

the tribunal is in the process of drafting its award,” the firm said. The tribunal, it said, 

has indicated that “it expects to be in a position to issue the award after the end of 

the summer of 2020, with no significant delay expected as a result of COVID-19.”

Cairn said it was seeking “full restitution for losses of more than $1.4 billion resulting 

from the expropriation of its investments in India in 2014; continued attempts 

to enforce retrospective tax measures; and the failure to treat the firm and its 

investments fairly and equitably.”

This is the second-most high profile retrospective tax litigation. Last week, an 

international arbitration tribunal ruled India’s efforts to claim Rs. 22,100 crore in 

past taxes from Vodafone Group were in breach of fair treatment under the bilateral 

investment protection pact between the south Asian nation and the Netherlands.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
National

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

New laws will devastate farmers, says Mamata
The new farm laws will devastate farmers, said West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata 

Banerjee  and added that she would speak to State officials and take steps to protect 

their interests.

Resuming her visits to the districts after more than seven months, Ms. Banerjee, 

who is on a four-day visit to north Bengal, also chaired an administrative meeting at 

Uttar Kanya building in north Bengal.

“The farm laws will only help hoarders. The laws will not serve the interest of the 

farmers. We will soon convene a meeting of officials to see what can be done to 

protect the interest of the farmers,” she said.

During the more than hour-long meeting, the Chief Minister touched upon a 

number of welfare schemes and government services, from housing for the poor to 

disbursement of caste certificates.

Ms. Banerjee directed officials to step up development work in the five districts of 

Darjeeling, Kalimpong, Jalpaiguri, Alipurduar and Cooch Behar. The Chief Minister 

also asked the district officials and the public representatives to not lower their guard 

on the management of COVID-19 pandemic, even though districts of north Bengal 

have relatively less number of cases than areas in south Bengal.

HC strikes down new NLSIU reservation law
In a setback to the State government, the High Court of Karnataka  struck down the 

National Law School of India (Amendment) Act, 2020, which provided a reservation 

of 25% of the total seats at the National Law School of India University (NLSIU) for 

students from Karnataka.

The amendment, which came into force with effect from April 27, was contrary to the 

objective of the National Law School of India Act, 1986, in which the government had 

not reserved for itself any right to interfere in the administration, functions, control, 

curriculum, and academic matters of NLSIU. A Division Bench comprising Justice 
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B.V. Nagarathna and Justice Ravi V. Hosmani delivered the verdict while allowing 

the petitions filed by Master Balachandar Krishnan, a seat aspirant through the 

Common Law Admission Test (CLAT), the Bar Council of India, and others.One 

cannot undermine the role of the government in the establishment of NLSIU, but the 

State legislature was conscious of its limited role of providing a legal framework for 

the university to be managed by an executive council, the Bench observed.

The Bench also observed that State had not reserved any power to give directions/

advisories to NLSIU as the latter was created as a distinct and autonomous institution 

as it was not dependent on funds or financial aide from the State government.

On the government’s claim that the State was losing out in the admissions to NLSIU 

as only a few law graduates from there were practising in Karnataka, the Bench 

said the government could not expect or prescribe that NLSIU graduates practise 

law only in the State.

Meanwhile, the Bench directed the Consortium of National Law Universities across 

India, which conducts CLAT, to publish the results of CLAT-2020, held on September 

28, as per the reservation scheme that existed prior to the introduction of the 25% 

reservation.

The court had, on September 8, stayed the implementation of the 25% reservation 

when the NLSIU decided to conduct its own admission test, the National Law 

Aptitude Test (NLAT), after coming out from the consortium and CLAT.

However, NLAT, conducted on September 12, was set aside by the Supreme 

Court, which directed NLSIU to admit students based on CLAT, which was held 

on September 28 across the country. NLSIU offers 120 seats for the B.A. LL.B 

programme through CLAT.
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GDP falls 23.9% in first quarter
The Indian economy saw its worst contraction in decades, with Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) shrinking by a record 23.9% in the April to June quarter in comparison 

to the same period last year, according to data released by the National Statistical 

Office on Monday.

The contraction reflects the severe impact of the COVID-19 lockdown, which halted 

most economic activities, as well as the slowdown trend of the economy even pre-

COVID-19. Economists expect this to contribute to a contraction in annual GDP this 

year, which may be the worst in the history of independent India.

“The Indian economy is in a deeply vicious cycle, where demand is contracting so 

heavily, while the capacity to neutralise this contraction has also contracted equally 

because of the tax revenue contraction. Therefore, I don’t see GDP returning to 

positive territory for six quarters until the second quarter of next year,” said D.K. 

Srivastava, chief policy advisor at EY India, and a member of the Advisory Council 

to the 15th Finance Commission.

He expects annual GDP to contract 5%-7% in 2020-21, noting that the last contraction 

of the economy occurred in 1979-80, when GDP shrank 5.2%. There have been 

four other instances of minor contraction between 1965-68, and 1972-73, but this 

year is likely to be the worst since Independence, said Dr. Srivastava.

Agriculture was the only sector which recorded a modest growth of 3.4% in year-

on-year terms. All other sectors saw contraction, with the steepest fall of 50% in 

construction, and the trade, hotels, transport and communication services category 

shrinking 47%.

‘Loan moratorium is extendable to two years’
Solicitor General Tushar Mehta, appearing for the Union government and the 

Reserve Bank of India, informed the Supreme Court  that the loan moratorium 

introduced during the lockdown “is extendable to two years”.
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While appearing before a Bench, led by Justice Ashok Bhushan, Mr. Mehta was asked 

whether the moratorium, which was to expire on August 31, had been extended. “It is 

extendable to two years,” he replied.

Mr. Mehta was referring to two circulars issued by the RBI on August 6. An 82-page 

affidavit filed by the Ministry of Finance said the circulars have devised a framework, 

which not only allowed concessions in interest rates but also “permits lenders to 

allow moratorium of up to two years, irrespective of current six-month moratorium 

ending on August 31”.

COVID-19 distress should not impact credit assessments: 
FM
Lenders must not use COVID-19 related distress as a factor in determining the 

creditworthiness of borrowers, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman told top bankers 

via a video conference .

She also directed them to roll out their loan resolution schemes by September 15, 

aiming to maximise relief before the start of the festive season, the Finance Ministry 

said in a statement.

“During the meeting, Ms. Sitharaman impressed upon the lenders that as and 

when moratorium on loan repayments is lifted, borrowers must be given support 

and COVID-19 related distress must not impact the lenders’ assessment of their 

creditworthiness,” the Ministry said in the statement.

The Finance Minister also emphasised that bankers must immediately put in place 

Board-approved policies for resolution, carry out widespread awareness campaigns, 

identify eligible borrowers and reach out to them, with quick implementation of 

sustained resolution plans in order to revive every viable business.

Bankers gave an assurance that they had started the process of identifying eligible 

borrowers and will comply with the RBI’s timelines, the statement added.

Ms. Sitharaman advised lenders to try and extend the maximum possible relief to 
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borrowers before the festive season. So far, only 36% or Rs. 1.11 lakh crore had 

been disbursed out of the Rs. 3 lakh crore Emergency Credit Line Guarantee 

Scheme aimed at medium, small and micro enterprises. Rs. 1.58 lakh crore has 

been sanctioned so far.

COVID-19, NEP fuel fund raising by education technology 
firms
The recently announced National Education Policy (NEP) has come at the right 

time and can lead to a double-digit growth for the estimated $3.5 billion education 

technology (ed-tech) sector, say industry players.

With schools shut and online education gathering pace, ed-tech players are firming 

up plans to raise funds to transform schools through digitalisation and digital training 

of teachers even as students are confined to ‘home schooling.’

They are of the opinion the education sector is poised for a telecom and banking-like 

revolution.

A day after Eruditus announced raising $113 million, Tech Avant-Garde announced 

plans to raise up to $30 million in the first round of fund raising. In June, Byju’s had 

raised an unspecified amount reportedly valuing the firm at $10.5 billion. In July, 

Vedantu had raised $100 million.

“NEP and COVID-19 are stimulating digital transformation and holistic learning of 

schools,” said Ali Sait, CEO, Tech Avant-Garde.

“Post NEP, the ed-tech revolution in India will finally facilitate universal access to 

quality education for every child using digital/mobile technology. It will create a bank 

of meritorious children who will be the assets and future of our country,” said Praveen 

Tyagi, CEO, Eduisfun Technologies.

Extended lockdowns weigh heavy on corporate India
In the backdrop of the prolonged nationwide lockdown, an ICRA analysis of financial 
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results of 489 companies (excluding financial sector entities), has shown a year-on-

year and sequential contraction in revenues, with aggregate revenues contracting by 

31.1% y-o-y in the first quarter of FY2021.

During the same period, the PBT margin contracted by 498 bps on a y-o-y basis, and 

by 70 bps sequentially to multi-quarter lows of 3.6%. “Restrictions on manufacturing, 

industrial, construction and consumption activities for the major part of Q1 FY2021 

due to imposition of nationwide lockdown primarily hurt the financial performance of 

the Indian corporate sector,” Shamsher Dewan, VP, Corporate Sector Ratings, ICRA, 

said.

“The contraction in revenues was visible across most major sectors, but it was sharpest 

in consumer-oriented sectors where revenues contracted to nearly half of the year-

ago levels, given customer wariness to effect purchases, especially large-ticket ones, 

because of the uncertain economic environment and erosion of purchasing power,” 

he said.

As per the analysis, stress was visible across major sectors, with the exception of 

select sectors like IT, telecom, sugar and pharma.

RBI alters priority sector norms to help start-ups, farmers 
avail loans
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI)  released revised priority sector lending guidelines 

to augment funding to segments including start-ups and agriculture.

Bank finance of up to Rs. 50 crore to start-ups, loans to farmers both for installation 

of solar power plants for solarisation of grid-connected agriculture pumps, and for 

setting up compressed biogas (CBG) plants have been included as fresh categories 

eligible for finance under the priority sector.

Higher weightage has been assigned to incremental priority sector credit in ‘identified 

districts’ where priority sector credit flow is comparatively low.

The targets prescribed for ‘small and marginal farmers’ and ‘weaker sections’ are being 
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increased in a phased manner and higher credit limit has been specified for farmer 

producer organisations (FPOs)/farmers producers companies (FPCs) undertaking 

farming with assured marketing of their produce at a pre-determined price.

Besides, loan limits for renewable energy have been doubled. Commercial banks 

have been instructed to adhere to the revised guidelines.

“The RBI’s revision in PSL guidelines will incentivise credit flow to specific segments 

like clean energy, weaker sections, health infrastructure and credit deficient 

geographies,” commented Krishnan Sitaraman, senior director, CRISIL Ratings.

Need govt. support to tide over crisis: SIAM
Seeking government support to tide over “one of the toughest times” in history, by 

way of GST reduction, introduction of a scrappage policy and a stable regulatory 

roadmap, the auto industry  said it was not in a position to invest further towards 

implementing new, upcoming regulations.

Meanwhile, expressing hope that the auto sector might very soon get some ‘good 

news’, Heavy Industries Minister Prakash Javadekar added that he would take up 

the industry’s concerns with Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman as also with Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi.

Pointing out that the industry had made significant investments towards the 

implementation of BS-VI emission norms and new safety regulations, RajanWadhera, 

the outgoing president of the Society of Indian Automobile Manufacturers said 

commensurate revenues had not been realised due to lack of consumer demand.

“We make a very strong plea and request to you that the industry is not in a position 

to invest in new regulations like CAFE and RDE which are likely to come in the 

next two years,” he appealed to Mr. Javdekar, while speaking at SIAM’s 60th annual 

convention.

Kenichi Ayukawa, MD and CEO of the country’s largest carmaker Maruti Suzuki 

India, reiterated long-pending demands, including GST reduction on automobiles 
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and an incentive-based vehicle scrappage scheme. “We believe that taxes on the 

increasing turnover will be more than the government expenditure on the scrappage 

scheme and GST reduction,” Mr. Ayukawa, who will take over from MrWadhera as 

the president of the industry body, said.

Replying to queries at the session, Mr. Javadekar added that the proposal for the 

auto scrappage policy was ready and all stakeholders had provided inputs; therefore 

its announcement was likely “very soon”.

On the possibility of a GST rate cut, he said the details of proposals are being worked 

out by the Finance Ministry. “... in a logical sequence... two wheelers, three wheelers, 

public transport vehicles, then four wheelers... in that order, it should come,” the 

Minister said.

‘FTAs playing havoc’

Pawan Goenka, MD and CEO, M&M, speaking at a session attended by Commerce 

Minister Piyush Goyal, pointed out that unfavourable FTAs were impacting 

competitiveness of India’s automobiles and component exports.

“... unfavourable FTAs are playing havoc on our competitiveness... we request you 

[the Centre] to keep this high on the agenda as you negotiate trade agreements.”

Foreign investors take our reform stand seriously: FM
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman  said India’s commitment to reform was being 

taken seriously by foreign investors, which was evident from the good inflow of FDI 

even during the time of COVID-19.

Between April-July, the Foreign Direct investment (FDI) into India stood at $20 

billion.

“India’s commitment to reform is taken seriously by investors abroad and they take 

India to be a very desirable destination, otherwise we wouldn’t be seeing good 

amount of FDI coming even during the pandemic time when India, as many of our 

critics would say, had the strictest lockdown,” Ms. Sitharaman said.
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Releasing the State rankings based on the implementation of State Business Reform 

Action Plan 2019, Ms. Sitharaman said Aatmanirbhar Bharat would help India build 

on its strengths and become self-reliant.

Export competitiveness

Aatmanirbhar Bharat would lead to greater export competitiveness, better pricing 

and quality of exports, which show the Indian skill of making things to perfection, she 

said.

Ms. Sitharaman said Aatmanirbhar Bharat is not for making India inward-looking, 

but to build on its strengths, one of the ways in which the country can become more 

competitive.

In the States’ ease of doing business rankings released , Andhra Pradesh retained 

the top position followed by U.P. and Telangana at the second and third spots, 

respectively.

‘Government needs to encourage spending’
How did Indian Bank manage to service customers during the lockdown period?

As the COVID-19 pandemic panned out, our bank took all safeguards. Business 

Continuity Plan (BCP) and Work from Home (WFH) were ensured by Indian Bank 

during this pandemic situation, enabling smooth functioning of branches and ATMs.

A COVID-19 task force committee was formed to oversee the functioning of branches, 

business correspondents, offsite ATMs and Bunch Note Acceptors. Besides these, 

Indian Bank took various technology-driven initiatives and ensured that 90% of 

branches and 92% of ATMs remained functioning through the period. About 30% 

employees worked from home and 45% from various branches and offices, while the 

rest were quarantined.

Indian Bank was the first to launch COVID emergency loans for corporates, MSMEs, 

agriculturists, self help groups and pensioners among others. The services of 

Business Correspondents were also utilised and as a special case, they have been 
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taken care of through special allowance, insurance and provision of PPEs.

Do you think that the worst is over?

With India unlocking, the worst seems to be easing out as high-frequency indicators 

recovered in June 2020 from the unprecedented troughs in April 2020 (Monthly 

Economic Report – July’20). However, the increase in COVID-19 cases and 

subsequent intermittent lockdowns make the recovery prospects fragile and call for 

constant and dynamic monitoring. The country’s economic recovery is crucially linked 

to how the infection curve evolves across the States.

Job losses and salary cuts, along with rising prices of essentials took a toll on the 

purchasing power of Indian households.

Reduced requirement for goods and services during the lockdown, along with 

weakening of consumer sentiments due to uncertainty and financial risk arising out 

of the pandemic made households go slow on discretionary consumption. Due to low 

demand, corporates also showed subdued interest to invest. However, in the second 

quarter of FY21 green shoots are visible and I personally feel that fourth quarter will 

see the normalcy.

What has been the credit offtake with regard to MSMEs and retail?

MSMEs is one of the worst-affected sectors due to the impact of COVID-19. To 

address the issues, the Centre has taken many focussed steps, driving the financial 

sector to provide the required liquidity support and relief such as emergency credit 

line, sub ordinate debt scheme for stressed sector and PM SVANidhi scheme for 

street vendors. RBI has also come out with relief measures. As per Finance Ministry 

reports, banks have sanctioned loans of about Rs. 1.23 lakh core under the Rs. 3 lakh 

crore Emergency Credit Line Guarantee Scheme for the MSME sector. Indian Bank 

sanctioned Rs. 4,281crore under this scheme as on June 2020. With these efforts 

and government thrust on ‘Atmanirbhar’ and ‘Make in India’, and further supported 

by digital initiatives, the credit scenario is expected to improve once busy season 

starts.

Retail sector is also affected badly due to the pandemic. While the whole world is 
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facing challenges to shift their operations online, retail is one of the sectors which 

is finding it difficult to completely make the shift. Shutting down of malls and shops 

has also severely hurt business for all retailers as the discretionary spending by 

individuals is at a low key.

In view of phase wise unlocking, retail demand is slowly picking up as more and more 

business starts functioning. Partial revival is felt in the vehicle loan category as social 

distancing becomes the new normal and customers may prefer purchase of own 

vehicles over public transport.

MSMEs have been complaining that they did not get funds on time. Your views?

Indian Bank identified eligible MSME borrowers from its database and they were 

approached by the bank officials to avail the facilities. The approach has changed 

from the customer approaching the bank to the bank [now] reaching out to the 

customer. Unless the customer opts out or does not fit into the scheme, there are 

few chances that they will be denied the benefits. Further, the bank also engaged 

Banking Correspondents to pick-up applications and engage them with the clients 

for other facilities.

What percentage of MSME and retail customers availed moratorium?

For Indian Bank, about 4% of MSME borrowers and 8% of retail borrowers availed 

the moratorium as on June 2020.

Moratorium has ended. Will it have an impact on your balance sheet?

Along with the moratorium, if the lockdown due to COVID-19 is lifted, the initiatives 

and measures taken by the Centre and RBI will trigger an upward movement as far 

as demand is concerned.

Positive impact on the balance sheet will result only if there is a demand pick up as 

there is no supply side constraint. For this, apart from lifting the lockdown, government 

should encourage spending. Although the higher growth in the agriculture sector in 

the first quarter of FY21 and consequent rural demand may support the domestic 

economy, it may not be sufficient to compensate the decline in urban demand and 

growth.
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Reserve Bank revises audit norms for banks
The RBI  came up with revised long format audit report (LFAR) norms with a view to 

improving the efficacy of internal audit and risk management systems.

The LFAR, which applies to statutory central auditors (SCA) and branch auditors 

of banks, has been updated keeping in view the large scale changes in the size, 

complexities, business model and risks in banking operations, the RBI said.

The revised LFAR format will be put into operation for the period covering 2020-21 

and onwards, the central bank said.

“The overall objective of the LFAR should be to identify and assess the gaps and 

vulnerable areas in the business operations, risk management, compliance and the 

efficacy of internal audit and provide an independent opinion on the same to the 

Board of the bank and provide their observations,” the RBI said.

While issuing the revised norms, the RBI asked the banks to ensure timely receipt of 

the LFAR from auditors.

The RBI further said that the LFAR should be placed before the Audit Committee of 

Board and Local Advisory Board of the bank indicating the action taken or proposed 

to be taken for rectification of the irregularities.

Under the new norms, the banks would be required to send a copy the LFAR and the 

relative agenda note, together with the Board’s views or directions, to the Reserve 

Bank within 60 days of submission of the LFAR by the statutory auditors. The RBI said 

the coverage in the LFAR should be ‘credit risk areas’, ‘market risk areas’, assurance 

functions and operational risk areas’, ‘capital adequacy’ and ‘going concern and 

liquidity risk assessment’, among others.

A difficult choice
The moratorium offered by banks and other institutional lenders ended last month. 

However, the economic disruption caused by the pandemic and the resultant income 

and job loss continue to a large degree.
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In this scenario, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has announced a loan restructuring 

plan to offer relief to impacted borrowers, who may struggle to repay their debt over 

the short term, at least.

This plan is unique in many ways. Unlike the earlier restructuring windows with a 

largely open-ended structure, the latest resolution framework has a strict entry barrier 

and a clearly defined timeline for the implementation of the scheme.

Also, unlike the moratorium on term loans that was open for all, only those borrowers 

whose income has been adversely impacted due to the pandemic and repayment 

capacity seriously restricted would be eligible for the loan restructuring scheme 

offered by the lender.

This is also the first time that the RBI has announced a resolution plan specifically 

for retail loans.

Holistic solution

The primary objective of the loan recast plan is to provide a holistic solution to the 

liquidity and viability-related issues faced by existing borrowers in the personal 

loan segment, along with the corporate and MSME loan categories. The RBI has 

acknowledged the need to address the deeper cash flows issues faced by borrowers, 

a large section of whom have an otherwise good repayment history. According to RBI’s 

Financial Stability Report released in July , about 50% of individual loan borrowers 

had availed themselves of the moratorium as on April 30.

As a result, most banks and institutional lenders would have feared a significant rise 

in NPAs in the next few months. But, if implemented well by lenders, the restructuring 

plan will allow the lending system to spread the probable systemic shock over a longer 

period of time. Hopefully, the plan will not only provide huge relief to the genuinely- 

stressed borrowers but also help maintain the overall health of the lending sector.

Currently, most lenders, including the large banks, are being cautious in issuing 

new loans. Only borrowers with a steady income, who have been unscathed by the 

pandemic financially and have a solid repayment history are predominantly being 

catered to. This is likely to continue till the time lenders have a clear picture of the 
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repayment capacity of existing borrowers, which should happen over the next couple 

of months.

In the RBI’s lexicon, the term ‘personal loan’ includes gold, education, home, personal, 

consumer durable and car loans, credit card dues and loan against securities (other 

than those sanctioned for business and commercial purposes).

Loan recast goal

The objective of the loan restructuring plan is to clearly provide relief to the maximum 

number of retail borrowers, who may struggle to service existing debt, by allowing 

them to repay as per their changed repayment capacity. The RBI has outlined a 

broad framework for the lenders to resolve the stress in personal loan assets.

Lenders may provide relief to impacted borrowers by rescheduling loan repayments, 

conversion of any interest already accrued or to be accrued in future into another 

loan and through granting loan moratorium subject to a maximum of two years.

This is only a broad framework and personal loan borrowers would need to wait for 

their lender to announce details on the various options that may be available and the 

associated eligibility criterion.

However, any restructuring one goes for will come at a price such as higher interest 

cost and may have a long-term implication on the financial future. Hence, only those 

genuinely affected by the COVID-19 crisis and struggling to repay debt should opt 

for loan resolution.

Borrowers should also consider the fact that the loans taken up for restructuring will 

be reflected in credit reports as ‘restructured.’ This is likely to have an adverse impact 

on credit score and thereby, borrowers’ chances of availing another loan or credit 

card may plummet significantly in the future.

My advice for those whose income has been considerably impaired is to opt for 

rescheduling of loan repayments. Be disciplined and start repaying according to 

your reduced repayment capacity. Only those who have no, or little, means to make 

repayments over a longer time horizon should opt for the moratorium. But do go 

through the various options available with your lender, before taking a decision.
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‘Measures needed to protect growth potential’
The 23.9% contraction in first-quarter GDP “should alarm us all” and policymakers 

need to be “frightened out of their complacency” and take meaningful steps, former 

Reserve Bank of India Governor Raghuram Rajan wrote in a post on LinkedIn.

“Without relief measures, the growth potential of the economy will be seriously 

damaged,” Dr. Rajan wrote, stating that with discretionary spending expected to stay 

low until the virus was contained, government-provided relief assumed far greater 

significance. The government’s reluctance to do more immediately and instead 

conserve resources for a possible future stimulus was a “self-defeating” strategy, he 

opined.

The former IMF chief economist said India’s economic contraction compared with a 

decline of 12.4% in Italy and 9.5% in the U.S. — two of the most pandemic-affected 

advanced countries.

“Yet, India is even worse off than these comparisons suggest. The pandemic is still 

raging in India, so discretionary spending, especially on high-contact services like 

restaurants, and the associated employment, will stay low until the virus is contained,” 

he wrote.

“Government-provided relief becomes all the more important. This has been meagre,” 

Dr. Rajan added.

‘Economy as patient’

“If you think of the economy as a patient, relief is the sustenance the patient needs 

while on the sickbed and fighting the disease. Without relief, households skip meals, 

pull their children out of school and send them to work or beg, pledge their gold to 

borrow, let EMIs and rent arrears pile up,” he wrote. “Similarly, without relief, small 

and medium firms — think of a small restaurant — stop paying workers, let debt pile 

up, or close permanently.

“Essentially, the patient atrophies, so by the time the disease is contained, the patient 

has become a shell of herself. Now think of economic stimulus as a tonic. When the 

disease is vanquished, it can help the patient get out of her sickbed faster. But if the 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
Economy

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

patient has atrophied, stimulus will have little effect,” he added.

Noting that Brazil, which had spent ‘tremendously’ on relief, was seeing a much 

lower downgrade to medium-term growth than India, he wrote: “government officials 

who hold out the possibility of a stimulus when India finally contains the virus are 

underestimating the damage from a more shrunken and scarred economy at that 

point.”

Stating that because of the pre-pandemic growth slowdown and the strained fiscal 

condition, officials were wary of spending on both relief and stimulus, he suggested 

the government would have to expand the resource envelope in every way possible, 

and spend cleverly.

India could also borrow more without scaring bond markets if it committed to return 

to fiscal viability over the medium term — by setting debt reduction targets through 

legislation, and committing to transparent fiscal numbers with an independent fiscal 

council.

The government would need to prioritise its spending. “MNREGA is a tried and 

tested means of providing rural relief and should be replenished as needed. Given 

the length of the pandemic, more direct cash transfers to the poorest households, 

especially in urban areas that do not have access to MNREGA, is warranted,” he 

wrote. Government and public sector firms should also clear their payables quickly 

so that liquidity moved to corporations, he added.

Also, small firms below a certain size could be rebated the corporate income and 

GST tax they paid last year, with the rebate tapering off with firm size.

“India needs strong growth, not just to satisfy the aspirations of our youth but to 

keep our unfriendly neighbours at bay,” he wrote.

RBI sets sectoral norms for resolution of COVID-19 related 
stressed assets
The Reserve Bank  specified five financial ratios and sector-specific thresholds 
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for resolution of COVID-19 related stressed assets in 26 sectors, including auto 

components, aviation, and tourism.

The circular issued by the RBI for resolution of stressed assets is based on the 

recommendations of the K.V. Kamath committee, which submitted its report on 

September 4. “The recommendations of the Committee have been broadly accepted 

by the Reserve Bank,” RBI said in a release.

The key financial ratios suggested by the committee are total outside liabilities/

adjusted tangible networth; total debt/EBITDA; current ratio, which is current assets 

divided by current liabilities; debt service coverage ratio; and average debt service 

coverage ratio.

Specified sectors

The 26 sectors specified by the RBI include automobiles, power, tourism, cement, 

chemicals, gems and jewellery, logistics, mining, manufacturing, real estate, and 

shipping among others.

The RBI said the ratios prescribed “are intended as floors or ceilings, as the case 

may be, but the resolution plans shall take into account the pre-COVID-19 operating 

and financial performance of the borrower and impact of COVID-19 on its operating 

and financial performance at the time of finalising the resolution plan, to assess the 

cashflows in subsequent years, while stipulating appropriate ratios in each case.”

It also said lending institutions may, at their discretion, adopt a graded approach 

depending on the severity of the impact on borrowers while implementing the 

resolution plan.

Vodafone Idea hints at tariff hike, rebrands offering as ‘Vi’
Vodafone Idea Ltd. (VIL) signalled it was likely to raise tariffs to ensure sustainable 

operations.

“We believe the tariff has to go up,” said MD and CEO Ravinder Takkar, after the 

telecom operator unveiled a new brand identity ‘Vi’ (pronounced ‘we’). “This is very 
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important to get the industry back on track. Since the merger [in August 2018], we 

have increased prices twice.

“The prices need to go up and we are not shying away to say that. Every player 

is selling below the cost and it is not sustainable. There needs to be reasonable 

returns [on capital],” added Mr. Takkar.

Commenting on the recent Supreme Court order directing telecom firms to pay the 

Adjusted Gross Revenue (AGR) dues over 10 years, he said, “We had requested 

for 20 years but the honourable SC asked us to repay in 10 years. This is a good 

outcome. Our first instalment is in March 2022”.

The telco’s AGR liability exceeds Rs. 50,000 crore.

“With our new brand Vi, we stand committed to partner the government to accelerate 

India’s progression towards a digital economy,” said chairman Kumar Mangalam 

Birla.

The Rs. 25,000 crore the firm planned to raise would be adequate to fund its business 

plan, Mr. Takkar said.

Samsung aims to double online mobile business
Samsung India expects to double its online mobile business in the second half of 

the current year, driven by new introductions in the festival season combined with 

customer preference for highend devices.

“In the second half, we are seeing a strong resurgent growth. We expect to double 

our online business in the second half of 2020 over the second half of 2019,” Asim 

Warsi, senior VP, Samsung India told The Hindu .

‘Uptake in ASPs’

He added that the company was seeing a “significant uptake” in the average selling 

prices (ASPs) of mobile phones in the online business, and these may grow in 

excess of 50% to be in the range of $250-300 (approximately Rs. 18,000-22,000).

The growth in the online business, he said, will be driven by the new smartphone M-51 
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which comes with a 6.7-inch display, a 7,000-mAh battery, Qualcomm Snapdragon 

730 processor, 64MP quad rear camera setup and 32MP front camera and will be 

unveiled on September 10.

Curbs on current account affecting MFIs: Sa-dhan
The revised guidelines from the RBI pertaining to current accounts will lead to 

numerous difficulties and operational issues for the microfinance sector, industry 

body Sa-Dhan, said in a letter to RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das.

Sa-dhan demanded that microfinance institutions be exempted from the restrictions 

on the opening and operation of current accounts. In the recent circular, RBI 

instructed banks not to open current accounts for customers who had availed credit 

facilities in the form of cash credit (CC)/ overdraft (OD) from the banking system 

and said all transactions shall be routed through the CC/OD account.

“In the current scenario, when borrowers require urgent credit to restart their lives, 

implementation of the revised guidelines will result in numerous difficulties and 

operational issues for the microfinance sector,” P. Satish, executive director – Sa-

Dhan, said.

The industry body reasoned that microfinance institutions (MFIs) have various 

current accounts with banks based on the location of their branches.

“Since demonetisation, all loan disbursements of MFIs are being credited to the 

bank accounts of their borrowers. Many MFIs also have ECS mandates for loan 

collections. Such banks may or may not have CC/OD facilities extended to such 

MFIs,” Sa-Dhan said.

‘Medical data not safe with hospitals’
About 57% of the people do not want their medical information stored at the state 

or the hospital levels, but only at the central level, over privacy concerns, a study 

has indicated.
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The study was carried out to understand the public pulse with regard to the creation 

of a digital health ID for citizens.

Also, 48% of the citizens surveyed are against the use of this information for research 

and promotional activities.

Some 82% said they do not want to share sensitive data such as banking details.

The survey by LocalCircles, a community social media platform, received about 

34,000 responses from 272 districts of India.

‘Global economy to contract 4.4%, China to grow at 2.7%’
Fitch Ratings  projected global GDP to contract 4.4% in the current year, but revised 

upwards China’s growth estimate to 2.7% for 2020.

In its September update to the Global Economic Outlook (GEO), Fitch Ratings cut 

its 2020 GDP forecast for emerging markets, excluding China, to (-)5.7%, from (-

)4.7% estimated in June, mainly on account of a huge downward revision to India 

GDP forecast for the financial year ending March 2021.

Fitch has slashed India’s growth projection to (-)10.5% from (-)5% estimated earlier 

after official data released last week showed the April-June 2020 quarter GDP 

contracted by 23.9%.

‘Limited fiscal support’

“India imposed one of the most stringent lockdowns worldwide in 2Q20 (April-

June) and domestic demand fell massively. Limited fiscal support, fragilities in the 

financial system, and a continued rise in virus cases hamper a rapid normalisation 

in activity,” Fitch said.

It projected the U.S. GDP to contract 4.6% in 2020, less than the 5.6% decline it 

had forecast in June.

Fitch revised China’s GDP growth forecast to 2.7%, from 1.2% in June, following the 

stronger-than-expected April-June outturn and continuing recoveries in investment, 

housing and exports.
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“It is important not to underestimate the positive global spillovers that will flow from 

China’s recovery,” the ratings agency said.

GDP to shrink 14.8%: Goldman
The Indian economy is the worst-hit among major economies, American brokerage 

Goldman Sachs said , sharply cutting its FY21 GDP forecast to a contraction of 

14.8%.

It had earlier estimated that the economy of the country, which is now home to the 

second-largest number of COVID-19 infections, to contract by 11.8%.

The estimate comes days after official data said the economy contracted by 23.9% 

for the June 2020 quarter, as activity across all sectors barring agriculture contracted 

due to the lockdowns. The nearly two-month-long lockdowns chilled economy activity 

but was unable to contain the number of infections, which stands at 40 lakh.

“India’s GDP hit from COVID-19 [is] the highest across major economies,” analysts 

at the brokerage wrote. They now believe that the economy will contract 13.7% 

for the September quarter and 9.8% for the December quarter, compared with the 

10.7% and 6.7% contractions, respectively, estimated earlier. “Our estimates imply 

that real GDP falls by 11.1% in 2020, and by 14.8% in FY21,” they added.

Most pessimistic

The 14.8% contraction is among the most pessimistic of all the analyst estimates till 

now. Earlier, analysts at India Ratings and Research revised down their estimate to 

an 11.8% contraction for FY21, while economists at India’s largest lender SBI are 

now expecting a 10.9% contraction.

The brokerage said there would be a sharp rebound in FY22 due to the low base.

It estimated GDP growth of 15.7% in the next fiscal. Assuming 70% of the output 

lost in June is recovered in June 2021, they expect real GDP growth of 27.1% in the 

April-June 2021 quarter.
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‘GDP contraction raising flags over lenders’ asset quality’
Asset quality risks for banks are rising amid the country’s economic contraction, 

even though risks from corporate loans have decreased from the previous credit 

cycle, Moody’s Investors Service said in a new report.

‘Not immune’

“Corporates will not be immune [to risks] from the ongoing economic contraction 

caused by the coronavirus outbreak,” Srikanth Vadlamani, vice-president and senior 

credit officer at Moody’s said. “Near-term stress at corporates is already visible in 

the very weak performance in the quarter ending June 2020,” he added.

“However, risks from corporate loans have decreased from 2012-19, when a large 

amount of corporate loans were impaired. With exposures to most corporates with 

weak financial health already recognised as NPLs, currently performing loans are 

better placed to withstand stress,” he said.

“Lending in the past few years has been concentrated among stronger [firms] amid 

an overall slowdown in capital expenditure, while banks have also become more 

conservative”. “Job losses, declines in income and disruptions to business will strain 

the finances of retail and SME borrowers significantly,” the report said.

Upstream aluminium units working at full capacity: Birla
Post restart of operations after the COVID-19-related shutdown, all upstream 

aluminium plants of Hindalco Industries are operating at almost full capacity, said 

Kumar Mangalam Birla, chairman.

The aluminium downstream plants were operating at partial capacity and copper 

facilities were ramping up to optimal levels, Mr. Birla said at the company’s AGM.

He said Hindalco would continue to strengthen its balance sheet with growth 

strategies and by generating positive free cash flows.

“The pandemic has had an unprecedented impact on economic activity... and 

employment,” he said. “Given the fog of uncertainty all around, it is hard to be 
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prescient in these times with respect to the extent of the economic contraction, and 

pace of recovery,” he added.

“Despite this slump in Q1, activity levels are gradually normalising,” he said.

He said export demand remained stable and continued to offset subdued domestic 

market conditions.

Mr. Birla said the company’s broad strategy to reduce its exposure to London Metal 

Exchange (LME) price fluctuations and increasing the share of downstream, value-

added products across businesses was playing out well.

Meanwhile, the board recommended 100% dividend.

IT urges remote-enabling labour law tweaks
The IT-BPM industry has sought revisions in labour laws for enabling remote 

delivery of services such as those facilitated by work-from-home and part-time 

professionals.

“We would like to tap into the talent pool that comprises millennials, retired 

professionals and women with post-secondary education, who can devote 3-4 hours 

to work every day,” Keshav Murugesh, past chairman of Nasscom and global CEO 

of business process management (BPM) firm WNS, said in an interview. “This can 

bring in more than 110 million women with degrees, who are not currently part of the 

workforce,” he added.

“The industry has made a formal representation to relevant officials in government,” 

he said, adding that the officials had agreed to look into all aspects of the labour 

policy.

“Government should embrace treatment based on pay,” he said. “Employees drawing 

salary above a certain threshold should be treated as supervisory staff,” he added.

For example, the salary of an IT professional earning Rs. 15 lakh per year was 

higher than a traditional supervisor’s pay.

“But the professional is treated as a ‘workman’ under the Industrial Disputes Act. 
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The recommendation is to bring a salary ceiling of Rs. 5 lakh per annum while 

determining the status of ‘workmen’. The laws relating to overtime and shifts must 

not be made applicable to those earning above this threshold.”

The industry has also recommended that it be exempted from contributing to PF, 

ESIC or Workmen Compensation for those working part-time or while studying. “The 

industry anyway protects healthcare insurance at its cost. Any person committing 

less than 30 hours of work per week should be deemed part-time.” This, he said, 

would allow the sector to employ more ‘homemakers’ and students who are time-

constrained by multiple responsibilities.

Retrenchment norms

Among the industry’s recommendations to the government is the simplification of 

retrenchment norms.

“Philippines has a floating status concept, where an employee is not made redundant 

but is on a ‘no work-no pay’ status,” he pointed out. “He or she is still covered from 

a health insurance perspective and is also free to find another job,” Mr. Murugesh 

added.

‘General, health insurers can issue e-documents’
Insurance regulator IRDAI has permitted general and health insurers to issue policy 

documents in electronic format.

The regulator also allowed them to dispense with the requirement of getting 

customer’s wet signature on the proposal form.

Valid through March 31, 2021, the exemption from issuing policy document and 

copy of the proposal in physical form will, however, be subject to insurers complying 

with certain requirements.

The regulator said the exemptions will apply to all health, motor, fire insurance 

(covering dwellings and/or contents issued to individuals), package insurance 

(issued to individuals) and all miscellaneous policies issued to individuals where the 
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sum insured does not exceed Rs. 5 crore.

“Wherever policyholders demand physical version of the policy document/copy of 

the proposal, the same shall be made available,” the regulator said.

“It is definitely a positive step considering the current pandemic situation and the 

challenges in issuing physical policy documents or proposal forms,” said Gurdeep 

Singh Batra, Head — Retail Underwriting, Bajaj Allianz General Insurance.

‘Immunity booster’ tag drives exports of spices
The $3-billion spices export business has found an unlikely ally in COVID-19 as the 

pandemic appears to have added a new sheen to the export of spices considered 

to boost immunity.

“Export of spices like ginger, turmeric, coriander and cumin has shown a considerable 

increase during April-July this year compared to the same period last year,” D. 

Sathiyan, secretary of the Spices Board, said here .

The increased demand was seen in big markets like the U.S. and Europe, he said.

Demand from other countries such as Bangladesh, Morocco, Iran, Malaysia, China 

and Pakistan is also showing encouraging signs. A communication from the Spices 

Board earlier this year had said that the spice which showed the most promise in 

2019-20 was ginger, which registered an increase of 178% in volume of exports and 

129% in value at 50,410 tonnes and Rs. 449 crore respectively.

Spices export business crossed the $3-billion mark during 2019-20 for the first time 

with 10% growth in value, even though the overall exports from the country showed 

a decrease of 5% for the whole of 2019-20.

Crisil now sees GDP shrinking 9% in FY21
Crisil Research  said India’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) would shrink 9% in 

FY21, wider than its May estimate of a 5% contraction. This rate of fall has not been 

seen since the 1950s, it added.
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“With the pandemic’s peak not yet in sight and the government not providing 

adequate direct fiscal support, the downside risks to our earlier forecast have 

materialised,” Crisil Research said.

“If the pandemic were to peak out in September-October, GDP growth could move 

into mildly positive territory towards the end of this fiscal... But the risks to our 

outlook remain tilted to the downside till such time a vaccine is found and mass 

produced,” it said.

RBI targets compliance at banks with CCO norms
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI)  laid down guidelines for appointment of chief 

compliance officer (CCO) in banks to ensure uniform approach with regard to 

compliance and risk management culture across the banking industry.

The CCO should be appointed for a minimum fixed period of three years in the rank 

of a general manager or not below two levels of the rank of CEO, the RBI said in a 

circular.

Appropriate criteria

“Such an independent compliance function is required to be headed by a designated 

CCO selected through a suitable process with an appropriate ‘fit and proper’ 

evaluation/selection criteria to manage compliance risk effectively,” the RBI said.

Further, there shall not be any “dual hatting”, the RBI said. In other words, the CCO 

“shall not be given any responsibility which brings elements of conflict of interest, 

especially the role relating to business”.

Gold ETFs log inflows for fifth straight month amid 
pandemic
Gold ETFs witnessed an inflow in August, for the fifth month in a row, amid major 

economies staring at a recession due to the spread of COVID-19 pandemic. Net 

inflow in gold exchange traded funds, i.e. the ETF category, reached Rs. 5,356 
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crore in the January-August period, data with the Association of Mutual Funds in 

India showed.

A net sum of Rs. 908 crore was pumped into gold-linked ETFs last month, lower 

than the net Rs. 921 crore in July. The inflows meant assets under management 

(AUM) of gold ETFs climbed by over 4% to Rs. 13,503 crore at the end of August 

from Rs. 12,941 crore at July-end.

Month-wise, investors put in a net Rs. 202 crore in January, Rs. 1,483 crore in 

February, but withdrew Rs. 195 crore in March on profit-booking.

Inflows resumed in April at Rs. 731 crore, followed by Rs. 815 crore in May and 

Rs. 494 crore in June. “Gold prices came off their all-time high in August, after 

witnessing an almost uninterrupted rally this year. This probably provided a good 

entry point for investors to invest in the yellow metal,” said Himanshu Srivastava, 

associate director manager research at Morningstar India.

‘Safe haven’

“With all major economies staring at a recession due to the spread of the... pandemic, 

gold, with its safe-haven appeal, has emerged as one of the best-performing asset 

classes and a preferred investment destination among investors,” he added.

Given the threat posed by the pandemic to the global economy and markets, he 

said the segment may continue to see traction with investors.

GDP to shrink 11.5% this fiscal: Moody’s
Moody’s Investors Service  slashed India’s growth projection for the current fiscal to 

(-)11.5%, from (-)4% estimated earlier, saying the economic contraction would be 

more pronounced due to the lockdown and continued rise in COVID-19 cases.

The rating agency also projected India’s debt burden to peak at about 90% of GDP 

in the current fiscal and the Centre’s fiscal deficit to be close to 7.5% of GDP. The 

debt burden was 72% last year, while the fiscal deficit stood at 4.6%.

“As the number of daily reported cases increases... the possibility of renewed 
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lockdown measures continues to present downside risk to our forecasts.”

NCLAT asks NCLT Mumbai to decide afresh on PNB’s 
insolvency plea against Mittal Corp
The National Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT) has set aside an order of the 

NCLT, rejecting a plea filed by the Punjab National Bank (PNB) to initiate insolvency 

proceedings against Mittal Corp and directed it to decide afresh ‘expeditiously.‘

NCLAT observed the NCLT had dismissed PNB’s plea on the basis of a circular 

issued by the RBI on February 12, 2018, which was not applicable in this matter.

‘Infra development imperative to revive economic activity’
Recently, L&T divested its electrical and automation (E&A) division. What next?

We keep conducting a strategic review of our business portfolio from time to time 

and take a call on the basis of consistent, long-term planning process. As per this, 

we may divest or dilute certain concession businesses such as L&T Metro Rail 

(Hyderabad) and Nabha Power Ltd.

What will you do with the sale proceeds of the E&A deal?

We are in the middle of an unprecedented pandemic which has caused considerable 

uncertainty to business during the past five months.

In such times, it is necessary to strengthen the balance sheet and stay adequately 

liquid. Accordingly, the sale proceeds will be utilised partly for deleveraging the 

consolidated debt and also to strengthen the liquidity buffer warranted by the current 

economic environment.

As business conditions improve post-COVID-19, some of the equity unlocked by 

the divestment will also be invested for growing the business at the group level.

A certain part will also be used to reward our stakeholders.

Has normalcy returned to business?
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As the country unlocks, means of transport open, supply chains resume and labour 

returns, operations at about 90% of our project sites and all manufacturing facilities 

have resumed and are gradually moving into normality. We remain positive.

How many guest workers have returned to work?

Pre-pandemic, we had around 2.7 lakh labourers on our rolls. This came down to 

70,000 by end-May when the lockdown was lifted.

Most of the labourers and workers went back to their villages and towns. But, we 

have all the reasons to be positive now as about 2.2 lakh are back on our rolls 

and most of the sites are back to more or less normality. The amount of steel and 

cement we are purchasing is going up and that indicates better progress.

Have you started getting new business?

Infrastructure development is imperative to revive economic activity, create 

employment and infuse more liquidity into the system.

Additionally, funded projects by the World Bank, Japan International Cooperation 

Agency and Asian Development Bank, among others, should start moving faster.

We are, therefore, optimistic that sectors such as hospitals, power transmission 

and distribution, water, railways, roads, renewable energy and defence will start 

showing greater traction.

Digital is the buzzword these days. How is L&T readying for this fourth industrial 

revolution?

Over the last few years, L&T has deliberately and slowly enhanced its technology 

footprint and is charting a course in recent years that will see its technology portfolio 

increase its contribution vis-a-vis its traditional businesses.

In 2014-15, the world was seeing a tectonic shift with digital technologies. These 

emerging technologies were creating new processes, new business models and 

entirely new businesses.

Digitalisation and digital transformation were sweeping the business world.

L&T was seeing and experiencing this first-hand from the clients of IT services 

companies.
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[We] saw the opportunity of digital as twofold. First, to digitally transform its own 

operations and use these new technologies to get better at what it was already 

doing well; and second, to look at digital as a new business opportunity that could 

shape its future portfolio.

MFIs must build capital buffers, says Reserve Bank
As COVID-19 is likely to pose financial risks for microfinance institutions (MFIs), 

there is a need to build capital buffers and manage cash positions for microlenders 

to protect their balance sheets from any disruptions, according to an article published 

in RBI’s monthly bulletin.

The article, by Snimardeep Singh of Department of Supervision, Reserve Bank of 

India, said though COVID-19 presents significant financial risks for the microfinance 

sector, it also presents an opportunity to build long-term resilience.

“Going forward, building capital buffers and managing liquidity would be crucial for 

MFIs in fortifying their balance sheets against COVID-19 led disruptions,” it said.

‘Biggest tail-risk event’

The article termed COVID-19 as the biggest tail risk event in a long time.

Owing to disruptions in supply chain and business operations, loss of livelihoods 

and consequent drop in household incomes is highly likely, it said. “Non-banking 

financial company microfinance institutions, which extend collateral-free loans to 

low-income groups, are particularly exposed to credit risks in this scenario.” The 

article said repayment rates had dropped significantly, posing liquidity risks to 

MFIs.

Has economic slowdown hit EPFO earnings?
Why has the Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation not yet paid interest 

for fiscal year 2019-20?
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The story so far: In March, the Central Board of Trustees (CBT) of the Employees’ 

Provident Fund Organisation (EPFO) had recommended an 8.5% interest payout 

to members for FY20. At a meeting earlier this month, the CBT reiterated its 

recommendation, after a review, to the Centre. The payout would comprise 8.15% 

interest based on income from debt instruments and the balance 0.35% would be 

credited from the sale of a part of its investments in exchange traded funds (capital 

gains), subject to their redemption by December 31. The CBT also recommended 

that such capital gains be accounted for as income on an exceptional basis for 

2019-20.

Where does the EPFO invest to generate returns?

The EPFO uses its corpus (estimated at Rs. 13 lakh crore-Rs. 14 lakh crore in 

the last fiscal) to earn income from investments in debt instruments and equities. 

Investment in equities is capped at 15%. The remaining funds are invested in debt. 

The debt component helps the EPFO earn fairly predictable returns, while the equity 

component has risks associated with fluctuations in the stock market. Based on 

the EPFO’s earnings for the year, the CBT recommends in March an interest rate 

at which the payouts can be made. The final decision is notified by the Ministry of 

Labour.

What changed this time around?

At the CBT meeting in early March, the earnings for 2019-20 were discussed. Debt 

component expectations were more or less fixed and were in the range of Rs. 58,000 

crore-Rs. 59,000 crore. The ETF disinvestment process was expected to result in 

estimated capital gains of Rs. 3,000 crore. The interest rate recommendation, of 

8.5%, was arrived at based on the estimated earnings. Typically, ETF dilution would 

have begun thereafter. But by the middle of March this year, equity markets were 

in free fall as the COVID-19 pandemic triggered a global selloff. It became clear 

that the anticipated earnings from ETF dilution could not be realised at the time. At 

a meeting of the CBT’s Finance, Investment and Audit Committee (FIAC), which 

took place later in March, it was decided that the equity dilution would-be put-on 
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hold until the stock markets recovered. With the recent improvement in market 

conditions, the FIAC met again, followed by a meeting of the CBT. It was clear that 

the debt component had earned Rs. 58,000 crore. What remained was the equity 

component.

The CBT recommended that the debt component, or the returns that were already 

in hand, would facilitate a payout at 8.15%. The earnings from ETF dilution were 

projected at Rs. 2,700 crore. So, the CBT decided to retain its recommendation of 

8.5%, of which 0.35 percentage points would be realised based on the sale of equity. 

This sale could happen any time now, depending on how the market performs, but 

within December 31. Once the dilution takes place and it becomes clear that returns 

were indeed as anticipated, the CBT would convey the same to the Labour Ministry, 

and from thereon to the Finance Ministry. On approval, the interest rate would then 

be notified.

Will EPFO make the payouts in two instalments?

No. For now, there is no decision to make payment in two instalments, according to 

a member of the CBT. Whenever the ETF dilution takes place, within this calendar 

year, the interest payout is set to happen in one shot.

Can the situation change?

It could, but seems unlikely as of now. For example, if the stock market collapses 

again, and if the ETF dilution does not bring in the expected returns, the 0.35% part 

of the interest rate may get reduced. However, the CBT member said currently there 

is nothing the Board foresees that could endanger the returns.

Riding the roller-coaster market
The quote attributed variously to Charles Darwin as well as to American lawyer 

Clarence Darrow would probably stand investors in good stead today: “It is not the 

strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent, but rather the one 

most adaptable to change.”
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In the last six months, investors have seen an extreme roller coaster ride, first on 

the downside and now, on the upside. Many records were broken on the downside, 

when we saw the sharpest fall of the last decade in a month’s time and the unusual 

sight of oil trading in the negative, and the like.

These six months have turned out to be a nightmare for even veteran investors 

when it came to predicting market movement. As markets in the west have already 

achieved their highs and ours are close to doing so, what can we learn from the fall 

and rise so that we can try to apply this learning to future crises and to better our 

returns?

No one knows where the market is headed in the short term. As the famous saying 

goes, the market is a voting machine in the short term and a weighing machine in 

the long term. We, as investors, acted late when it came to the gravity of the problem 

and conveniently ignored both the pandemic and the economic slowdown.

Suddenly, the market realised the severity of the issue leading to panic selling in 

every segment — large, mid, and small caps. The fall was severe when the Nifty 

plunged from 12,000 to about 8,000. At that point, the perception of risk was higher 

than the actual risk. Even though news flow was extremely negative, there was an 

opportunity waiting to be taken, had we paid attention to the valuation multiple.

On March 23, when the market reached the recent bottom, the valuation of 30 out 

of 50 Nifty stocks were 30% lower than their five-year historical average versus 15 

stocks before the fall started. Even on the basis of market cap to GDP ratio, it had 

hit about 56%, which was considered to be the lower bound for the broader market 

valuation in the last 10 years.

It was one great opportunity to buy good businesses as if at a sale. The perception 

of risk was already priced into the stock. As investors, we should avoid double 

counting the risk.

Perils of past winners

The current underperformer (banking) had the largest exposure in the investor 

portfolio and current outperformer (pharma) had the least exposure. For example, 
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weightage for banks in the Nifty Fifty has risen from 25% in FY10 to 30% in FY15 

to 36% FY20. At the same time, pharma weight has fallen from 7.35% in FY15 to 

2.71% in March 2020.

An investor has the natural tendency to choose sectors that have done well in 

recent years due to the recency effect and familiarity with the sectors. Post the 

market correction, huge interest was seen in the banking/NBFC sector as they had 

done well in the last five years.

But the investor might fail to appreciate that this pandemic has placed severe stress 

on the already stressed banking segment. As per RBI, our banking sector GNPA 

(gross non-performing assets) was already as high as 8.5% at the end of FY20 and 

is expected to reach 12.5% on a base case scenario for FY21 and 14.7% under a 

severely-stressed scenario.

For any lending business, moratorium on loans should ring alarm bells as it signals 

increased business risk. An investor who wants to take exposure to the banking 

sector should take cognisance of the new reality. In the last five months, even 

though the market saw a strong rallybanking has been an underperformer. On the 

contrary, the best performing sector pharmaceuticals did not elicit high investor 

interest. To reduce sector risk, an investor should balance the portfolio with multiple 

sectors and invest in firms with future prospects and at right valuations.

Bad news about economy

The bad news on economic front is no secret and is available to all. So, it is generally 

priced into the market. During the last six months, most investors got it right about 

the economic projection but not the market movement.

During the pandemic, the consequences of economic depression became amply 

reflected in lower prices. Acting on the bad news and not allocating capital when 

valuation was attractive on a sustainable business basis turned out to be a costly 

mistake for investors.

From the recent bottom, more than 104 companies had generated more than 100% 

returns and 199 companies delivered 50% plus returns. Only five companies have 
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delivered a negative return from March 23.

It was the opportunity that we were waiting for and when it arrived, most of us missed 

it by looking at only the bad news and not seeing what the market had priced in. A 

calibrated approach of investing during lower market levels should aid the investor 

in capturing the forward, higher returns.

As the fear of risk was high during the pandemic, the largest amount of capital 

was withdrawn from equity assets and allocated in liquid and overnight funds with 

expected forward return of 4-5%. As the pandemic was evolving, the risk for fixed 

income was getting higher due to lower future return while the risk for equity was 

coming down due to lower valuation risk.

On an average, in the last five months, BSE 500 companies had delivered about 

69% return which, in fixed income, would take at least 10-plus years. It is not about 

one versus the other but about having the right asset allocation, and allocating 

capital based on long-term risk appetite of the investor and forward returns of the 

asset.

The current market mood should not determine the incremental capital allocation.

To conclude, we initially overreacted to the crisis and pushed valuations lower but 

now we might be under-reacting to the problem as we are yet to find a vaccine or a 

sure cure for he virus, and there is no economic growth in sight. Taking a balanced 

approach to markets and investing regularly in frontline companies should help the 

investor attain satisfactory and sustainable returns.

‘The pandemic has necessitated a reconsideration of the 42% 
devolution’
The FFC was supposed to submit its final report last year but didn’t because it was 

a year of unusual revenue trends. 2020 is even more unusual.

Yes, 2020-21 is undoubtedly an unusual year with attended uncertainties and 

unpredictabilities. Whatever award the FFC had to give for 2020-21 that was already in 
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the report submitted to the President for 2020-21. It was accepted by the government. 

Also placed in Parliament with Action Taken Report on recommendations. Therefore, 

2020-21 doesn’t matter from the point of view of the award. But it is relevant because 

we need to make projections.

Although everyone tells me to treat it as a non-year, and that for the base we should 

go back to 2019-20, I don’t think that is possible. The FFC is of the view that we 

cannot evade making predictions. In the Economic Advisory Council (EAC) of the 

FFC, there are differences of opinion on the decline in both the nominal and the real 

GDP growth.

We will look at what will be a realistic and appropriate number. Their rebound 

estimates also vary … for example… the Chief Economic Advisor [Dr. Krishnamurthy 

Subramanian] believes that the rebound might be in the region of +19%. Others feel 

that the rebound would be slower.

The pandemic will have lasting impact on deficits, consolidation plans and fiscal 

balance of the Centre and the States.

There are multiple ways of looking at this. First is that, unlike in the past, we may 

not have the luxury, if I may say so, of assuming constant rates of growth throughout 

the period — both in nominal and real GDP numbers. A judgement call will be 

necessary. The EAC members have given the variations in the patterns which can 

be adopted for the award period. From out of those, the FFC will decide to finally 

adopt one. Second, the variability in the revenue assumptions. Again, we have 

received a multiplicity of advice and will need to adopt tax buoyancy numbers which 

may vary during the award period. Third, as a consequence of this, on the issue of 

fiscal numbers and the path of fiscal consolidation and the path of debt — for the 

Centre, the States, as well as, more importantly, for the general [that is Centre plus 

States] government. We will have to select a path which recognises the fact that the 

arrangement which earlier existed may have to be re-adapted taking into account 

the issue of the pandemic. Finally, under our Terms of Reference (ToR), we have to 

look at the issue of performance-based criterion and in appropriate cases sector-
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specific considerations. The issue of the health sector is a prominent aspect of the 

overall consideration of this FC — not only by means of a health chapter but factor 

in the liability on account of this. Particularly with regard to those States where the 

health infrastructure is rather weak.

How will you ensure fiscal space for the Centre’s defence budget and 

allocations for reviving growth, and at the same time States’ public health 

expenditure, when revenues are far from buoyant?

It would be naive to pretend that these can be reconciled perfectly. There will be 

attempts at reconciliation. It will have to be both by way of enhanced public outlays, 

both by the Centre and the States, and reprioritisation of expenditure patterns to 

address the issues of the pandemic and health. For instance, under the National 

Health Mission by 2017, the States were expected to spend a certain proportion of 

their public outlay on the health sector which has eluded most of the States. As far 

as the Central government is concerned, it has too to be consistent with the policy 

of 2017.

Is the option of increasing States’ share in the divisible tax pool beyond 42% 

on your table at all?

You will have to wait till you see the report. What all FCs have to do is to recalibrate. 

Recalibration can be both upwards and downwards. Our report for the first year 

[2020-21] of the six-year award period, had stayed the course with 42%. Taking 

off Jammu & Kashmir, [it] came to 41%. The caveat in that report is that for all 

the numbers, the FFC reserves the right to reconsider, re-adapt, modify them in a 

manner considered appropriate based on the ensuing situation.

When we were submitting this report, around this time October last year, there 

was no sign of the pandemic whatsoever. It appeared as a completely exogenous 

variable from nowhere in February. Therefore, it has necessitated us to go back to 

the drawing board to reconsider whatever we had assigned in the 2020-21 report.

What have the States and the Centre told you about the extent of the damage 

to their finances on account of the pandemic?
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Almost all the States have emphasised that 41 or 42% was too low; the sharing 

should be on the basis of fifty-fifty. The Central government has not told me what 

number they would be comfortable with on the vertical [devolution] but have 

emphasised what pressures are going to be on their own finances. It is for the 

FFC to make up its mind on the demands of the States. Not only on account of the 

States’ own normal committed liabilities and committed revenue expenditure but 

more so on account of the shortfall of revenues triggered both by the decline in 

the State GST [Goods & Services Tax] and by the fact that other sources of State 

revenues are proving to be somewhat inelastic. Their revenue numbers have fallen. 

The Central government’s own revenue projections are below expectations in the 

BE [Budget Estimates].

Borrowings are likely to be the only option. Will the overall government debt 

be sustainable? Are you suggesting that the Fiscal Responsibility and Budget 

Management (FRBM) Act needs to be updated and that we should forget about 

fiscal consolidation till 2023?

Many members of the EAC have promoted that the FFC take the view that the 

FRBM Act, as it was amended in 2018, by placing equal emphasis on debt as 

an important macroeconomic anchor in addition to the fiscal deficit, may need a 

significant modification in light of the current situation. Introducing the amendments 

in 2018, the then Finance Minister did mention the possibility of the range instead of 

a fixed point in the fiscal target. Implied in a range is the element of cyclicality. The 

EAC have commented on this. To say, like the old saying, ‘The king is dead, long 

live the king’; Equally of the FRBM.

The FRBM, both in the earlier version and in the subsequent version, has been a 

valuable instrument to ensure a macroeconomic stability framework. In the pre-

FRBM scenario, fiscal rectitude was not a key policy parameter.

Recognising the continued long-term value of macroeconomic stability of fiscal 

deficit and debt as an anchor, we will certainly look at the possibility of both the 
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issue of fixed versus range for fiscal targets. Equally the direction of the debt more 

than in particular fine point in the debt.

Do you endorse the

Centre’s move to place conditionalities on the States for increasing their borrowing 

limits as fair? All FCs ask States to undertake structural reforms but what about the 

Centre?

The States’ borrowing has to be circumscribed within the framework of Article 293 

of the Constitution. There are no constitutional limitations on levels of borrowings 

the Central government wish to contract. But the Central government has been 

wise and sagacious and has learnt from the past to follow policies which are broadly 

embedded in fiscal rectitude than fiscal profligacy.

You do require a framework for anchoring both your debt and fiscal deficit in broad 

conformity with the purpose and objective of continued macroeconomic stability.

Digital divide, state of economy questioned during Zero 
Hour
From the digital divide affecting access to online classes to the state of the economy, 

the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the toll it has already extracted loomed large 

over the curtailed 30-minute Zero Hour in the Lok Sabha.

Apna Dal member Anupriya Patel raised the issue of the digital divide between rural 

and urban India and the effect it was having on the educational opportunities among 

rural children, with them being deprived of online classes.

“Most of our students in the rural areas do not have laptops, tablets or even 

smartphones to avail classes, those who do so on educational channels on 

television find that sporadic power supply affects their chances of benefiting from 

online classes. The pandemic has created a new situation of haves and have nots,” 

said the MP from Uttar Pradesh.

Lakshadweep MP Faizal P. Mohammad observed that while the Union Territory was 
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the only part of the country that hadn’t seen a single case of COVID-19 till date, 

the situation with regard to more than 3,000 students from the islands, who had 

returned from different parts of the country from educational institutions where they 

had been studying, was dire.

SupriyaSule of the Nationalist Congress Party said the state of the economy was 

worrisome and that a full-fledged debate on the same should take place in the 

House.

“Our State in particular, Maharashtra, is facing the most challenging time due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic and we are not getting the help we require,” she said.

‘FDI of $1 bn flowed from China to over 1,600 firms’
More than 1,600 Indian companies have received foreign direct investments (FDI) 

worth $1 billion from China during the April 2016 to March 2020 period, according 

to government data.

The data was provided in a written reply to the Rajya Sabha  to a question on 

whether it was a fact that large-scale investments had been made by Chinese 

agencies in Indian companies, especially start-ups.

Over 1,600 companies received $1.02 billion in FDI equity inflows from China for 

the April 2016 to March 2020 period, the data show.

These companies were in 46 sectors. Out of them, the automobile industry, printing 

of books, electronics, services and electrical equipment received more than $100 

million in FDI each during the period.

Automobile, services

The automobile industry received the maximum FDI from China at $172 million. 

The services sector attracted $139.65 million.

In the reply, Minister of State for Corporate Affairs Anurag Thakur said the Ministry 

of Commerce and Industry had informed that the FDI Data Cell compiles and 

maintains the data of FDI reported through equity inflow into the country.
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‘U.S. curbs on China textiles to help India’
The U.S. restrictions on some textile imports from Xinjiang in China is likely to augur 

well for the Indian textile exporters, according to a report.

On September 14, the U.S. imposed restrictions on the import of certain products 

originating from the Xinjiang Autonomous Region in China, citing concerns on illegal 

and inhumane forced labour in the region, ratings agency ICRA said in a report.

The agency said it expects this development to benefit domestic textile exporters. 

While there were speculations of a more broad-based ban on the products originating 

from the region, the restrictions have been limited to a few entities, for now, it said.

RBI issues draft on rupee IR derivatives
The Reserve Bank  proposed allowing foreign portfolio investors (FPIs) to undertake 

exchange-traded rupee interest rate derivatives transactions subject to an overall 

ceiling of Rs. 5,000 crore.

Interest Rate Derivatives (IRDs) are contracts whose value is derived from one or 

more interest rates, prices of interest rate instruments, or interest rate indices.

The proposed directions are aimed at encouraging higher non-resident participation, 

enhance the role of domestic market makers in the offshore market, improve 

transparency, and achieve better regulatory oversight, according to the central 

bank.

Builders urge govt. aid to ensure SMEs’ survival
The construction industry is facing a survival issue and many small- and medium-

sized construction firms and builders would be out of business without timely action, 

said AjitGulabchand, CMD, Hindustan Construction Company and past president of 

The Builders’ Association of India (BAI) at a webinar.

“Many existing projects have got delayed due to paucity of funds,” he said. Hence 
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many projects were facing cost overruns, he added.

Painting a gloomy picture for the infrastructure, housing and construction industry, 

he said the government’s planned expenditure of Rs. 100 lakh crore in the next five 

years would help this industry overcome some of the challenges.

However, he said it would be impossible for the industry to offer 30% collateral that 

banks were now seeking for sanctioning loans.

BAI has recommended a few measures, including on taxation and regulation for 

revival of the sector, to the Centre. “Loans for the construction industry should be 

treated at par with agriculture, and regulated accordingly. GST for both infrastructure 

and housing projects should be 5%,” said M. Mohan, President, BAI.

Rentals decline in key metros as pandemic drives people to 
smaller towns, outskirts
Rental housing in key metros has taken a hit with reverse migration due to the 

pandemic and on account of prolonged work-from-home (WFH) assignments, 

besides salaried job losses.

On the other hand, it has picked up in sleepy towns and peripheral areas both in 

terms of demand and occupancy rates, according to analysts.

“Over 10,000 people have vacated their rental homes in the last 3 months and 

have gone back to smaller cities and home towns,” said AmarendraSahu, CEO, 

Nestaway Technologies, a home rental company with more than 60,000 homes 

across 16 cities. He said COVID-19 had caused massive disruptions in the home 

rental industry, especially in cities, as there had been a massive reverse migration 

of youth to their home towns. An estimated 50% tenants had left Bengaluru, as per 

reports.

“Prior to COVID-19, tenant base was crowded in central business districts and a 

few busy areas in Tier-1 cities. We see a tectonic shift in consumer behavior now,” 

Mr. Sahu said.
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‘Cheaper rent’

“With more than 85% of tenants with us belonging to knowledge jobs, they now 

prefer far-off locations and nearby smaller cities as the rents are cheaper and they 

do not have to commute to work daily,” he said.

Pankaj Kapur, managing director & CEO, LiasesForas said the luxury housing 

segment bore the maximum brunt of 30-40% in rental correction, while the mid-

housing segment has seen a rental correction of 5-10 %.

“When the economy goes down, house rents also go down. But this adverse impact 

is short-lived. Over 70% of the people will come back and then rents will move up,” 

Mr. Kapur said.

Commenting on the trend, Ritesh Mehta, senior director and head — West India, 

Residential Services, JLL, said, “ While we are witnessing some correction in rental 

values due to COVID-19, the real financial impact is yet to be to be seen in the next 

couple of quarters.”

“While there has been relaxation in terms of daily utility bills and maintenance, loans 

have moratoriums. The real crash crunch will seen [from October to April] when 

individuals would be burdened with liabilities to fulfil expenses vis-a-vis an uncertain 

drop in income,” he added.

‘SMEs’ asset-backed securities to be impacted’
COVID-19-induced economic and property market disruptions would cause loan 

delinquencies in micro, small and medium enterprises (SMEs). This will impact the 

firms’ asset-backed securities (ABS) over the rest of the year, hurting refinancing 

prospects and leading to lower recovery rates said Moody’s Investors Service.

“We forecast India’s economy to contract 11.5% in the fiscal year ending March 

2021,” said DipanshuRustagi, assistant VP, Moody’s. “And as the economy slows, 

SME loan delinquencies — which have been on the rise since January — will 

continue to increase and property prices face increasing pressure.
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Refinancing to be hurt

“This will challenge SMEs’ refinancing of loans against property (LAP) and hurt the 

recovery prospects for defaulted loans, affecting the quality of ABS that we rate,” 

Mr. Rustagi added.

The Centre’s stimulus measures and the structural features of these deals will 

partially offset rising risks, Moody’s said. For example, as part of the relief measures, 

the government has guaranteed new and outstanding SME loans, which will help 

alleviate liquidity pressures in the sector, added Moody’s.

‘MSMEs used tech to survive lockdown’
Information Technology (IT) infrastructure helped businesses tide over the 

challenges arising from the lockdown, Tally Solutions said in a report.

According to a study it conducted, about 94% of MSMEs in India had adopted 

technology to stay afloat in the last few months.

About 67% of respondents in western India adopted full-fledged IT infrastructure 

in their businesses post-lockdown, compared with just 29% during the lockdown. 

Similarly, 60% respondents from the south had adopted complete IT infrastructure, 

the study found.

The COVID-19 pandemic has driven the digital transformation of micro, small and 

medium enterprises.

Country-of-origin: onus is on importers
Importers will have to do their due diligence from Monday to ensure that imported 

goods meet the prescribed ‘rules of origin’ provisions for availing concessional rate 

of customs duty under free trade agreements (FTAs), the Finance Ministry said.

The Customs (Administration of Rules of Origin under Trade Agreements) Rules, 

2020 (CAROTAR, 2020), notified on August 21, shall come into force from September 

21, the Ministry said in a statement .
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This follows completion of the 30-day period that was given to importers and other 

stakeholders to familiarise themselves with new provisions. “An importer is now 

required to do due diligence before importing the goods to ensure that they meet 

the prescribed originating criteria. A list of minimum information, which the importer 

is required to possess, has also been provided in the rules along with general 

guidance.

“Also, an importer would now have to enter certain origin related information in the 

Bill of Entry, as available in the Certificate of Origin,” the Ministry added.

Ministry sources said the ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) FTA 

allows imports of most items at nil or concessional basic customs duty from the 10-

nation bloc. Major imports to India come from five ASEAN countries — Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore and Vietnam.

The benefit of concessional customs duty rate applies only if an ASEAN member 

country is the country of origin of goods.

This means that goods originating from China and routed through these countries 

will not be eligible for customs duty concessions under the ASEAN FTA.

The new rules will support the importer to correctly ascertain the country of origin, 

properly claim the concessional duty and assist customs authorities in smooth 

clearance of legitimate imports under FTAs, the Ministry said.

‘Protect local industry’

In her Budget speech, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman had mentioned the 

need to protect domestic industry from misuse of free trade agreements.

CAROTAR 2020 supplements the existing operational certification procedures 

prescribed under different trade agreements.

India has inked FTAs with several countries, including Japan, South Korea and 

ASEAN members.

Under such agreements, two trading partners significantly reduce or eliminate 

import/customs duties on the maximum number of goods traded between them.
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‘Drone insurance must be on lines of aviation liability’
A working group of insurance regulator IRDAI has highlighted the need to extend 

comprehensive insurance coverage for drones.

Such coverage, addressing the different risk profile, is necessary to ensure public 

confidence as the market for drones develops, the working group on ‘Remotely 

Piloted Aircraft System/Drone Technology’ said in its report.

The working group that went into different aspects of drones, across technology, 

operations, market and international practices, sought to differ with the draft 

Unmanned Aircraft System (UAS) Rules, 2020, notified by the Civil Aviation Ministry, 

on the issue of third-party compensation.

Noting that the draft rules suggest that the compensation should be on the lines of 

the Motor Vehicle Act, the working group said “this is not in line with international 

practices. Creating a solatium fund, similar to motor vehicles, for hit and fly / hit and 

crash drones is unthinkable as there is little opportunity for the drone insurance 

segment to generate such funds.”

Noting that international markets have considered insurance options for drones 

under aviation lines of business and not in the traditional lines of business, the report 

said it recommended third-party liability insurance to be in line with aircraft /aviation 

liability.

China’s Huawei reiterates commitment to India
Chinese telecommunications technology provider Huawei  reiterated its commitment 

to the Indian market and stressed that it was here for the long haul.

“Huawei has been a proud partner to India’s digital transformation over the last 20 

years,” David Li, CEO, Huawei India, said while unveiling the firm’s campaign “As 

Committed as Ever - With India, For India” to mark 20 years of operations in the 

country.

The campaign comes amid growing anti-China sentiment in India due to border 
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tensions between the two neighbours. There is also uncertainty over whether India 

will allow Chinese players, including Huawei, to bid for supplying 5G networks. 

However, the Ministry of Electronics and IT informed Parliament there was no 

proposal to exclude Chinese players from 5G contracts.

Pointing out Huawei’s presence in India was its largest overseas and most localised, 

it said the carrier, consumer and enterprise business groups were serving varied 

needs, from infrastructure to handsets.

E-commerce to grow 40% to $38 bn in 2020, says Redseer
E-commerce revenue is forecast to grow 40% to $38 billion in 2020, helped by an 

anticipated strong sales performance in the festival season, according to Redseer, 

a management consulting firm.

The first sale of the festival season is expected to see a 50% jump over the 

corresponding period of last year, Redseer forecast in its report titled ‘The Festival 

of Firsts’.

“The online festive sale has always been an important indicator of India’s e-commerce 

growth story with the last year’s festive sale being the biggest so far,” Redseer 

observed in the report.

New customers

This year is well-primed to deliver huge sales owing to the new wave of customers 

and changed dynamics due to the COVID-19 pandemic that saw a new set of 

customers ready to buy online. Also, the category mix may look different from the 

previous years, Redseer added.

The COVID-19-driven massive online adoption by the people in the villages would 

lead to an acceleration of this theme which would finally reach a tipping point of 

sorts, the consulting firm surmised.

Also, the rise of new shopping models owing to the changing customer demographics, 

including video-based and WhatsApp-based shopping, would be a new addition to 
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the festive landscape, according to Redseer.

External debt increases almost 3% to $559 billion at March-
end
India’s total external debt increased by 2.8% to $558.5 billion at the end of March 

mainly on account of a rise in commercial borrowings, a Finance Ministry report 

showed. External debt was $543 billion a year earlier.

The ratio of foreign currency reserves to external debt stood at 85.5% as at end-

March, compared to 76% in 2019 March.

External debt as a ratio to GDP rose marginally to 20.6%, from 19.8 %, ‘India’s 

External Debt: A Status Report: 2019-2020’ showed.

Sovereign debt shrank 3% to $100.9 billion, the ministry said, adding, this decrease 

was primarily due to a fall in FII investment in G-Secs — the second-largest 

constituent — by 23.3% to $21.6 billion, from $28.3 billion in 2019.

Loans from multilateral and bilateral sources under external assistance — the largest 

constituent of sovereign debt — grew 4.9% to $87.2 billion. Non-sovereign debt, on 

the other hand, rose 4.2% to $457.7 billion mainly due to an increase in commercial 

borrowings — the largest constituent — by 6.7% to $220.3 billion.

Outstanding NRI deposits — the second-largest constituent — at $130.6 billion was 

almost equal to the level a year earlier.

Non-financial corporations accounted for 42% of total debt.

Valuation gains

Noting that the U.S. dollar is the predominant currency for denomination of India’s 

external debt with a share of 53.7%, it said, the dollar’s appreciation as on March 31 

resulted in a valuation gain of $16.6 billion.

Excluding valuation gains, increase in external debt would have been $32 billion.

Cabinet note ready for vehicle scrappage policy
The government  said a Cabinet note has been formulated for the vehicle scrappage 
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policy.

“Ministry of Road Transport and Highways (MoRTH) has formulated a note for 

Cabinet on creation of an ecosystem for voluntary and environment friendly phasing 

out of unfit and old polluting vehicles,” Minister of State for Road Transport and 

Highways V.K. Singh told the Rajya Sabha in reply to a query.

The proposed policy, once approved, will be applicable on all vehicles, the government 

had said earlier.

The policy was sent for a fresh round of consultation with stakeholders on the 

direction of the PMO.

Road Transport and Highways Minister Nitin Gadakri had said earlier this year 

that once the policy was approved, India could emerge as a hub for automobile 

manufacturing as key raw material available from scrapping steel, aluminium and 

plastic were bound to be recycled, bringing down automobile prices by “20-30%.” 

On July 26, 2019, the government had proposed amendments to motor vehicle 

rules to allow scrapping of vehicles older than 15 years to spur adoption of electric 

vehicles.

‘Aim to regain traders’ bank tag’
The 104-year-old private sector lender Karur Vysya Bank Ltd., popularly known as 

a trader’s bank, plans to regain its right to the appellation by foraying aggressively 

into metal loans and co-lending. Current account and savings bank accounts will be 

major focus areas, the bank’s MD and CEO, B. Ramesh Babu, said in an interview. 

Excerpts:

What was the impact of COVID-19 on operations?

Currently, transactions at the branch level remain low. Customers have started 

using other channels, as also KVB Dlite, a mobile banking app. Current account and 

savings account (CASA) contribution has gone up from 31% to 35%.

People who don’t want to spend are retaining money in their savings accounts. 
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Account openings during the pandemic outnumbered closures.

What are your plans for the current year?

Going forward, CASA will be the top-most focus area on the liability side. So, all the 

branches will focus on opening mid-segment current and savings bank accounts. 

On the advances side, we consider loans up to Rs. 25 crore as corporate loans.

Earlier, we were taking exposure up to Rs. 200-300 crore. Now, we have taken a call 

to limit exposure to Rs. 125 crore per corporate account.

Our higher exposures have been brought down to Rs. 125 crore. Even today, we 

have about 10 accounts that are of government-owned firms and have good track 

record. The way forward for these accounts is, we will grow, but it will be below Rs. 

125 crore or Rs. 100-75 crore.

Our main focus would be on the commercial segment which is below Rs. 25 crore. 

We have 800 branches [catering to such accounts], and we want to leverage the 

connect. KVB was actually a traders’ bank and had a lot of relationship banking. We 

want to go back to basics.

Any special focus areas?

We are looking at four verticals: commercial banking, retail and non-brand channel 

and metal gold loans and with a lower focus on corporates. Commercial banking, 

retail and agriculture will constitute 75% of the loan book and corporate, 25%.

The bank will aggressively look at precious metals, that is, providing gold loans to 

jewellers and manufacturers.

Earlier, our customers used to take metal gold loans from other banks by using 

letters of credit issued by us. What we want to do is to give our own customers 

metal gold loan, 5 kg, 10 kg or 20 kg, whichever way they want and later extend it 

to others. We will import gold and give it to them, for which we have arrangement 

with players.

On an average, we have given Rs. 1,500 crore worth of non-fund base limits to our 

own customers. It is readily on our platter. We expect to grow by Rs. 600 crore on 

this account alone this year.
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What about consortium lending?

Earlier we were a member of many consortiums. We were taking some 5% and 

if something happened, we had no say. That is the only reason we are seriously 

reconsidering; if we do not have a bigger share in the consortium, let us say 20% or 

25%, then there is no point being a part of [a consortium].

But, if it is an excellent company and the concession rate is also pretty good, we 

can [participate] to the extent possible. But, we may not go for smaller exposures 

in a consortium.

Your take on co-lending?

We have started co-lending with a few of the systematically important non-banking, 

non-deposit taking financial institutions. People can enter into an arrangement 

wherein, they can source the loan and pass it through our own system.

The loans will be sanctioned and disbursed digitally with no manual intervention. 

We have tied up with seven NBFCs to take advantage of their wherewithal and 

footprint.

This particular route may help us to get more business.

Fuel demand to shrink in 2020 by wider 11.5%: Fitch 
Solutions
Fitch Solutions has revised downward its forecast for fuel demand contraction in 

India to 11.5% in 2020 in line with the further deterioration in the country’s economic 

outlook.

“Demand weakness is spread across the board, with both consumer and industrial 

fuels set for steep decline,” Fitch Solutions said in a note. “We have made a further 

downward revision to our India refined fuels demand forecast for 2020, from -9.4% 

to -11.5%, in line with further deterioration in the country’s economic outlook.”

It forecast a 5% year-on-year growth in 2021 and 2022, as the outbreak is brought 

under control and economic activity normalises. In the first quarter of FY21, the GDP 
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shrank by 23.9%. The domestic COVID-19 outbreak shows no signs of abating, 

with daily cases continuing to accelerate.

The transport sectors have suffered the heaviest losses, as social distancing 

measures cut off traffic and travel and curbed demand for road, air and shipping 

freight.

Net direct tax collection dips 31% in April-August
The net direct tax collection during April-August declined 31% to Rs. 1.92 lakh crore 

compared with the same period of the last fiscal.

The net indirect tax collection during the five-month period till August fell 11% year-

on-year to Rs. 3.42 lakh crore.

In a written reply to the Lok Sabha, Minister of State for Finance Anurag Singh 

Thakur said net direct tax collection was Rs. 2,79,711 crore in April-August 2019, 

compared with Rs. 1,92,718 crore in April-August 2020.

The net indirect tax collection in April-August 2019 was Rs. 3,85,949 crore, as 

against Rs. 3,42,591 crore in April-August 2020.

‘Wide gap’

In the period under review, the Centre’s Goods and Services Tax (GST) collection 

stood at more than Rs. 1.81 lakh crore. The Budget had estimated Centre’s GST 

collection for the full fiscal year at Rs. 6,90,500 crore.

In 2019-20, the Centre’s actual GST revenue stood at Rs. 5,98,825 crore, against 

the revised estimate of Rs. 6,12,327 crore.

‘No decision to stop printing Rs. 2,000 notes’
The Finance Ministry  informed the Lok Sabha that no decision had been taken to 

discontinue the printing of Rs. 2,000 denomination currency notes.

In a written reply, Minister of State for Finance Anurag Thakur said printing of bank 

notes of a particular denomination was decided by the government in consultation 
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with the RBI to maintain desired denomination mix for facilitating transactional 

demand of public.

During the year 2019-20 and 2020-21, no indent was placed with the presses for 

printing of Rs. 2,000 denomination notes.

‘Privatise select PSU banks’
Former RBI Governor Raghuram Rajan suggested that the government should 

privatise select public sector banks, set up a bad bank to deal with NPAs and dilute 

the Department of Financial Services’ role.

The reforms are necessary to ensure growth of banking activity without the periodic 

boom-bust cycles, Dr. Rajan and former RBI Deputy Governor Viral Acharya said in 

a paper titled ‘Indian Banks: A Time to Reform?’.

“Re-privatisation of select PSBs can then be undertaken, bringing in private investors 

who have both financial expertise as well as technological expertise; corporate 

houses must be kept from acquiring significant stakes, given their natural conflicts 

of interest.

‘Offer patronage’

Noting that the government obtains enormous power from directing bank lending, 

they said sometimes this power is exercised to advance public goals such as 

financial inclusion, sometimes it is used to offer patronage to or exercise control 

over industrialists.

“Winding down Department of Financial Services in the Ministry of Finance 

is essential, both as an affirmative signal of the intent to grant bank boards and 

management independence and as a commitment not to engage in ‘mission 

creep’ when compulsions arise to use banks for serving costly social or political 

objectives.”

Private and national asset management ‘bad banks’ should be encouraged in parallel 

to the online platform for distressed loan sales.
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On bad loans, they said out-of-court restructuring frameworks can be designed 

for time-bound negotiations between creditors of a stressed firm, failing which the 

National Company Law Tribunal filing should apply.

Central Vista project will aid economic revival, says Centre
The Central Vista redevelopment project would lead to employment generation and 

could be “an important fulcrum of economic revival”, according to the government’s 

reply to a question in the Lok Sabha about the rationale for the project given the 

state of the economy.

In his reply to the question by Trinamool Congress MP Mala Roy, Housing and 

Urban Affairs Minister Hardeep Singh Puri said, “In the current economic scenario, 

the project shall generate large number of direct and indirect employment which 

could be an important fulcrum for economic revival.”

“The tender for construction of the new Parliament building is under scrutiny while 

architectural plans for other buildings are under planning stage. The estimated cost 

for construction of new Parliament building is Rs. 971 crore. Estimated cost of other 

buildings and development/redevelopment of Central Vista Avenue shall be worked 

out after finalisation of plans,” the Minister said.

He said the Tata Projects Limited had emerged as the lowest bidder at Rs. 861.91 

crore.

“The existing Parliament building was started in 1921 and commissioned in 1927; 

this building is already 93 years old and has since been declared heritage grade-I 

building. Its facilities and amenities are highly inadequate to meet the current demand 

of Parliament. There is acute shortage of office space and there are no individual 

chambers for MPs. This building was not meant to be for bicameral Parliament and 

has been over-stressed,” Mr. Puri said.
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‘India must focus on reforms as high growth is not a given’
India has tailwinds, such as its demographic advantage, to make it a high-growth 

economy, but the same cannot be considered foreordained and requires continued 

action, global private equity major Warburg Pincus CEO Charles Kaye said .

Implementing the reforms vision is the “principal challenge” for India, he said, 

specifying that both the challenges and opportunities for the country are domestic in 

nature. Warburg Pincus has invested $5 billion in India since 1995. Its bets include 

HDFC, Kotak Mahindra Bank and Bharti Airtel, where it made handsome returns, 

setting a milestone for risk capital investing.

“India has all the powerful tailwinds of demography and so much else, but that’s not 

destiny; it’s not foreordained and requires continued vigilance and significant action 

to continue to take advantage of that opportunity,” he emphasised.

Speaking at a business summit via video, he said India had improved remarkably 

since 1995 when the firm first invested in HDFC but added that the main challenge 

for the country was to complete the reforms vision.

Offloaded responsibility

He welcomed the policy response to the pandemic. “The more significant way it 

dealt with it is that it essentially offloaded responsibility... into the banking system 

and then provided meaningful monetary support through the RBI and moratoriums; 

we will see how it plays,” Mr. Kaye added.

India’s strategy seemed to be “letting the recovery itself lead economic recovery”.

‘MSMEs, start-ups not for non-personal data policy’
A majority of MSMEs and start-ups are not comfortable with the draft non-personal 

data policy in the current form, as per a survey by LocalCircles.

On responses of the public, LocalCircles said, 27% said they would never want to 

share their anonymised data, while 35% said they would be willing to do so only in 
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a law and order or investigation situation. Only 30% said they could share the data 

with the government for general purposes.

“[About] 80% MSMEs and start-ups oppose non-personal data policy in its current 

form,” the community social media platform said, sharing the findings.

“[They] believe permitting large businesses and platforms to sell aggregate data for 

a price will not help them.”

Over 31,000 responses — about 17,000 from citizens and 15,000 from businesses 

— were received across 280 districts for the survey.

LocalCircles said the start -ups and SMEs believe data sharing should be voluntary 

to start with and could be made mandatory later for firms with annual revenue of 

more than Rs. 500 crore.

RBI releases document on UCBs’ cybersecurity
How has the AIIB been involved in infrastructure projects in India so far?

As far as India is concerned, the pipeline of projects is very strong. We have 

supported around $5 billion worth of projects in India.

The bank will complete 5 years in January 2021, and we may add another $1 billion 

in India by then, and maybe it will be $6 billion in total. The bank has just started, 

building up the team and policies. Out of the total $20 billion of projects approved, 

$6 billion has come to India, which is almost one-third.

We are supporting unique projects, including the Chennai Metro Corridors 4 and 5 

and Chennai Peripheral Ring Road, which are at an advanced stage, and the Grand 

Anaicut scheme to modernise the canal system in the Cauvery delta region which 

we are preparing with the government of Tamil Nadu, which will help save almost 

20% of water leakages.

The Delhi-Meerut Regional Rapid Transit System is a high-speed rail that will reduce 

travel time from 3-4 hours to within one hour. This is being co-financed with the 

Asian Development Bank.
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In June, the AIIB announced a $750 million loan to India for COVID-19 assistance. 

Are there other projects being considered this year?

There are at least two regular investment projects which we can take up to the Board 

in the next 2-3 months. One is a power transmission line project in Assam which is 

around $300 million, and the other is the Delhi-Meerut high speed rail which is $500 

million.

Also, we may look at two cities in Punjab, Amritsar and Ludhiana, for water supply 

municipal rejuvenation projects.

In July, President JinLiqun said on current India-China tensions, that the bank’s 

decision-making is only based on economic merits; will the problems between the 

two biggest shareholders impact the bank?

President Jin is absolutely right. We are apolitical. Our decisions are based on the 

merit of the project, not on what is happening, or on internal or external problems.

China is the largest shareholder; so some in India, including the Opposition, have 

criticised the government for taking loans in June, saying you’re a Chinese bank...

This is a lesson for us, that we need to educate people about what the bank really 

is, and build our brand. We are very, very, apolitical. We are a multilateral bank of 

103 members, of which 77 are active members. All of Europe are Bank members. 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand are also members.

The Vice President of Investment Operations is an Indian!

How has COVID-19 changed the projects for AIIB?

We have already been able to build up a pipeline of projects in Asia. Those conventional 

infrastructure projects that were already at an advanced stage, we were able to bring 

it to the Board for approval.

As soon as the COVID response facility was set up, when it began as an emergency 

response led by the World Bank, we have also committed almost $13 billion, of 

which so far we have approved $6 billion.

This is for both health preparedness and to provide liquidity to the governments so 

that they can buy equipment, particularly medical equipment, and enlarge hospital 
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facilities to take care of their immediate requirement.

Initially, the idea of social infrastructure was not the focus of the bank, but we cannot 

avoid this any more; we are going to do that but we need to build up expertise within 

the bank to do health care and other social infrastructure projects.

‘Auto dealers mulling infra, manpower rationalisation’
Auto dealer body FADA  said dealers were looking for rationalisation of their assets 

as well as manpower, especially in bigger cities, to tide over challenging business 

environment.

FADA said the stress was more on dealerships in bigger cities due to the prevailing 

situation, compared with outlets in smaller towns and rural areas.

“Dealers are looking at moving to smaller places with relatively low rent and also 

looking at rationalisation of manpower... to carry forward in these challenges times,” 

FADA President Vinkesh Gulati told reporters.

To keep the sector alive, FADA is also talking to auto companies to keep inventory 

in check during the festive season this year in order to avoid overstocking at dealer-

end as witnessed in the last two years, he added.

“We are speaking to SIAM and auto companies to keep inventory in check during 

this festive season as we don’t want to [face the] same situation of overstocking as 

we did in the last two years,” Mr. Gulati said.

Kia Motors and Toyota Kirloskar Motor had met expectations of dealers better than 

others in the passenger vehicle segment during the lockdown, FADA said.

In the July-August period, FADA had conducted a survey in association with 

PremonAsia, on support given by original equipment manufacturers to their dealers 

for COVID-19. “Even before the pandemic hit us... we were already de-growing 

for 15-odd months. Against this backdrop, the COVID-19 outbreak has been a 

significant blow to... auto dealers,” Mr. Gulati said.
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IRDAI lists LIC, GIC, New India as systemically important
The Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI) has identified 

the Life Insurance Corporation of India (LIC), General Insurance Corporation of 

India (GIC) and The New India Assurance Co. as Domestic Systemically Important 

Insurers (D-SIIs) for 2020-21.

Given the nature of operations and their systemic importance, the regulator has 

asked the three public sector insurers to raise the level of corporate governance, 

identify all relevant risks and promote a sound risk management culture. As D-SIIs, 

they will also be subjected to enhanced regulatory supervision, IRDAI said in a 

statement.

Too big to fail

D-SIIs refer to insurers of such size, market importance and domestic and global 

interconnectedness whose distress or failure would cause a significant dislocation 

in the domestic financial system. Their continued functioning is critical for the 

uninterrupted availability of insurance services to the national economy.

D-SIIs are perceived as insurers that are too big or too important to fail. Such a 

perception and the expectation of government support may amplify risk taking, 

reduce market discipline, create competitive distortions and increase the possibility 

of distress in future. Thus, D-SIIs should be subjected to additional regulatory 

measures to deal with the systemic risks and moral hazard issues, IRDAI said.

Size in terms of total revenue, including premium underwritten and the value of 

assets under management are among the parameters on which the insurers are 

identified. IRDAI said it will list D-SIIs on an annual basis.

‘One-third of funding by AIIB has gone to India’
How has the AIIB been involved in infrastructure projects in India so far?

As far as India is concerned, the pipeline of projects is very strong. We have 

supported around $5 billion worth of projects in India.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
Economy

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

The bank will complete 5 years in January 2021, and we may add another $1 billion 

in India by then, and maybe it will be $6 billion in total. The bank has just started, 

building up the team and policies. Out of the total $20 billion of projects approved, 

$6 billion has come to India, which is almost one-third.

We are supporting unique projects, including the Chennai Metro Corridors 4 and 

5 and Chennai Peripheral Ring Road, which are at an advanced stage, and the 

Grand Anaicut scheme to modernise the canal system in the Cauvery delta region 

which we are preparing with the government of Tamil Nadu, which will help save 

almost 20% of water leakages.

The Delhi-Meerut Regional Rapid Transit System is a high-speed rail that will 

reduce travel time from 3-4 hours to within one hour. This is being co-financed with 

the Asian Development Bank.

In June, the AIIB announced a $750 million loan to India for COVID-19 

assistance. Are there other projects being considered this year?

There are at least two regular investment projects which we can take up to the 

Board in the next 2-3 months. One is a power transmission line project in Assam 

which is around $300 million, and the other is the Delhi-Meerut high speed rail 

which is $500 million.

Also, we may look at two cities in Punjab, Amritsar and Ludhiana, for water supply 

municipal rejuvenation projects.

In July, President JinLiqun said on current India-China tensions, that the bank’s 

decision-making is only based on economic merits; will the problems between the 

two biggest shareholders impact the bank?

President Jin is absolutely right. We are apolitical. Our decisions are based on the 

merit of the project, not on what is happening, or on internal or external problems.

China is the largest shareholder; so some in India, including the Opposition, have 

criticised the government for taking loans in June, saying you’re a Chinese bank...

This is a lesson for us, that we need to educate people about what the bank really 

is, and build our brand. We are very, very, apolitical. We are a multilateral bank of 
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103 members, of which 77 are active members. All of Europe are Bank members. 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand are also members.

The Vice President of Investment Operations is an Indian!

How has COVID-19 changed the projects for AIIB?

We have already been able to build up a pipeline of projects in Asia. Those 

conventional infrastructure projects that were already at an advanced stage, we 

were able to bring it to the Board for approval.

As soon as the COVID response facility was set up, when it began as an emergency 

response led by the World Bank, we have also committed almost $13 billion, of 

which so far we have approved $6 billion.

This is for both health preparedness and to provide liquidity to the governments so 

that they can buy equipment, particularly medical equipment, and enlarge hospital 

facilities to take care of their immediate requirement.

Initially, the idea of social infrastructure was not the focus of the bank, but we cannot 

avoid this any more; we are going to do that but we need to build up expertise within 

the bank to do health care and other social infrastructure projects.

‘Harley exit to impact about 2,000 jobs across dealerships’
Automobile dealer body FADA  said the closure of Harley-Davidson’s operations 

in India would lead to job losses for up to 2,000 workers across the brand’s 35 

dealerships.

The Federation of Automobile Dealers Associations (FADA) said that besides job 

loss, the exit of the American cult bike maker would also lead to a loss of up to Rs. 

130 crore for the brand’s dealer partners.

‘Not informed’

“Harley-Davidson has not informed any of its dealer partners about its closure plans 

and dealers are yet to receive any official communication,” FADA President Vinkesh 

Gulati said.
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With a luxury brand like Harley, setting up its dealership costs anywhere between 

Rs. 3-4 crore, and with a total of 35 dealerships, Rs. 110-130 crore will go down the 

drain, Mr. Gulati said. “Luxury two-wheeler dealership on an average employs 50 

people. With 35 Harley dealers, around 1,800-2,000 people at dealerships will lose 

their jobs,” he added.

Moreover, there will be customers who will not receive glitch-free service as spares 

will now be in shortage, Mr. Gulati noted.

CFO optimism falls to record low amid COVID-19, shows 
survey
The optimism level among chief financial officers about India’s financial and macro-

economic conditions during the third quarter this year has witnessed a decline of 

15% and touched a record low level, according to a survey.

Dun & Bradstreet Composite CFO Optimism Index showed a decline of 15% on 

a quarter-on-quarter basis to 74.2 during Q3 2020, bringing the index to a record 

low.

Financial performance

The survey covered nearly 350 chief financial officers (CFOs), who were asked a 

set of questions regarding the financial performance of their companies and the 

overall macroeconomic scenario for the corporate sector in the forthcoming period. 

“The steady rise in total infected cases and the spillover effects of the lockdown 

measures have undermined the optimism levels,” said Arun Singh, Global Chief 

Economist, Dun & Bradstreet.

“Moreover, the psychological impact of COVID-19 is having a bearing on the 

confidence levels of both businesses and consumers alike,” he added.

Further, the lack of space for demand stimulus coupled with subdued consumer 

demand have constrained the pace of economic activity, Mr. Singh said.

As per the survey, the macroeconomic scenario sub-index value at 87.5 is the 
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lowest in nearly seven years, as the index was at its lowest value of 77.5 during Q4 

2013. The financial performance sub-index is at its lowest value of 67.1 during the 

third quarter this year.

The percentage of CFOs expecting an increase in the operating margin (21%) 

and liquidity position (20%) of their companies is the lowest ever. Besides, CFOs 

indicating a need for raising short-term funds (22%) and long-term funds (15%) is 

also at the lowest level, as per the survey.

Count on the regulator
Many a time, investors face mis-selling, lack of proper servicing or some other issue 

with investments. It happens with large investors as well but the ones with resources 

are better placed to solve their grievances. Retail investors may not be aware but 

there are free-of-cost channels where they can get the grievances sorted out.

SEBI

The Securities Exchange Board of India (SEBI)) is the regulator for secondary 

market transactions, including those concerning the stock exchanges and mutual 

funds. If you have any grievance against any mutual fund or adviser or distributor or 

stock broker, the authority you have to approach is SEBI.

SEBI’s online platform SCORES is designed to help investors lodge complaints 

pertaining to the securities market, against listed firms and SEBI- registered 

intermediaries.

Since August 2018, it is mandatory to register on SCORES for lodging a complaint. 

To become a registered user, investors may click on ‘Register here’ under ‘Investor 

Corner’ appearing on the home page of the SCORES portal.

Investors will have to fill in the registration form. Fields such as name, address, e-

mail address, PAN and mobile number are mandatory.

The user name and password for SCORES will be sent to the investor’s registered 

e-mail id. If an investor is already a registered user, he/she can log in by entering 
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the user name and password. After logging into SCORES, investors must click on 

‘Complaint Registration’ under ‘Investor Corner.’

The investor should provide complaint details and must also take care to select the 

correct complaint category, entity name, and nature of complaint. He or she must 

provide complaint details in brief (up to 1,000 characters). A PDF document (up to 

2MB in size for each nature of complaint) can also be attached with the complaint.

RBI

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) is the regulator for banks. For any issue with 

banking services, you can lodge a complaint with the RBI.

The Banking Ombudsman Scheme was notified by the RBI in 1995 to provide for 

a system of grievance redressal against banks. The Scheme seeks to establish 

a system of resolution of customer complaints. Any person whose grievance is 

not resolved to his satisfaction by the bank within two months can approach the 

Banking Ombudsman if the complaint pertains to any of the matters specified in the 

Scheme.

Banking Ombudsmen have been authorised to look into complaints concerning (a) 

deficiency in banking service (b) sanction of loans and advances insofar as they 

relate to non-observance of the RBI’s directives on interest rates, delay in sanction 

or non-observance of prescribed time schedule for disposal of loan applications 

or non-observance of any other directions or instructions of the RBI as may be 

specified for this purpose, from time to time. and (c) such other matters as may be 

specified by the RBI.

You can fill up this online complaint form with details of complaint, bank’s name 

against which you wish to file a complaint, phone numbers, bank account details 

and the like. Names, addresses, land line number and e-mail ids of 22 Ombudsmen 

across the offices of RBI, pan-India, are available on the website. It also has the link 

to file the complaint, which leads you to the relevant website for filing the same.

There are three schemes viz. banks, NBFCs and digital transactions. This website 

provides the FAQs and guidance on how to file the complaint.
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IRDAI

The regulator for insurance products or services is the Insurance Regulatory 

and Development Authority of India (IRDAI). There is a Grievance Cell with the 

IRDAI where you can lodge your issues. This Cell takes up the grievances with 

the respective insurers for redressal. Policyholders who have complaints against 

insurers are required to first approach the grievance redressal cell of the insurer 

concerned.

If they do not receive a response from the insurer within a reasonable period of 

time or are dissatisfied with the response of the company, they may approach the 

IRDAI cell.

This cell entertains complaints only from the insured or the claimants. It will not 

entertain complaints on behalf of policyholders by advocates or agents or any 

third party. There is a complaint registration form available on the IRDAI website. 

Complaints can be registered over e-mail or, if required, in physical form, with the 

Cell.

Conclusion

Regulators are the second leg of a complaint if the service provider e.g. bank or 

mutual fund or MF distributor or insurer is not responding to a grievance or the 

response is not satisfactory. Initially, you have to try working it out with the service 

provider.

Generally, the approach of the regulator is to find a middle path in a difference 

of opinion or if it is a serious lack of basic service, then direct the provider 

accordingly.

If your case is of a very serious nature or if you are looking at compensation, then 

you may consider filing a case with the court of law. However, that requires time, 

energy and expense till the case is settled. Hence, retail investors should, under 

normal circumstances, limit themselves to the service provider and the regulator.
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RBI postpones policy meeting
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has postponed the announcement of its monetary 

policy scheduled for October 1.

The tenures of the three external members of the RBI’s Monetary Policy Committee 

(MPC) will end on September 30, a day before the policy is announced. The MPC, 

which must have a quorum of four, cannot meet unless the Centre appoints new 

independent members.

This is the first time that the bimonthly policy announcement has been deferred 

since the establishment of the MPC in 2016 through the RBI Act.

The three external members appointed by the government — Chetan Ghate, a 

professor at Indian Statistical Institute; PamiDua, director at Delhi School of 

Economics; and Ravindra Dholakia, professor at Indian Institute of Management, 

Ahmedabad — are not eligible for reappointment.

The rest of the members of the MPC come from the RBI — Governor Shaktikanta 

Das, Deputy Governor Dr. Michael D. Patra and Executive Director Dr. Mridul K. 

Saggar. According to analysts, new external members should have been named by 

the government well before the deadline as monetary policy carries significance at 

a time when the economy is witnessing challenges.

Without specifying a reason, the RBI said in a statement, “The meeting of the 

Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) during September 29, 30 and October 1, 2020... 

is being rescheduled. The dates of the MPC will be announced shortly.”

Review of MPC in 2021

The MPC is scheduled for a review in 2021 when it completes five years.

The panel to select external members was set up earlier this year. It is headed by 

Cabinet Secretary Rajiv Gauba, and includes RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das or 

a deputy governor representing him, NITI Aayog vice-chairman Rajiv Kumar and 

Economic Affairs Secretary Tarun Bajaj.
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‘Petrol consumption rises, diesel at pre-COVID-19 level’
Petrol consumption in India has reached pre-COVID-19 levels, indicating a rise in 

personal mobility; however, diesel consumption is still 8-9% lower than the pre-

COVID-19 period, as per top executives of Bharat Petroleum Corporation Ltd. 

(BPCL).

Addressing a post-annual general meeting media conference, Arun Kumar Singh, 

director, marketing, BPCL, said, “We expect the demand for diesel to reach pre-

COVID-19 level in October or November, while the demand for petrol is expected 

to increase further.”

He said during the lockdown, LPG demand rose by 5% to 6%. As the Union 

Government has finalised plans to disinvest its stake in BPCL this fiscal, the company 

recently announced a voluntary retirement scheme (VRS) for workmen.

As many as 1,200, or 10%, of the employees, have opted for VRS, according to K. 

Padmakar, CMD.

Now, BPCL has a little less than 10,000 employees.

Stating that the disinvestment plan was on track, he said the government should 

complete all the formalities by the end of this year. Due diligence by perspective 

bidders was already over.

“This (divestment) is expected to unlock tremendous value through sharpening of 

professionalism, improvement in efficiencies and increased investment, propelling 

future growth.”

RBI extends enhanced borrowing limit for banks till March 
31
Amid the ongoing economic woes created by the COVID-19 pandemic, the Reserve 

Bank has decided to extend by six months the enhanced borrowing facility provided 

to banks to meet the shortage of liquidity till March 31, 2021.

As a temporary measure, the RBI had increased the borrowing limit for scheduled 
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banks under the marginal standing facility (MSF) scheme from 2% to 3% of their 

net demand and time liabilities (NDTL) with effect from March 27, 2020.

The facility, which was initially available up to June 30, 2020 was later extended up 

to September 30, 2020 in view of the disruptions caused by the pandemic.

“With a view to providing comfort to banks on their liquidity requirements as also to 

enable to continue to meet LCR requirements, it has been decided to continue with 

the MSF relaxation for a further period of six months, i.e., up to March 31, 2021,” 

the RBI said in a statement. This dispensation, it added, provides increased access 

to funds to the extent of Rs. 1.49 lakh crore, and also qualifies as high-quality liquid 

assets (HQLA) for the liquidity coverage ratio (LCR).

Under the MSF, banks can borrow overnight at their discretion by dipping into the 

statutory liquidity ratio (SLR).

Sell defaulter-members’ assets in 6 months: SEBI
Markets regulator SEBI  asked exchanges and clearing corporations to initiate 

measures for liquidating assets of defaulter members within six months of declaring 

the entities concerned as defaulters.

The watchdog directed that required measures be taken before the appropriate 

court of law to liquidate moveable and immoveable assets not in possession of 

stock exchanges and clearing corporations.

The recovery of assets would help in meeting the obligations of clients, stock 

exchanges and clearing corporations, the Securities and Exchange Board of India 

(SEBI) said in a circular.

A recognised stock exchange acts as a first-level regulator in the securities market, 

insofar as trading on its platform by its members is concerned.

“The SE/CC are advised to initiate suitable actions for liquidating the assets (movable 

and immovable) of defaulter-member, including that of debit balance clients, within 

six months of declaration of defaulter, for recovery of the assets not in possession 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    
Economy

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

of the SE/CC, before appropriate court of law,”the SEBI said.

Loan moratorium plan to be ready by Oct. 1
The Union government informed the Supreme Court  that complexities concerning 

the way forward following the expiry of the loan moratorium were under “active 

consideration” at the highest level.

The moratorium was in place during the lockdown.

Appearing before a Bench led by Justice Ashok Bhushan, Solicitor General Tushar 

Mehta said “the issues are under active consideration of the Government of India 

and only after decision is taken, an affidavit along with decision can be filed”.

Mr. Mehta said an affidavit explaining the government’s plans would be ready by 

October 1.

The court listed the case for October 5.

In the last hearing on September 10, the court had given into the persistent plea 

made by the government for two more weeks to brainstorm with the Reserve Bank 

of India and banks on crucial issues such as sector-specific loan restructuring and 

charging borrowers interest on interest for loans deferred during the moratorium.

Mr. Mehta had even then said deliberations were on at the “highest level” in the 

government.

Individual borrowers and various sectors of commerce and industry, including traders, 

power and real estate, had urged the court to pass an interim order extending the 

loan moratorium, which expired on August 31.

They had said loan restructuring would not help as the banks had already started 

debiting interest on interest. Their credit ratings and asset value had dipped. This 

had seriously affected the confidence of account holders. The worst hit were the 

individual borrowers, who had come out of the moratorium period only to find that they 

were supposed to pay interest on loan interest deferred during the moratorium.

But the court merely recorded the government submission that “expert committees” 
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had been formed and they would file reports. The government had promised 

action.

“We are going into the problem in a holistic way,” Mr. Mehta had assured the court.

“You must have a complete and clear policy. Whatever is there, it should be very 

clear,” Justice M.R. Shah, on the Bench, had told him.

Mr. Mehta had said it would be a “self-contained policy”.

‘Credit demand from priority sectors drops’
Despite efforts by the government to boost credit supply by offering many a scheme 

to MSMEs and other priority sectors, the same has plunged to a low 1.9% in the 

June quarter from 10.2% a year ago, according to a report.

To help small business tide over the impact of the pandemic, the government has 

offered credit-driven boost to the economy.

Citing the Reserve Bank’s quarterly statistics on deposits and credit for the June 

quarter, Care Ratings  said in absolute terms, overall bank deposits stood at Rs. 

141.3 lakh crore in June 2020, up 11.5% from Rs. 126.7 lakh crore in June 2019. 

Outstanding credit stood at Rs. 103.3 lakh crore, up 6.4% but lower than 11.7% in 

the same period in June 2019. But on a sequential basis, credit growth has seen 

a negative 1.1% during the reporting period, which was also a negative 1% in the 

March 2020 quarter.

Overall contraction

Though overall contraction in credit demand has continued in the June quarter at 

minus 1.1% from minus 1% in June 2019, in absolute terms, incremental credit 

declined by a higher Rs. 1.2 lakh crore in June 2020 from Rs. 1 lakh crore in June 

2019. This is owing to decline in overall sectoral growth — agriculture and allied credit 

declined by 0.4% incrementally, industrial credit by 1%, services sector declined by 

2.6% and personal loan segment declined by 2.5% growth, the report said.
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Indian Bank to merge 325 branches
Consequent to the amalgamation of Allahabad Bank with Indian Bank, the latter 

plans to merge over 300 branches of the former with itself, said a top official.

Indian Bank would be amalgamating more than 325 branches that would not only 

help reduce cost but also provide better services to the customers, said M.K. 

Bhattacharya, executive director (ED), Indian Bank. , Indian Bank ED V. Shenoy 

Vishwanath opened one of the amalgamated branches in Chennai. He said so far, 

Indian Bank had amalgamated eight branches in the city and 33 branches pan 

India.

As of December 2019, the banks had over 6,000 branches.
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‘Russia should contribute more in Navalny probe’
Germany  urged Moscow to step up its efforts to investigate the apparent poisoning 

of Opposition leader Alexei Navalny who is currently being treated at a Berlin hospital 

in a coma.

Foreign Minister Heiko Maas said in a special address to French Ambassadors in 

Paris that Europe needed “constructive” relations with Russia for the sake of the 

continent’s own security but it was clear now that “dark clouds” were hanging over 

bilateral ties.

“Of course, we have the expectation that Russia should contribute more to clearing 

up of the Navalny case than it is doing at the moment,” he said alongside French 

counterpart Jean-Yves Le Drian.

Berlin’s renowned Charite hospital said  there was “some improvement” in 

Mr. Navalny’s condition but he remains in a medically induced coma and on a 

ventilator.

Mr. Navalny fell ill after boarding a plane in Siberia earlier this month. He was initially 

treated in a local hospital before being flown to Berlin for treatment.

Charite doctors said they believed he was poisoned with a substance that inhibits 

the cholinesterase enzyme, a feature of nerve agents.

Sri Lankan Cabinet appoints panel to draft new Constitution
The Cabinet has set up an experts’ committee to draft Sri Lanka’s new Constitution, 

even as the government gazetted the draft of the 20th Amendment that would reverse 

the preceding 19th Amendment, a 2015 legislation that clipped certain executive 

powers of the President.

The move follows the ruling Rajapaksa brothers’ poll pledge to abolish the 19th 

Amendment, introduced by the former government. After a securing a comfortable 

two-thirds majority in the August general elections, the government took up the 

promise swiftly.
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In his inaugural address to Parliament on August 20, President Gotabaya Rajapaksa 

announced that Sri Lanka would draft a new Constitution, jettisoning the 19th 

Amendment that sought to strengthen Parliament and independent institutions, 

besides curbing presidential powers.

Two-step process

The government’s amendments to the Constitution will be carried out in two-steps, 

Minister Udaya Gammanpila told the weekly Cabinet press briefing . While the 20th 

Amendment would “correct anomalies” in the current Constitution, a completely new 

Constitution would replace it soon after, authorities said.

Earlier, on examination of the draft amendment, the Attorney General told the 

government that it could be passed with a two-thirds parliamentary majority, and did 

not require a national referendum.

Government sources said the public would have about two weeks to go through the 

draft and petition the Supreme Court if they have objections.

Once the Supreme Court gives its determination on the draft to Parliament, it would 

be taken up for debate in the House, a senior official told The Hindu, requesting 

anonymity. Asked what time frame the government was looking at to complete the 

process, the official said: “As soon as possible.”

The committee tasked with drafting the new Constitution will be led by senior lawyer 

Romesh de Silva.

The transnational arm of law
Rarely does a court dispensing justice find itself at the receiving end of punishments. 

Yet, in a statement this week, the U.S. did in fact announce sanctions, including asset 

freezes and visa bans against two officials of the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

at the Hague. The officials were ICC prosecutor Fatou Bensouda, and the ICC’s 

head of Jurisdiction, Complementary, and Cooperation Division, PhakisoMochochok 

(who was sanctioned for having materially assisted Prosecutor Bensouda), for an 
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investigation into alleged war crimes by U.S. forces and the Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) in Afghanistan since 2003. Announcing the decision, U.S. Secretary of 

State Mike Pompeo called the ICC a “thoroughly broken and corrupted institution”, 

threatening that the U.S. will not “tolerate [the ICC’s] illegitimate attempts to subject 

Americans to its jurisdiction”. In particular, Mr. Pompeo pointed out that the U.S. had 

never ratified the “Rome Statute”, which created the ICC in 1998, and thus was not 

subject to its rulings.

The investigation that Ms. Bensouda began in 2017 asked for permission to investigate 

war crimes, extra-judicial killings, torture and targeting of civilian populations by 

the Taliban, Afghan forces, U.S. forces and other international militaries posted in 

Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban. In her pre-trial submissions, Ms. Bensouda 

said there was “reasonable basis to believe that, since May 2003, members of the 

U.S. armed forces and the CIA have committed the war crimes of torture and cruel 

treatment, outrages upon personal dignity, and rape and other forms of sexual 

violence pursuant to a policy approved by the U.S. authorities,” adding that the 

findings were based on the U.S. Department of Defense and Senate Intelligence 

committees’ own findings over the years.

Blow to global order

The U.S. decision has been criticised by the UN, the EU, 10 members of the UN 

Security Council, including the U.K. and France, as well as several international 

human rights agencies, all of which have called for the sanctions to be reversed. 

According to them, the U.S.’s action was a setback to the international rules-based 

multilateral order, and the decision to sanction anybody assisting the ICC will deter 

victims of violence in Afghanistan from speaking out. Some pointed out that the 

U.S.’s unilateral sanctions would encourage other regimes accused of war crimes 

to flout the ICC’s rulings. The Rome Statute has been signed by 139 countries, and 

123 have ratified it through their Parliaments and internal process. Although the U.S. 

was part of the founding movement to build the ICC to try cases of genocide and war 

crime, especially after the courts in Rwanda failed, it decided not to ratify the Statute 
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in 2002. Countries like Russia, China and India, however, were never in favour of the 

Rome Statute or the ICC, and never signed on.

For India, the decision was based on a number of principles. To start with, the ICC is 

a criminal court, unlike the International Court of Justice (which adjudicates on civil 

matters), and arrogates to itself the right to prosecute matters against countries that 

aren’t even signatories. “India said that the Statute gave to the UN Security Council 

a role in terms that violates international law by giving the power to refer cases to 

the ICC, the power to block such references and the power to bind non-State parties 

to such decisions,” former Indian envoy to the UN Asoke Mukerji told The Hindu , 

explaining that India based its objections on the basis of the Vienna Convention on 

the Law of Treaties. India also objected to the omission of cross-border terror, use 

of nuclear arms and weapons of mass destruction from the areas the ICC would 

institute its investigations.

While the U.S.’s concerns about the ICC are shared by India and other countries 

that weren’t signatories, the U.S. action is seen as another blow to multilateralism. In 

the last few years, the Trump administration has walked out of several UN agencies 

and international agreements, including Human Rights Council, UNESCO, the Paris 

climate change agreement and the Iran nuclear accord. Particularly at a time the 

U.S. accuses China of disregarding international norms in the South China Sea 

and other areas, and of human rights violations in Xinjiang and Tibet, the U.S.’s 

pushback over the ICC’s case in Afghanistan seems counterproductive.

U.S. President cracks down on anti-racism training sessions
U.S. President Donald Trump has ordered government agencies to end anti-racism 

training sessions for federal employees on the grounds they amount to “divisive, un-

American propaganda”.

The order comes as Mr. Trump works to appeal to his white, blue-collar base while 

fighting an uphill battle for re-election amid a fraught national reckoning over racial 
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injustice in policing and other walks of life.

In a memorandum, the White House Office of Management and Budget cited 

unspecified reports that “employees across the Executive Branch have been required 

to attend trainings where they are told that ‘virtually all White people contribute to 

racism’ or where they are required to say that they ‘benefit from racism.’”

It added: “According to press reports, in some cases these trainings have further 

claimed that there is racism embedded in the belief that America is the land of 

opportunity or the belief that the most qualified person should receive a job.”

“The President has directed me to ensure that Federal agencies cease and desist 

from using taxpayer dollars to fund these divisive, un-American propaganda training 

sessions,” wrote the office’s director, Russell Vought.

He directed agencies to “identify all contracts or other agency spending related to any 

training on ‘critical race theory,’ ‘white privilege,’ or any other training or propaganda 

effort that teaches or suggests either (1) that the United States is an inherently racist 

or evil country or (2) that any race or ethnicity is inherently racist or evil.”

“The divisive, false, and demeaning propaganda of the critical race theory movement 

is contrary to all we stand for as Americans and should have no place in the Federal 

government,” the memo added.

Mr. Trump doubled down  morning, firing off more than 20 tweets and retweets on 

the subject -- including one calling critical race theory the “greatest threat to western 

civilization.”

“Not any more!” Mr. Trump wrote.

Protests in major U.S. cities erupted after the death of African American George 

Floyd in May at the hands of a white police officer in Minneapolis, and flared up 

again last month after another black man, Jacob Blake, was shot in the back by a 

white policeman in Kenosha, Wisconsin.

Mr. Trump — who is pressing a tough law and order line in the run-up to November’s 

elections — has blasted such demonstrators as violent anarchists.

This week, the U.S. President visited Kenosha, but did not meet with the family 
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of Mr. Blake, who has been left paralysed , instead meeting with law enforcement 

officials.

‘U.K. not scared of a no-deal Brexit’
Britain will not blink first in Brexit trade negotiations with the European Union and is 

not scared of a no-deal exit at the end of the year, the country’s top Brexit negotiator 

warned the bloc .

Britain left the EU on January 31 but talks have so far made little headway on agreeing 

a new trade deal for when a status-quo transition arrangement ends in December.

“We came in after a government and negotiating team that had blinked and had 

its bluff called at critical moments and the EU had learned not to take our word 

seriously,” negotiator David Frost said .

“So a lot of what we are trying to do this year is to get them to realise that we mean 

what we say and they should take our position seriously,” he said.

Talks are due to resume in London  but they have stalled over Britain’s insistence 

that it have full autonomy over state aid and its demands over fishing.

Britain says the EU has failed to fully accept that it is an independent country.

“We are not going to be a client state. We are not going to compromise on the 

fundamentals of having control over our own laws,” Mr. Frost told the Daily Mail . 

“We are not going to accept level playing field provisions that lock us in to the way 

the EU do things.”

‘Wake-up call for the EU’

“That’s what being an independent country is about, that’s what the British people 

voted for and that’s what will happen at the end of the year, come what may,” Mr. 

Frost said.

Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab said the week ahead would be a wake-up call for 

the EU. “We’ve got to a position where there’s only two points really that are holding 

us back,” he told the BBC’s Andrew Marr programme.
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U.K. fisheries had been “pretty much decimated” as a result of EU membership, he 

said, and the bloc wanted to keep British access to its waters “permanently low”. 

“That can’t be right,” he said.

On state aid, Mr. Raab said Britain had led the charge against government intervention 

since the 1980s, but the issue was “an absolutely critical element of policy making”.

Hezbollah, Hamas chiefs meet to discuss Israel-Arab ties
Leaders of Lebanon’s Hezbollah and the Palestinian Hamas movement, both enemies 

of Israel, have met to discuss diplomatic normalisation between the Jewish state and 

Arab countries, a report said .

They stressed the “stability” of the “axis of resistance” against Israel, the Hezbollah-

run Al-Manar TV channel reported, without saying where or when the meeting took 

place.

Hassan Nasrallah, head of the Iran-backed Shiite Hezbollah movement, was pictured 

meeting Ismail Haniyeh, who heads the political bureau of Hamas, the Islamist 

movement that control the Gaza Strip.

They discussed “political and military developments in Palestine, Lebanon and 

the region” and “the dangers to the Palestinian cause”, including “Arab plans for 

normalisation” with Israel, Al-Manar said.

The meeting comes after an August 13 announcement that the Jewish state and the 

United Arab Emirates have agreed to normalise ties.

While the U.S.-backed diplomatic drive aims to boost a regional alliance against 

Iran, Palestinians have condemned it as a “stab in the back” as they remain under 

occupation and don’t have their own state.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has said his country is in talks with other 

Arab and Muslim leaders now about normalising relations, following the deals with 

UAE and, decades ago, Egypt and Jordan.
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India, Iran discuss Afghan peace process
Iran is a 95% majority Shia country, and Iranian officials raised the issue of safety of 

minorities as Mr. Singh represents Lucknow, which has a sizeable Shia population 

as well, said sources privy to the meeting.

According to the sources, Mr. Singh reassured the Iranian Defence Minister that all 

minorities in India were secure. He also pointed out that India was one of the rare 

countries in the world where all sects of Islam were present, and that all sects and 

religions lived together in the country’s pluralistic culture, the sources said.

An all-powerful President and a ‘rubber stamp’ Parliament?
When the Sri Lankan government recently gazetted the draft 20th Amendment (20 

A) to the Constitution, it was merely keeping an election promise — to repeal the 

19th Amendment of 2015 that clipped the Executive President’s unfettered powers, 

in turn empowering Parliament. With the necessary two-third majority on their side, 

President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s government is now closer to enacting it.

However, Opposition parties are strongly opposing the move that, they fear, will 

take the country back by a decade, to the days of the 18th Amendment. Brought 

in by former President and current Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa in 2010, it 

added wide-ranging powers and sweeping immunity to the President’s office, while 

removing its term limit. Among the very few key features that the 20th Amendment 

Bill retains from the 19th Amendment are the five-year terms for the President and 

Parliament, and the two-term limit to presidency.

Following its parliamentary group meeting , the main Opposition party Samagi Jana 

Balawegaya (SJB, or United People’s Front) resolved to challenge the government’s 

move. “The [proposed] 20th Amendment will lead to concentration of all power in 

the President’s office, whereas Parliament will be a rubber stamp with no powers. 

The President is trying to do away with the legislature and judiciary,” said Harsha de 

Silva, the party’s Colombo MP.
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‘Virulent form’

In addition to reducing judicial review and curbing citizens’ right to challenge Bills, 

the proposed amendment allows the President to dissolve Parliament after one 

year. Further, it discards the Constitutional Council that vetted appointments to the 

judiciary and independent commissions, instead opting for a Parliamentary Council 

whose approval the President will not require while making key appointments.

The prospect of significantly greater presidential powers without restraint has 

raised alarm within Sri Lankan civil society. The Colombo-based Centre for Policy 

Alternatives noted that denying the citizen the opportunity to challenge the Executive’s 

actions through fundamental rights applications suggested that “the President is 

above the law”. The amendment Bill underscores a “particularly virulent form of 

Presidentialism”, said senior constitutional lawyer Kishali Pinto Jayawardene in 

the Sunday Times recently.

Ceremonial PM

While on the one hand, the Bill explicitly seeks to make the President way more 

powerful, it also drastically reduces the authority and functions of the Prime Minister, 

sparking speculation over the power dynamic between the ruling Rajapaksa brothers 

in such a scenario. The PM “has been reduced to a mere functionary consulted in 

most cases only “if necessary”, the Sunday Times noted in its editorial.

Despite growing opposition from many quarters, the government, assured of the 

required numbers in the 225-member legislature, is likely to go ahead with its pledge. 

Asked how the SJB might oppose it, with only 54 members in the House, Mr. de 

Silva said the party would mobilise other parties and seek public support. “We will 

oppose the move inside and outside Parliament,” he said.

Meanwhile, Jaffna legislator and Tamil National Alliance spokesman M.A. 

Sumanthiran cautioned against getting trapped in the technicalities of the 19th 

Amendment or its likely replacement, for it might take the focus away from the 

historic promise to abolish Executive Presidency.

Ever since the 1978 Constitution — under the United National Party (UNP) 
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government — was enacted with a 5/6th majority in Parliament, there has been 

consistent opposition to Executive Presidency, from the then Opposition Sri Lanka 

Freedom Party (SLFP) and all other opposition parties. Even the UNP, which initially 

brought in such a powerful presidency, in 1996 resolved to abolish it, paying heed 

to the growing public opinion against the system.

Since the 1990s, almost every presidential election — including when Mahinda 

Rajapaksa ran in 2005 — was won on the promise of abolishing Executive Presidency, 

except that none of the leaders kept their word. “The 2015 election too was fought 

on the same assurance by the Maithripala Sirisena-Ranil Wickremesinghe coalition. 

The 19th Amendment that imposed substantial curbs on presidential powers was 

the first step in that direction,” said Mr. Sumanthiran, a senior constitutional lawyer.

Power struggle

The Rajapaksa camp — most of whom voted in favour of the 2015 legislation 

— subsequently blamed the 19th Amendment for the power struggle between the 

President and the PM in the last government, which, they argue, led to the grave 

lapses in the intelligence apparatus, leading to the Easter terror blasts in April 

2019.

The Rajapaksas made the abolition of the 19th Amendment a key poll pledge 

in the November 2019 presidential race, and the August general election this 

year, seeking a super majority for the same. “While it is true that the draft 20th 

Amendment seeks to enhance executive powers, just as the 18th Amendment did, 

we should not lose sight of the need to abolish the extremely problematic Executive 

Presidency system itself. The Opposition to the draft Amendment should be centred 

on this,” Mr. Sumanthiran said, adding: “By focussing on the technicalities of the 

19th Amendment, the Rajapaksas are trying to quietly erase the historic pledge from 

public discourse.”

‘Russia to create conducive environment to ease conflict’
Russia is creating a positive environment for resolution of international disputes, 
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an official of the Embassy of Russia said . At an online press interaction, Roman 

Babushkin, Deputy Chief of Mission in India, said Moscow hopes officials from Delhi 

and Beijing will find “mutually acceptable solution” to the crisis in eastern Ladakh.

“We are not interfering or telling them what to do and what not to do. We are basically 

creating some sort of a positive atmosphere. We are promoting the culture of 

finding political and diplomatic solution of disputes,” said Mr. Babushkin answering 

a question from the Indian media.

He said the September 9-10 meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers of the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) in Moscow will provide windows for 

bilateral interactions between India and China. “We are witnessing a lot of important 

opportunities on the sidelines of SCO for dialogue. Defence Minister Rajnath Singh 

has already held his consultations on the sidelines and after that External Affairs 

Minister Dr. S Jaishankar is expected to arrive in Moscow.”

The upcoming event will be the third Council of Foreign Ministers meeting. The first 

was held in Beijing on April 23-24, 2018 and the second was held in Bishkek (Kyrgyz 

Republic) on May 21-22, 2019.

Moscow is processing India’s order for arms . “India’s orders including the S400 

system is going ahead according to the schedule. Russia can expedite the supply if 

India requests,” said Mr. Babushkin.

U.K.’s new law ‘breaches EU treaty’
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson was accused  of presiding over a “rogue 

state” as his government introduced legislation that intentionally breaches its EU 

withdrawal treaty in the messy countdown to a full Brexit divorce.

Mr. Johnson defended the government’s approach after its extraordinary admission 

that the new Bill governing post-Brexit trade in Britain and Northern Ireland breaks 

international law.

Asked why the British public at large should respect any laws now, the Prime Minister 
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told Parliament: “We expect everybody in this country to obey the law.”

In a bad-tempered exchange with Scottish nationalist MP Ian Blackford, Mr. Johnson 

insisted the Bill was about “protecting jobs, protecting growth, ensuring the fluidity 

and safety of our U.K. internal market”.

‘Legal safety net’

“My job is to uphold the integrity of the U.K. but also to protect the Northern Ireland 

peace process and the Good Friday Agreement,” he added, calling the new Bill 

a “legal safety net” if the EU makes an “irrational interpretation” of post-Brexit 

arrangements.

The government maintains its new U.K. Internal Market Bill is needed to smooth 

trade between England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and help power 

a recovery from the pandemic, once a post-Brexit transition ends this year. But 

under its EU Withdrawal Treaty, Britain is meant to liaise with Brussels on any 

arrangements for Northern Ireland, which saw decades of bloodshed until the 1998 

Good Friday deal, and will become the U.K.’s only land border with the EU.

Mr. Blackford argued the new Bill was a power-grab by London from the devolved 

administrations in Edinburgh, Cardiff and Belfast.

And he gave a withering assessment after Northern Ireland Secretary Brandon 

Lewis had conceded the changes do “break international law in a very specific and 

limited way”.

‘Creating a rogue state’

“The Prime Minister and his friends, a parcel of rogues, are creating a rogue state,” 

he added.

Mr. Lewis’s admission  provoked incredulity across the political spectrum in Britain, 

Brussels and beyond, just as British and EU negotiators are engaged in fraught 

talks to agree a new trading relationship.

The government has struggled to explain why it has only now discovered problems 

with the EU treaty’s provisions for Northern Ireland, nine months after Mr. Johnson 

signed the document and said it set Britain on the path to a sovereign new future.
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‘Australian spy agency targeted Chinese scribes’
Beijing claimed  that Australia’s intelligence agency questioned foreign correspondents 

working for Chinese state-run media, seizing computers and mobile phones in raids 

apparently linked to a billowing spy scandal.

The accusation, the latest scrap in a diplomatic falling-out that spans security, trade 

and media freedoms, follows an investigation by Beijing into Australian journalists 

based in China.

The last two foreign correspondents working for Australian media in China, Bill Birtles 

and Michael Smith, fled  fearing arrest, while another — Cheng Lei, who worked as 

an anchor for Chinese state TV — is being detained under “national security” laws.

, a spokesman for China’s Foreign Ministry added a new layer to the intrigue, saying 

Australia-based journalists from Xinhua, China News Service and the China Media 

group were the target of raids by local intelligence agents in late June.

Four journalists were “interrogated... on the grounds of a possible breach of 

Australia’s anti-foreign interference laws,” Mr. Zhao Lijian told reporters in Beijing.

They were questioned and had their phones, computers and even their children’s 

tablets confiscated.

“Australia’s actions causes serious damage to the physical and mental health of the 

journalists and their families,” he added.

U.S. to reduce troops in Iraq to 3,000
The U.S. is cutting troop levels in Iraq roughly in half, to 3,000 forces, the top U.S. 

commander in West Asia said , in a long-expected move that will help fulfil President 

Donald Trump’s goal of reducing the Pentagon’s overseas deployments.

The decision to reduce the 5,200 troops now in Iraq comes three weeks after Mr. 

Trump met with Mustafa al-Kadhimi, the Iraqi Prime Minister, in Washington, in part 

to finalise details of the drawdown, which will happen this month.

Fight against IS
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“This reduced footprint allows us to continue advising and assisting our Iraqi partners 

in rooting out the final remnants of ISIS in Iraq and ensuring its enduring defeat,” 

Gen. Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr., the head of the military’s Central Command, said in 

remarks in Iraq , using an alternative name for the Islamic State group.

Gen. McKenzie said improvements in the Iraqi military’s campaign against the 

Islamic State enabled the Pentagon to make the additional troop cuts. “This decision 

is due to our confidence in the Iraqi security forces’ increased ability to operate 

independently.”

Drawing down to 3,000 troops would bring U.S. force levels in Iraq roughly back 

to where they were in 2015, when the U.S. was in the early phase of its campaign 

against the Islamic State, which captured one-third of the country.

The move allows Mr. Trump to tell voters he is fulfilling a campaign promise to bring 

home the troops.

But the cuts are relatively modest and pale in comparison to the much larger 

reductions from when U.S. force levels in the country peaked at more than 150,000 

service members at the height of the Iraq War.

In a meeting with journalists after the White House gathering, Mr. Kadhimi reaffirmed 

the need for U.S. military assistance to help fight remnants of the Islamic State.

Threat from militias

The Pentagon is reluctant to keep more than the absolute minimum of troops in 

Iraq because they have been attacked by Iranian-backed militias. An attack on an 

Iraqi base in March killed three soldiers of the U.S.-led military coalition there, two 

of them Americans, and wounded 14.

Since then, the U.S. has consolidated its troops on fewer bases, a repositioning 

that Gen. McKenzie acknowledged last month had diverted resources from fighting 

the Islamic State. Separately, the training mission has been suspended for the past 

several months because of concerns about the coronavirus.
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‘Russia likely behind Navalny poisoning’
U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said  there was a strong chance Russian 

opposition leader Alexei Navalny’s poisoning was ordered by senior officials in 

Moscow.

“I think people all around the world see this kind of activity for what it is,” Mr. Pompeo 

said in a radio interview.

“And when they see the effort to poison a dissident, and they recognise that there is 

a substantial chance that this actually came from senior Russian officials, I think this 

is not good for the Russian people,” he told conservative host Ben Shapiro.

Mr. Navalny, the most visible critic of President Vladimir Putin within Russia, fell 

violently ill last month as he took a flight in Siberia.

He was flown for treatment to Germany, where doctors said he was poisoned.

Mr. Pompeo reiterated that the U.S. and its European allies all wanted Russia to 

“hold those responsible for this accountable” and said Washington would also try to 

identify the perpetrators. “It’s something that we’ll take a look at, we’ll evaluate, and 

we’ll make sure we do our part to do whatever we can to reduce the risk that things 

like this happen again.”

Russia denies link

Russia condemned as unacceptable the statement by Mr. Pompeo.

“We consider unacceptable any direct or indirect suggestions that Russian officials 

were involved in this,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said.

Mr. Pompeo’s remarks come despite President Donald Trump’s comment last week 

that he had seen no proof that Mr. Navalny was poisoned.

U.K. holds crisis talks with EU as Pelosi warns on Brexit Bill
Britain held emergency talks with the European Union , facing warnings of legal 

action over a new Brexit Bill and a threatening reminder of its obligations to Northern 

Ireland from leading U.S. Democrat Nancy Pelosi.
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Warnings redoubled too within the ranks of the governing Conservative party as 

former Prime Mnister John Major, who helped lay the foundations for Northern Irish 

peace in the 1990s, said his successor Boris Johnson risked trashing the U.K.’s 

global reputation.

“If we lose our reputation for honouring the promises we make, we will have 

lost something beyond price that may never be regained,” Major said, after the 

government conceded that the proposed new legislation would breach an EU 

withdrawal treaty in the countdown to a full Brexit divorce.

European Commission Vice-President MarosSefcovic headed to London demanding 

“clarifications” over the new U.K. Internal Market Bill.

“I came here to express serious concerns the European Union has over the proposed 

bill,” Mr. Sefcovic told reporters before starting the meeting with his counterpart on 

a UK-EU joint committee, Michael Gove.

The Bill would give British Ministers unilateral powers to regulate trade among 

England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, once the force of EU law expires 

after a post-Brexit transition period at the end of this year.

But under the EU withdrawal treaty, Britain is meant to liaise with Brussels on 

arrangements for Northern Ireland, which will have the UK’s only land border with 

the EU, and where 30 years of bloodshed ended with a peace deal in 1998.

Legal options

EU diplomats have ridiculed Downing Street’s argument that the EU treaty was written 

“at pace” and contained problems relating to a protocol on Northern Ireland.

More immediately, the EU’s executive commission circulated a paper setting out 

legal options against London, including recourse to the European Court of Justice.

Intra-Afghan peace talks to begin today
Much anticipated negotiations between Afghanistan’s warring parties are likely to be 

“contentious,” U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo warned , but are the only way 
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forward if Afghans are to find peace after decades of relentless conflict. Mr. Pompeo 

made his comments en route to Qatar, where intra-Afghan negotiations are to begin 

, a day mostly reserved for ceremony before the hard task of hammering out a road 

map for a post-war Afghanistan begins.

The negotiations were laid out in a peace deal Washington brokered with the Taliban 

and signed in Doha on February 29 aimed at ending the war and bringing U.S. 

troops home ending America’s longest conflict.

“We expect Saturday morning, for the first time in almost two decades, to have 

the Afghans sitting at the table together prepared to have what will be contentious 

discussions about how to move their country forward to reduce violence and 

deliver what the Afghan people are demanding — a reconciled Afghanistan with a 

government that reflects a country that isn’t at war,” Mr. Pompeo said on the plane 

taking him to Doha.

U.S. pullout

President Donald Trump made the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan a 

promise before the 2016 presidential election. In the countdown to this November’s 

presidential polls, Washington has ramped up pressure to start intra-Afghan 

negotiations.

At a news conference , Mr. Trump called the talks “exciting” and said Washington 

expected to be down to 4,000 troops by November. Even though delays have 

plagued the start of talks, Washington began withdrawing some of its 13,000 troops 

after the February 29 deal was signed.

Withdrawal of the remaining troops does not hinge on the success of intra-Afghan 

negotiations but rather the commitment made by the Taliban in the deal to fight 

terrorists groups that could threaten the U.S. and its allies. UN envoy to Afghanistan 

Deborah Lyons called the talks possibly “the start of something truly momentous”. 

She called for a reduction of violence as Afghanistan waits to reach a permanent 

cease-fire.

Ready to return
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Mr. Pompeo in his comments made it clear the U.S. was ready to return soldiers to 

Afghanistan if it saw a threat emerging and the Taliban reneged on their commitments. 

The White House and its peace envoy Zalmay Khalilzad have refused to give 

specifics on commitments made by the Taliban, citing security concerns. “Our 

commitment to reduce our forces to zero is conditioned on them executing their 

obligations under the agreement (which is) so very clear about their responsibilities 

with respect to terrorist activity taking place in Afghanistan,” Mr. Pompeo said.

But Mr. Pompeo warned of spoilers to peace. “It’s very clear that the violence levels 

have to come down to acceptable levels,” he said.

The Afghan delegation left the capital late  afternoon for Doha and it included 

Abdullah Abdullah, who heads the High Council for National Reconciliation, the 

powerful umbrella group that will oversee the negotiation team headed by former 

intelligence chief Mohammed MasoomStanikzai.

EU stands united as Brexit trade talks unravel further
The 27 European Union nations  presented a reinforced united bloc in dealing with 

the United Kingdom and negotiating a trade deal after the British government said it 

plans to violate part of the Brexit divorce agreement signed by both sides less than 

a year ago.

Anger and bafflement at the U.K’s. plans not to honour an international treaty with 

a Bill that would diminish the EU’s oversight of trade between mainland Britain and 

Northern Ireland mixed with steadfast resolve to stand together as time runs short 

to find a smooth economic transition for Brexit by December 31.

“We have never in recent history — or, maybe in ancient history dealing with other 

countries — seen such a renegement on an agreement,” Ireland’s Europe Minister, 

Thomas Byrne, said. “It is unacceptable,” he told the BBC.

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s plan put the talks on a future trade deal in an 

even deeper rut. Even though a no-deal Brexit on January 1 would hit EU nations 
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like Ireland, France, Belgium and the Netherlands especially hard, none were ready 

to cave in and meet U.K. demands, which the EU views as seeking free access to 

the EU market while refusing to guarantee fair competition.

“We will never accept any kind of decision that might weaken or jeopardise the 

European single market, French Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire said. He added, 

“We have made very clear that all European countries remain united and strong.”

At a meeting of eurozone Finance Ministers in Berlin, all other comments made 

backed Mr. Le Maire’s stance.

Ireland, which has the EU’s only land border with the U.K., stands to lose the most 

in a breakdown of trade talks. Irish Finance Minister Paschal Donohoe welcomed 

“solidarity and support” from his colleagues in other EU countries.

The British government has acknowledged it would violate the Brexit agreement 

with the Bill that would diminish the EU’s oversight of trade between mainland Britain 

and Northern Ireland. But it denies it is trying to renege on the agreement.

N. Korea issues shoot-to-kill orders to prevent virus: U.S.
North Korean authorities have issued shoot-to-kill orders to prevent the novel 

coronavirus entering the country from China, according to the commander of US 

forces in the South.

The impoverished North — whose crumbling health system would struggle to cope 

with a major virus outbreak — has not confirmed a single case of the disease that 

has swept the world since first emerging in China, the North’s key ally.

Pyongyang closed its border with China in January to try to prevent contamination, 

and in July state media said it had raised its state of emergency to the maximum 

level.

U.S. Forces Korea (USFK) commander Robert Abrams said that the border shutdown 

had increased demand for smuggled goods, prompting authorities to intervene.

The North introduced a new “buffer zone, one or 2 km up on the Chinese border,” 
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General Abrams told a conference organised by the Center for Strategic and 

International Studies in Washington.

“They’ve got North Korean SOF (Special Operations Forces) out there. ... Strike 

forces, they’ve got shoot-to-kill orders in place.”

The border closure had effectively “accelerated the effects” of economic sanctions 

imposed on the North over its nuclear programs, he added, with imports from China 

plunging 85 percent.

The isolated country is also grappling with the aftermath of Typhoon Maysak, with its 

state media reporting more than 2,000 houses have been destroyed or inundated.

As a result, General Abrams did not expect to see any major provocations from 

Pyongyang in the near future, although he said it might show off a new weapons 

system at next month’s celebrations of the 75th anniversary of the founding of Kim 

Jong-un’s ruling party.

“The regime right now — the military — is focused principally on getting their country 

recovered and to help mitigate the risk of COVID-19,” he said.

“We’re not seeing any indications right now of any sort of lashing out.”

Hackers from Russia, China targeting U.S. vote: Microsoft
Microsoft said  it thwarted recent cyberattacks from China, Russia and Iran targeting 

both Republican and Democratic presidential campaigns, as technology giants 

scrambled to protect election security less than two months ahead of the U.S. 

vote.

The announcement came as Twitter said it would implement a policy next week to 

remove “false or misleading information intended to undermine public confidence 

in an election,” including unverified claims of victory; and Google said it would take 

steps to ensure its “autocomplete” search feature doesn’t make such misguided 

suggestions.

Microsoft said that attackers have been targeting staff from the campaigns of 
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President Donald Trump and his Democratic rival, Joe Biden.

“In recent weeks, Microsoft has detected cyberattacks targeting people and 

organisations involved in the upcoming presidential election,” said corporate vice 

president Tom Burt.

It was clear that “foreign activity groups have stepped up their efforts targeting the 

2020 election as had been anticipated,” according to Mr. Burt.

The attackers have targeted political operatives, think tanks, consultants and 

political parties in Europe as well, Microsoft said.

It identified a Russia-based group called Strontium which Mr. Burt said “has 

attacked more than 200 organisations,” and China-based Zirconium, which he said 

“has attacked high-profile individuals associated with the election, including people 

associated with the Joe Biden for President campaign and prominent leaders in the 

international affairs community.”

An Iran-based group dubbed Phosphorus has been targeting personal accounts of 

people associated with the Trump campaign, Microsoft said.

The majority of those attacks were stopped by Microsoft security tools, and those 

targeted or compromised were alerted, according to Mr. Burt.

Russia is trying to undermine voters’ faith in the U.S. electoral system and especially 

in voting by mail ahead of the November 3 election, according to a Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS) analysis.

A statement in August from the National Counterintelligence and Security Center 

said Russia is actively working against Biden’s candidacy, favouring Mr. Trump as 

it did in 2016.

A counter-coalition of Eurasian powers
As External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and Chinese State Councilor and Foreign 

Minister Wang Yi negotiated a five-point agreement which they hoped will lead to a 

disengagement process between Indian and Chinese troops ranged against each 
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other at the Line of Actual Control (LAC), it wasn’t just the host, Russia, that played 

a part behind the scenes. In fact, the occasion for their presence in Moscow, the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), had as a much of a role to play.

The SCO was founded in June 2001, built on the ‘Shanghai Five’ grouping of 

Russia, China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan (Kyrgyz Republic) and Tajikistan, which 

had come together in the post-Soviet era in 1996, in order to work on regional 

security, reduction of border troops, and terrorism. A particular goal all these years 

has been “conflict resolution”, given its early successes between China and Russia, 

and then within the Central Asian Republics. The 1996 meeting of the Shanghai 

Five, for example, resulted in an ‘Agreement on Confidence-Building in the Military 

Field Along the Border Areas’ between China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan, which led to an agreement on the mutual reduction of military forces 

on their common borders in 1997. Subsequently, it helped push the Central Asian 

countries to resolve some of their boundary disputes as well.

In 2001, the Shanghai Five inducted Uzbekistan into the group and named it 

the SCO, outlining its principles in a charter that promoted what was called the 

“Shanghai spirit” of cooperation.

According to its rules, the organisation has two permanent bodies — the SCO 

Secretariat based in Beijing and the Executive Committee of the Regional Anti-

Terrorist Structure (RATS) based in Tashkent. The SCO Secretary-General and the 

Director of the Executive Committee of the SCO RATS are appointed by the Council 

of Heads of State for a term of three years. However, the venue of the SCO council 

meetings moves between the eight members (including India and Pakistan). The 

SCO also has four observer states — Afghanistan, Iran, Belarus and Mongolia — 

which may be inducted at a later date.

Main goals

The SCO describes its main goals, part of its Charter that was adopted in St. 

Petersburg in 2002, as: “strengthening mutual trust and neighbourliness among the 

member states; promoting their effective cooperation in politics, trade, economy, 
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research and technology and culture, as well as in education, energy, transport, 

tourism, environmental protection, and other areas; making joint efforts to maintain 

and ensure peace, security and stability in the region; and moving towards the 

establishment of a democratic, fair and rational new international political and 

economic order.”

No doubt, the SCO was eyed with some misgivings by the U.S. and Europe as a 

result of this, not the least by its desire to build a “new international political and 

economic order”, and it was even dubbed the “Anti-NATO” for proposing military 

cooperation. In 2005, the Astana declaration called for SCO countries to work on a 

“joint SCO response to situations that threaten peace, security and stability in the 

region”, indicating the group’s strategic ambitions

Western and NATO concerns were heightened a decade later, when they placed 

heavy sanctions against Russia for its actions in Crimea, but China came to its 

aid, signing a 30-year, $400 billion gas pipeline framework agreement. Since then, 

helped by the personal bond between Russian President Vladimir Putin and Chinese 

President Xi Jinping, the SCO has become a platform for Eurasian cooperation in 

a region rich with energy resources. China’s Belt and Road Initiative, which Russia 

is not a part of but supports, and is joined by all members of the SCO (with the 

exception of India), has also become a part of the SCO declarations.

Contradictions

India and Pakistan joined the SCO as observers in 2005, and were admitted as full 

members in 2015. Joining the SCO has been seen as one of the Modi government’s 

more significant yet puzzling foreign policy choices, as it came at a time that 

New Delhi was looking more keenly at the West, and in particular at the maritime 

‘Quadrilateral’ with the U.S., Japan and Australia. India has explained its membership 

in both ostensibly clashing groups as a part of its principles of “strategic autonomy 

and multi-alignment”.

Other contradictions have also been noted. Since 2014, India and Pakistan have cut 

all ties, talks and trade with each other, and India has refused to attend the SAARC 
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summit due to tensions with Pakistan, but both their leaderships have consistently 

attended all meetings of the SCO’s three councils: the Heads of State, Heads of 

Government, Council of Foreign Ministers, as well as other meetings.

Despite the fact that India accuses Pakistan of perpetrating cross-border terrorism 

at every other multilateral forum, at the SCO, Indian and Pakistani armed forces 

even take part in military and anti-terrorism exercises together, as part of the SCO-

Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure. In addition, the two countries are part of the SCO-

Afghanistan Contact Group, to discuss the course of Afghanistan’s future, an issue 

New Delhi and Islamabad are bitterly divided over.

Bilateral meetings

Through the years, SCO hosts have encouraged members to use the platform to 

discuss differences on the sidelines. In 2009, India and Pakistan held the first talks 

after the Mumbai attacks on the sidelines of the SCO summit in Astana, where then 

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and former Pakistani President Asif Ali Zardari met, 

and in 2015, Prime Minister Narendra Modi met then Pakistani PM Nawaz Sharif 

at the SCO summit in Ufa, for a meeting that even resulted in a joint statement. 

There have been no bilateral meetings between Indian and Pakistani leaders on the 

sidelines of the SCO since then, and both sides have pointedly ignored the other 

in recent years, although the SCO secretary general has often expressed the hope 

they will resolve their issues through dialogue, including last year after the Pulwama 

attack.

Thus, it should not have come as a surprise that the SCO host, Russia, encouraged 

and facilitated meetings between the Defence Ministers of India and China 

(September 4) and Foreign Ministers of India and China (September 10) to discuss 

the stand-off at the LAC that has seen violent clashes, killings of soldiers and gun 

fire exchanges for the first time in 45 years.

“The SCO Charter doesn’t allow any bilateral dispute to be taken up, but it provides 

a comfortable platform for building mutual trust, expanding cooperation, finding 

common ground and eventually, creating conditions for dialogue between countries,” 
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said Russian Deputy Ambassador to India Roman Babushkin in a press conference 

this week.

It remains to be seen whether the Moscow meeting between the Indian and Chinese 

Foreign Minister results in a real breakthrough on the ground at the Line of Actual 

control, where armies remain entrenched, and the PLA has mobilised both troops 

and heavy equipment. If it does, that would be a feather in the cap for the SCO, 

and if fails to do so, the SCO will no doubt continue to provide other venues for 

its disputing members to meet, as it seeks to build a continental coalition that, its 

founders hope, may one day be as strong as some of the other coalitions that exist 

to its west and south.

LAC standoff dampens Nathu La border trade
The data for 2019 from the Customs put the exports at Rs. 40.31 crore and imports 

at Rs. 3.20 crore.

An official of the Industries and Commerce Department explained that exports were 

higher because 36 articles were allowed to be exported but only 20 articles were 

approved for import. In 2006, the trade was restricted to 29 items from Sikkim and 

the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) of China. Indian traders were allowed to carry 

goods valued at Rs. 2 lakh and Chinese traders were allowed to bring goods of 

same value in Yuan, he added.

While the volume of the trade may not be huge and only 200 traders are involved 

in the exercise, political observers believe that the trade at Nathu La has a unique 

symbolism and underlines the idea of Sikkim — which shares borders with China, 

Nepal and Bhutan — being a peaceful and tranquil State.

The trade, more than anything, ensures a direct people-to-people link as Indian 

traders go almost 20 km inside Chinese territory to Rinchengang, while Chinese 

traders come to Serathang, about 7 km inside Indian territory at Nathu La.

Now, neither the officials in Gangtok nor the traders at Nathu La are sure about 
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what the future holds.

“As a businessman I would certainly want the trade to resume next year. But if the 

government decides against it, as a citizen of the country I will accept it,” said Mr. 

Bhutia.

No EU plot to destabilise the U.K.: Ireland
Ireland  rejected an incendiary claim by Prime Minister Boris Johnson that the EU 

is plotting to destabilise the U.K., as another week of Brexit high drama beckoned 

ahead of a stormy parliamentary debate in London.

A war of words escalated about a new British government Bill that London admits 

is in violation of its EU divorce treaty.

Mr. Johnson’s contention that the European Union is plotting to choke off food 

supplies with destabilising new trade barriers between Britain and Northern Ireland 

is “simply not the case”, Irish Justice Minister Helen McEntee told Sky News.

“Any suggestion that this is going to create a new border is simply not true,” she 

said, while Irish Foreign Minister Simon Coveney dismissed Johnson’s claim as 

“spin”.

McEntee said that a protocol on Northern Ireland in the EU withdrawal treaty was 

agreed by both sides to ensure fair competition after Brexit, and to comply with a 

1998 peace pact that ended three decades of unrest in the province.

The treaty also “ensures the integrity of Northern Ireland as part of the U.K.”, she 

said, and it “ensures we do not see any kind of a border re-emerging”.

Resignation talk

Writing in Saturday’s Daily Telegraph newspaper, Mr. Johnson had accused the 

EU of threatening to tear the U.K. apart by imposing a food “blockade” between 

Britain and Northern Ireland, which is meant to enjoy a special status with the EU 

after Brexit.

Johnson said the EU’s stance justified his government’s introduction of the new 
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legislation to regulate the UK’s internal market, after a post-Brexit transition period 

expires at the end of this year.

But writing in Le Parisien newspaper, French European Affairs Minister Clement 

Beaune said it was “inconceivable” that a “great democracy” like the U.K. would 

break its word.

Charles Michel, who heads the EU Council of governments, said Britain’s 

“international credibility” was at stake as both sides battle to unwind nearly 50 years 

of economic integration.

He insisted Mr. Johnson’s government live up to its binding promises.

Parliament debate

The Bill will come up for its first debate in the House of Commons , and mutinous 

MPs are demanding its withdrawal along with pressing for Justice Secretary Robert 

Buckland to resign. “If I see the rule of law being broken in a way I find unacceptable 

then of course I will go,” Mr. Buckland told BBC television.

“I don’t believe we’re going to get to that stage,” he added.

The main opposition Labour party demanded thePM get his priorities right, four years 

after he led the hugely divisive campaign to quit the EU in a hard-fought referendum. 

“Get on with Brexit and defeat the virus. That should be the government’s mantra,” 

Labour leader Keir Starmer wrote in the Sunday Telegraph .

What’s next for Palestine after UAE, Bahrain deals with 
Israel?
It took more than three decades for the first Arab country to recognise Israel. Egypt 

signed a peace treaty with its Jewish neighbour in 1979, a year after the Camp 

David summit between President Anwar Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem 

Begin. Jordan, the second Arab country that established peace with Israel, took 15 

more years to do so. There was a gap of 26 years between Jordan’s peace treaty 

and that of the UAE with Israel. And then, it took less than 30 days for the fourth 
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agreement — between Bahrain and Israel that was announced  by U.S. President 

Donald Trump.

Arab Peace Initiative

The new-found readiness of Arab countries to have peace with Israel, under the 

mediation of the Trump administration, appears to be transforming one of the oldest 

conflicts in modern West Asia. There are speculations that more Arab countries, from 

Morocco to Sudan and Oman, might follow the footsteps of the UAE and Bahrain. 

These deals, which have formalised years of back-room contacts between the Gulf 

kingdoms and Israel, suggest that the pan-Arab-Israel conflict is turning the page. 

Where does it leave the Palestinians?

Till the UAE-Israel deal was announced on August 13, the official Arab position on 

the question of Palestine was rooted in the Arab Peace Initiative, proposed by Saudi 

Arabia in 2002, and endorsed by the Arab League in the same year. The proposal 

calls for normalising relations between the Arab world and Israel, in exchange for full 

Israeli withdrawal from the territories it captured in the 1967 war, including the West 

Bank, Gaza and the Golan Heights, a “just settlement” of the Palestinian refugee 

issue and the establishment of an independent Palestinian state with East Jerusalem 

as its capital.

“Since 2002, both the UAE and Bahrain have supported the Arab Peace Initiative. 

However, the recent agreements made by Bahrain and the UAE break with this 

consensus. The Abraham Accords [Israel-UAE deal] require Israel only to ‘temporarily 

halt’ its formal annexation of the West Bank [settlements]. The agreement between 

Bahrain and Israel dispenses with the pretence altogether, making no mention of 

Palestinian land,” said Elham Fakhro, senior Gulf analyst at the Brussels-based 

International Crisis Group (ICG).

This has angered the Palestinians, who have “strongly rejected” the agreements. 

“The Palestinian leadership considers this step to blow up the Arab Peace Initiative 

and the decisions of the Arab and Islamic summits, and international legitimacy, as 

an aggression against the Palestinian people, and as neglecting Palestinian rights 
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and sacred things, especially Jerusalem and the independent Palestinian state on 

the borders of June 4, 1967,” the Palestinian leadership said in a statement issued 

after the UAE deal was announced.

The Palestinians have further called for “an immediate emergency session” of the Arab 

League and the Organization of Islamic Cooperation “to reject this declaration”.

The Palestinians Liberation Organization (PLO) has rejected the Bahrain-Israel deal 

as well. “If you really wish to ‘advance the cause of peace, dignity, & economic 

opportunity for the Palestinian people’ how about ending Israel’s ruthless occupation 

and its theft of our land and resources? Coercing and cajoling Arabs to normalise 

with Israel will not bring you peace or dignity,” tweeted Hanan Ashrawi, a member of 

the PLO Executive Committee, after the Bahrain agreement was announced.

‘Bleak future’

The Palestinians got nothing in return from these agreements, said A.K. Pasha, 

a professor of West Asian Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. 

“[Former Egyptian President Anwar] Sadat wanted an autonomous West Bank and 

Gaza and removal of the settlements [in 1978-79], but he could get only a freeze on 

the settlements for three months. The same scenario is now being repeated. The 

Israelis say they have postponed the annexation. After the U.S. election, whether 

Trump wins or not, [Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin] Nentanyahu will go ahead with 

his annexation plan,” he told The Hindu , adding that the future of the Palestinians 

“looks quite bleak”.

Agrees Ms. Fakhro of the ICG. “By normalising relations outside this framework of 

‘land for peace’, the two states have broken with a decades-old Arab consensus 

on the Palestinian issue, and effectively endorsed Israel’s military occupation over 

the Palestinians. This leaves the Palestinians more isolated than ever, and further 

weakens the already-dim prospect of a two-state solution,” Ms. Fakhro told The 

Hindu . “For the Palestinians, solidarity will need to be recast in broader terms, 

knowing full well that many Arab states — but not their unrepresented populations 

— have all but abandoned the Palestinian cause.”
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U.S. Ambassador to China to step down next month
The U.S. Ambassador to China will step down early next month, ending a three-year 

tenure marked by a trade war and increasingly bitter relations between the world’s 

two largest economies.

Terry Branstad, appointed by President Donald Trump in 2017, confirmed his 

decision in a phone call with Mr. Trump last week, the U.S. Embassy said in a 

statement. It did not give a reason for his departure.

“I am proudest of our work in getting the phase one trade deal and delivering tangible 

results for our communities back home,” he was quoted as saying at an embassy 

staff meeting .

Word of his departure leaked out earlier in the day when Secretary of State Mike 

Pompeo thanked Mr. Branstad on Twitter for his service.

“Ambassador Branstad has contributed to rebalancing U.S.-China relations so that 

it is results-oriented, reciprocal, and fair,” Mr. Pompeo wrote in a tweet.

Mr. Branstad became embroiled in a recent controversy when China’s official People’s 

Daily newspaper rejected an opinion column that he had written.

Mr. Pompeo tweeted last week that China’s Communist Party refused to run Mr. 

Branstad’s op-ed while the Chinese Ambassador to the U.S. “is free to publish in 

any U.S. media outlet.”

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian responded that Mr. Branstad’s 

article was “full of loopholes, seriously inconsistent with facts and wantonly attacks 

and smears China.”

The U.S. Embassy had contacted the People’s Daily on August 26 about the piece, 

asking that it be printed in full without any edits before September 4, the People’s 

Daily said.

Mr. Branstad, 73,was Republican Governor of Iowa for 22 years over two spans. 

Soon after arriving in Beijing in June 2017, Mr. Branstad welcomed American beef 

back to the Chinese market after a 14-year ban, saying “I know it is a key priority of 
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the President to reduce the trade deficit, and this is one of the ways we can do it.”

But trade relations quickly soured, as the U.S. imposed tariffs on Chinese products 

and China retaliated in kind. Other disputes followed over technology, human rights 

and the response to the pandemic.

Japan’s new PM Suga pledges to tackle virus, kickstart 
economy
Japan’s new Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga pledged  to keep coronavirus infections 

under control and kickstart an economy in recession, as Shinzo Abe left office after 

a record-breaking tenure.

In his first remarks after being elected by Parliament earlier , Mr. Suga emphasised 

his will be a cabinet of continuity, seeking to further the policies championed by Mr. 

Abe.

“We need to carry forward the policies that the Abe administration was pushing, 

I feel that is the mission for which I have been called,” Mr. Suga told reporters. 

He sidestepped questions on the possibility of a snap election to consolidate his 

position, saying that “what the public wants right now is that we manage to end the 

pandemic soon and at the same time we steadily restore the economy”.

“Achieving both the prevention of the spread of infection and rebuilding the economy 

is what they desire most... We hope to do our best on this issue first.”

He dwelled little on political ideology or foreign policy goals, instead pledging 

administrative reform, an end to “bureaucratic silos”, and greater digitalisation of 

government.

He said he would seek continued strong ties with Washington and stable relations 

with China and Russia. But he offered no details and made no mention of ongoing 

tensions with South Korea, or any specifics of his defence strategy, particularly 

towards North Korea.

The 71-year-old takes the top job after decades in politics, most recently in the role 
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of Chief Cabinet Secretary, where he was a key enforcer of government policy as 

well as spokesman.

A long-time Abe adviser, Mr. Suga has said his run was inspired by a desire to 

continue his predecessor’s policies. His new Cabinet is full of familiar faces, with 

Mr. Abe’s Foreign and Finance Ministers staying on, and the outgoing premier’s 

brother appointed to lead the Defence Ministry.

Mr. Suga won an easy victory in a vote in Parliament, where his Liberal Democratic 

Party holds a commanding majority. But he now faces a raft of tough challenges, 

from immediate problems like the pandemic and the postponed Olympics, to longer-

term issues including a declining population.

U.K. defends planned Brexit law
The British government struggled  to overcome American opposition to its plans to 

breach the Brexit withdrawal agreement with the European Union, after Democratic 

presidential candidate Joe Biden became the latest U.S. politician to express 

alarm.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s move to break parts of the EU divorce deal relating 

to Northern Ireland has triggered fears it could undermine the 1998 Good Friday 

peace accord that ended decades of violence between Irish nationalists and British 

unionists.

“We can’t allow the Good Friday Agreement that brought peace to Northern Ireland 

to become a casualty of Brexit,” Mr. Biden tweeted.

“Any trade deal between the U.S. and U.K. must be contingent upon respect for the 

Agreement and preventing the return of a hard border. Period,” he wrote.

Britain and the EU jointly promised in the Brexit agreement to ensure there are no 

customs posts or other obstacles on the Northern Ireland-Ireland border. The open 

border is key to the stability that underpins the peace settlement.

Raab in Washington
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British Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab is in Washington this week, and has 

been trying to assuage American concerns that a pending government Bill would 

undermine Northern Ireland peace, if passed by lawmakers.

Mr. Raab insisted the U.K. has an “absolute” commitment to the Good Friday 

Agreement. He described Britain’s planned law as “precautionary” and 

“proportionate.”

Mr. Johnson argues the law is intended to be an insurance policy against unreasonable 

behavior by the EU that could threaten the unity of the U.K. by disrupting trade 

between Northern Ireland and the rest of the U.K.

The bloc has demanded the U.K. drop the plan by the end of September or face 

legal action.

The Bill has also caused an uproar in Britain. Five former British PMs have criticised 

Mr. Johnson’s willingness to break international law, and the government’s top legal 

civil servant and most senior law officer for Scotland have both resigned.

‘Alarming virus transmission in Europe’
The World Health Organization warned  of “alarming rates of transmission” of Covid-

19 across Europe and cautioned countries against shortening quarantine periods.

The WHO’s regional director for Europe Hans Kluge said the number of novel 

coronavirus cases seen in September “should serve as a wake-up call for all of 

us.”

“Although these numbers reflect more comprehensive testing, it also shows alarming 

rates of transmission across the region,” he told an online press conference from the 

Danish capital Copenhagen.

The health body also said it would not change its guidance calling for a 14-day 

quarantine period for anyone exposed to the novel coronavirus.

“Our quarantine recommendation of 14 days has been based on our understanding 

of the incubation period and transmission of the disease. We would only revise that 
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on the basis of a change of our understanding of the science,” WHO Europe’s senior 

emergency officer Catherine Smallwood said.

In France for instance, the recommended length for self-isolation in case of exposure 

has been reduced from 14 to seven days.

It is 10 days in the U.K. and Ireland, and several other European countries, such as 

Portugal and Croatia, are currently considering reducing their recommendations.

“Knowing the immense individual and societal impact even a slight reduction in 

the length of quarantine can have... I encourage countries of the region to make 

scientific due process with their experts and explore safe reduction options,” Kluge 

said, adding that the “concept of quarantine must be protected” and “continuously 

adapted.”

COVID-19 ‘fatigue’

The 53-member States of WHO Europe have recorded nearly five million cases of 

COVID-19 and more than 2,27,000 related deaths, according to the organisation’s 

own figures.

The number of daily cases recorded is currently between 40,000 and 50,000, 

comparable to a daily peak of 43,000 on April 1 — although testing in many countries 

has increased considerably.

A new record was set on September 11, with some 54,000 cases recorded in 24 

hours.

Noting reports that Europeans were experiencing COVID-19 “fatigue”, he said that 

rather than returning to lockdowns authorities ought to “focus on reducing harm, 

where and when possible.”

“Engage the youth in finding new and safe ways to be social,” Mr. Kluge said.

China vows to go carbon neutral by 2060
The U.S. is guilty of “obstructing” the global fight against emissions, China said , as 

Beijing seized the climate agenda by vowing to go carbon neutral by 2060, a target 
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welcomed by environmentalists despite its patchy detail.

The goals, which include a pledge to reach peak emissions in 2030, are the most 

concrete ones yet announced by China, which is the world’s biggest polluter and 

accounts for a quarter of the planet’s greenhouse gas emissions. They also open a 

new divergence in relations with the U.S., which are already pinched by squabbles 

over trade, tech, defence and human rights.

Speaking to the United Nations (UN) General Assembly, Chinese President Xi Jinping  

renewed his support for the Paris climate accord and called for a ‘green focus’ as the 

world recovers from the COVID-19 crisis.

Under President Donald Trump, the United States, the world’s second-largest 

polluter, pulled out of the agreement, blaming China for the stalled momentum on 

tackling global emissions.

“This clearly ... seriously obstructs the progress of reducing global emissions,” 

China’s Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin said in a statement . “What 

qualifications does such a country have to criticise China,” he asked, citing U.S.’s 

hunger for plastics and its export of waste.

In his speech to the UN, Mr. Xi said China aims to have “C02 emissions peak before 

2030 and achieve carbon neutrality before 2060”.

‘Nuanced picture’

In addition to its embrace of global emissions-busting deals, China already feeds 

nearly 15% of its energy demands with non-fossil fuels, Mr. Wang added. China’s 

“installation of renewable energy stands at 30% of the world total,” he said.

But experts say the picture is more nuanced, with massive investments continuing at 

home and overseas in coal and other fossil fuels.

China currently has 135 gigawatts of coal-power capacity either permitted or 

under construction, according to Global Energy Monitor, a San Francisco-based 

environmental group. This equates to about half the total coal-power capacity in the 

United States.

Welcoming China’s pledge, EU commission president Ursula von der Leyen tweeted 
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“a lot of work remains to be done”.

The 2060 objective is still a decade later than the date set by dozens of small states 

as well as European powers. But it was applauded by experts as a significant step 

to inject momentum into the Paris accords. JoeriRogelj, a climate expert at Imperial 

College London’s Grantham Institute, called Mr. Xi’s pledge “unexpected and eye-

opening”.

Trump’s criticism

Mr. Xi’s tone at the UN contrasted sharply with that of Mr. Trump, who called the 

Paris accord unfair to the United States.

Mr. Trump said he is standing up for U.S. constituencies such as coal miners, and 

has loosened environmental rules, although individual States such as California 

have insisted on fighting climate change on their own.

“Those who attack America’s exceptional environmental record while ignoring 

China’s rampant pollution are not interested in the environment,” the U.S. President 

said in his UN speech shortly before Mr. Xi spoke.

U.S. House panel holds hearing on rights in Asia
The restrictions in Kashmir, National Register of Citizens (NRC) and Citizenship 

Amendment Act (CAA) were discussed at a U.S. House of Representatives 

subcommittee hearing on human rights in Asia. The Committee on Asia and 

the Pacific and Nonproliferation held, as it did last year, a hearing on the topic 

titled: Stemming a Receding Tide: Human Rights and Democratic Values in Asia.

The hearing focussed on Asia, with India forming one segment of it.

“Human rights and democratic governance have not only been central to the 

concerns of Congress, they’ve traditionally been core to the conduct of American 

foreign policy,” said Chairman of the subcommittee, Ami Bera, who is an Indian 

American physician and Democratic lawmaker from California.

“The U.S. has its own faults and shortcomings when it comes to living up to our own 
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values disparate treatment of communities of colour and immigrants to institutions 

increasingly influenced more by ideology than the rule of law,” Mr. Bera said. He 

said the U.S. recognises and welcomes feedback and suggested that countries in 

the region also welcome feedback and criticism. “This is what part of being a mature 

democracy is,” Mr. Bera said, echoing a sentiment he had expressed last yearwhen 

he saidIndia should be allowing of criticism as it assumed a leadership role in the 

world.

“Although this hearing focusses on Asia, I cannot help but observe that the problems 

here on the home front have tarnished our appeal and undermined our ability to 

urge others to live up to the highest ideals,” said Alyssa Ayres, a former high ranking 

American diplomat for South Asia, currently a South Asia expert for the think tank 

Council for Foreign Relations. Ms. Ayres also provides informal advice to the Biden 

campaign, as per her public bio.

In India, the steps the current government had taken have given cause for concern 

about the “future of Indian secularism and the place of minorities, particularly 

Muslims,” Ms. Ayres said, listing the dilution of Article 370, the CAA and the NRC. 

“Because India is so important to the strength of the global democratic order at a 

time of great strain, challenges in India are ones we should all care about deeply,” 

she said.

Negative impact

In her written statement, Ms. Ayres noted that the security restrictions and arrests 

of political leaders, including three former Chief Ministers, had negatively impacted 

human rights and democracy. She also wrote that there was documented history 

of the former princely state of Jammu and Kashmir’s accession to India and also 

documented history of Pakistan trying to change thestatusquothrough force and 

Pakistan-based terrorists active in Jammu and Kashmir.

“Terrorism has undermined every effort at peace in the last two decades, and 

continues to create insecurity,” she said, acknowledging the “long-standing suffering” 

of Kashmiri Pandits.
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On Sri Lanka, she said the country after a five year period of improvement (in terms 

of human rights and democratic values) was moving in the opposite direction with 

the return of the Rajapaksa government.

“Pakistan has struggled with democracy for much of its existence,” Ms. Ayres said. 

Nepal and the Maldives, though facing challenges, were on an updward trajectory as 

regards human rights and democracy, she said, noting that the Nepalese government 

nonetheless faced pressures from China on the issue of Tibetan refugees.

The other two witnesses at the hearing were former U.S. Ambassador to Myanmar 

Derek Mitchell and former U.S. government trade and foreign policy official Daniel 

Twining.

G4 seeks time-bound reform of Security Council
Foreign Ministers from the Group of 4 — India, Brazil, Japan and Germany — a 

group that is seeking permanent membership of the UN Security Council (UNSC), 

met virtually  to further their objective. The four countries stressed delivering concrete 

outcomes, in writing and within a time frame.

“Participated in#G4Foreign Ministers Meeting that called for a decisive push for 

UNSC reforms during#UN75. Unanimous call for text-based negotiations in a 

fixed time frame. Reformed Multilateralism guides India’s approach to the United 

Nations,” External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar tweeted.

His counterparts at the G4 meeting were MotegiToshimitsu (Japan), Niels Annen, 

(Minister of State representing German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas) and Ernesto 

Araújo (Brazil).

The Ministers reaffirmed their common resolve to “finally take decisive steps towards 

the early and comprehensive reform of the Security Council that was envisaged by 

Heads of State and Government in the 2005 World Summit,” as per a joint press 

statement released by the Ministry of External Affairs.

The G4 will work with “other reform-minded countries and groups” to start text-
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based negotiations (TBN) without delay and seek “concrete outcomes” during the 

75th session of the UN General Assembly, which has just begun and lasts until next 

September.

“G4 Ministers reiterated support for each other’s membership to the UNSC “given 

the capacity and willingness to take on major responsibilities with regard to the 

maintenance of international peace and security”, the statement said.

India, which, in January, will commence a two-year non-permanent term on the 

UNSC, has long sought a permanent seat at the Council and is a proponent of other 

UNSC reforms — such as increasing the number of permanent (currently five) and 

non-permanent (currently 10) seats and ensuring greater representation for Africa.

“Africa needs to be represented in both the permanent and non-permanent 

categories of membership of a reformed and expanded Security Council to correct 

the historical injustice against this continent with regard to its under-representation 

in the Security Council,” the G4 countries said.

India is a proponent of text-based negotiations at the UN.

China cautious on G4 push for UNSC reforms
China  said there were “enormous divisions” and a lack of consensus on taking 

forward the stalled reforms of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), a day 

after the G4 countries — India, Brazil, Japan and Germany — called for an early 

push for text-based negotiations.

The Foreign Ministers of the four countries that are seeking UNSC reforms and 

permanent membership of the body met virtually , expressing their frustration at the 

repeated attempts to stall and derail the reforms process.

Text-based negotiations

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said the meeting had “called for a decisive 

push” and was unanimous in backing “text-based negotiations in a fixed time 

frame”.
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India begins a two-year term as one of the 10 non-permanent UNSC members 

in January, and has said it will continue pushing for reforms that have failed to 

materialise over many years.

The G4 group “expressed disappointment at attempts to derail this process and 

committed to addressing the issue in a meaningful way and with increased urgency 

at this 75th anniversary of the UN,” a statement said, adding that “without substantive 

text based negotiations actually taking place in an intergovernmental setting” this 

process could not go forward.

Chinese analysts have long been dismissive of the G4, and have in the past indicated 

that China would not favour the inclusion of at least three of its members for differing 

reasons — India and Japan considering their historically difficult relations with China, 

and Germany because it is not a developing country.

‘Enormous divisions’

, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson Wang Wenbin suggested that China’s 

long-held stance that the reforms process cannot go ahead quickly is unlikely to 

change. “We believe the reforms should increase the representation and voice of 

developing countries and allow more small and medium size countries to enter the 

Security Council and participate in the decision making,” Mr. Wang said in response 

to a question on the G4 statement.

“We believe the reform of the Security Council is an important issue which concerns 

the long term development and all the immediate interests of its members. There 

have been enormous divisions on this issue and there lacks a widespread consensus 

on the arrangement for reform,” he said. “China is willing to work with other UN 

members to seek a package solution that can accommodate all parties’ interests 

and concerns, through dialogue and negotiation.”

Trump won’t commit to peaceful transfer of power
U.S. President Donald Trump failed to commit to the peaceful transfer of power 
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when asked a question on the subject , adding to concerns that the post-election 

scenario in November might be chaotic.

“Well, we’re going to have to see what happens. You know that I’ve been complaining 

very strongly about the ballots and the ballots are a disaster,” Mr. Trump said in 

response to the question.

The President, in a bid to question the legitimacy of postal ballots, has been 

complaining for months about vote by mail, including by making unsubstantiated 

claims about the incidence of voter fraud (orchestrated by Democrats).

All States use some amount of mail in voting but the COVID-19 pandemic has meant 

an expansion of the process across the country. Vote by mail has already started for 

the elections, and at least 75% of Americans will be eligible for a postal ballot as per 

a New York Times study.

“Get rid of the ballots and you’ll have a very peaceful... there won’t be a transfer 

frankly, there’ll be a continuation,” Mr Trump said when the reporter further pressed 

him on whether he’d commit to a peaceful transfer of power in light of the fact that 

“people are rioting.”

In an interview to Chris Wallace of Fox News, Mr. Trump had in July said he would 

“have to see” when asked if he would accept the November election results. In 

2016, running against Hilary Clinton, Mr. Trump had given a similar answer to the 

question.

Supreme Court pick

Mr. Trump also stated  that he wanted to replace liberal justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg 

before the November 3 election as he expected a dispute over the results. Mr. 

Trump is expected to announce his pick , a pick that is likely to further solidify the 

conservative majority of the court.

Former (2012) Republican presidential nominee and U.S. Senator from Utah Mitt 

Romney, who had voted to convict Mr. Trump on impeachment charges earlier this 

year but has also said he will consider a Trump nominee for the Supreme Court, 

reacted strongly to Mr. Trump’s comments.
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“Fundamental to democracy is the peaceful transition of power; without that, there 

is Belarus. Any suggestion that a President might not respect this Constitutional 

guarantee is both unthinkable and unacceptable,” Mr. Romney wrote on Twitter.

‘Not surprised’

Democratic presidential nominee Joe Biden reacted to Mr. Trump’s comments and 

said he was not surprised, while implying a challenge to the peaceful transfer of 

power was not something that happened in the U.S.

“What country are we in? “Mr. Biden told reporters in Delaware. “He [Mr. Trump] 

says the most irrational things. I don’t know what to say... but it doesn’t surprise 

me.”

“The American people will decide this election. And the U.S. government is perfectly 

capable of escorting trespassers out of the White House,” the Biden campaign said 

in a statement issued.

India, Pak. trade charges at SAARC, CICA meets
Last week, National Security Advisor AjitDoval had walked off from a virtual meeting 

of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) after his Pakistani counterpart 

appeared with a Pakistani version of its map that included Indian territories. Last 

year, at the SAARC Foreign Minister’s meeting held on the side-lines of the UN 

General Assembly in New York, Mr. Jaishankar and Mr. Qureshi had boycotted each 

other’s speeches.

PM Modi had also refused to attend the 19th edition of the SAARC summit, due 

to be held in Islamabad in 2016, over the issue of Pakistan’s continued support to 

terror groups.

Speaking at the SAARC FM meet, however, Nepal’s Foreign Minister Pradeep 

Gyawali and Nepal’s Foreign Secretary Shanker Das Bairagi both said it is 

“imperative” to hold the SAARC summit.

“The delay in convening the 19th SAARC Summit and the absence of formal meetings 
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of the SAARC Charter bodies since 2016, has greatly impacted the functioning of 

our organisation,” said Mr. Gyawali, adding that this “has raised a serious question 

about the relevancy” of SAARC.

However, sources said “most countries” agreed it is not the “opportune time” to 

convene the summit as proposed by Pakistan, given the COVID-19 situation, and 

the proposal “fell through”.

Battling the pandemic

All SAARC nations including India and Pakistan, however, built a common stand on 

the need to cooperate in battling the coronavirus pandemic.

Mr. Jaishankar listed a number of measures taken by India in the past few months 

including the SAARC Leaders video-conference convened by Mr. Modi, a ‘COVID-

19 Information Exchange Platform (COINEX), a SAARC Food Bank mechanism, as 

well as the SAARC COVID-19 Emergency Fund, to which India has contributed $10 

million, making essential drugs.

N. Korea accuses S. Korea of intrusion to find official’s body
North Korea accused South Korea of sending ships across the disputed sea boundary 

to find the body of a South Korean official recently killed by North Korean troops, 

warning  the intrusion could escalate tensions. South Korea denied the accusation.

“We urge the South side to immediately halt the intrusion across the military 

demarcation line in the West Sea that may lead to escalation of tensions,” the official 

Korean Central News Agency said. “It arouses our due vigilance as it may lead to 

another awful incident.”

‘Kim’s apology’

South Korea proposed a joint investigation to resolve discrepancies over the South 

Korean official’s death last week. Officials in Seoul have said the 47-year-old was 

likely attempting to defect before North Korean troops fatally shot him and burned 

his body.
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According to Seoul, North Korea  sent a message, including a rare apology by 

leader Kim Jong-un for the shooting death of the official.

The North Korean message distributed by South Korea said its troops shot the 

official because he attempted to flee after refusing to answer their questions. It 

said the troops were unable to find the official’s body and burned the object he was 

floating on in line with anti-coronavirus rules.

India, Japan navies match skills in northern Arabian Sea
The 4th edition of the biennial India and Japan naval exercise is under way in the 

borth Arabian Sea, the Navy said. This is the first exercise following the conclusion 

of the mutual logistics support agreement early this month.

The maritime cooperation has significantly increased between the two sides with 

focus on information sharing and Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) in the Indian 

Ocean Region (IOR) and Indo-Pacific.

“JIMEX-20 will showcase high degree of inter-operability and joint operational skills 

through conduct of a multitude of advanced exercises, across the spectrum of 

maritime operations,” the Navy said in a statement. Multi-faceted tactical exercises 

involving weapon firings, cross-deck helicopter operations and complex surface, 

anti-submarine and air warfare drills will consolidate coordination developed by the 

two navies, it said.

Stating that naval cooperation has increased in scope and complexity over the years, 

the Navy said advanced level of operations and exercises planned during JIMEX-

20 are indicative of “the continued upswing in Indo-Japanese defence relations and 

continued efforts by both governments to work closely for a more secure, open and 

inclusive global commons, in accordance with international regulations.”

The three-day war games which began  are being conducted in a “non-contact at-

sea-only format”, in view of the COVID-19 restrictions.

The Navy has deployed indigenous stealth destroyer INS Chennai, stealth frigate 
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INS Tarkash and fleet Tanker Deepak while the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense 

Force (JMSDF) has deployed Kaga, an Izumo Class Helicopter Destroyer and 

Ikazuchi, a guided missile destroyer. The P8I long-range maritime patrol aircraft, 

integral helicopters and fighter aircraft will also participate, the Navy said.

The two countries have made steady progress in MDA based on the implementing 

arrangement for deeper cooperation signed between the two navies.
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PLA aggression blocked at Pangong Tso
In an escalation of the ongoing standoff on the disputed boundary in Ladakh, 

Chinese troops carried out aggressive moves on the night of August 29 to change 

the status quo on the south bank of Pangong Tso and those attempts were thwarted, 

the Army said .

Responding to this, China accused the Indian Army of “illegally crossing the line” 

on August 31 at two points — at the south bank of Pangong lake and near the 

Reqin mountain pass (near Rezang La) — and “blatantly provoked and caused 

tension on the border”.

“On the night of August 29/30, PLA troops violated the previous consensus arrived at 

during military and diplomatic engagements during the ongoing standoff in Eastern 

Ladakh and carried out provocative military movements to change the status quo,” 

the Army said in a statement. Indian troops pre-empted this PLA activity on the 

southern bank of Pangong lake, and undertook measures to strengthen Indian 

positions and thwart Chinese intentions to unilaterally change facts on ground, the 

Army said.

A Brigade Commander-level flag meeting was held at Chushul to resolve the issues, 

the Army said, adding that it was committed to maintaining peace and tranquillity 

through dialogue, but also equally determined to protect territorial integrity. The 

Army did not share any details to maintain operational security.

India-China talks at Chushul remain inconclusive
The third day of Brigadier-level talks  between India and China at Chushul to de-

escalate the situation on the South Bank of Pangong Tso remained inconclusive. 

An Army source confirmed that a soldier from the secretive Special Frontier Force 

(SFF) was killed in an accidental mine explosion while patrolling in the area on 

August 30.
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“The talks remained inconclusive and will continue ,” a defence source said.

Tension running high

The talks are important as tensions are still running high in the Chushul sector, 

with a large number of troops deployed on both sides very close to each other 

along the disputed boundary.

Company Leader Nyima Tenzin from the commando unit SFF, also called Vikas 

Battalions, was killed in a blast when he stepped on a vintage 1962 minefield 

during patrolling, the Army source said. One soldier was injured in the accident. 

The same was not a result of Chinese action or the action in the South Bank of 

Pangong Tso, the source added.

There have been reports of the SFF being used in the recent action to dominate 

the peaks on the Indian side of the LAC (Line of Actual Control) on September 29 

and 30. However, there has been no comment on this from the Army.

The Army brought in additional troops following the developments on the night 

of August 29 and 30 on the South Bank, triggered by “provocative movements” 

by PLA troops and to pre-empt them from dominating the heights in the Chushul 

sector near the Spanggur Gap. The action is centred around the Black Top 

area and around Rezang La and Rechin La. At the same time, the Army also 

strengthened its positions on the North Bank as a precaution.

“As part of the precautionary deployment carried out on August 30, some 

readjustments of our positions on North Bank of Pangong Tso on our side of to 

the Line of Actual Control had also been carried out,” the source stated.

On August 29, PLA troops came towards Rezang La but they were pushed back, 

a second source said. , the Ministry of External Affairs said Chinese troops had 

engaged in “provocative action” along the disputed boundary once again on 

August 31 even as the Brigadier level talks were on.

‘China using non-military tactics to expand influence’
An annual report from the U.S. Department of Defense to Congress describes 
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Chinese leaders’ use of tactics short of armed conflict to further the country’s 

objectives, citing border conflicts with India and Bhutan among the examples. The 

report also says China is trying to establish stronger bases outside the country so 

the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) can project military power at greater distances.

Other key conclusions the U.S. presents include the notion that China’s military is 

at least as advanced as the U.S. in several military modernisation areas such as 

shipbuilding, land-based conventional ballistic and cruise missiles and integrated air 

defence systems. China also uses multilateral organisations to limit criticism of its 

initiatives, as per the report.

The report describes Non-War Military Activities (NWMA) as one of two kinds of 

military operations (the other is war) used by the PLA.

“NWMA can be conducted internationally or domestically and encompass activities 

in multiple domains. NWMA can notably include operations in which the PLA uses 

coercive threats and/or violence below the level of armed conflict against states and 

other actors to safeguard the PRC’s sovereignty and national interests,” the report 

says.

“China calibrates its coercive activities to fall below the threshold of provoking armed 

conflict with the United States, its allies and partners, or others in the Indo-Pacific 

region,” the DOD China Military Power Report for 2020 says.

“These tactics are particularly evident in China’s pursuit of its territorial and maritime 

claims in the South and East China Seas as well as along its border with India and 

Bhutan... China also employs non-military tools coercively, including economic tools 

during periods of political tensions with countries that China accuses of harming its 

national interests,” said the report, which is in its 20th year of production.

The report cites the role of the People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia (PAFMM), 

which plays a major role in coercive operations including, in 2009, “ the harassment 

of USNS Impeccable conducting normal operations” and the 2012 Scarborough 

Reef standoff.

Overseas bases
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On overseas military bases, the report says that beyond the base in Djibouti, China is 

“very likely already considering and planning for” additional military logistics facilities 

to support ground, air and naval forces. Locations in the following countries have 

likely been considered for use, as per the report: Myanmar, Thailand, Singapore, 

Indonesia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, UAE, Kenya, Seychelles, Tanzania, Angola, and 

Tajikistan. It also says the PLA’s military logistics network could interfere with U.S. 

operations and help support offensive operations against America.

The Belt and Road Initiative [which the report refers to by is former name, the One 

Belt, One Road initiative, or OBOR] will result in a greater overseas military presence 

for China, the report says.

“The PRC’s [China] overseas development and security interests under OBOR will 

drive the PRC towards expanding its overseas military footprint to protect those 

interests.” China uses the economic influence it gets via the project to get participating 

countries to support it on a range of other issues, the report says.

Since the report is retrospective and looks at 2019, this year’s clashes and tension 

along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) are not discussed.

Instead, the report says: “ Chinese and Indian forces both continued construction and 

patrols in contested regions along the disputed border, but generally kept tensions 

from escalating in 2019.” It describes the October meeting between Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi and Chinese President Xi Jinping in Chennai and the August 2019 

“early harvest” border proposals that China submitted to India.

“Although India was not pleased with the proposals, the 22nd meeting of the Special 

Representatives of India and China occurred in December 2019 and reinforced both 

sides’ shared intent to manage tensions in the border region,” the report says.

Limiting criticism

On multilateral forums and international organisations, the report says China uses 

these “to generate new opportunities to expand its influence, strengthen its political 

influence, promotes strategic messaging that portrays it as a responsible global actor, 

advance its development interests, and limit outside interference in and criticism of 
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its initiatives.”

The Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa (BRICS) grouping and the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization are among those cited as examples of this alleged 

phenomenon.

‘India is abusing national security, colluding with U.S.’
China  hit out at India’s move to ban 118 Chinese apps, accusing New Delhi of 

“abusing the concept of national security” and suggesting India was coordinating 

with the United States in its actions against Chinese companies.

China also criticised U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Stephen Biegun’s comments 

earlier this week on the border row, accusing the U.S. of “meddling”.

“Regarding the China-India boundary issue, China always advocates finding a 

fair, reasonable and mutually acceptable solution through peaceful and friendly 

consultations,” the Chinese Embassy in New Delhi said in a statement.

“For a period of time, the two sides have been in touch and in talks at various levels 

to seek peaceful settlement of the boundary issue. China and India have the ability 

to resolve their border disputes bilaterally. We don’t accept countries outside the 

region pointing fingers, let alone meddling or making instigation, which will only 

endanger the regional peace and stability.”

In Beijing, both the Commerce Ministry and the Foreign Ministry issued statements 

hitting out at India’s app ban. “The Indian side abused the concept of ‘national 

security’ and adopted discriminatory restrictive measures against Chinese 

companies, violating relevant WTO [World Trade Organization] rules. China urges 

India to correct its wrong practices,” Ministry of Commerce spokesperson Gao Feng 

was quoted as saying by state media.

‘Mutually beneficial’

“India’s ban against Chinese apps not only damages the legitimate rights and 

interests of Chinese investors and service providers but also harms the interests of 
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Indian consumers and the investment environment of India as an open economy,” 

he said. “China-India economic and trade cooperation is mutually beneficial and win-

win. It is hoped that the two countries will jointly maintain the hard-won cooperation 

and development situation, and create an open and fair business environment for 

international investors and service providers, including Chinese companies.”

In a separate statement, the Foreign Ministry in Beijing suggested there was 

coordination between India and the U.S., which  welcomed the move to bar 118 

apps, which followed the previous June order to ban 59 Chinese apps.

“I have noted that the U.S. State Department on the same day said India banned 

more than 100 Chinese apps and called on other countries to roll out the Clean 

Network initiative. So I don’t know if there is any correlation or interaction between 

India and the U.S.,” said Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying.

Ms. Hua accused the U.S. of carrying out “digital gunboat diplomacy” and “coercing 

and robbing Chinese businesses”, and said China “hopes India could stay committed 

to its precious independence in decision-making”.

“India is an ancient civilisation with wise people, they should know what the U.S. 

has done in cybersecurity, for example Dirtbox, Prism, Irritant Horn, Muscular and 

undersea cable tapping,” she said referring to reported wiretapping and malware 

programmes.

“We hope the people of China and the people of India can conduct normal exchange 

or cooperation in all sectors, and they should not, because of temporary short-

sightedness, hurt the long-term interests of both countries and the peoples,” Ms. 

Hua said.

Rajnath Singh meets Chinese counterpart Wei in Moscow
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh met his Chinese counterpart Wei Fenghe on the 

sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) Defence Ministers’ 

meeting in Moscow . Details of the meeting, however, were not known.
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Mr. Singh and Mr. Wei met in Moscow at 9.30 p.m. India time, a defence source 

said. The Chinese side sought the meeting between Mr. Singh and their Minister , 

a second source said.

In comments , External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar also confirmed that he would 

meet his Chinese counterpart Wang Yi at the SCO Foreign Ministers’ meet in 

Moscow on September 10.

Three-day visit

Mr. Singh is on a three-day visit to Russia for the combined meeting of Defence 

Ministers of the SCO, Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO) and 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) Member States in commemoration of 

the 75th anniversary of victory in the Second World War.

Earlier, he was in Russia in June to attend the Victory Day parade of the Second 

World War, which was also attended by Mr. Wei but there was no bilateral meeting 

then.

The meeting comes amid the ongoing four-month standoff in eastern Ladakh after 

the ingress of Chinese troops into Indian-held territory along the Line of Actual 

Control (LAC) at several locations and undertook a massive military build-up.

Addressing the meeting, Mr. Rajnath Singh emphasised that “peaceful, stable and 

secure region of SCO member states, home to over 40% of the global population, 

demands a climate of trust and cooperation, non-aggression, respect for international 

rules, sensitivity to each other’s interest and peaceful resolution of differences.”

Border actions violate bilateral agreements, Rajnath tells 
China
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh conveyed to his Chinese counterpart Gen. Wei 

Fenghe at a meeting in Moscow that the actions of Chinese troops, including 

“amassing a large number of troops and their aggressive behaviour” and attempts 

to “unilaterally alter the status quo” along the disputed boundary were in violation of 
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the bilateral agreements, the Defence Ministry said .

In a statement issued by China’s official media, Gen. Wei was quoted as saying 

India was “entirely” responsible for the border tensions and Beijing not give up “an 

inch of its territory”.

The Defence Ministry said, “The Defence Minister stated clearly that the Indian 

troops had always taken a very responsible approach towards border management, 

but at the same time there should also be no doubt about our determination to 

protect India’s sovereignty and territorial integrity.”

Mr. Singh “categorically” conveyed India’s position to China on the developments 

along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in the past few months, including in the 

Galwan Valley, the Ministry stated.

Wei sought meeting

The two Ministers met on the sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 

(SCO) late  evening. In the meeting that lasted more than two hours, they had “frank 

and in-depth discussions” about the border developments as well as on India-China 

relations.

The meeting, sought by the Chinese side, is the first between the Defence Ministers 

since the stand-off began in early May along the disputed boundary in eastern 

Ladakh and comes in the midst of a major escalation on the south bank of Pangong 

Tso (lake) last week.

Mr. Singh further said the current situation should be handled responsibly and 

neither side should take any action that could either complicate the situation or 

escalate matters in the border areas. “The Chinese Defence Minister suggested that 

both sides should maintain communication at all levels including between the two 

Ministers,” the Ministry said.

Both Ministers agreed to resolve the ongoing situation and outstanding issues in the 

border areas peacefully through dialogue.

Chinese state-run Xinhua news agency quoted Gen. Wei as saying that “recently 

the relations between the two countries and the two militaries have been seriously 
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affected by the border issue” and it was “very important for the two defence ministers 

to have a face-to-face and candid exchange of views on relevant issues”.

Gen. Wei reiterated China’s stand in the talks, echoing several statements last week 

where Beijing blamed India for the latest tensions. China  said “the responsibility lies 

entirely with the Indian side” and had “kept maximum restraint to prevent potential 

escalation”, calling on India to “immediately withdraw its troops”.

The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) last week said Chinese troops engaged in 

“provocative action” on August 31 while discussions between ground commanders 

were on. This followed earlier moves on the night of August 29 which, the Indian 

Army said, were “provocative” military movements to change the status quo.

To pre-empt these moves, the Army said, India undertook measures “to strengthen 

our positions” near the south bank of Pangong Tso.

China has massively deployed troops along LAC, says 
Rajnath
China has mobilised a large number of troops and armaments along the Line of 

Actual Control (LAC) as well as in the “depth areas”, Defence Minister Rajnath 

Singh informed the Lok Sabha .

He pointed out that there were several friction areas in eastern Ladakh, including 

Gogra, Kongka La and the north and south banks of Pangong Tso (lake).

“In response, our armed forces have made appropriate counter deployments in 

these areas to ensure that India’s security interests are fully protected. We made 

it clear to the Chinese side, both through diplomatic and military channels, that 

China was, by such actions, attempting to unilaterally alter the status quo. It was 

categorically conveyed that this was unacceptable,” Mr. Singh said.

On the violent clash at Galwan on June 15, he claimed that Indian troops had 

inflicted heavy casualties on the Chinese side. Twenty Indian soldiers were killed 
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in the incident.

The Minister said the nature of the current stand-off with China was different “both in 

terms of scale of troops involved and the number of friction points”.

Mr. Singh said the amassing of troops by China went against the 1993 and 1996 

agreements. Respecting and strictly observing the LAC was the basis of peace and 

tranquillity in the border areas and that was explicitly recognised in the agreements, 

he noted.

Build-up since April

The Chinese actions on June 15 at Galwan and the attempts to alter the status quo 

of the south bank of the lake on August 29 and 30 “reflect a disregard of our various 

bilateral agreements,” he said. “While our armed forces abide scrupulously by it, this 

has not been reciprocated by the Chinese side.”

Mr. Singh said that since April, a build-up of troops and armaments by the Chinese 

side adjacent to eastern Ladakh was noticed. In early May, the Chinese side took 

action to hinder the normal, traditional patrolling pattern of Indian troops in the Galwan 

Valley area, causing a face-off, he said.

On the September 4 meeting in Moscow with his Chinese counterpart, Gen. Wei 

Fenghe, Mr. Singh said he made it clear that “even as we wanted to peacefully 

resolve the issue and would like the Chinese side to work with us, there should also 

be no doubt about our determination to protect India’s sovereignty and territorial 

integrity”.

UAE, Bahrain set to ink deals with Israel
The United Arab Emirates and Bahrain  will become the latest Arab states to break 

a longstanding taboo when they sign agreements toward normalising relations with 

Israel in a strategic realignment of West Asian countries against Iran.

U.S. President Donald Trump was due to host the White House ceremony around 

noon, capping a dramatic month when first the UAE and then Bahrain agreed to 
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reverse decades of ill will without a resolution of Israel’s decades-old dispute with 

the Palestinians.

At the U.S.-brokered event, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu will sign 

agreements with Emirati Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan and 

Bahraini Foreign Minister Abdullatif Al Zayani.

The deals make them the third and fourth Arab states to take such steps to normalise 

ties since Israel signed peace treaties with Egypt in 1979 and Jordan in 1994.

The UAE’s Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, Anwar Gargash, said  his country’s 

decision to normalise relations with Israel had “broken the psychological barrier” and 

was “the way forward” for the region, creating more leverage.

The back-to-back agreements, which have drawn bitter condemnation from the 

Palestinians, mark an improbable diplomatic victory for Mr. Trump. He has spent his 

presidency forecasting deals on such intractable problems as North Korea’s nuclear 

programme only to find actual achievements elusive.

Bringing Israel, the UAE and Bahrain together reflects their shared concern about 

Iran’s rising influence in the region and development of ballistic missiles. Iran has 

been critical of both deals.

With Mr. Trump up for re-election on November 3, the accords could help shore 

up support among pro-Israel Christian evangelical voters, an important part of his 

political base.

More deals

Speaking to Fox News hours before the ceremony, Mr. Trump said he expected 

more Arab countries to normalise ties with Israel and predicted the Palestinians 

would eventually join as well or else be “left out in the cold”.

One target of White House appeals is Saudi Arabia, the biggest Gulf Arab power. So 

far the Saudis, whose King is custodian of Islam’s holiest sites and rules the world’s 

largest oil exporter, have signalled they are not ready.
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Biden slams Trump as ‘climate arsonist’
Democratic presidential candidate Joe Biden  slammed rival Donald Trump as a 

“climate arsonist” whose refusal to take global warming seriously would exacerbate 

the crisis if the Republican incumbent is re-elected in November.

“If you give a climate arsonist four more years in the White House, why would 

anyone be surprised if we have more of America ablaze?” Mr. Biden said, savaging 

Mr. Trump for failing to “take responsibility” for the ongoing wildfire crisis in western 

U.S. States.

“We need a President who respects science, who understands that the damage 

from climate change is already here,” Mr. Biden added, presenting the opportunity 

to battle global warming as a necessary choice for Americans.

“We can commit to doing this together, because we know that climate change is the 

existential challenge that is going to determine our future as a country,” Mr. Biden 

said, on the grounds of the Delaware Museum of Natural History.

“Or we can do it Donald Trump’s way: ignore the facts, deny reality, which amounts 

to a full surrender and a failure to lead.”

The former Vice-President delivered his scathing remarks as wildfires ravage parts 

of California, Oregon and Washington, so far leaving at least 35 people dead and 

burning nearly five million acres (two million hectares).

Mr. Trump meanwhile arrived in California for a briefing and a short tour of some of 

the scarred landscape.

British MPs back Johnson’s Brexit Bill despite EU anger
British lawmakers  backed a new Bill that would override parts of the Brexit treaty 

struck with the European Union last year, despite outrage in Brussels and alarm at 

home over such an overt breach of international law.

MPs in the House of Commons gave their initial approval to the U.K. Internal Market 

Bill by 340 votes to 263, clearing the way for four days of detailed scrutiny of the text 
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this week and next.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson earlier argued the legislation was a “safety net” 

against what he claimed were EU threats to impose tariffs on U.K. internal trade 

and even stop food going from mainland Britain to Northern Ireland.

EU sets deadline

But EU leaders have dismissed this as “spin” and warned Mr. Johnson to uphold 

commitments he himself made in the Brexit treaty last year — demanding he 

withdraw the offending parts of the new Bill by the end of September.

The row threatens to disrupt already tough post-Brexit trade negotiations, fuelling 

growing fears of failure that would see more than four decades of EU-U.K. integration 

come to a crashing halt at the end of this year.

The legislation also sparked angry debate in London, reminiscent of the years of 

bitter political battles that followed the 2016 shock referendum vote to leave the 

EU.

Several of Mr. Johnson’s own Conservative MPs have expressed alarm about 

breaking international law.

Russia inks pact to test, supply Sputnik V vaccine to India
The Russia Direct Investment Fund (RDIF), which is piloting Russia’s Sputnik V 

candidate vaccine, currently in Phase 3 trials, has partnered with the Hyderabad-

based Dr. Reddy’s Laboratories to test, and subject to regulatory approvals in India, 

supply 100 million doses of the vaccine.

G.V. Prasad, co-chairman and managing director, Dr. Reddy’s Laboratories, said 

in a joint statement with RDIF: “We are pleased to partner with RDIF to bring the 

vaccine to India. The Phase 1 and 2 results have shown promise, and we will be 

conducting Phase 3 trials in India to meet the requirements of the Indian regulators. 

Sputnik V vaccine could provide a credible option in our fight against COVID-19 in 

India.”
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The RDIF said in the statement, “The Sputnik V vaccine, which is based on well-

studied human adenoviral vector platform with proven safety, is undergoing clinical 

trials for the coronavirus pandemic. Deliveries could potentially begin in late 2020 

subject to completion of successful trials and registration of the vaccine by regulatory 

authorities in India.”

The agreement does not include manufacturing the vaccine in India. An RDIF 

spokesperson said the organisation was still looking for manufacturers.

The Dr. Reddy’s-RDIF agreement constitutes the second major international deal 

for supplying a potential vaccine after the agreement between British company 

AstraZeneca and the Pune-based Serum Institute of India (SII).

China rebuts Rajnath, says India violated agreements
China  blamed India for “violating” border agreements and said India bore 

responsibility for the recent tensions, a day after Defence Minister Rajnath Singh 

told Parliament that China had, by amassing troops along the Line of Actual Control 

(LAC) this summer, violated the 1993 and 1996 boundary agreements that have 

helped keep the peace along the border for years.

“The responsibility for the current situation does not lie with China,” Foreign Ministry 

spokesperson Wang Wenbin said at a press briefing, in response to a question on 

Mr. Singh’s statement.

Asked why China had not yet disengaged and withdrawn its troops to the status 

quo as of April, prior to its transgressions, Mr. Wang said: “The most urgent and 

important task is for the Indian side to immediately correct its wrong course of action, 

disengage on the ground as soon as possible, and take concrete actions to promote 

easing of the situation.”

“It is the Indian side that has violated the agreements, first trespassed, and first fired 

shots to threaten the safety of the Chinese border troops,” he said.

On the “five point consensus” reached on September 10 by the two Foreign Ministers 
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in Moscow, he said China “hopes India will work with China to follow through on the 

agreement and other previously reached agreements, and put the border issue in 

an appropriate position in the bigger picture of China-India relations”.

The Hong Kong-based South China Morning Post reported Chinese troops had 

last week “raised their combat readiness to the second-highest possible” level after 

the firing of warning shots on September 7 near the south bank of Pangong Lake.

The newspaper said “the alert was lowered after a meeting of the nations’ foreign 

ministers” in Moscow three days later.

Maldives defends ties with India
Apparently responding to the growing anti-India refrain from the political opposition 

in the Maldives, Foreign Minister Abdulla has said that those “unable to stomach” 

the strengthening bilateral ties were resorting to such criticism.

Speaking at an event to launch a street-lighting project supported by India, the 

Foreign Minister said: “This connection is with the people of the two countries. A 

connection indicating a heart-to-heart relationship. We acknowledge that.”

His remarks come at a time when the jailed former President Abdulla Yameen-led 

Progressive Party of Maldives-People’s National Congress (PPM-PNC) combine 

has been protesting “foreign military presence in Maldivian soil”.

Following a recent agitation by a group of youth, the PPM-PNC said it was “appalled 

by Police crackdown and indiscriminate mass arrests at peaceful motorbike rally”.

Amid speculation among sections that Indian military might arrive at Hanimaadhoo 

in HaaDhaalu Atoll, in addition to the Indian officers that are already in Maldives to 

operate the helicopters gifted to Maldives National Defence Force (MNDF) by the 

Indian military, the Chief of Defence Force Major General Abdulla Shamaal has 

asserted that “no foreign armed forces” are present in the Maldives.

In the last few weeks, some Maldivians also took to Twitter, beginning an “#Indiaout” 

campaign that trended for some time.
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Given that during President Yameen’s time in office, Malé-New Delhi relations 

turned rather sour, while his government was accused of an evident China slant, 

ruling party sources accuse the political opposition for triggering the social media 

campaign.

China has been a close development partner and lender. Malé has been trying to 

renegotiate some $1.4 billion it owes to Beijing.

On the other hand, India’s engagement has significantly grown since President 

Solih came to power, particularly in development partnerships.

Last month, India announced a $500 million package — including a grant of $100 

million — in addition to New Delhi’s earlier line of credit of $800 million announced 

in 2018.

However, countering the recent anti-India rhetoric, largely from its political rivals, is 

only one of the many challenges facing President Solih’s government.

Economic impact

Two years into office, the Solih administration has a massive challenge in the 

economic impact of Covid-19 that has brutally hit the Indian Ocean island nation’s 

high-revenue tourism sector.

India has announced $250 million special financial assistance to help the Maldives 

as it tries to cope with the economic strain gravely aggravated by the pandemic. 

According to the UNDP, the Maldives is amongst the worst affected countries in Asia 

region and potentially globally, due to the impact of Covid-19.

In its latest outlook the Asian Development Bank has also observed that output in 

Maldives is expected to shrink by a fifth in 2020, the sharpest GDP forecast revision 

in the sub region, then grow by 10.5% in 2021.”

Despite possible travel bubbles, including with India, opening up the country may 

not be easy for the Solih government, as Coronavirus cases continue to rise. Over 

9,000 cases and 33 deaths have been reported so far.

Tensions within

Meanwhile, some in government fear the simmering tensions within the ruling 
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Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) – apparently between President Solih and 

Speaker and former President Nasheed may pose yet another serious challenge, 

especially after Mr. Nasheed sought the removal of certain Ministers — accusing 

them of corruption.

“The Speaker has also been pushing for a parliamentary system. There is concern 

within the government that his moves might undermine the President, who is trying 

to work with the coalition partners,” according to a government legislator, who spoke 

to The Hindu from Malé, requesting anonymity.

“Be it on the economy, or on democracy, our government hasn’t been able to deliver 

much yet and the pandemic has made it worse. At such a time, the tensions within 

may prove damaging,” added the MP.

Indian Americans favour Joe Biden, says survey
A significant majority of Indian Americans are expected to vote for Democratic 

nominee Joe Biden, as per a new report released  by Indiaspora, a non-partisan 

diaspora organisation and AAPI Data, an organisation that conducts data and 

policy research. Sixty-six percent of Indian American voters favour Mr. Biden as 

their candidate of choice in the presidential election, 28% favour the incumbent 

Donald Trump, while 6% are undecided.

While Mr Biden has a sizeable majority of the anticipated votes, the Democratic 

numbers are lower than in 2016 , where Indian Americans overwhelmingly (77%) 

voted for Hilary Clinton versus the 16% who voted for Mr. Trump. However, 67% 

of Indian Americans had said they would vote for Ms. Clinton in 2016 pre-elections 

— a number comparable to this year’s potential vote for the Democratic candidate.

Over 80% had supported former U.S. President Barack Obamain 2012.

Fifty-four percent of Indian Americans identify as Democrats, 16% as Republicans 

and 24% as Independents, as per the report. The survey results are derived from 

AAPI Data’s 2020 Asian American Voter Survey, which consisted of 1,569 (+/- 2% 
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margin of sampling error) Asian American voters ( including 260 registered voters 

identifying as Asian Indian margin of sampling error of +/- 6%).

Almost all (98%) of the Indian Americans surveyed said they would vote in the 

coming election, while 54% said they voted in the primaries this year.

Crucial group

Through the use of campaign events and commercials, 

theDemocraticandRepublicanparties have made a play for Indian American votes 

this year, which are seen as particularly crucial in battleground states (those with 

close races) such as Pennsylvania, Michigan, Georgia, North Carolina, Florida, 

Georgia, Texas and Arizona.

“I think Democrats absolutely should be concerned about making sure they conduct 

sufficient outreach to Indian Americans... because every vote is going to count, 

especially in those battleground states,” Raja Krishnamoorthi, a legislator from 

Illinois, said during a panel discussion that accompanied the launch of the survey 

report. He was responding to a question on whether Democrats should be worried 

about Indian voter attrition.

Republicans have touted the bonhomie between Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

and Mr. Trump in the hopes of swaying some voters towards Mr. Trump. On the 

Democrat side, Kamala Harris’s Indian roots have been a talking point at diaspora 

campaign events.

In terms of voter outreach, 56% of Indian Americans had been contacted by the 

Democratic party in 2020, compared to 48% by the GOP.

This is a significant increase from the 31%, who had been contacted by any party in 

2016 (compared to 44% of White voters and 42% of Black voters).

“It’s great that both major political parties have begun to realise just how critical it is 

to reach out to Indian Americans — our impact is only going to increase over time,” 

M.R. Rangaswami, founder of Indiaspora, said.

Asian Americans are the fastest growing racial group and Indian Americans are the 

fastest growing within that group, Karthick Ramakrishnan, a University of California 
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professor and founder of AAPI Data, said. There are 4.16 million Indian Americans, 

4.5 million if you count individuals who have some Indian ancestry.

This week’s survey results show foreign policy ranks lower than many domestic 

issues for Indian American voters. U.S. foreign policy towards Asia ranks relatively 

low compared to domestic issues in the minds of Indian American voters.

Education (94%), jobs and economy (92%), health care (92%) and environment 

( 88%) were among the issues that this demographic thought were ‘extremely 

important’ or ‘very important’. Then came racial discrimination and policing reforms 

(both at 84%), national security (also 84%), immigration (80%) and foreign policy in 

Asia (66%).

Asian Americans

Overall, 54% of Asian American voters (Indian, Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, 

Japanese, and Filipino) said they were voting for Mr. Biden, while 30% planned to 

vote for Mr. Trump.

Mr. Biden was favoured by all national groups except for Vietnamese Americans 

who preferred Mr. Trump. Indian Americans had the strongest inclination to vote for 

Mr. Biden relative to other Asians.

“Asian Americans saw a record high level of midterm election turnout in 2018,” Mr. 

Ramakrishnan said during the release of the Asian American Voter Survey.

“With a majority saying that they are even more enthusiastic than usual about this 

election suggests that we will see record turnout for Asian Americans for a presidential 

election in 2020.”

India, Pakistan to attend SAARC meet
Days after India-Pakistan tensions spilled over into a meeting of the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organisation (SCO), External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and 

Pakistan Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi are expected to meet via a 

videoconference at the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) 
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meeting on September 24.

“All member countries have confirmed participation in the meeting, to be chaired 

by Pradeep Kumar Gyawali, Minister for Foreign Affairs of Nepal. The respective 

Foreign Ministers will take part,” sources familiar with preparations for the meeting 

told The Hindu , referring to the eight members of SAARC, including Afghanistan, 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.

A senior Indian official also confirmed that Mr. Jaishankar will attend despite the 

incident at the SCO virtual meeting of National Security Advisors . During that 

meeting, National Security Advisor AjitDoval stormed out after he saw that the 

Pakistan Special Advisor on National Security Moeed Yusuf had used a map of 

Pakistan that claimed Indian territory.

“This was in blatant disregard to the advisory by the host [Russia] against it and in 

violation of the norms of the meeting. After consultation with the host, the Indian side 

left the meeting in protest at that juncture,” the MEA had said about the incident.

When asked, the sources said that no specific guidelines on background or maps 

have been issued by the SAARC Secretariat in Kathmandu that is also the Chair of 

the SAARC at present, but they hope it would go “smoothly”. A meeting of SAARC 

Finance Ministers, where an Additional Secretary represented India instead of 

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, and Pakistan was represented by its Special 

Advisor on Finance, took place  without incident.

Revival of ties

An official also pointed to the revival of SAARC cooperation due to the COVID-19 

pandemic crisis, including the creation of an India-led SAARC COVID-19 Emergency 

Fund, and exchanges between regional health professionals this year.

Speaking at the SAARC Finance Ministers’ meet , Nepal’s Foreign Minister Gyawali 

said that the COVID-19 crisis has meant the region will experience a contraction of 

at least 2.7% this year, and will “experience the worst economic performance in the 

last 40 years”, which adds to the need for SAARC cooperation.

The SAARC Foreign Ministers meeting scheduled for next Thursday is part of an 
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old practice of holding an informal lunch meeting on the sidelines of the UN General 

Assembly in New York. Last year, both Mr. Jaishankar and Mr. Qureshi attended 

the meeting, but skipped each other’s speeches. Mr. Jaishankar left early, while Mr. 

Qureshi entered only after he left.

The meeting’s agenda includes opening remarks by Mr. Gyawali followed by a brief 

overview by the current SAARC Secretary General, Sri Lankan diplomat Esala R. 

Weerakoon. Following that, country statements will be made by participating Foreign 

Ministers, in alphabetical order.

‘U.S. to strengthen relationship with India’
China’s recent actions along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) have caused the U.S. 

to develop its partnership with India to counter Chinese aggression, a top Trump 

administration National Security Council (NSC) official said.

China’s recent actions on the LAC have “further reinforced the importance of the 

U.S.-India strategic partnership and it has strengthened the U.S. resolve to work 

towards building that relationship as a bulwark against Chinese aggression,” NSC 

Director for South and Central Lisa Curtis said. The U.S. had provided India with 

“strong and unambiguous support” throughout the crisis and the two countries’ 

cooperation had “certainly” grown closer, according to Ms. Curtis. Her comments 

were made during a webinar organised by the Carnegie Endowment, a think tank.

Policy differences

Ms. Curtis said India and the U.S. should focus on the issues where there are 

converging interests, and operationalise their cooperation around those specific 

issues, and accept that there will be policy differences between them on other 

issues.

Responding to a question on burden sharing in the Indo-Pacific and whether India 

would be comfortable making contributions to aid U.S. objectives, Ms. Curtis said, 

“When it comes to the South Asia region, we have seen India reluctant, I think, for 
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the U.S. to become more involved, but I think you will see that changing because of 

the situation that we are finding ourselves in.”

She referred to China becoming more involved in the political dynamics of South 

Asian countries.

Last week, India had welcomed the decision of the Maldives to sign a military 

agreement with the U.S.

Ms. Curtis said countries would have to become more comfortable with cooperating 

and burden sharing towards similar goals.

“We are starting to see more openness from India in particular in discussing these 

issues,” she said. India had started helping countries — such as the Maldives, Sri 

Lanka and Bangladesh — with their economic issues, as per the White House 

adviser.

Ms. Curtis said cooperation and burden sharing was becoming inevitable not only in 

the military and maritime areas but also in terms of the economies, countering the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and so forth.

Pak. to make Gilgit-Baltistan a full-fledged province: report
Pakistan has decided to elevate Gilgit-Baltistan’s status to that of a full-fledged 

province, a Pakistani media report  quoted a senior Minister as saying.

India has clearly conveyed to Pakistan that the entire union territories of Jammu 

and Kashmir and Ladakh, including the areas of Gilgit and Baltistan, are an integral 

part of the country by virtue of its fully legal and irrevocable accession.

According to a report in the Express Tribune , Minister for Kashmir and Gilgit-

Baltistan Affairs, Ali Amin Gandapur,  said that Prime Minister Imran Khan would 

soon visit the region and make the formal announcement to elevate Gilgit-Baltistan 

to the status of a full-fledged province with all constitutional rights.

Mr. Gandapur said Gilgit-Baltistan would be given adequate representation on all 

constitutional bodies, including the National Assembly and the Senate.
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After consultation with all stakeholders, the federal government has decided in 

principle to give constitutional rights to Gilgit-Baltistan, the Minister told reporters.

India’s objections

India has said the Government of Pakistan or its judiciary has no locus standi on 

territories illegally and forcibly occupied by it.

India completely rejects such actions and continued attempts to bring material 

changes in Pakistan occupied areas of the Indian territory of Jammu and Kashmir. 

Instead, Pakistan should immediately vacate all areas under its illegal occupation, 

the Ministry of External Affairs said in May while protesting Islamabad’s efforts to 

bring material change in Pakistan occupied territories.

Mr. Gandapur also said that work on the Moqpondass Special Economic Zone 

would begin under the China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC).

The CPEC, which connects Gwadar Port in Pakistan’s Balochistan with China’s 

Xinjiang province, is the flagship project of Beijing’s ambitious Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). The CPEC is a collection of infrastructure and other projects under 

construction throughout Pakistan since 2013.

Media should not target minorities: SC
A message needs to go out to the media that it cannot make a religious minority 

the target of its attacks, the Supreme Court said . The dignity of a community is as 

important as journalistic freedom, it noted.

“We want a cohesive nation. We, as citizens and judges, are concerned about 

national security but we are also equally concerned about protecting human dignity... 

We, as a court, know what happened in the Emergency. So, we want a free flow of 

ideas. But we are also equally conscious about the right to dignity of a community,” 

Justice D.Y. Chandrachud, heading a three-judge Bench, observed.

The court was hearing a plea for pre-telecast ban on a programme partially aired by 

Sudarshan TV on “UPSC Jihad”.
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The show, anchored by its editor-in-chief, Suresh Chavhanke, claims that members 

of the Muslim community are attempting to infiltrate the civil services. It raises 

questions about several organisations, such as the Zakat Foundation, which are 

run by Muslim community members.

The show questions their funding and even accuses them of facilitating the “infiltration” 

of people with terror links into the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC).

Senior advocate Shyam Divan said the programme,Bindas Bol, was based on a 

“fact-based investigation” into these organisations. The court should take a holistic 

view of the intent of the programme.

‘National security plan for safe cyber space soon’
The Union government is set to come up with National Cyber Security Strategy 2020 

for ensuring a safe, secured, trusted and resilient cyber space, National Security 

Adviser AjitDoval has said.

He was delivering the keynote address at c0c0n, the two-day virtual international 

conference on hacking and cybersecurity, being organised jointly by the Kerala 

police, the Society for the Policing of Cyber Space and the Information Security and 

Research Association.

Mr. Doval said that the proposed strategy aimed at bringing together all cybersecurity 

agencies for securing, strengthening and synergising the cybersecurity ecosystem 

by closely associating with businesses, citizens and beyond. He said that attempts 

were being made by adversaries to exploit the crisis in the wake of the pandemic 

through various misinformation, fake news and social media campaigns.

He said that phishing campaigns using the COVID-19 theme targeted banks, 

defence and critical infrastructure during this period.

Increase in crime

“Malicious domains and websites to the tune of around 5,000 were registered in 

a short span of time. We have also witnessed an increase of 500% in cybercrime 
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owing to people’s limited awareness and poor cyber hygiene. Financial frauds have 

also increased owing to the increased reliance on digital payment platforms,” he 

said.

China unveils sanctions regime after U.S. ban on TikTok, 
WeChat
China  launched a mechanism that would allow it to sanction foreign companies, 

upping the ante in a tech war with the U.S. a day after Washington moved to curb 

popular Chinese apps TikTok and WeChat.

China’s long-expected “unreliable entities list” is seen as a weapon for Beijing to 

retaliate against the U.S., which has used its own “entity list” to shut Chinese telecom 

giant Huawei out of the US market, while also moving against TikTok and WeChat.

Its implementation comes just a day after the U.S. Commerce Department stepped 

up the pressure by ordering a ban on downloads of video app TikTok and effectively 

blocking use of WeChat, the Chinese super-app.

An announcement by China’s Ministry of Commerce did not mention any specific 

foreign entities that could be targeted.

Tough tone

But it said the new system would consider sanctions on entities whose activities 

“harm China’s national sovereignty, security, and development interests” or violate 

“internationally accepted economic and trade rules”.

That language closely tracks wording that Beijing has used to repeatedly denounce 

U.S. actions against Chinese companies.

Punitive measures may include fines against the foreign entity, banning it from 

conducting trade and investment in China, and restrictions on the entry of personnel 

or equipment into the country.

It covers “foreign enterprises, other organisations and individuals”, the Ministry 

said.
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Under Friday’s U.S. order against the Chinese apps, Tencent-owned WeChat would 

lose functionality in the United States from Sunday. TikTok users will be banned from 

installing updates but could keep accessing the service through November 12.

That timeframe potentially allows for a tie-up between TikTok, owned by China’s 

ByteDance, and a U.S. company to safeguard data for the wildly popular app to 

allay Washington’s security concerns.

The rise, retreat and resurgence of jihadists
In the spring of 1996, the Taliban, who had taken southern Afghanistan under 

their control, organised a conference of their fighters, commanders and mullahs in 

downtown Kandahar. The city hosts one of the holiest shrines in the country —The 

Shrine of the Cloak of the Prophet Mohammed, which keeps a robe that Afghans 

believe was worn by the Prophet. Very rarely has it been shown to the public. Those 

who had assembled before an old mosque in central Kandahar were clueless what 

they were going to see. Then Mullah Mohammed Omar appeared on its roof, with 

the cloak in his hands. He held it aloft before the cheering crowd, who named him 

‘Amir ul-Momineen’, the commander of the faithful.

Omar appeared with the relic at a critical juncture of the Taliban’s history. The 

militants had not reached Kabul yet. The rank and file were divided on whether 

the Taliban, consisting of mainly madrassa students, should take the war to the 

capital. But what happened in Kandahar, as Steve Coll wrote in his profile of the 

Taliban leader in The New Yorker , was Omar’s “coronation” as the leader of the 

most powerful insurgency in the country. The Taliban would capture Kabul within a 

few months and establish the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.

Omar would rule most of the country for the next five years. Overthrown by the 

U.S. in 2001 following the September 11 terrorist attacks, the Taliban would retreat 

to the mountainous hinterlands of Afghanistan, while their leadership crossed the 

border to Pakistan. The war continued, killing hundreds of thousands of people, 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    India and 
the World

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

and wounding and displacing many more. Almost 20 years after they lost Kabul, the 

Taliban are now controlling almost half of the country. Earlier this year, they reached 

an agreement with the U.S. as part of which American and other international troops 

would withdraw from Afghanistan in return for the Taliban’s assurance that they won’t 

let foreign terrorists use Afghan soil. As part of the broader peace process, Taliban 

representatives and the Afghan government opened formal talks earlier this month 

in the Qatari capital Doha where both sides would be seeking to build a consensus 

on how a post-American Afghanistan should be.

Civil war

The roots of the Taliban go back to the Mujahideen movement against the Soviet 

troops in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Many of the Taliban’s early leadership, including 

Omar, fought the Soviets with various Mujahideen factions, which were supported 

by the Central Intelligence Agency, Pakistan’s Inter Service Intelligence and Saudi 

Arabia. After the Soviets pulled back in 1989, the Mujahideen groups started fighting 

each other, plunging the country into a civil war.

The post-communist Afghanistan was divided along the ethnic lines. There was no 

central authority. Life was chaotic. Crimes were rampant. Afghanistan, which the 

poet Mohammed Iqbal called “the heart of Asia”, was falling apart. It was against 

this background a group of madrassa students (Talibs), with roots in Deobandi 

seminaries and support from different Deobandi factions in Pakistan, came together 

to launch a new “reform” movement. Predominantly Pashtun, their declared goals 

were: establish order, restore peace, disarm the militias, enforce the Sharia code 

and unite people under (their version of) Islam. They chose Omar, a young, locally 

influential preacher who lost one eye in the battle against the Red Army, as their 

leader.

There are lots of stories about how Omar mobilised the Talibs under his command. 

“The most credible story”, writes Ahmed Rashid in his book, Taliban , “is that in 

the spring of 1994, Singesarneighbours came to tell him that a commander had 

abducted two teenage girls.” They were taken to a military camp and repeatedly 
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raped. Omar attacked the base with some 30 Talibs, freed the girls and hanged 

the commander from the barrel of a tank. From the base, they captured arms and 

ammunition, beginning a long journey of bloody militancy.

The Taliban swept up military victories with the help of the ISI. Pakistan found 

the Taliban the most reassuring proxy in an otherwise fractured Afghanistan. 

After capturing Kabul, the Taliban enforced their version of strict Islamist code. 

It destroyed movie theatres, banned women from working in public offices, kept 

girls out of schools and banned public music, the sale of CDs and even kite flying. 

Kabul’s sports stadium was turned into a public execution ground. In March 2001, 

the Taliban blew up the two giant stone statues of the Buddha in Bamiyan.

After the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the U.S., Omar faced a difficult choice. Osama 

bin Laden, the al-Qaeda leader, planned and executed the attack from Afghanistan. 

The U.S. asked the Taliban to hand over bin Laden. Omar refused, which was 

followed by the U.S. invasion and the ouster of the Taliban from power. Since then, 

the Taliban have been fighting to recapture what they lost — ‘the Islamic Emirate of 

Afghanistan’.

Fight and talk

In 2015, the Taliban announced that Mullah Omar died two years earlier in Pakistan. 

Mullah Mansour, who succeeded Omar, was killed in a U.S. air strike in 2015. Since 

2016, the less-known MawlawiHibatullah Akhundzada has been the group’s leader. 

Under Akhundzada, the Taliban have taken a ‘fight and talk’ approach. In 2018, 

U.S. officials and Taliban representatives held their first meeting in Doha, where the 

insurgents had opened a political office. Throughout talks with the U.S., the Taliban 

refused to agree to a lasting ceasefire.

Pakistan played a key role in the Taliban’s resurgence. Rattled by India’s growing 

influence in post-Taliban Afghanistan, Pakistan played a double game — it joined the 

U.S.-led war on terror, while at the same time secretly helping the Taliban. As Steve 

Coll writes in his book Directorate S , the ISI set up a secret unit called ‘Directorate 

S’ to handle its Taliban operations and worked from an Army camp in Ojhri, near 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    India and 
the World

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

Rawalpindi.

Now, the war has entered into a stalemate. The Afghan government cannot defeat 

the Taliban and the Taliban seem unable, for now, to seize the major population 

centres, including Kabul. This, coupled with the U.S.’s desire to get out of the war, 

prompted the peace talks. But hard questions remain. With the U.S. agreeing to pull 

back, the Taliban have met one of their key goals. But they haven’t recognised the 

Afghan Constitution. There is no truce yet. It’s not clear what would their eventual 

goal be.

“There are some differences between the Taliban of the 1990s and today’s Taliban. 

We now have the second generation Taliban. Their links with the military and religious 

establishment in Pakistan are different. Their working relationship with terrorist outfits 

like Al-Qaeda are limited today,” said D. Suba Chandran, a Professor of strategic 

and security studies at the National Institute of Advanced Studies, Bangalore. “But 

their core ideology hasn’t changed. If they were not ready to share power then, they 

won’t do it now. I don’t think their approach towards liberal institutions, minorities, 

women and other groups has changed either.”

Commit to a policy before buying it
With no social security scheme worth its name covering a majority of the citizens of 

our country, it has become imperative for everyone to opt for individual insurance 

schemes or policies.

While doing so, many commit some common mistakes, as a result of which those 

policies do not help meet the intended goals. The purpose of this article is to create 

awareness among those evaluating an insurance policy. Some of these erroneous 

approaches appear silly but happen all the time.

The usual missteps

‘The adviser is my brother-in-law or childhood friend or classmate. Hence, I have to 

take a policy otherwise he may feel bad.’ But, after taking the policy, it is you who 
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will actually end up with bad feelings. So, initial refusal is always better than refusal 

at the final stage.

Second: ‘The adviser is virtually after me, pestering constantly to take a policy. I 

need to take one and get rid off him at the earliest.’

But once you take a policy, you might have succeeded in getting rid of the adviser 

but not the policy itself as it is meant for a lifetime.

Three: ‘I need a policy to avoid tax or avail myself of tax concessions under section 

80C.’ There are a host of other products eligible for tax concession under section 

80C such as PF (which is mandatory for every employee), APF etc,.

Four: ‘Just because every earning individual has a policy, I too should have one.’ 

Just like one has a table, sofa set or a chair, should you also buy an insurance policy 

just so that the policy bond may be displayed in the showcase?

Five: ‘For the fear of mortality.’ One wants to take a policy whenever one encounters 

such a situation concerning near and dear. An very small percentage of policyholders 

fall under this category.

Taking a policy is easy and simple but to continue the same after the initial euphoria 

subsides is critical. That is why it is important to continue the policy till the end 

of the term. Because discontinuation or lapsation of a policy is a loss both to the 

policyholder and the insurance company alike. For the policyholder, it will be like 

holding a torn umbrella which does not cover him or her come rain or shine. For the 

insurance company, it will be like a single plant that is neither watered nor nurtured 

in an entire field, ultimately withering away.

Above all these lies the fact that one’s commitment towards one’s family viz. 

parents, spouse and children, which leads to the decision in taking an insurance 

policy. These commitments are to be kept in mind while taking a policy. After all, an 

agent or a broker or an intermediary works to earn a commission on his sale. But 

the client needs to delve into all aspects of an insurance firm before taking a policy. 

Responsibilities at every stage of life are to be articulated in advance and need to be 

planned in a foolproof manner to absorb any unforeseen shocks or incidents.
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Be it life, vehicles or medical insurance, one needs to be doubly cautious and 

careful while buying policies. The purpose for which they are being taken should be 

fulfilled in the first instance.

Enter young

The younger the age, the lower will be the premium. As age advances unnoticed, 

responsibilities increase, which require more caution and planning. Term insurance 

for a longer term taken at a younger age, commensurate with one’s income, costs 

a lot less.

With no social security scheme to protect us, one should also plan for one’s retirement 

expenses, starting from the time of joining employment. Due to its longer gestation 

period, this fund grows exponentially to meet one’s post-retirement expenses.

ULIPS and SIPs are also to be considered at an early age because corrections in 

the markets can be neutralised over a longer term.

Once a person gets married and has children and the need for vehicle and housing 

loans crop up, one should plan for different goals at different times. Mediclaim for 

the entire family and children’s education or marriage needs decide the type of 

insurance protection one needs at this stage of life.

There are several schemes offered by insurers.

They are broadly traditional insurance policies that combine risk coverage and 

savings and where the returns at the end of the term are defined: term insurance 

policies (pure risk coverage with zero returns); ULIPS (which are exposed to stock 

market nuances and where returns are not at all defined); pension policies (longer 

gestation periods with defined returns that make them attractive) and health policies 

(which cover hospitalisation expenses in case of any illness).

An insurance policy serves a purpose in the same way an estate created in one’s 

family’s name does, if free from encumbrances. Hence, one must think twice before 

taking a policy, be it for a vehicle, a house, a person or his health.
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U.S. says UN sanctions on Iran back in force, others 
disagree
The U.S. unilaterally proclaimed  that UN sanctions against Iran were back in force 

and promised to punish those who violate them, in a move other major country 

— including its allies — said lacked legal basis.

The so-called snapback — announced last month — also drew a sharp rebuke 

from Tehran, which called on the rest of the world to unite against U.S. “reckless 

actions.”

“Today, the United States welcomes the return of virtually all previously terminated 

UN sanctions on the Islamic Republic of Iran,” Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said 

in a statement.

He said the measures were back in effect from 0000 GMT .

The U.S. administration also promised to “impose consequences” on any UN 

member state which does not comply with the measures.

The sanctions in question were lifted in 2015 when Iran signed on to an international 

agreement not to seek to build nuclear weapons.

But President Donald Trump withdrew the U.S. from the landmark accord in 

2018, saying the deal — negotiated by his predecessor Barack Obama — was 

insufficient.

At the moment, the U.S .is insisting it is still a participant in the agreement that it 

stormed out of, but only so it can activate the snapback option, which it announced 

on August 20.

Virtually every other member of the Security Council disputes Washington’s ability 

to execute this legal pirouette, and the council has not taken the measure any 

further.

, two permanent council members -- France and Britain — issued a joint statement 

along with non-permanent member Germany saying Mr. Pompeo’s “purported 

notification” was “incapable of having any legal effect.” Russia’s Foreign Ministry 

also said that Washington’s statements lacked legal authority.
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Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani said Sunday that Washington’s “maximum 

pressure” campaign against Tehran had thrown the U.S. into “maximum isolation”, 

after major powers dismissed U.S. declarations that UN sanctions on Iran were 

back in force.

India, China begin 6th round of talks
India cannot meet China half way in the disengagement process as India has to 

maintain troops for protection of territory, an official source said as the sixth round 

of Corps Commander-level talks  morning aimed at ending the five month long 

standoff along the disputed boundary in Ladakh. The talks were still ongoing at the 

time of going to print.

MEA presence

The talks began around 9 a.m. on the Chinese side at Moldo, a defence source 

said.

The Indian side is led by Lt. Gen. Harinder Singh, 14 Corps Commander who was 

accompanied by Lt. Gen. P.G.K. Menon, set to take over as the 14 Corps Commander 

in October. The Chinese side is led by Maj. Gen. Lin Liu, South Xinjiang military 

commander.

For the first time, Naveen Srivastava, Joint Secretary handling East Asia division in 

the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), is part of the Indian delegation.

Mr. Srivastava has been part of the Working Mechanism for Consultation and 

Coordination (WMCC) talks between India-China border affairs and holding talks 

with the Chinese side during the ongoing standoff.

It cannot be mutual disengagement as China has moved inside Indian side at 

several locations, a second official explained on India’s stand of disengagement. 

China must also strictly follow the five-point consensus decided by the two foreign 

ministers in Moscow on September 10, the first official stated.

The Indian delegation also includes two Major Generals, four Brigadiers and 
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Inspector General Deepam Seth from the Indo-Tibetan Border Police, the official 

said.

Time-bound withdrawal

According to official sources, India’s agenda at the talks is that China must withdraw 

from all friction points with a timeline on de-induction of mechanised and motorised 

divisions. Also, withdrawal of Chinese forces from Depsang to Pangong Tso and 

free and unhindered access to Indian forces to all patrol points.

India’s demand is also for strict adherence to laid down protocols on troop strength 

on the Line of Actual Control (LAC). “Not just disengagement but also de-induction,” 

the official added.

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh said in Parliament last week that China has 

mobilised a large number of troops and armaments along the LAC as well as in 

the depth areas in violation of the 1993 and 1996 border agreements and there are 

several friction areas in Eastern Ladakh including Gogra, Kongka La and north and 

south banks of the Pangong Tso.

‘World faces a surplus of multilateral challenges’
Speaking at the UN’s 75th anniversary commemoration, Secretary-General António 

Guterres said the world had a surplus of multilateral challenges but not enough 

multilateral answers to these.

“Never in modern history have we gone so many years without a military confrontation 

between the major powers, this is a great achievement of which member states can 

be proud and which we must always strive to preserve,” Mr. Guterres said.

Greatest challenge

He added that much remained to be done, however. He called gender inequality 

the “greatest single challenge for human rights” globally. Biodiversity “collapsing”, 

hatred that was engendering geopolitical tensions and increasing the threat from 

nuclear weapons, were among the challenges the Secretary-General listed.
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“And the COVID-19 pandemic as laid bare the world’s fragilities. We can only 

address them together today. We have a surplus of multilateral challenges and the 

deficit of multilateral solutions,” Mr. Gutteres said.

Morning, the 193 members of the UN adopted a commemorative declaration, 

marking 75 years since the victors of the Second World War met in San Francisco 

to bring the organisation into being. The UN charter was signed on June 26, 1945 

. The UN itself was established later that year, in October when enough signatory 

countries had ratified it.

The UN75 Declaration resolves to take action on a range of subjects from digital 

cooperation to reform of the UN.

Through the first half of this year, Qatar and Sweden, co-facilitated the crafting of 

Monday’s declaration –which involved disagreements and protracted negotiationson 

wording and substance.

At one point, India and the Five Eyes (the U.K., New Zealand, Australia, Canada and 

the U.S.) had together objected to a phrase on the grounds that it was influenced by 

Chinese Communist Party language.

Real action

In a televised message, Chinese president Xi Jinping used phrases that have 

been problematic before for other member states — such as those around 

common objectives and the down-ranking of human rights in the scheme of global 

challenges.

“The UN must focus on real action. It should aim at problem solving as it advances, 

security, development and human rights in parallel. The issue of development should 

be highlighted in the global macro framework,” Mr. Xi said.

U.S. President Donald Trump was expected to deliver a video message  morning but 

instead the U.S.’s Deputy Ambassador to the UN, Cherith Norman Chalet, delivered 

remarks on the country’s behalf.

‘Resistant to reform’

Ms. Chalet praised the UN for its achievements but also said the U.N had been 
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resistant to reform and vulnerable to autocratic regimes – presumably a reference 

to China.

“The United Nations has for too long been resistant to meaningful reform, too often 

lacking in transparency, and too vulnerable to the agenda of autocratic regimes and 

dictatorships. New threats also require new agility from the UN, threats that include 

theft of intellectual property and efforts to undermine internet freedom,” Ms. Chalet 

said.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi is expected to deliver a recorded video message later 

in the day.

Support for Taiwan independence doomed to fail: China
China ramped up its rhetoric over Taiwan , describing any support for its independence 

as “doomed to fail”, and threatened retaliation against U.S. diplomatic visits to the 

island.

Taiwan has been ruled separately from China since the end of a civil war in 1949, but 

Beijing considers the island part of its territory awaiting reunification.

The island is a flashpoint with Washington, which promises military support to the 

elected government and has sent two envoys to Taipei in as many months.

At a press briefing , the Foreign Ministry said that the envoys’ visits were a “political 

provocation” and threatened retaliation.

“China will take appropriate countermeasures, including targeting relevant 

individuals,” said Foreign Ministry spokesman Wang Wenbin, without elaborating.

He warned that the U.S. actions will “further damage the cooperation” between the 

U.S. and China.

Mr. Wang added that any support for Taiwan’s independence is “doomed to fail”.

Washington switched diplomatic recognition to Beijing in 1979.

Beijing rejects any recognition of Taiwan .

Washington’s increased outreach to Taiwan under President Donald Trump is among 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    India and 
the World

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

sore points with Beijing as the countries clash over issues, including trade, security 

and the pandemic.

The U.S. Undersecretary of State for economic growth, energy and the environment 

Keith Krach wrapped up a trip to Taiwan at the weekend, following on the heels of a 

trip by U.S. health chief Alex Azar in August.

Meanwhile, Taiwan said it scrambled fighters and deployed anti-missile systems  

after Chinese military jets entered its air defence zone for the fourth time in five 

days.

Quad discusses Indo-Pacific infrastructure and 5G
Senior officials from the Foreign Ministries of “the Quad” group of countries — India, 

the U.S., Australia and Japan — met virtually , during the United Nations high level 

week, as part of their periodic consultations on the Indo-Pacific region.

Officials discussed “ongoing and proposed practical cooperation in the areas of 

connectivity and infrastructure development”, a Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) 

statement said.

The U.S. State Department spelt out the discussion on connectivity more. “Noting 

the importance of digital connectivity and secure networks, the officials discussed 

ways to promote the use of trusted vendors, particularly for fifth generation (5G) 

networks,” it said in a statement on the meeting.

In an effort to stop Chinese G5 giant Huawei from setting up shop networks in other 

countries, U.S. Secretary of State Michael Pompeo has been promoting “clean 

telcos” — a list of companies considered by the U.S. administration to be free from 

security risks and the risk of surveillance by the Chinese government.

Other topics discussed by the Quad officials, as per the statements, included counter-

terrorism, cyber and maritime security, and quality infrastructure in the region.

ASEAN inclusiveness

Both countries’ statements say the officials committed support to the concept of 
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ASEAN-centrality in the Indo-Pacific and ASEAN’s leadership in the architecture of 

the region.

The U.S. statement says the officials “explored ways to work together in the 

Mekong sub-region, in the South China Sea, and across the Indo-Pacific to support 

international law, pluralism, regional stability, and post-pandemic recovery efforts”.

The MEA statement says the officials reiterated their readiness to work with ASEAN 

and all other countries towards realising “a common and promising vision for the 

Indo-Pacific”.

The U.S. statement describes collective efforts to advance “a free, open and inclusive 

Indo-Pacific region”. The phrase normally used by Washington is “free and open 

Indo-Pacific”. India had, at least initially since the Quad was revived after a ten year 

hiatus in 2017, been hesitant for the Quad to be seen as a framework to exclude or 

contain China. Prime Minister Narendra Modi had articulated an inclusive vision for 

the Indo Pacific in 2018 at the Shangri La Dialogue in Singapore, when India-China 

relations were on a high relative to this year, when there have been tensions and 

clashes along the Line of Actual Control (LAC).

The MEA statement on the Thursday meeting, unlike the U.S. statement, does 

not use the word “Quad” in the text. The officials indicated that there would be a 

Ministerial-level meeting of the Quad later this year, as per the MEA statement.

China aims to make 1 billion COVID-19 vaccine doses a year
A Chinese health official said  that the country’s annual production capacity for novel 

coronavirus vaccines will top 1 billion doses next year, following an aggressive 

government support programme for construction of new factories.

Capacity is expected to reach 610 million doses by the end of this year, Zheng 

Zhongwei from the National Health Commission said.

“Next year, our annual capacity will reach more than 1 billion doses,” he said at a 

news conference.
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American pharmaceutical giants Pfizer and Moderna aim to produce a billion doses 

each in 2021 as well.

Mr. Zheng said distribution of the vaccines would prioritize groups such as medical 

workers, border personnel and the elderly before they are made available to the 

general public.

China has promoted the construction of vaccine testing facilities and manufacturing 

plants, and assigned independent monitors for their assembly.

11 candidates

China has 11 vaccine candidates in human trials, with four of them currently in the 

third and final trials.

One of those is CoronaVac, made by the private company SinoVac, which is already 

rolling off the factory floor at a bio-secure facility outside Beijing.

SinoVac’s Chairman, Yin Weidong, said Thursday that the factory was built in 

months, and more could be constructed if demand is sufficient.

Some nations are pooling vaccine efforts to ensure success against the disease. 

More than 150 countries are setting up the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access 

Facility, or COVAX, under the World Health Organization.

WHO sets goal

Their target is to make 2 billion doses to inoculate 20% of the world’s population.

The Director-General of WHO, Tedros Ghebreyesus, said earlier this month that 

“the goal must be to vaccinate some people in all countries, rather than all the 

people in some countries.”

Facebook critics start rival, independent ‘oversight board’
A group of prominent Facebook critics, including one of the social network’s early 

investors and a journalist facing jail time in the Philippines, are launching their 

version of an “oversight board” to rival the company’s own.

The group says Facebook is taking too long to set up its oversight panel, which they 
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argue is too limited in its scope and autonomy.

The critics, who include early investor Roger McNamee, Filipino journalist Maria 

Ressa and Shoshana Zuboff, author of “Surveillance Capitalism,” are warning that 

Facebook is already being used to undermine the integrity of the U.S. presidential 

election and are calling for “proper independent scrutiny” of the company.

The group says it was started to sound the alarm about Facebook’s role in the 

coming election.

The announcement  comes a day after Facebook said its own, quasi-independent 

oversight board, which has faced numerous delays since the company announced 

its creation in 2018, will launch in October.

Facebook’s own panel is intended to rule on thorny content issues, such as when 

Facebook or Instagram posts constitute hate speech.

It will be empowered to make binding rulings on whether posts or ads violate the 

company’s rules. Any other findings it makes will be considered “guidance” by 

Facebook.

Its 20 members, which will eventually grow to 40, include a former Prime Minister 

of Denmark, the former editor-in-chief of the Guardian newspaper, along with legal 

scholars, human rights experts and journalists, such as TawakkolKarmanm, a Nobel 

Laureate and journalist from Yemen, and Julie Owono, a digital rights advocate.

U.S. proposes changes to student, media visas

In line with the Trump administration’s progressive restrictions on visas, the U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has proposed a rule limiting the duration 

of initial admission for foreign media (I visas), students (F visas) and exchange 

visitors (J visas).

The rule proposes fixed time periods and extension periods for the three visa 

categories, which currently operate under the “duration of status” framework. Under 

the present system, visa holders in these categories are allowed to remain in the 

U.S. for as long as the conditions of admission are met (for example, as long as an 

F visa holder is enrolled in a university and meeting other conditions). This rule, if 

https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-international/us-proposes-changes-to-student-media-visas/article32700274.ece
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finalised, will change that.

Under the new proposed rule, F and J students would be admitted for an initial period 

of four years only (the normal duration of an American undergraduate degree). This 

rule is likely to mean that Ph.D. students — who typically need more than four years 

to complete their programme in America — will need to apply for extensions.

There are some exceptions to the four-year rule. The duration of stay will be two years 

for those from countries with visa-overstay rates greater than 10% and those non-

U.S. citizens either born in or holding citizenship of a country on the State Sponsors 

of Terrorism list. F and J students already admitted will have their “duration of status” 

(i.e., “D/S” is stamped at the port of entry in travel documents) terms converted to a 

term ending with the end of their programme (not to exceed four years) if and when 

the proposed DHS rule becomes final.

Most countries with the highest over-stay rates are from Africa and none are in 

Europe (U.S. fiscal year 2018), according to a analysis done by immigration firm 

Boundless.

“The significant growth of the F, J and I visa programs has necessitated this proposed 

update to ensure the integrity of the U.S. immigration system, but this rule does not 

propose changes to the underlying requirements to qualify for these non-immigrant 

classifications,” a DHS press statement said.

As per the proposal published in the federal register, the rule would help limit fraud 

in the F-1 programme.

For the media visas, under the proposal foreign journalists would have to apply 

again at the end of their limited duration of stay for an extension “at which point 

immigration officers can review their activities in the United States,” the proposed 

rule says. President Donald Trump has had a strained relationship with the media 

and the current rule could theoretically place journalists who have written critical 

pieces on the president or administration in a vulnerable position.

Foreign media visa holders will initially be admitted for a period not exceeding 240 

days with “an opportunity to extend their stay for a maximum of 240 days based on 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    India and 
the World

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

the length of relevant activities,” the statement said.

Theproposed rule is open to the public for commentsuntil October 26, 2020.

EU leader hits out at U.K. on post-Brexit plan
European Union leader Charles Michel used the virtual pulpit of the U.N. General 

Assembly  to lash out at Britain for its threats to renege on parts of the withdrawal 

treaty it signed with the EU and warned that the 27-nation bloc won’t back down in 

the final weeks of acrimonious talks on a free trade deal.

Mr. Michel made unmistakable references to the U.K. when he said that “respect for 

treaties, a basic principle of international law, comes to be considered optional even 

by those who, until recently, were its historical guarantors.”

“All this in the name of partisan interests.” he said.

PSU to PSU stake sale just moves funds to govt., says CAG
The strategic sale of four public sector units to other public sector entities in 2018-

19 by the Central government has been sharply criticised by the Comptroller and 

Auditor General (CAG) of India in an audit, tabled in Parliament.

“Such disinvestments only resulted in transfer of resources already with the 

public sector to the government and did not lead to any change in the stake of the 

public sector / government in the disinvested PSU,” the CAG noted, indicating its 

displeasure at such transactions.

It may be recalled that the Centre had earlier sold oil major HPCL to another PSU 

ONGC and resorted to similar transactions in order to meet disinvestment targets 

in recent years.

In 2018-19, the government raised Rs. 72,620 crore from disinvestment, which 

included the strategic sales of the Rural Electrification Corporation, Dredging 

Corporation(DCI), HSCC (India) and National Projects Construction Corporation. 

While REC was sold to Power Finance Corporation, DCI was sold to a consortium 
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of Port Trusts.

The CAG also criticised the Centre’s claim as disinvestment receipts of almost 

Rs. 12,500 crore from the sale of shares by the Specified Undertaking of the Unit 

Trust of India (SUUTI), an entity created to deal with the erstwhile UTI’s assets and 

liabilities.

“Neither SUUTI nor its assets, liabilities are depicted in the Union Government 

Finance Accounts,” the CAG noted, adding receipts from it were wrongly booked 

as capital receipts.

India calls Imran Khan’s UN speech an ‘incessant rant’
In exercising India’s ‘Right of Reply’ to Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan’s 

remarks during the UN General Assembly debate , Indian diplomat MijitoVinito 

called Mr. Khan’s remarks “an incessant rant”. India also said the only dispute in 

Kashmir is related to Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (PoK) and called on Pakistan to 

vacate it.

The response said Mr. Khan had “no reasonable suggestion to offer the world” and 

his speech was about “lies, misinformation, war mongering and malice.”

“The words used today at this great Assembly by the leader of Pakistan demean 

the very essence of the UN. For a nation that is deeply buried in medievalism, 

it is understandable that the tenets of a modern civilized society such as peace, 

dialogue and diplomacy are far-fetched,” Mr. Vinito, First Secretary at India’s UN 

mission, said.

Mr. Khan, in his speech earlier , had talked about India’s treatment of its minorities, 

legislative changes to Jammu and Kashmir, Indian troop presence there, etc. Mr. 

Vinito had left the General Assembly hall as Mr. Khan’s video address began, as a 

gesture of India’s protestations against it.

“There will be no durable peace and stability in South Asia until the Jammu and 

Kashmir dispute is resolved on the basis of international legitimacy. Kashmir has 
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been rightly described as a nuclear flashpoint,” Mr. Khan had said. “The Security 

Council must prevent a disaster conflict and secure the implementation of its own 

resolutions, as it did in the case of East Timor,” he had said.

“I want to make it clear that any attempt by the fascist, totalitarian, RSS-led Indian 

Government to aggress against Pakistan will be met by a nation that that will fight 

for its freedom to the end,” Mr. Khan had said.

Integral part

Mr. Vinito said in India’s response: “Let me assert here loud and clear. The Union 

Territory of Jammu and Kashmir is an integral and inalienable part of India. The 

rules and legislations brought in the Union Territory of Jammu & Kashmir are strictly 

internal affairs of India.”

“The only dispute left in Kashmir relates to that part of Kashmir that is still under 

the illegal occupation of Pakistan. We call upon Pakistan to vacate all those areas 

that it is in illegal occupation of.” [In September 2019, External Affairs Minister S. 

Jaishankar had said India expects to have physical jurisdiction over PoK].

“This is the country that has systematically cleansed its minorities, including Hindus, 

Christians, Sikhs and others, through the abuse of its blasphemy laws and through 

forced religious conversions,” Mr. Vinito said.

During his speech, Mr. Khan had talked about Islamophobia around the world, but 

also made a specific reference to India having “state-sponsored” Islamophobia. 

“The RSS founding fathers were inspired by the Nazis and they adopted their 

concepts of racial purity and supremacy. While the Nazis hate was directed at the 

Jews, the RSS directs it towards the Muslims and to a lesser extent, the Christians. 

They believe that India is exclusively for Hindus and others are not equal citizens. 

The secularism of Gandhi and Nehru has been replaced by the dream of creating 

a Hindu rashtra...” Mr. Khan had said in his speech.

He also referred to the fact that Muslims were killed in 2002 in Gujarat when Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi’s was the State’s Chief Minister.

“For someone who professes to be a champion of Islam, this is also a country 
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that has encouraged killing of fellow Muslims merely because they belonged to a 

different sect, or to a different region in Pakistan, and through sponsoring terrorist 

attacks against its neighbours,” Mr. Vinito said, responding to Mr. Khan’s speech.

The Indian diplomat also highlighted the Pakistan deep state’s “unrelenting political 

and financial support” to terror organisations. He also referred to Mr. Khan referring 

to 9/11 mastermind Osama bin Laden as a martyr earlier this year.

The land of peaks, streams and disputes
Seven decades after it took control of the region, Pakistan is moving to grant full 

statehood to Gilgit-Baltistan, which appears as the northernmost part of the country 

in its official map. The scenic region, which was featured in Hollywood thrillers 

like Vertical Limit (2000), was part of the erstwhile princely state of Jammu and 

Kashmir and is claimed by India.

During the first Indo-Pak war of October 1947, Pakistan occupied 78,114 sq km 

of the land of Jammu and Kashmir, including the ‘Northern Areas’. The Northern 

Areas is the other name of Gilgit-Baltistan that Pakistan has used for administrative 

reasons because it was a disputed territory.

But that is likely to change as an assembly election on November 15 will pave 

the way for fuller political rights for the roughly 1.2 million residents of the region, 

which will become the fifth State of Pakistan after Sindh, Punjab, Balochistan and 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The political nature of Gilgit-Baltistan has been directionless 

from the beginning. Pakistan initially governed the region directly from the central 

authority after it was separated from ‘Azad Jammu and Kashmir’ on April 28, 1949. 

On March 2, 1963, Pakistan gave away 5,180 sq km of the region to China, despite 

local protests. Under Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, the name of the region was 

changed to the Federally Administered Northern Areas (FANA).

Pakistan passed the Gilgit-Baltistan Empowerment and Self Governance Order in 

2009, which granted “self-rule” to the ‘Northern Areas’. There were protests in the 
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area at that time from people who demanded an executive form of government 

based on international resolutions. The local situation altered considerably with 

Pakistan signing an agreement with China for mega infrastructure and hydel power 

projects in September 2009. With the agreements arrived Chinese investments and 

heavy machinery, which found both support and opposition from the locals.

On January 17, 2019, a seven-judge bench of the Supreme Court of Pakistan, led by 

Chief Justice Mian Saqib Nisar, took up the constitutional status of Gilgit-Baltistan. 

The purpose of the court’s intervention was to determine the extent of political rights 

that could be enjoyed by the people of the ‘Northern Areas’. Over the years, the 

region has acquired a government and a council, which gave it adefactostatus of 

a province of Pakistan, but the constitutional status of the region remained vague 

without explicit statehood. The Supreme Court allowed Islamabad to amend a 2018 

administrative order to hold general elections in the region. The Gilgit-Baltistan 

Order of 2018 provided for administrative changes, including empowering the Prime 

Minister of Pakistan to legislate on an array of subjects.

Sense of alienation

One of the main reasons for the rebellion in the region in 1947 was the sense 

of alienation that the population felt towards the Dogra rulers of Srinagar, who 

operated under the protection of the British government. Under the post-1947 

special administrative arrangement, local councils worked to meet economic, social 

and educational development of the region. Irrigation channels, protective bunds, 

roads and pony tracks were built during the early years of Pakistan.

According to Banat Gul Afridi, a bureaucrat who wrote an authoritative account of 

life in Baltistan, a post office was added between 1948 and 1958 when the bloodless 

coup of General Ayub Khan took place in Pakistan. Radio, telegraph and telephone 

stations were added in the next decade.

One of the most mountainous regions in the world that is rich with mines of gold, 

emerald and strategically important minerals, and is known for its extraordinary 

scenic beauty, diversity and ancient communities and languages, Gilgit-Baltistan is 
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largely an underdeveloped region.

It’s home to K-2, the second tallest mountain in the world. Tourism remains restricted 

by many factors, including military hostility, though the region has some of the ancient 

Buddhist sculptures and rock edicts. It is also home to an old Shia community, which 

often finds itself subjected to persecution in Pakistan’s urban centres. At present, a 

Governor and an elected Chief Minister rule the region, which is divided into Gilgit, 

Skardu, Diamer, Astore, Ghanche, Ghizer and Hunza-Nagar.

The region is known for high altitude dams because of both local and Islamabad-

driven initiatives. Mountain streams and rivers are often harvested for local community 

needs. The tradition of building dams and bunds dates back to the reign of Balti King 

Ali Sher Khan Anchan of 1580-1624, who built the famous bund at Satpara Lake, 

which helps in watering Skardu. The water-rich region’s biggest hydroelectricity 

project is the Diamer-Bhasha dam, which was launched in July 2020.

Indian protest

Following Pakistan’s announcement of holding the legislative election in Gilgit-

Baltistan, India reiterated its territorial sovereignty over the region with the Ministry 

of External Affairs stating that the Pakistani move to change the status of the region 

will “have no legal basis whatsoever”. India has consistently opposed Pakistan’s 

activities in Gilgit-Baltistan. It also opposed the announcement of the commencement 

of the Diamer-Bhasha dam in July. There have been local and international concerns 

as reports suggest priceless Buddhist heritage will be lost once the dam is built.

India has objected to the use of Gilgit-Baltistan to build and operate the China 

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which cuts through the region before heading 

to the Arabian Sea coastline of Balochistan’s Gwadar port.

Beginning with the August 5, 2019 decision by India to withdraw the special status of 

Jammu and Kashmir, a number of developments have taken place on both sides of 

the Line of Control. Senior leaders like Defence Minister Rajnath Singh declared that 

the decision will pave the way for reclaiming Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (including 

Gilgit-Baltistan). India launched a new political map last November, which showed 
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the Gilgit-Baltistan region as part of the new Union Territory of Ladakh. In response, 

Pakistan laid claim to Ladakh and the whole of Jammu and Kashmir in its map. An 

election and full statehood for Gilgit-Baltistan will likely infuriate India, which will 

perceive it as a step to deny reclaiming PoK ever in the future.

Gilgit-Baltistan is important for Pakistan as it is the gateway for the CPEC. But for 

India, the region represents the continuity with the past of Jammu and Kashmir, 

which included Gilgit-Baltistan at the time of Partition of 1947. Significantly, the 

ongoing stand-off with China at the Line of Actual Control in Eastern Ladakh has 

a Gilgit-Baltistan connection as the Darbuk-Shyok-DBO road of India is viewed as 

a tactical roadway to access the Karakoram Pass, which provides China crucial 

access to Gilgit-Baltistan and Pakistan.

Full statehood for the region may give Pakistan a political and legal upper hand and 

strengthen China’s position in the region, but Gilgit-Baltistan will continue to remain 

one of the hotspots in the tense India-Pakistan relations.

EU raises concerns over action against Amnesty
Expressing “concerns” about the government’s investigation into Amnesty 

International (AI), the European Union said it hopes the global human rights agency 

can continue its work in India.

However, the government defended its actions, and said AI is in “clear contravention” 

of Indian law.

The action against AI including freezing their funds, followed a Central Bureau of 

Investigation (CBI) inquiry, and is part of the government’s scrutiny of more than 

20 international NGOs including Greenpeace, Compassion International, and Ford 

Foundation, over the past few years.

“We have already raised the issue with our Indian interlocutors in New Delhi and 

in Brussels, expressing our concerns and the expectation that these issues will be 

solved, and we will continue to do so,” EU spokesperson for Foreign Affairs and 
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Security policy Nabila Massrali said, in a response to The Hindu .

“Not prejudging the outcome of any investigation or judicial proceedings, the 

European Union highly values the work of Amnesty International worldwide and 

hopes that the matter will be resolved, allowing Amnesty to continue its activities in 

India without interruption,” she said.

The Ministry of External Affairs declined to comment on the EU’s comments.

However, the Ministry of Home Affairs issued a broad defence of actions by various 

agencies against AI for the past decade, calling it a “bipartisan and purely legal 

approach towards Amnesty”, which has now suspended its India operations, claiming 

a “witch-hunt” by the government.

“In order to circumvent the FCRA regulations, Amnesty UK remitted large amounts 

of money to four entities registered in India, by classifying it as Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI). A significant amount of foreign money was also remitted to 

Amnesty (India) without MHA’s approval under FCRA. This malafide rerouting of 

money was in contravention of extant legal provisions,” said the MHA in a rare public 

statement on the NGO entitled “Human Rights cannot be an excuse for defying the 

law of the land”.

“India, by settled law, does not allow interference in domestic political debates by 

entities funded by foreign donations,” the MHA added, in a reference to AI’s reports 

on alleged human rights violations in Jammu and Kashmir, and its reference to Delhi 

Police investigations into the February riots where 53 people were killed.

India rejects China’s ‘unilateral’ claims on LAC
We, therefore, expect that the Chinese side will sincerely and faithfully abide by 

all agreements and understandings in their entirety and refrain from advancing an 

untenable unilateral interpretation of the LAC.”

The Chinese Foreign Ministry, to a question on India’s border infrastructure projects 

in Ladakh, said it did not “recognise” Ladakh, reiterating its statements from last 
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year that described the creation of the Union Territory as “illegal”.

“China has not recognised Ladakh Union Territory, illegally set up by the Indian 

side,” its spokesperson Wang Wenbin said.

“We are opposed to conducting infrastructure development for military purposes 

in the border area. Based on the two sides’ consensus, no side should engage 

in the border areas in any activities that might complicate the situation, to avoid 

undermining two sides efforts to ease the situation.”

The statements came amid the continuing stalemate along the border with no 

agreement on disengagement and returning to a pre-May 2020 status quo.

Asked about China’s own infrastructure projects in the border areas and the 

asymmetry that Beijing has enjoyed because of such developments, Mr. Wang said 

China “consistently and strictly abides by the agreements signed with the Indian 

side”.
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Two large asteroids to make close approach to Earth today
Two asteroids named 2011 ES4 and 2020 QG5 with a diameter of 19 metres and 49 

metres respectively will be making a close approach towards Earth on September 1. 

Both asteroids have been classified as Near-Earth Objects (NEOs) because of their 

distance from our planet.

Asteroid 2011 ES4

Despite their trajectory, both the asteroids are not expected to collide with Earth. The 

estimated distance of the asteroid 2011 ES4 is 1.2 lakh km. This will be the closest 

approach of the particular asteroid towards Earth. It will be a lot closer to us than the 

moon which is 3.84 lakh kilometres away from our planet. The closest any known 

asteroid is going to get to the Earth will be over a decade later in 2032.

“Will #asteroid 2011 ES4 hit Earth? No! 2011 ES4’s close approach is “close” on an 

astronomical scale but poses no danger of actually hitting Earth. #PlanetaryDefense 

experts expect it to safely pass by at least 45,000 miles (792,000 football fields) away  

Sept. 1.” NASA Asteroid Watch wrote in a tweet.

As per NASA’s estimates, the asteroid’s relative speed will be approximately 1.8 

kilometre per second. The last time Asteroid 2011 ES4 came close to earth was 

in 2011 and was visible for four days. However, this time it may be visible from the 

ground through a telescope.

Asteroid 2020 Q5G

On the other hand, asteroid 2020 QG5 made its last approach towards earth 16 

years ago on August 11, 2004. It will be 29 lakh km away from our planet at its closest 

approach. There is no chance of 2020 QG5 getting in an impact trajectory even if its 

orbit is altered by the gravitational pull of other planets.

Earlier in August, Asteroid 2018 VP1 was predicted to pass by a day before US 

Presidential Election on November 2. Once again, the chances of it making an impact 

were as bleak as 0.41 per cent. Even if it did get in Earth’s way, it will be reduced to 

ashes upon entering Earth’s atmosphere.
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September’s full moon will be called the ‘Corn Moon’; here’s 
why
The night sky will lit up with the ‘Corn Moon’ this year in September. For those who 

are don’t follow Moon’s cycles, according to NASA, this full moon will be the last 

one before the autumnal equinox which is usually called the ‘Harvest Moon’. The 

autumnal equinox will take place on September 22 this year when the day and night 

will be of the same duration.

The reason why this September’s full moon will be called as the ‘Corn Moon’ because 

it comes before the autumnal equinox. Following this, the full moon on October 1 will 

be called the ‘Harvest Moon’ instead of ‘Hunter Moon’ which will now be on October 

31.

This also means that there will be a rare blue moon shining on the night of Halloween. 

According to Old Father’s Almanac, the blue moon is only visible once in 18 to 19 

years. The next blue moon on Halloween will be in 2039.

The moon is also known as the Barley Moon as farmers consider this as the right 

time to harvest barley crop. The corn moon got its name from the Native Americans 

as it also indicated right time to harvest corn.

According to CNN Meteorologists, Judson Jones this full moon is a sight to behold 

as it rises over the eastern horizon.

 “When the moon is low on the horizon, it allows you to capture the view with objects 

in the foreground, making the moon appear bigger. Say you are in the city, and 

you’re watching between a couple of buildings or over the skyline, it will make it feel 

that much bigger and give it more impact,” Jones said.

In India, the Corn Moon was visible from September 1 and will continue to be at its 

peak on September 2 as well. This event happens only once in three years.

NASA’s 56-year-old satellite meets its end, makes a fiery 
return in Pacific Ocean
NASA’s satellite from the 1960s that was retired decades ago met its fiery end as 
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Earth’s gravity caught up with it. The OGO-1 satellite broke up upon entering our 

planet’s atmosphere. NASA confirmed that the satellite met its end 160 km southeast 

of Tahiti (Pacific Ocean) on August 29. The spacecraft entered Earth’s atmosphere 

25 minutes earlier than predicted. The final moments of the 20th-century satellite 

were caught on camera.

The satellite re-entered over the southern Pacific Ocean and burned up in the 

atmosphere, posing no threat to humans, NASA spokesperson Josh Handal 

told Space.com.

“The spacecraft hit the atmosphere about 25 minutes earlier than NASA had forecast 

resulting in a reentry location east of the agency’s predictions. OGO-1 re-entered 

about 100 miles (160 kilometers) southeast of Tahiti, Handal further added. NASA 

received reports of the inevitable event from the people on the island.

The satellite was launched in 1964 to study Earth’s magnetosphere and how it 

reacts while orbiting around the Sun. The satellite helped scientists collected data 

till 1969 before it was decommissioned two years later. It was a part of NASA’s 

Orbiting Geophysical Observatories project.

With OGO-1 officially done and dusted, all the five satellites that were launched in 

the 1960s have entered the earth’s atmosphere with their debris landing in various 

patches of the South Pacific ocean. The previous satellite met the same fate in 

2011.

The forecast of the spacecraft’s return to the Earth 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 came to a conclusion that the object was not an asteroid but a defunct 

satellite.
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Massive black hole merger detected: Gravitational wave 
signal from 17.2 billion light years away detected
A team of international gravitational wave astronomers has detected the most 

massive and most distant black hole collision recorded till date.

This is the first time that a collision leading to the formation of a black hole, which 

is 142 times heavier than the Sun, has been discovered by collaborators of Laser 

Interferometer Gravitational wave Observatory (LIGO) and VIRGO interferometer, 

located in Italy.

India is building the third of the LIGO observatories at Hingoli in Maharashtra.

A gravitational wave signal lasting 0.1 second emanated when black holes weighing 

85 times and 66 times of solar mass, respectively, collided in a binary system. This 

newly- formed black hole, GW190521, then sent out a gravitational wave which 

travelled a distance of 17.2 billion light years, and was captured by detectors LIGO 

and VIRGO on May 21, 2019.

This is the most distant gravitational wave signal observed so far by the gravitational 

wave detectors.

Black holes, formed when massive stars collapse and die, is an invisible space 

located in the centre of the galaxy. It is packed with huge amounts of matter 

fused into a relatively small space. So far, two types of black holes — stellar and 

supermassive — have been discovered. A stellar blackhole weighs up to a 100 

times more than the Sun, whereas a supermassive blackhole can have a mass of 

over one million times of the solar mass.

Theoretically, black holes with mass ranging between 100 to 1 lakh solar mass 

are termed as Intermediate Mass Black holes. This discovery gives the first direct 

observation of such black holes in the gravitational wave window.

“Black holes with masses ranging between 65 – 120 solar mass cannot be formed 

by a collapsing star as massive stars are highly unstable. However, an 85 solar 

mass black hole in this binary system suggests a newer possibility of black hole 
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formation. For example, black holes merged by several collisions of smaller black 

holes in a globular cluster or galactic center,” said Professor Archana Pai from IIT-

Bombay, one of the leading scientists involved in the discovery, published in the 

Physical Review Letters and the Astrophysical Journal Letters .

What adds to the significance of this extraordinary pair of stellar mass merger is the 

fact that this collision has been detected at the farthest distance so far.

The first gravitational waves detected by LIGO, in 2016, emerged from black hole 

collision that happened at a distance of 1.6 billion light years away. In this case, the 

signals have travelled from 17.2 billion light years away.

“The detectors captured signals even in the low-frequency range, essentially allowing 

scientists to travel further back into the history of the formation of the universe. This 

has been possible mainly due to the enhanced sensitivity of the gravitational wave 

detectors LIGO and VIRGO,” said Sanjit Mitra, senior scientist at Inter University 

Centre for Astronomy and Astrophysics (IUCAA), Pune.

This discovery is really exciting as it offers a line of new interpretation in astrophysics, 

IUCAA director Dr SomakRaychaudhury told The Indian Express. “There have been 

a few people who have been saying super massive black holes at the centres of 

galaxies are formed due to the merger of little ones, and now there is evidence,” said 

Dr Raychaudhury.

“It took 17 billion light years for this signal to travel through space and arrive in an 

uncorrupted state,” senior professor at IUCAA, Dr Sukanta Bose, told The Indian 

Express.

“Gravitational waves interact weakly with intervening matter. Since the signals are 

mostly unaffected by anything lying in its path — this allows us to understand the 

emitter or the source in a very precise manner,” said Dr Bose.

“The fact that such mergers are ubiquitous tells us how many large massive stars 

there are in the cosmos, which in turn produce heavy elements in the universe – 

some of them find their way into the human body,” said Dr Bose.

Scientists are hopeful about more discoveries of such intermediary black holes in 
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the coming years using LIGO-India, which will add to the overall sensitivity of the 

detector.

When is the next solar and lunar eclipse?
Skygazers wait for celestial events like solar and lunar eclipse each year. Depending 

on the position of Earth, we witness different kinds of solar and lunar eclipse in a 

year. The maximum number of eclipses that can happen in a single year is eight 

which includes up to five solar eclipses and three lunar eclipses.

There are two solar eclipses in 2020. The first one has already happened on June 

21. The next one will take place on December 14. The next solar eclipse will be a 

total solar eclipse, during which the Moon will completely block off the Sun’s rays 

and cast a shadow over the Earth. According to timeanddate.com, the next solar 

eclipse will be visible from South America, Pacific, Atlantic, and parts of the Indian 

Ocean, Antarctica, and Africa.

The first two lunar eclipses in 2020 were penumbral lunar eclipses. The first one 

happened on January 10 whereas the second one took place on June 5 to 6. The 

next lunar eclipse will also be a penumbral one. It will be visible in India on November 

30.

What is a solar eclipse?

When the Sun, the Moon, and the Earth are aligned in a straight line or an almost 

straight configuration, such that the Moon comes between the Sun and Earth 

blocking the rays of the Sun from directly reaching the Earth, we witness a solar 

eclipse. It is advised not to watch a solar eclipse with naked eyes as it can cause 

damage.

What is a lunar eclipse?

During the Full Moon, when the Moon, the Erath, and the Sun are in a straight line 

and the Earth comes between the Sun and the Moon, the lunar eclipse takes place. 

The Earth ends up blocking the Sun’s rays from directly reaching the Moon and 
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casts a shadow on the Moon. Based on the alignment of the three celestial bodies, 

there are three kinds of lunar eclipses– a total lunar eclipse, partial lunar eclipse, 

and penumbral lunar eclipse.

What is a penumbral lunar eclipse?

A penumbral lunar eclipse happens when the Sun, Earth, and the Moon are 

imperfectly aligned and the Earth casts a faint shadow over the Moon. The outer 

part of Earth’s shadow, also known as the penumbra, blocks some of the Sun’s light 

from directly reaching the Moon. A penumbral eclipse is hard to distinguish from the 

normal Full Moon as the penumbra is much fainter than the dark core of the Earth’s 

shadow.

Massive black hole merger detected: Gravitational wave 
signal from 17.2 billion light years away detected
A team of international gravitational wave astronomers has detected the most 

massive and most distant black hole collision recorded till date.

This is the first time that a collision leading to the formation of a black hole, which 

is 142 times heavier than the Sun, has been discovered by collaborators of Laser 

Interferometer Gravitational wave Observatory (LIGO) and VIRGO interferometer, 

located in Italy.

India is building the third of the LIGO observatories at Hingoli in Maharashtra.

A gravitational wave signal lasting 0.1 second emanated when black holes weighing 

85 times and 66 times of solar mass, respectively, collided in a binary system. This 

newly- formed black hole, GW190521, then sent out a gravitational wave which 

travelled a distance of 17.2 billion light years, and was captured by detectors LIGO 

and VIRGO on May 21, 2019.

This is the most distant gravitational wave signal observed so far by the gravitational 

wave detectors.

Black holes, formed when massive stars collapse and die, is an invisible space 
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located in the centre of the galaxy. It is packed with huge amounts of matter fused into 

a relatively small space. So far, two types of black holes — stellar and supermassive 

— have been discovered. A stellar blackhole weighs up to 100 times more than the 

Sun, whereas a supermassive blackhole can have a mass of over one million times 

of the solar mass.

Theoretically, black holes with mass ranging between 100 to 1 lakh solar mass 

are termed as Intermediate Mass Black holes. This discovery gives the first direct 

observation of such black holes in the gravitational wave window.

“Black holes with masses ranging between 65 – 120 solar mass cannot be formed 

by a collapsing star as massive stars are highly unstable. However, an 85 solar 

mass black hole in this binary system suggests a newer possibility of black hole 

formation. For example, black holes merged by several collisions of smaller black 

holes in a globular cluster or galactic center,” said Professor Archana Pai from IIT-

Bombay, one of the leading scientists involved in the discovery, published in the 

Physical Review Letters and the Astrophysical Journal Letters .

What adds to the significance of this extraordinary pair of stellar mass merger is the 

fact that this collision has been detected at the farthest distance so far.

The first gravitational waves detected by LIGO, in 2016, emerged from black hole 

collision that happened at a distance of 1.6 billion light years away. In this case, the 

signals have travelled from 17.2 billion light years away.

“The detectors captured signals even in the low-frequency range, essentially allowing 

scientists to travel further back into the history of the formation of the universe. This 

has been possible mainly due to the enhanced sensitivity of the gravitational wave 

detectors LIGO and VIRGO,” said Sanjit Mitra, senior scientist at Inter University 

Centre for Astronomy and Astrophysics (IUCAA), Pune.

This discovery is really exciting as it offers a line of new interpretation in astrophysics, 

IUCAA director Dr SomakRaychaudhury told The Indian Express. “There have been 

a few people who have been saying super massive black holes at the centres of 

galaxies are formed due to the merger of little ones, and now there is evidence,” 
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said Dr Raychaudhury.

“It took 17 billion light years for this signal to travel through space and arrive in an 

uncorrupted state,” senior professor at IUCAA, Dr Sukanta Bose, told The Indian 

Express.

“Gravitational waves interact weakly with intervening matter. Since the signals are 

mostly unaffected by anything lying in its path — this allows us to understand the 

emitter or the source in a very precise manner,” said Dr Bose.

“The fact that such mergers are ubiquitous tells us how many large massive stars 

there are in the cosmos, which in turn produce heavy elements in the universe 

– some of them find their way into the human body,” said Dr Bose.

Scientists are hopeful about more discoveries of such intermediary black holes in 

the coming years using LIGO-India, which will add to the overall sensitivity of the 

detector.

When is the next solar and lunar eclipse?
Skygazers wait for celestial events like solar and lunar eclipse each year. Depending 

on the position of Earth, we witness different kinds of solar and lunar eclipse in a 

year. The maximum number of eclipses that can happen in a single year is eight 

which includes up to five solar eclipses and three lunar eclipses.

There are two solar eclipses in 2020. The first one has already happened on June 

21. The next one will take place on December 14. The next solar eclipse will be a 

total solar eclipse, during which the Moon will completely block off the Sun’s rays 

and cast a shadow over the Earth. According to timeanddate.com, the next solar 

eclipse will be visible from South America, Pacific, Atlantic, and parts of the Indian 

Ocean, Antarctica, and Africa.

The first two lunar eclipses in 2020 were penumbral lunar eclipses. The first one 

happened on January 10 whereas the second one took place on June 5 to 6. The 

next lunar eclipse will also be a penumbral one. It will be visible in India on November 
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30.

What is a solar eclipse?

When the Sun, the Moon, and the Earth are aligned in a straight line or an almost 

straight configuration, such that the Moon comes between the Sun and Earth 

blocking the rays of the Sun from directly reaching the Earth, we witness a solar 

eclipse. It is advised not to watch a solar eclipse with naked eyes as it can cause 

damage.

What is a lunar eclipse?

During the Full Moon, when the Moon, the Erath, and the Sun are in a straight line 

and the Earth comes between the Sun and the Moon, the lunar eclipse takes place. 

The Earth ends up blocking the Sun’s rays from directly reaching the Moon and 

casts a shadow on the Moon. Based on the alignment of the three celestial bodies, 

there are three kinds of lunar eclipses– a total lunar eclipse, partial lunar eclipse, 

and penumbral lunar eclipse.

What is a penumbral lunar eclipse?

A penumbral lunar eclipse happens when the Sun, Earth, and the Moon are 

imperfectly aligned and the Earth casts a faint shadow over the Moon. The outer 

part of Earth’s shadow, also known as the penumbra, blocks some of the Sun’s light 

from directly reaching the Moon. A penumbral eclipse is hard to distinguish from the 

normal Full Moon as the penumbra is much fainter than the dark core of the Earth’s 

shadow.

High-res photos of the Sun show what sunspots look like
Some more new high-res images of the Sun have been released and this time 

the pictures show sunspots in great detail. The images have been optioned by 

GREGOR, which is the largest solar telescope in Europe. GREGOR is operated by 

a German consortium and located on Teide Observatory, Spain. The images show 

the structure of the Sun.
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“Following a major redesign of GREGOR’s optics, carried out by a team of scientists 

and engineers from the Leibniz Institute for Solar Physics (KIS), the Sun can be 

observed at a higher resolution than before from Europe,” the official release noted.

The release noted that the “GREGOR telescope allows scientists to resolve details 

as small as 50 km on the Sun, which is a tiny fraction of the solar diameter of 1.4 

million km. This is as if one saw a needle on a soccer field perfectly sharp from a 

distance of one kilometer.”

This was a very exciting, but also extremely challenging project. In only one year we 

completely redesigned the optics, mechanics, and electronics to achieve the best 

possible image quality,” said Dr Lucia Kleint, who led the project and the German 

solar telescopes on Tenerife.

Prof. Dr. Svetlana Berdyugina, professor at the Albert-Ludwig University of Freiburg 

and Director of the Leibniz Institute for Solar Physics (KIS) said that the “project was 

rather risky because such telescope upgrades usually take years, but the great team 

work and meticulous planning have led to this success. Now we have a powerful 

instrument to solve puzzles on the Sun.”

The new optics of the GREGOR telescope is said to allow scientists to study 

magnetic fields, convection, turbulence, solar eruptions, and sunspots in great detail. 

The images of the Sun reveal astonishing details of sunspot evolution and intricate 

structures in the solar plasma.

SpaceX launches 60 satellites under 12th Starlink mission, 
claims 100Mbps download speeds
On September 3, Space X launched its 12th Starlink mission successfully. The mission 

added 60 more satellites into Earth’s lower orbit. During the launch, SpaceX claimed 

that with the help of these satellites they have been able to record a downloading 

speed of more than 100Mbps.

With Starlink, SpaceX aims to launch close to 12,000 satellites into the lower orbits 
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around our planet which will offer broadband coverage. According to Space X, the 

target is to provide high-speed internet to places where it has not been accessible 

before and at a reasonable price point as well.

Users will be able to access high-speed internet with the help of antennas on the 

ground. The CEO of SpaceX, Elon Musk described this as “UFO on a stick”. With 

the launch of 60 more satellites, SpaceX has been able to put a total of more than 

700 satellites which is a larger number when compared to the 400 satellites needed 

for “initial operational capabilities”.

Kate Tice, a senior program reliability engineer at SpaceX, claimed during the launch 

broadcast that the download speeds were greater than 100 megabytes per second 

(Mbps). This claim was made after the early beta testing done by the employees 

using Starlink satellites.

“We’re checking how fast data travels from the satellites to our customers, and then 

back to the rest of the internet. Initial results have been good,” she said.

“Our network, of course, is very much a work in progress,” she noted. “And over 

time, we will continue to add features to unlock the full capability of that network.”

In 2020, Starlink will be targettting the Northern United States and Canada followed 

by expansion in populated parts of the world next year.

According to SpaceX, each satellite weighs 270 kg and boasts of a flat-panel design 

which helps in minimising volume and further allows the satellite to take advantage 

of the carrier rocket, Falcon 9.

Chandrayaan-3 set to launch in early next year
Chandrayaan-3’s launch has been delayed due to the Covid-19 pandemic and it will 

be launched early next year instead of the second half of 2020. The announcement 

was made by Union Minister Jitendra Singh  where he revealed that the mission to 

Moon will not include an orbiter like the Chandrayaan-2. But, it will include a rover 

and a lander.
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Chandrayaan-2’s Vikram Lander crashed last year and its debris was found later 

on by NASA. Following the unsuccessful landing on Moon’s south pole, the Indian 

Space Research Organisation (ISRO) had said that it has plans to launch another 

mission to the Moon in 2020.

Recently, data from the ISRO suggested that Moon might be rusting. In the study, 

it is mentioned that the moon is turning slightly red, which indicates that there is a 

formation of a reddish-black mineral form of iron named hematite on its surface, 

especially at the poles.

Jitendra Singh, Minister of State (MoS) for the Department of Space said Chandrayaan-

1 which was launched in 2008 has transmitted images suggesting Moon may be 

rusting.

“The sign of this finding is that even though the surface of the Moon is known to have 

iron-rich rocks, it is not known for the presence of water and oxygen, which are the 

two elements needed to interact with iron to create rust,” Singh said.

On the other hand, NASA’s JPL scientists Abigail Fraeman and Vivian Sun were 

surprised by the findings of Chandrayaan-1 “very puzzling”. They added: “At first, 

I totally didn’t believe it. It shouldn’t exist based on the conditions present on the 

Moon,” Fraeman said. “But since we discovered water on the Moon, people have 

been speculating that there could be a greater variety of minerals than we realize if 

that water had reacted with rocks.”

Also, the training processes and other procedures for India’s first-ever Human Space 

mission Gaganyaan despite the situation created by the pandemic.

Singh said, “Constraints due to the COVID pandemic led to some disruptions in 

the plan for Gaganyaan but efforts are going on to stick to the timeline of around 

2022.”

13-million-year-old fossil ape discovered in Uttarakhand
An international team of researchers has unearthed a 13-million-year-old fossil of a 
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newly discovered ape species in Uttarakhand, which is the earliest known ancestor 

of the modern-day gibbon.

The finding, published in the journal Proceedings of the Royal Society B, fills a major 

void in the ape fossil record and provides important new evidence about when the 

ancestors of today’s gibbon migrated to Asia from Africa.

The fossil, a complete lower molar, belongs to a previously unknown genus and 

species (Kapi ramnagarensis), and represents the first new fossil ape species 

discovered at the famous fossil site of Ramnagar in nearly a century.

The researchers, including those from Arizona State University in the US and Panjab 

University in Chandigarh, were climbing a small hill in an area where a fossil primate 

jaw had been found the year before.

While pausing for a short rest, the team spotted something shiny in a small pile of 

dirt on the ground.

“We knew immediately it was a primate tooth, but it did not look like the tooth of any 

of the primates previously found in the area,” said Christopher C. Gilbert, from City 

University of New York in the US.

“From the shape and size of the molar, our initial guess was that it might be from a 

gibbon ancestor, but that seemed too good to be true, given that the fossil record of 

lesser apes is virtually nonexistent,? Gilbert noted.

He explained that there are other primate species known during that time, and no 

gibbon fossils have previously been found anywhere near Ramnagar.

Since the fossil’s discovery in 2015, years of study, analysis, and comparison were 

conducted to verify that the tooth belongs to a new species, as well as to accurately 

determine its place in the ape family tree, the researchers said.

The molar was photographed and CT-scanned, and comparative samples of living 

and extinct ape teeth were examined to highlight important similarities and differences 

in dental anatomy, they said.

“What we found was quite compelling and undeniably pointed to the close affinities of 

the 13-million-year-old tooth with gibbons,” said Alejandra Ortiz, from Arizona State 
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University, who is part of the research team.

“Even if, for now, we only have one tooth, and thus, we need to be cautious, this is 

a unique discovery.

It pushes back the oldest known fossil record of gibbons by at least five million 

years, providing a much-needed glimpse into the early stages of their evolutionary 

history,” said Ortiz.

The researchers noted that the age of the fossil, around 13 million years old, is 

contemporaneous with well-known great ape fossils.

This provides evidence that the migration of great apes, including orangutan 

ancestors, and lesser apes from Africa to Asia happened around the same time and 

through the same places, they said.

“I found the biogeographic component to be really interesting,” said Chris Campisano 

from Arizona State University.

“Today, gibbons and orangutans can both be found in Sumatra and Borneo in 

Southeast Asia, and the oldest fossil apes are from Africa.

“Knowing that gibbon and orangutan ancestors existed in the same spot together in 

northern India 13 million years ago, and may have a similar migration history across 

Asia, is pretty cool,” Campisano added.

US spacecraft named after late Indian-American astronaut 
Kalpana Chawla
An American commercial cargo spacecraft bound for the International Space Station 

has been named after fallen NASA astronaut Kalpana Chawla, the first India-born 

woman to enter space, for her key contributions to human spaceflight.

Northrop Grumman, an American global aerospace and defence technology 

company, announced that its next Cygnus capsule will be named the “S.S. Kalpana 

Chawla”, in memory of the mission specialist who died with her six crewmates 

aboard the space shuttle Columbia in 2003.
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“Today we honour Kalpana Chawla, who made history at @NASA as the first female 

astronaut of Indian descent. Her contributions to human spaceflight have had a 

lasting impact,” the company tweeted .

“Northrop Grumman is proud to name the NG-14 Cygnus spacecraft after former 

astronaut Kalpana Chawla. It is the company’s tradition to name each Cygnus after 

an individual who has played a pivotal role in human spaceflight,” the company said 

on its website.

“Chawla was selected in honour of her prominent place in history as the first woman 

of Indian descent to go to space,” it said.

“While Chawla made the ultimate sacrifice in service to the space programme, her 

legacy lives on through her fellow astronauts and those she has inspired to follow in 

her footsteps,” it said.

“Her final research conducted onboard Columbia helped us understand astronaut 

health and safety during spaceflight. Northrop Grumman is proud to celebrate the life 

of Kalpana Chawla and her dream of flying through the air and in space,” it said.

The S S Kalpana Chawla capsule is scheduled to launch on the NG-14 mission 

atop a Northrop Grumman Antares rocket from the Mid-Atlantic Regional Spaceport 

(MARS) at NASA’s Wallops Flight Facility in Virginia on September 29. The spacecraft 

will arrive at and be attached to the space station two days later.

For the NG-14 mission, the Cygnus spacecraft will deliver approximately 3,629 kg 

of cargo to the space station.

Chawla was born in Karnal, Haryana on March 17, 1962. She received a Bachelor 

of Science degree in aeronautical engineering from Punjab Engineering College in 

India in 1982.

Chawla then moved to the United States to pursue her graduate education; in 1984 

she received a Master’s degree in aerospace engineering from the University of 

Texas, and a Ph.D. in aerospace engineering from the University of Colorado in 

1988.

She held commercial pilot’s licenses for single- and multi-engine aeroplanes, 
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seaplanes and gliders, and was also a certified flight instructor.

Chawla began her career at NASA in 1988 as a powered-lift computational fluid 

dynamics researcher at the Ames Research Center in California.

Her work concentrated on the simulation of complex air flows encountered by aircraft 

flying in ‘ground-effect.’

In 1993, Chawla joined Overset Methods Inc. as vice president and a researcher in 

aerodynamics.

After becoming a naturalised US citizen in April 1991, Chawla applied for the NASA 

astronauts corps. She was selected in December 1994 and reported to the Johnson 

Space Center in Houston in 1995 as an astronaut candidate in Group 15.

In November 1996, Chawla was assigned as a mission specialist on STS-87 aboard 

the Space Shuttle Columbia, becoming the first woman of Indian descent to fly in 

space.

Chawla’s second spaceflight experience came in 2001 when she was selected 

for the crew of STS-107. The flight was dedicated to science and research, with 

approximately 80 experiments completed.

Chawla lost her life during the STS-107 mission when the Space Shuttle Columbia 

disintegrated upon reentering the Earth’s atmosphere

NASA wants to buy moon resources from private 
companies
On September 10, NASA announced that it is looking for private companies to mine 

resources on the moon. NASA said that they will buy rock, dirt and other lunar 

materials from these companies. With this announcement, NASA seeks companies 

to develop robots that can do the mining on the moon as the contract does not 

specify whether this will involve getting on the moon, a feat which is rarely achieved. 

Also, the competition is open for companies across the world.

“NASA is buying lunar soil from a commercial provider! It’s time to establish the 
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regulatory certainty to extract and trade space resources,” NASA Administrator Jim 

Bridenstine wrote in a tweet.

According to the requirements outlined by NASA, the companies will collect a small 

amount of Moon “dirt” or rocks and have to provide the imagery to the US Space 

agency as well including the location. The resources collected will be the sole 

property of NASA after the ownership transfer.

“Today, we’re taking a critical step forward by releasing a solicitation for commercial 

companies to provide proposals for the collection of space resources. When 

considering such proposals, we will require that all actions be taken in a transparent 

fashion, in full compliance with the Registration Convention, Article II and other 

provisions of the Outer Space Treaty, and all of our other international obligations. 

We are putting our policies into practice to fuel a new era of exploration and discovery 

that will benefit all of humanity.” Bridenstine wrote in the blog post.

NASA aims to complete the process of mining and transferring of the ownership of 

lunar materials before 2024, the year when they aim to put first woman or next man 

on Moon. This competition may include one or more awards as well. The payment 

of the lunar regolith (the layer of unconsolidated solid material covering the bedrock 

of a planet/moon or a celestial body) will be made in three parts. The 10 per cent will 

be paid at the award, 10 per cent when its launched and the rest of 80 per cent upon 

mission’s success.

China says Mars probe stable; no word on reusable 
spacecraft
China’s Mars probe Tianwen-1, which blasted into space in July, is now more than 

15 million kilometres (9 million miles) from Earth en route to the red planet, the 

National Space Administration said .

The administration said Tianwen-1 was in stable condition, having completed its first 

mid-course orbital correction early last month. It will be about 195 million kilometres 
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(118 million miles) from Earth when it arrives at Mars around February, having 

travelled 470 million kilometres (292 million miles) in all to get there.

The administration, however, has yet to release information about a mysterious 

reusable experimental spacecraft that returned to Earth a week ago after a two-day 

flight.

The spacecraft consists of an orbiter, a lander and a rover, and marks China’s most 

ambitious Mars mission yet as it seeks to join the US in successfully landing a 

spacecraft on the planet.

China’s Mars probe Tianwen-1, which blasted into space in July, is now more than 15 

million kilometres (9 million miles) from Earth en route to the red planet, the National 

Space Administration said .

The administration said Tianwen-1 was in stable condition, having completed its first 

mid-course orbital correction early last month. It will be about 195 million kilometres 

(118 million miles) from Earth when it arrives at Mars around February, having 

travelled 470 million kilometres (292 million miles) in all to get there.

The administration, however, has yet to release information about a mysterious 

reusable experimental spacecraft that returned to Earth a week ago after a two-day 

flight.

The spacecraft consists of an orbiter, a lander and a rover, and marks China’s most 

ambitious Mars mission yet as it seeks to join the US in successfully landing a 

spacecraft on the planet.
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It was blasted into space aboard a Long March-5 on July 23 during a month when 

the United Arab Emirates and the US also took advantage of a shortened distance 

between the planets to launch similar missions.

China said the reusable spacecraft returned to its designated landing site last 

Sunday, calling the flight a breakthrough that will eventually provide convenient 

round-trip transport to space at a low cost. No other details on the mission or the 

configuration of the spacecraft have been released.

That is also seen as an attempt to put China on the leading edge of space flight. 

The US has for years been operating the secretive X-37B space plane that remains 

in orbit for months.

China’s military-backed space program has developed rapidly since it became just 

the third country after Russia and the US to put a man in space in 2003. Last year, 

China’s Chang’e-4 became the first spacecraft from any country to land on the far 

side of the moon.

China’s optical remote-sensing satellite fails to reach orbit
China’s optical remote-sensing satellite Jilin-1 Gaofen 02C failed to enter the pre-

set orbit , official media reported in Beijing.

The satellite was launched aboard the Kuaizhou-1A carrier rocket from Jiuquan 

Satellite Launch Center at 1:02 pm (local time).

The launch centre said the mission failed because of abnormal performance, state-

run Global Times reported.

Specific reasons for the failure are under investigation, it said.

A massive ‘potentially hazardous’ asteroid to rush past the 
Earth today
As per NASA’s Centre for Near-Earth Object studies (CNEOS), a ‘potentially 

hazardous’ asteroid is all set to rush past the earth at a speed of 38,620 kmph 
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or 24,000 mph on September 14. The size of the heavenly body is as big as two 

football fields put together or to the iconic ‘London Eye’.

The space agency has named the asteroid ‘QL 2020’ and predicted its size to be 

anywhere from 53m to 120m. The rock is expected to hurtle past our planet from 

a distance of 6.8 million kms or 4.2 million miles. QL 2020 is currently moving at a 

speed of 10.5 km per second.

As per data cited in Express UK from the US-based space agency, the asteroid was 

first found on August 14 and was then subsequently seen again on September 3 

recently.

The silver lining is that despite its massively dangerous size, the space agency 

based on its prognostication said that it will pass safely without hitting the earth. The 

expected distance is ten times that of between the earth and the moon. This is the 

second asteroid in the last 15 days that will fly past the earth after asteroid named 

‘2011 ES4’ passed on September 1.

Asteroids are largely the left-over pieces and remnants of rock since the beginning 

of solar system which flies freely in the space. According to NASA’s website, a total 

number of known asteroids are 994,516 and they largely constitute themselves in 

the category of ‘Near-earth object’ or NEOs. So, NEOs which come at a distance 

of 0.05 au or 4,647,790 miles are at a safer distance from the earth, but may come 

relatively closer to it although having negligible chances of colliding with the planet.

NASA has reiterated, that perhaps, in every 10,000 years or so, asteroids of a size 

larger than 100m may collide with the earth wreaking destructive havoc in a particular 

region. They may prove to be more devastating if they catch fire while entering 

through the earth’s atmosphere and are then called meteorites. The one which gets 

vaporized in the atmosphere itself, are called meteors or shooting stars.

Pertaining to the unpredictability of the solar system and that of heavenly bodies, it 

becomes imperative to keep constant vigilance on the movement of such objects in 

the space.
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NASA releases video of ‘Dust Devil’ on Martian surface; watch 
here
From the ever-enticing and bewildering Martian world, here comes another video 

of the certainly known phenomenon of ‘Dust Devils’. The US-based space agency 

NASA shared a video on Instagram on September 13 showcasing the formation of 

seemingly dangerous whirlwinds.

The agency said its ‘Curiosity rover’ on August 9 captured the plumes of spinning 

columnar vortex of wind called “Dust Devils”. It also apprised that it was 16 feet (5 

metres) wide and 164 feet (50 meters) tall while it was almost one-third to half a mile 

away from the rover. Meanwhile, it attributed to the prevailing windy season in the 

region for such formations.

Currently, curiosity’s location is on Mount Sharp, a peak within Gale crater where it 

recorded this occurrence and had left the netizens in inquisitive awe.

Such swirling columns of dust vary in size and can be as colossal as being 20km 

tall which was witnessed in March 2012 and in few instances it may be as wide as 

50 metres and 650 metres tall, images of which, were published by the University of 

Arizona.

In October 2019, NASA’s Reconnaissance Orbiter snapped the massive whirlwind 

through its camera HiRISE which was built by the university in 2006.

In its entirety, it may pose an impediment to the plans of human establishment on 

Mars, as during the whirlwind, the dust particle may rub against each other leading 

to the emanation of the electric field in the air due to the extremely dry climate of the 

planet.

How do these ‘Dust devils’ get formed?

These whirlwind formations can again be attributed to the extremely dry and high 

temperatures of the red planet. Due to the heat, the surface gets heated up making 

the ground below hotter than the air above it. As a consequence of it, less dense air 

on the ground rises, further pushing the cooler air above while the comparatively 

colder air pushes the hot air down. This phenomenon leads to the vertical circulation 
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of the air and with the direction of the wind it then moves horizontally. This causal 

effect finally produces the dust devil.

Potential sign of alien life detected on inhospitable Venus
Scientists said  they have detected in the harshly acidic clouds of Venus a gas called 

phosphine that indicates microbes may inhabit Earth’s inhospitable neighbour, a 

tantalizing sign of potential life beyond Earth.

The researchers did not discover actual life forms, but noted that on Earth phosphine 

is produced by bacteria thriving in oxygen-starved environments. The international 

scientific team first spotted the phosphine using the James Clerk Maxwell Telescope 

in Hawaii and confirmed it using the Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Array 

(ALMA) radio telescope in Chile.

“I was very surprised – stunned, in fact,” said astronomer Jane Greaves of Cardiff 

University in Wales, lead author of the research published in the journal Nature 

Astronomy.

The existence of extraterrestrial life long has been one of the paramount questions 

of science. Scientists have used probes and telescopes to seek “biosignatures” – 

indirect signs of life – on other planets and moons in our solar system and beyond.

“With what we currently know of Venus, the most plausible explanation for phosphine, 

as fantastical as it might sound, is life,” said Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

molecular astrophysicist and study co-author Clara Sousa-Silva.

“I should emphasize that life, as an explanation for our discovery, should be, as 

always, the last resort,” Sousa-Silva added. “This is important because, if it is 

phosphine, and if it is life, it means that we are not alone. It also means that life itself 

must be very common, and there must be many other inhabited planets throughout 

our galaxy.”

Phosphine – a phosphorus atom with three hydrogen atoms attached – is highly 

toxic to people.
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Earth-based telescopes like those used in this research help scientists study the 

chemistry and other characteristics of celestial objects.

Phosphine was seen at 20 parts-per-billion in the Venusian atmosphere, a trace 

concentration. Greaves said the researchers examined potential non-biological 

sources such as volcanism, meteorites, lightning and various types of chemical 

reactions, but none appeared viable. The research continues to either confirm the 

presence of life or find an alternative explanation.

Venus is Earth’s closest planetary neighbour. Similar in structure but slightly smaller 

than Earth, it is the second planet from the sun. Earth is the third. Venus is wrapped in 

a thick, toxic atmosphere that traps in heat. Surface temperatures reach a scorching 

880 degrees Fahrenheit (471 degrees Celsius), hot enough to melt lead.

“I can only speculate on what life might survive on Venus, if indeed it is there. No 

life would be able to survive on the surface of Venus, because it is completely 

inhospitable, even for biochemistries completely different from ours,” Sousa-Silva 

said. “But a long time ago, Venus could have had life on its surface, before a runaway 

greenhouse effect left the majority of the planet completely uninhabitable.”

THE ACID TEST

Some scientists have suspected that the Venusian high clouds, with mild temperatures 

around 86 degrees Fahrenheit (30 degrees Celsius), could harbor aerial microbes 

that could endure extreme acidity. These clouds are around 90% sulphuric acid. 

Earth microbes could not survive that acidity.

“If it’s microorganisms, they would have access to some sunlight and water, and 

maybe live in liquid droplets to stop themselves dehydrating, but they would need 

some unknown mechanism to protect against corrosion by acid,” Greaves said.

On Earth, microorganisms in “anaerobic” environments – ecosystems that do not 

rely on oxygen – produce phosphine. These include sewage plants, swamps, rice 

fields, marshlands, lake sediments and the excrements and intestinal tracts of many 

animals. Phosphine also arises non-biologically in certain industrial settings.
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Discovery of phosphine in Venus atmosphere triggers 
excitement over possible presence of life forms
An international team of astronomers has announced the finding of phosphine gas 

in the atmosphere of Venus, triggering excitement about the possibility of presence 

of life forms on that planet.

Apart from being produced in industrial processes, phosphine, a colourless, smelly 

gas, is known to be made only by some species of bacteria that survive in the 

absence of oxygen. The presence of phosphine in the atmosphere of Venus is 

something that was not expected and is “unexplained”. Any presence of phosphorus 

in that atmosphere was expected to be in oxidised forms.

In a paper published in Nature Astronomy, a team of scientists have reported traces 

of phosphine in a concentration of approximately 20 parts per billion. Scientists have 

been careful to emphasise, that as of now, this is no confirmation of the presence 

of life on Venus. It could be getting produced by natural processes that we, as of 

now, are not aware of.

“PH3 (phosphene) could originate from unknown photochemistry or geochemistry, 

or, by analogy with biological production of PH3 on earth, from the presence of 

life.”

But as Professor Sara Seager of the Department of Physics at the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, who is one of the authors of the study, this discovery had 

raised Venus “higher up on the ladder of interesting targets” where the possible 

presence of life forms can be explored.

Scientists discover possible signs of life on Venus: 5 key 
points to note
The discovery of Phosphine gas on Venus as a potential sign of life on the glittering 

planet has made many scientists and astronomers ecstatic, but on the contrary to 
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it, a significant question arises whether we are alone in this solar system or is there 

any form of life substantially existing elsewhere.

Delving into facts produced by the research so far, it becomes quite essential to take 

those weird happenings on the planet next door with a pinch of salt. Here we note 

some significant observations regarding the planet based on the inferences drawn 

from the research.

* With the onset of this new discovery, some overhyped notions of human existence, 

in future, on Venus may come into foray, but it is indeed a fact that Venusian 

atmosphere is completely hellish and untenable for human existence. Generally, 

day temperatures reach as high as 460 degree Celsius, with Sulphuric acid clouds 

hanging in the air. Despite the claims, that around 3 billion years ago, the oceans on 

Venus evaporated and disappeared as prevalence of heat trapping gases grew.

* Phosphine gas is generally toxic with a garlic-like smell and is found in the bodies 

of living beings on earth. It is quite impossible to produce artificially. Its hazardous 

ramifications are such that, it’s used by terrorists as a chemical agent in warfare.

* As per the research, this gas has been detected on the clouds of Venus, away 

from the surface of the planet, which may throw some light towards the existence of 

microorganisms producing it in a conducive environment.

* The information cited in ‘The Atlantic’ claims that this gas was first discovered on 

Venus from the Earth by Jane Greaves, an astronomer of Cardiff University, through 

telescope based in Hawaii. The astronomer observed the pattern produced by the 

light emitted from the gas in the Venusian atmosphere and was able to infer such a 

conclusion.

* Much skepticism still lying ahead of the scientists who claim that the amount of gas 

used in the findings is not enough and a consistently rigorous approach has to be 

made in order to reach an incisive result.

Scientists discover possible signs of life on Venus: 5 points 
to note
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The discovery of Phosphine gas on Venus as a potential sign of life on the glittering 

planet has made many scientists and astronomers ecstatic, but on the contrary to 

it, a significant question arises whether we are alone in this solar system or is there 

any form of life substantially existing elsewhere.

Delving into facts produced by the research so far, it becomes quite essential to take 

those weird happenings on the planet next door with a pinch of salt. Here we note 

some significant observations regarding the planet based on the inferences drawn 

from the research.

* With the onset of this new discovery, some overhyped notions of human existence, 

in future, on Venus may come into foray, but it is indeed a fact that Venusian 

atmosphere is completely hellish and untenable for human existence. Generally, 

day temperatures reach as high as 460 degree Celsius, with Sulphuric acid clouds 

hanging in the air. Despite the claims, that around 3 billion years ago, the oceans on 

Venus evaporated and disappeared as prevalence of heat trapping gases grew.

* Phosphine gas is generally toxic with a garlic-like smell and is found in the bodies 

of living beings on earth. It is quite impossible to produce artificially. Its hazardous 

ramifications are such that, it’s used by terrorists as a chemical agent in warfare.

* As per the research, this gas has been detected on the clouds of Venus, away 

from the surface of the planet, which may throw some light towards the existence of 

microorganisms producing it in a conducive environment.

* The information cited in ‘The Atlantic’ claims that this gas was first discovered on 

Venus from the Earth by Jane Greaves, an astronomer of Cardiff University, through 

telescope based in Hawaii. The astronomer observed the pattern produced by the 

light emitted from the gas in the Venusian atmosphere and was able to infer such a 

conclusion.

* Much skepticism still lying ahead of the scientists who claim that the amount of gas 

used in the findings is not enough and a consistently rigorous approach has to be 

made in order to reach an incisive result.
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NASA page allows you to see what Hubble telescope captured 
on your birthday
The mysterious world of space has still not been deciphered by the gaze of human 

beings on Earth. As a matter of fact, NASA in its consistent efforts, developed the 

Hubble telescope in the 1990s to observe eye-catching happenings in the universe 

and since then for every second, it’s doing that quite persistently.

Recently, the US-based space agency announced that it can showcase which new 

galaxy it captured, what unusual did it notice about our stars, solar system and 

planets and what patterns of ionized-gases it observed, on any specific day. So 

users can use the new tool to check what Hubble captured on your birthday, but for 

any specific year.  

We decided to take a random day of every month over the decades to list the cosmic 

mayhem in the space.

January 26, 2016

The telescope, on this day, captured the disintegration of an ancient comet 332P/

Ikeya-Murakami while it approaches towards the sun. It was one of the clearest 

views of a breaking icy comet.

February 15, 1998

This was an astounding capture as the telescope snapped the collusion of two dwarf 

galaxies one of which is I Zwicky 18 with another one on its upper right. This led to 

the formation of a new star.

March 6, 2012

On this day, a disc surrounding a star ‘Beta Pictoris’, which was discovered in 1984, 

was found to be constituted by two planets, light-scattering dust and debris.

April 10, 1999

Hubble captured some colourful patterns of gases in black hole powered galaxy 

which is known as ‘Circinus Galaxy’. These gases depicted a cauldron of vapours, 

concentrated in two disks of the galaxy.
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May 23, 2013

This day marked the capturing of ‘Galaxy Cluster Abell 2744’ which is 3.5 billion light-

years away and has several clusters of small galaxies in it. It also poses a strong 

gravitational field which acts as a lens to reflect the light of almost 3,000 background 

galaxies.

June 25, 2011

The telescope took a snapshot of Neptune which is the most distant planet. The 

image of the planet revealed the formation of high-altitude clouds composing of 

methane ice crystals.

July 11, 2000

On this day, the collision between two galaxies UGC 06471 and UGC 06472 which 

are 145 million light-years away from the earth was captured. The collision eventually 

led to the formation of a larger galaxy.

August 25, 2017

Triangulum Galaxy was snapped depicting the specific areas of star birth with a 

bright blue light spreading across the galaxy in beautiful nebulas of hot gas.

September 23, 2010

Hubble clicked the picture of ‘Galaxy ESO 243-49, which had a medium-sized black 

hole. The 20,000 suns sized black hole was positioned on a glacial plane of the 

galaxy.

October 19, 2014

The telescope captured an encounter of a comet named C/2013 A1 with Mars. The 

‘Comet Siding Spring’ passed with a distance of just 87,000 miles to that of Mars.

November 25, 2014

‘Gum 29’ a vibrant stellar being ground, which is 20,000 light-years away, consisting 

of a giant cluster of 3,000 stars was captured by the telescope. This behemoth cluster 

of stars is called ‘Westerlund 2’.

December 7, 1995

The snapshot of ‘Southern Ring Nebula’ was recorded which did show two stars – a 
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bright white star and a fainter dull star at the centre of the nebula where the dull star 

was indeed creating the whole nebula.

Massive exoplanet found orbiting dwarf star, gives crucial 
insight for Sun’s fate
According to the research paper published in the journal ‘Nature’ a massive newly 

found Exoplanet has been observed orbiting the white dwarf star. The planet is 80 

light-years away in the constellation of Draco while the white dwarf star is 82 light-

years away from the Earth.

An Exoplanet is a that planet which orbits any star except the sun. This surprising 

discovery seems to be depicting a glimpse of the sun, as the white dwarf star might 

have been a sun-like star but eventually turned into a minute-sized star which 

according to the researchers is 6 billion years old.

Many scientists and researchers have cast their doubts over the fate of the Sun 

which may eventually attain the size of a dwarf star. As per the predictions, Sun’s 

future will be that of the dwarf star as it may exhaust all its hydrogen and then may 

turn into a behemoth red-incandescent body ultimately engulfing nearby planets 

such as Mercury and Venus and maybe Earth also. This process has been slated to 

take place around 5 billion years from now, as cited by the AFP.

Surprisingly, the size of the newfound exoplanet orbiting the dwarf star has been 

estimated to be even bigger the size of Jupiter and it seemingly completes its one 

orbit around the star in 1.4 days. The name given to the star is WD1856 + 534b.

One of the most intriguing topics amid all these for the scientists was to decipher 

the force which is bounding the planet to follow the orbit of the star. This perplexed 

theory may get explained by the fact that is crucially based upon the star’s gravity 

that is playing a major role in providing the circular trajectory to the exoplanet along 

with several other Jupiter sized objects in the vicinity and other red-stars, as the 

scientists claim, might be contributing in the formation of circular trajectory and 
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hence it is continuously orbiting around it. 

Forget Mars, NASA considers a mission to Venus
After it was discovered through telescopic research that clouds hanging in the 

Venusian atmosphere poses potential signs of life – which seems to be similar to 

Phosphine gas produced by microbes and microorganisms on the earth, astronomers 

and space experts have become more than interested to further dissect into an 

unknown world of our twin planet, not identical twin though. Taking a cue from the 

results, U.S based space agency NASA is considering launching a mission to Venus 

to probe and find substantial evidence of life if any.

It is not for the first time, that such a mission to Venus will be launched, like myriad 

Mars Missions, several missions have been launched in the last century primarily 

by Russia, then the USSR and by the U.S through NASA as per information cited in 

‘The New York Times’. Walking down the memory lane, Russia, from 1961 onwards 

launched many Soviet programs of Venus over the course of decades. But it was 

not a mean feat to land on the Venusian surface, and neither it is currently, where 

pressure is so high that the Soviet Spacecraft was demolished in a matter of few 

minutes. Venera 4 in 1967 revealed that Venus’s air consisted largely of greenhouse 

gas trapping Carbon-dioxide providing a green tint to its atmosphere. Thereafter, 

Soviet’s Venera 9, in 1975, took the pictures of the surface of Venus for the first time, 

revealing its poisonous atmosphere. Russia launched many missions thereafter but 

concluded it in 1985.

NASA’s Mariner 2 and Pioneer spacecrafts also ventured into the Venusian 

atmosphere in 1962 and 1978 respectively, revealing the type of environment on 

clouds and surface of the planet. In 1990 Magellan spacecraft found that Venus’s 

atmosphere largely consisted of the volcanic lava flow. In the 21st Century, Europe’s 

Venus Express and Japan’s Akatsuki have continued with their probe, as published 

by ‘The New York Times’ website.
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Looking at the future prospects of the space probe NASA has shortlisted two 

spacecraft missions which are DAVINCI+ and VERITAS, both of which seemingly 

have the probability to be chosen as a final spacecraft for the venture. India has 

also come up with its ‘Shukrayaan-1’ mission for Venus to analyse its chemistry by 

orbiting around the planet.

Pertaining to the hellish conditions on the planet and uncertainties related to the 

space probe missions, it will be suitable to predict that the finding of any potential life 

on Venus will absolutely be a long haul, requiring decades of rigorous research to 

overcome various scientific challenges in the future.

Massive exoplanet found orbiting dwarf star, gives crucial 
insight for Sun’s fate
According to the research paper published in the journal ‘Nature’ a massive newly 

found Exoplanet has been observed orbiting the white dwarf star. The planet is 80 

light-years away in the constellation of Draco while the white dwarf star is 82 light-

years away from the Earth.

An Exoplanet is a that planet which orbits any star except the sun. This surprising 

discovery seems to be depicting a glimpse of the sun, as the white dwarf star might 

have been a sun-like star but eventually turned into a minute-sized star which 

according to the researchers is 6 billion years old.

Many scientists and researchers have cast their doubts over the fate of the Sun 

which may eventually attain the size of a dwarf star. As per the predictions, Sun’s 

future will be that of the dwarf star as it may exhaust all its hydrogen and then may 

turn into a behemoth red-incandescent body ultimately engulfing nearby planets 

such as Mercury and Venus and maybe Earth also. This process has been slated to 

take place around 5 billion years from now, as cited by the AFP.

Surprisingly, the size of the newfound exoplanet orbiting the dwarf star has been 

estimated to be even bigger the size of Jupiter and it seemingly completes its one 
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orbit around the star in 1.4 days. The name given to the star is WD1856 + 534b.

One of the most intriguing topics amid all these for the scientists was to decipher 

the force which is bounding the planet to follow the orbit of the star. This perplexed 

theory may get explained by the fact that is crucially based upon the star’s gravity 

that is playing a major role in providing the circular trajectory to the exoplanet along 

with several other Jupiter sized objects in the vicinity and other red-stars, as the 

scientists claim, might be contributing in the formation of circular trajectory and 

hence it is continuously orbiting around it. 

NASA releases photos of Jupiter, reveals mind-blowing 
observations
NASA’s Hubble telescope is known to capture some of the spectacular occurrences 

in the space and this time as well, it has captured dazzling images of gigantic 

Jupiter.

NASA’s Hubble telescope is known to capture some of the spectacular occurrences 

in the space and this time as well, it has captured dazzling images of gigantic Jupiter 

along with its tiny moon Europa.

The telescopic images that NASA recently released were of the monster planet 

when it was 406 million miles away from the Earth. The images were snapped on 

August 25 in ultraviolet, visible new-infrared variety where the planet was reflecting 

the ultraviolet radiation. These tantalising images depicts beautifully as to how planet 
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Jupiter is draped in blue-hue colour along with alternative patches of bright white 

and red.

Hubble captured the formation of a tumultuous storm in a particular region of the 

planet, specifically appearing at a mid-northern latitude in a bright white stretched 

out composition. The storm seems to be travelling at 350 miles per hour on the 

surface.

As per the space agency, it is quite common for stormy activities to take place every 

six years with multiple storms getting generated in the region. These plumes of 

storms of the gas-made planet throws crucial light upon its billion of years of history 

pertaining to its composition while it was evolving.

The ultra-violet version of the image captured by the Hubble shows a great red spot 

on the southern hemisphere of the planet, rotating in an anti-clockwise direction. 

The depiction of this snapshot portrays a cloud cover over the great red spot with its 

core and outermost band appearing in dense red colour.

As per the researchers, this red spot is spread across a massive area of 9,800 

miles and is colossal enough to swallow the whole Earth. Furthermore, observations 

concluded by NASA reveals that the clouds at the equator of gigantic planet are 

vanishing.

Researchers have also noted that the Superstorm ‘Great Red Spot’ is contracting in 

its surface area on the planet since 1930, but the pace is quite slow. Another similar 

spot just below it, called Red Spot Jr. was also found in dense red colour in 2006, but 

since then it is gradually fading, as claimed by the NASA researchers.

Solar Cycle 25: What is it, How will it affect our lives
NASA and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration have claimed that a 

new Solar cycle has begun that may bring transforming changes in human lives on 

earth and the way technology is perceived in its usage. It is also said to affect the 

lives of astronauts in space.
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This is the 25th Solar Cycle that has commenced after the Sun reached its Solar 

minimum, which many believe can lead to bleak and cold weather on the Earth. 

Space agencies analyse various peculiar activities on the surface of the Sun which 

includes monitoring black spots, explosions, solar flares, etc.

What is Solar Cycle?

The Solar Cycle is essentially a process in which the Sun’s magnetic field witnesses 

a cycle in which the north pole and south pole tend to switch their positions due to 

which it becomes quite an active midway through the course of the cycle.

Sun begins the new Solar Cycle every 11 years. In a new Solar Cycle, various 

turbulent activities take place on the surface of the Sun marked by volcanic eruptions 

and severe radiations which indeed affect life on the planet.

Scientists claim that the new Solar Cycle began in December 2019, but it took 

several months to decipher due to the complexity posed by the Sun. ‘Solar Cycle 

25 Prediction Panel’ said that the trend of the Solar Cycle over the course of time 

is weakening.

To put things in perspective, solar flares caused due to Solar Cycle may release 

radiation along with the Sun’s magnetic field which may affect the upper atmosphere 

of the Earth by emanating hazard for satellites, transformers and spacecraft, as 

published by ‘Inverse’ website.

NOAA and NASA have collaborated to work under the ‘National Space Weather 

Strategy and Action Plan’ which calibrates the consequences of a new Solar Cycle 

and solar changes on the weather system on earth as well as that in the Space.

Such rigorous research-based observation helps the agency to predict crucial 

weather-related updates and to improve the space weather system. Eventually, 

scientists’ aims behind this programme is to seamlessly predict the space’s weather 

as they do on the Earth.

NASA plans to carry first woman, next man to the Moon in 
2024



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     SEPTEMBER
     2020
     VOL.73

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

NASA is preparing to launch its Moon Mission for the year 2024. To achieve the 

return of humanity on the moon, Artemis mission is all set to propel to take the first 

woman and the next man, to further the innovative research with advanced level 

technology to take the next giant leap, which will accentuate the course of research 

done by the astronauts on Mars as well.

The estimated cost of the plan would be around $28 billion consisting of a $16 billion 

lunar landing module. The lunar lander will take two astronauts with itself including a 

man and a woman. Jim Bridenstine, the NASA administrator is, although, skeptical 

for the mission, who has cast doubts regarding the effects of political uncertainty 

pertaining to elections on the mission.

Unlike the previous missions of 1969 and 1972, the moon mission will land on the 

South Pole but not on Moon’s equator. The aim of the research would be to usher 

into new scientific discovery along with economic benefits and inspiration for a newer 

generation, as said by Bridenstine.

This mission will be powered by NASA’s Space Launch System (SLS) integrated 

with Orion spacecraft. As per reports, the spacecraft is ready, while developments to 

its four attached engines are bound to conclude by this fall.

The lunar lander is being developed by three different projects including Jeff Bezos’s 

Blue Origin in partnership with Lockheed Martin and other firms. While Elon Musk’s 

SpaceX and Dynetics have taken the responsibility to develop the lunar lander, as 

reported by the AFP.

Interestingly, NASA has decided to carry out this mission in three different phases. 

The ‘Artemis-1’ mission will be an unmanned mission that will be propelled by Space 

Launch System in the year 2021 and will take off with Orion capsule.

The second phase of the mission to the moon, ‘Artemis-2’ will take off in 2023 and 

will be a manned mission that will not land on the moon but will take the astronauts 

around it. Amid all these expeditions, NASA will already be present on Moon 

through its robots and robotic system to carry out crucial delivery of science-based 

investigation and technology demonstration on the surface of the moon form 2021 
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onwards, as published by ANI.

The most enticing mission will be the third phase of ‘Artemis-3’—equivalent to Apollo 

11 mission of 1969. This will carry astronauts to the surface of the moon, making the 

expedition of research and finding crucial outputs of the probe, lasts for over a week. 

The astronauts will be travelling 240,000 miles to lunar orbit in Orion integrated with 

SLS.

Thereafter, they will board the human landing systems to finally reach the surface 

of the moon in a much more technologically advanced spacesuit to carry out their 

research.

Astronomers discover planet similar to the Earth, name it ‘Pi-
Planet’
Astronomers at MIT have claimed to find a new look-alike planet similar to the Earth. 

In a riveting combination of inferences that these astronomers have drawn from their 

telescopic observation, the planet has been called as ‘Pi-Planet’ pertaining to the fact 

that it takes exactly 3.14 days to revolve around its star.

The planet moves on the path of its orbit at the speed of 81kms per second while it 

has been named as K2-315b. According to the researchers, this planet is apparently 

inhospitable due to its orbit’s proximity to the star around which it revolves. As a 

consequence of this phenomenon, the temperatures on the surface of the planet go 

as high as 350-degree Fahrenheit.

As per the group of astronomers the signal of the planet orbiting around the star were 

first found in 2017 through NASA’s Kelper space telescope K2 mission by syncing 

data from ground-based telescopes. Prajwal Niraula a graduate student and a lead 

author of the paper published in ‘Astronomical Journal’ said that the planet moves in 

a clockwork-like fashion.

The terrestrial planet orbits a cool, low-mass star that is almost one-fifth the size of 

the sun. It has a radius equivalent to that of 0.95 of the earth, making it almost the 
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size of our planet.

The research has been made possible only through a system of SPECULOOS 

telescopes. This indeed is a network of 1-meter telescope in Chile’s Atacama Desert 

for monitoring Habitable Planets Orbiting Ultra Cool Stars. They mostly observe 

across the swathes of the southern hemisphere to find more such objects in the 

space.

Mostly, these network of telescopes looks for ultracool, dwarf and small and dim stars. 

In accordance with the scientist’s explanation, these dwarf objects are scattered in 

the space. The astronomers, then search for crucial data signifying irregular transits, 

or periodic dim of the lights which ultimately give a possible explanation of the planet 

passing in front of them.

The researchers have optimistically emphasized upon to reveal new findings 

regarding the atmospheric activities on the planet, that they have been monitoring 

constantly through James Webb Space Telescope. Other such Earth-like planets 

are also observed consistently to discover a certainly new phenomenon in an alien 

world.

Team led by Indian scientists finds X-ray signature of boundary 
around black holes
A team of international scientists, led by those from India, has found a distinctive 

signature of cosmic X-rays to identify the boundary around black holes, which 

“unmistakably separate them” from other objects in the cosmos such as neutron 

stars that are comparable in mass and size.

According to the astrophysicists, including Sudip Bhattacharyya from the Tata 

Institute of Fundamental Research (TIFR) in Mumbai, the current discovery is by far 

the strongest steady signature of the smaller, but more extreme stellar-mass black 

holes to date, from the cosmic X-rays observed with a satellite.

Although black holes does not have a surface, it is confined within an invisible 
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boundary, called an event horizon, from within which nothing, not even light, can 

escape, the scientists said.

While definitive proof of the existence of such objects is a holy grail of modern 

physics and astronomy, they said only one supermassive black hole with the mass 

more than six billion times the mass of the Sun has so far been imaged using the 

surrounding radiation in radio wavelengths.

But according to the study, accepted for publication in the journal Monthly Notices 

of the Royal Astronomical Society, understanding stellar-mass black holes, which 

have masses about ten times that of the Sun, is indispensable to probe some of the 

extreme aspects of the cosmos.

In order to prove the existence of these stellar-mass black holes, the researchers 

said these need to be distinguished from neutron stars which are the densest known 

objects in the universe with a hard surface.

While the stable stellar-mass black holes shine mainly in X-rays by devouring material 

from a companion star, the study noted that neutron stars can also shine in X-rays by 

accreting matter from a companion star in a similar way.

In the current study, the scientists analysed archival data from the now decommissioned 

astronomy satellite Rossi X-Ray Timing Explorer, and have identified the effect of the 

lack of hard surface in black holes on their observed X-ray emission.

From this analyses, they have found an extremely strong signature of accreting 

stellar-mass black holes.

“The study has found by far the strongest steady signature of smaller, but more 

extreme, black holes to date, from the cosmic X-rays observed with a satellite,” 

Bhattacharyya told PTI in an email.

NASA says bus-sized asteroid to zoom past the Earth’s 
surface today
NASA has predicted that an all-new asteroid having a size of a bus is set to hurtle 
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past the Earth today. The asteroid will zoom past the Earth’s surface from a distance 

of 22,000 km.

According to the combination of mathematical and scientific estimation, the heavenly 

body will come in the closest proximity to the Earth’s geostationary satellites’ orbit 

at a distance of 36,000 km. Scientists believe that it will rush past our planet safely, 

without entering the atmosphere.

The US-based space agency has named this new asteroid as ‘SW 2020’ which was 

discovered by the scientists on September 18 through NASA funded Catalina sky 

survey in Arizona. The CNEOS has claimed that it will be visible at around 7:12 AM 

ET (4:42 PM IST) from the south-eastern Pacific Ocean.

It should also be taken into reference, that barely after ten days, a ‘potentially 

hazardous’ asteroid named ‘QL 2020’ rushed past the Earth on 14th September, 

this asteroid is the second such space object that would woo the astronomy 

enthusiasts.

In accordance with the scientific conclusions after consistent observation of SW 

2020, scientists predict its size to be roughly around 15 feet to 30 feet. This, they 

claim could be possible on the basis of calibrating the brightness emanated from the 

asteroid. Once it zooms past the Earth’s trajectory, it will not return back till 2041, as 

astronomers claim on NASA’s website.

While, on the other hand, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration is on a 

constant vigil to aim to find almost 90% of such near-earth objects which are larger 

than 460 feet in size and may pose an apparent danger to the planet while they 

pursue a considerable proximal path to the Earth.

What if such asteroid enters the Earth’s atmosphere?

As the American space agency has propounded that, if such heavenly rocky objects 

enter into Earth’s atmosphere, they may break up into several remnants and pieces, 

eventually catching fire and becoming a fireball. These fireballs may be visible across 

a larger area and are called Meteor leading to Meteor shower.
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A new mini-Moon to join Earth’s orbit; could be space junk 
from 1960s
NASA’s Centre for Near Earth Objects Studies has predicted that a new mini-moon 

is all set to pass by the Earth’s orbit at a proximal distance of 27,000 miles.

Due to the Earth’s gravity it may remain in its proximity from October 2020 to 

November 2021, although many astronomers believe it to come near the orbit in 

November. This mini-moon is named as ‘2020 SO’ and is touted to be the size of 

20-feet to 45-feet. It will seemingly pass by the Earth’s Moon at a speed of 3,025 

km/hr which is quite slow as compared to any ordinary asteroid’s pace.

2020 SO has been classified in ‘JPL small body database’ as an Apollo asteroid. It 

is all set to zoom past nearest to the Earth on 1st December 2020 at a distance of 

50,000 kilometres and on 2nd February 2021 at a distance of 220,000 kilometres.

As per the information published on CNN website, Dr Paul Chodas of CNEOS, 

believes that this space object is not any ordinary heavenly body and it may be a 

lost rocket, launched somewhere in the 1960s.

Furthermore, this new mini-moon is perceived to be an artificial object which orbits 

around Sun in 1.06 years. Along with its slower velocity and orbiting period, it is 

expected to be a lost man-made object in the space. It was found approaching 

towards Earth through a 71-inch Pan-STARRS1 telescope at Maui in Hawaii on 

September 17, 2020.

According to the astronomers, a rocket launcher was lost 50 years ago, which was 

a rocket booster of ‘Surveyor-2’ launched on September 20th,1966.

The ‘Surveyor-2’ mission was a lunar lander mission which was launched in the 

space with an aim to explore the Moon. After its launch, the mission failed due to 

a blast in the spacecraft and the space controllers soon lost the contact with the 

craft. Ultimately, it crashed on the Moon’s Copernicus crater, as cited on EarthSky 

website.

As a consequence of the crash, the rocket attached to the craft ‘Atlas LV-3C Centaur-
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D’ got lost in the space. As per prior estimations, the size of ‘2020 SO’ is reasonably 

similar to that of the lost rocket.

In the hindsight, scientists have claimed that they will detect whether ‘2020 SO’ is an 

asteroid or an artificial object based on the effect of sunlight. Researchers have been 

trying to determine its motion on the basis of the effect of sunlight. According to the 

studies, if it is a rocket-body, then sunlight pressure will bring a considerable change 

in its motion due to less density it poses and hence would certainly substantiate the 

predictions of the astronomers.

Arctic is turning green, hints towards drastic consequences 
of climate change
 The Arctic circle captures everyone’s imagination by the colossal amount of snow 

and frozen landscape etched in the white horizon along with Polar bears.

Arctic is turning green, hints towards drastic consequences of climate change

The Arctic circle captures everyone’s imagination by the colossal amount of snow 

and frozen landscape etched in the white horizon along with Polar bears. But, now 

this idyllic icy picture of the northernmost snow caps may soon turn into a land filled 

with greenery, as it gets transformed amid the drastic climate change.

Several studies conducted by NASA scientists paint a dismal picture of the Arctic 

tundra that is turning green in its uppermost reaches in Alaska, the Northern coast 
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of Canada, Siberia and in Quebec and Labrador. Such intriguing changes can be 

attributed to higher temperatures, warm air along with higher soil moisture and 

temperature.

As a consequence of extensive greening, the grassy tundra is getting converted into 

shrublands whereas shrublands are gradually becoming denser and thicker. This 

sort of landscape change may have hazardous climatic ramifications in the long run 

as they may severely disrupt the regional water cycle in addition to the energy and 

carbon cycle.

Ecologists from Northern Arizona University believe that the Arctic is one of the 

coldest biomes on the Earth but it is also rapidly getting warm. Such level of warming 

at an alarming rate, may prove Arctic circle to be the bellwether in further predicting 

the dangers of global climate change beyond Arctic.

That said, warming temperatures are changing the tundra landscape into a forest-

covered land. This is further substantiated by estimations that the pace of carbon 

cycle in the northern swathes of Arctic is at the fastest in 40 years.

Various studies, that have been conducted so far, suppose that from 1985 to 2016 a 

whopping 38 per cent of tundra land has witnessed greening while just a mere 3 per 

cent has gone through browning which means the fading of the green cover from a 

considerable portion of land.

The green cover is measured through Geological surveys that provide continuous 

space-based records of Earth’s vegetation using Landsat satellites. These Landsat 

satellites use the amount of visible and near-infrared light reflected by green and 

leafy vegetation of shrubs and grasses.

Till now, conclusive studies have suggested that a rise in temperature leads to the 

thawing or melting of the permafrost which indeed accelerates the growth of green 

plants on the surface and then they absorb carbon dioxide through photosynthesis. 

With warmer temperatures and comparatively hotter summer, the amount of time, 

carbon remains stored in the soil of Arctic has been severely curtailed and is being 

released into the atmosphere in large amounts.
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That’s why many scientists are apprehensive of the fact that it has perturbed the 

dynamics of the carbon-cycle as more carbon-dioxide is released into the atmosphere 

than the amount getting absorbed by the plants.

New measurements show moon has hazardous radiation 
levels
Future moon explorers will be bombarded with two to three times more radiation than 

astronauts aboard the International Space Station, a health hazard that will require 

thick-walled shelters for protection, scientists reported .

China’s lander on the far side of the moon is providing the first full measurements 

of radiation exposure from the lunar surface, vital information for NASA, and others 

aiming to send astronauts to the moon, the study noted.

A Chinese-German team reported on the radiation data collected by the lander 

– named Chang’e 4 for the Chinese moon goddess – in the US journal Science 

Advances.

“This is an immense achievement in the sense that now we have a data set which 

we can use to benchmark our radiation” and better understand the potential risk 

to people on the moon, said Thomas Berger, a physicist with the German Space 

Agency’s medicine institute.

Astronauts would get 200 to 1,000 times more radiation on the moon than what we 

experience on Earth – or five to 10 times more than passengers on a trans-Atlantic 

airline flight, noted Robert Wimmer-Schweingruber of Christian-Albrechts University 

in Kiel, Germany.

“The difference is, however, that we’re not on such a flight for as long as astronauts 

would be when they’re exploring the moon,” Wimmer-Schweingruber said in an 

email.

Cancer is the primary risk.

“Humans are not really made for these radiation levels and should protect themselves 
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when on the moon,” he added.

Radiation levels should be pretty much the same all over the moon, except for near 

the walls of deep craters, Wimmer-Schweingruber said.

“Basically, the less you see of the sky, the better. That’s the primary source of the 

radiation,” he said.

Wimmer-Schweingruber said the radiation levels are close to what models had 

predicted. The levels measured by Chang’e 4, in fact, “agree nearly exactly” with 

measurements by a detector on a NASA orbiter that has been circling the moon for 

more than a decade, said Kerry Lee, a space radiation expert at Johnson Space 

Centre in Houston.

“It is nice to see confirmation of what we think and our understanding of how 

radiation interacts with the moon is as expected,” said Lee, who was not involved 

in the Chinese-led study.

In a detailed outline released this week, NASA said the first pair of astronauts to 

land on the moon under the new Artemis program would spend about a week on 

the lunar surface, more than twice as long as the Apollo crews did a half-century 

ago. Expeditions would last one to two months once a base camp is established.

NASA is looking to put astronauts on the moon by the end of 2024, an accelerated 

pace ordered by the White House, and on Mars sometime in the 2030s.

The space agency said it will have radiation detectors and a safe shelter aboard all 

Orion crew capsules flying to the moon. As for the actual landers, three separate 

corporate teams are developing their own craft with NASA oversight. For the first 

Artemis moon landing, at least, the astronauts will live in the ascent portion of their 

lander.

The German researchers suggest shelters built of moon dirt – readily available 

material – for stays of more than a few days. The walls should be 80 centimeters 

(about 2 1/2 feet) thick, they said. Any thicker and the dirt will emit its own secondary 

radiation, created when galactic cosmic rays interact with the lunar soil.

“So in this sense, I think the walls of European Castles would be too thick!” Berger 
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wrote in an email.

NASA portrays the fascinating images of storms on Jupiter’s 
North Pole
NASA has released some fascinating images of cyclones from Jupiter’s the North 

Pole. These images seem to be of massive stormy cyclonic movement of wind that 

has amassed on the gigantic-gas planet.

In addition, these persistent cyclones on the north pole of gas-planet are surrounded 

by many small cyclones that are constantly covering the surface. As per the 

observations that have been made by NASA’s Juno mission the size of these 

massive stormy formations varies from 2,500 miles to 2,900 miles. Such patterns 

are so giant that they may easily swallow the whole Earth in them.

Juno, is an important space instrument of the U.S based space agency which 

provides crucial data and inputs for NASA’s Eyes on the solar system. NASA Eye is 

a web-based programme which enables its users to go onto a virtual journey on a 

NASA spacecraft.

According to information cited on NASA’s website, the images of cyclones is a false 

rendition in which swirls of striking colours are depicted. Juno’s Jovian InfraRed 

Auroral Mapper instrument did capture such images in the north pole. Along with 

that, it has captured similar tumultuous storms in the south pole of the planet as 

well.

These eye-catching colourful showcase of stormy activities on Jupiter was created 

by Citizen Scientist Gerald Eichstadt who used multiple real-time images of the 

planet provided by JunoCam instrument when it hurtled past the gas-giant for four 

times between February and July this year. Eventually, he did combine multiple 

images to produce such a rendition.

As a consequence of it, these photos will be quite beneficial in further conducting 

the research regarding the planet. Besides that, it will also help the researchers and 
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astronomers to understand about the stormy and cyclonic environment of Jupiter.

Last week, NASA released images of similar observation on Jupiter where it 

revealed about a gigantic storm and the Great Red circle along with Red Spot Jr. 

Those images were captured by Hubble telescope and subsequently, their ultra-

violet versions were produced.
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Farmer of Hagarga converts barren land into a self-
sustainable green farm
A matriculate progressive farmer LakshmikantHibare from Hagarga village, about 

15 km from Kalaburagi, is a living example for the farming community as he has 

adopted agroforestry along with various techniques for conservation of natural 

resources, while earning a good income cultivating in his three acres of land.

The untiring efforts of the farmer have helped him convert his barren piece of land 

into a self-sustainable green farm.

It is indeed difficult to believe that the farm, which now has 850 sandalwood trees, 

850 red sanders trees, 800 drumstick trees, 225 Java plum trees, 225 Lucknow 49 

guava plants, 225 Thai orange trees, 225 red orange trees and 125 timber plants 

and 125 meliadubia trees, along with vegetable plantations, was once a barren 

land, without water. The farmer has also planted lemon trees and fever nut trees 

as border fencing. Though he has a borewell and a water harvesting pond on the 

farm, he has installed a drip irrigation system for water supply. LakshmikantHibare 

has adopted the organic way of farming and composting process for improving 

soil fertility.

Besides growing fruits and vegetables, LakshmikantHibare has established a 

poultry farm that breeds a special variety of chicken, BV-380. The farmer earns 

between Rs. 40,000 and Rs. 50,000 per month by selling eggs, vegetables and 

fruits from his farm.

LakshmikantHibare, who planted sandalwood and red sanders two years ago, 

also runs a nursery. Replying to a query, he explained that it takes at least 15 

years to 18 years to procure usable sandalwood from the plantation.

Meanwhile, farmers from across the district and students from agriculture colleges 

visit his farm to take his advice and to learn more about his farming techniques.

GI tag for DalleKhursanichilli from Sikkim
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The Geographical Identification (GI) registry has accepted and published the GI 

application for DalleKhursani, one of world’s hottest chillies, found in Sikkim and the 

adjoining regions of the eastern Himalayas. The development has brought cheer to 

the people of Sikkim.

The name of the GI product is DalleKhursani and the logo bears the name of 

“DalleKhursaniChilli Sikkim”. However, a section of people in the Darjeeling hills, 

where the chilli is also grown, feel that the logo bearing Sikkim’s name can have 

implications for farmers.

The application for the GI tag for DalleKhursani was made by North Eastern Regional 

Agricultural Marketing Corporation Limited. The DalleKhursanichilli is known for its 

unique flavour and high pungency. It’s almost round, cherry-sized and bright red 

when the fruit is fully ripe.

“The Scoville score for this chilli is rated in the range of 100,000 to 350,000 SHU 

(Scovelle Heat Units). It is one of the valuable cash crops and grown all over the state 

since it is valued for its diverse commercial uses. It is a perennial crop characterised 

by small to medium sized pods,” the application published by the GI journal on 

August 31, 2020 read.

P. D. Rai, former MP of Sikkim and a leader of the Sikkim Democratic Front, said 

the chilli is an important cash crop, grown all across Sikkim, even on roof-tops. The 

annual production of the chilli could be 35 to 40 metric tonnes, he added. Mr. Rai 

said that the chilli is used in a variety of local dishes as pickle and sauce, and it also 

has medical properties.

Well-known social and political activist from Darjeeling, Swaraj Thapa, while 

congratulating the people of Sikkim on the development, has raised the issue of 

Darjeeling’s absence from the logo of the GI tag.

“The GI registration documents barely mention Darjeeling also as a geographical 

region where DalleKhorsani is grown. The proposed logo completely omits Darjeeling. 

As a consequence, growers of DalleKhorsani in the Darjeeling region are bound to 

be deprived of the advantage of a GI classification in the long term,” Mr. Thapa 
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said

Chinnaraja G. Naidu, Deputy Registrar, Geographical Indications, told The Hindu that 

in the case of DalleKursani, they had accepted and published the application in 

the public domain, and if there were no objections in the next four months, the GI 

certificate will then be issued.

“When something is registered as GI, it is deemed to be the property of the 

Government of India. Some people say that it belongs to their State because of 

misconceptions. It is a community property based on traditional knowledge,” Mr. 

Naidu said.

He said that since the application was based on the cultivation of a plant species in a 

particular area, it was not a question of one State or the other. GI tags are awarded 

on the basis of Geographical Indications of Goods (Registration and Protection) Act, 

1999, passed by the Parliament in 2003, and the first product to be included in the 

list is, interestingly, Darjeeling Tea from West Bengal, the Deputy Registrar added.

Besides DalleKhursani, there are other chillies found in the northeast region with 

very high SHUs.

For instance, the famous Bhut Jolokia, also called Ghosh chilli or Naga King chilli, 

grown in Nagaland, Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and Manipur, has an SHU range of 

8,55,000 to 10,41,000.

Nagaland has a GI tag for the chilli.


