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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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German Chancellor accuses China of ‘cruel treatment’ of 
minorities
German Chancellor Angela Merkel  accused China of “poor and cruel treatment” 

of minorities and underlined deep concerns over the crackdown on dissent in 

Hong Kong.

In a speech at the Bundestag a day before an EU summit, Ms. Merkel vowed 

to bring up rights issues and Germany’s worries over the situation in the former 

British colony in any future dialogue with Beijing.

“Of course, we have to bring up our different opinions in talks,” said Ms. Merkel, 

whose country currently holds the rotating presidency of the European Union.

“That’s why we have flagged up our deep concern about the development in 

Hong Kong. The principle of one country, two systems stands but again and 

again it’s being undermined.

“We will bring that up, as well as the poor and cruel treatment in part of the rights 

of the minorities in China.”

She did not name the minorities bearing the brunt of poor treatment but activists 

have accused China over the mass internment of Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang.

More than one million ethnic Uighurs and other minorities have been herded into 

internment camps to undergo political indoctrination, according to rights groups 

and experts.

China insists the camps are training centres aimed at providing education to 

reduce the allure of Islamic radicalism.

Beijing is also under fire over a security law it imposed on Hong Kong in June that 

radically increased its control over the financial hub and led to a brutal crackdown 

on dissent.

Hong Kong was guaranteed autonomy under the “One Country, Two Systems” 

deal agreed ahead of its 1997 handover from Britain.

But critics say the security law, imposed following months of large and often 
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violent protests calling for greater democratic freedoms and police accountability, 

spells the end of the agreement.

Trump, Biden clash in chaotic first debate
U.S. President Donald Trump and his opponent, Democratic nominee Joe Biden, 

clashed in their first presidential debate  night — an interaction characterised by 

chaos and acrimony, not seen before in recent debate history. This was caused 

primarily by Mr. Trump repeatedly talking over Mr. Biden, interrupting him and 

attempting to commandeer the debate from the moderator.

During the debate, Mr. Trump failed to denounce White supremacists when provided 

an opportunity to do so and sought to undermine the legitimacy of the November 

elections, in which an unusually high number of Americans are expected to vote by 

mail, due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

When he was asked to condemn White supremacism and armed militias, specifically 

the Proud Boys — a group of men who call themselves “western chauvinists” — 

Mr. Trump said, “Proud Boys, stand back and stand by! But I’ll tell you what... 

somebody’s got to do something about Antifa and the left.” Members of the group 

celebrated the comment on social media.

Mr. Trump repeatedly tried to throw Mr. Biden off balance, including by insinuating 

that Mr. Biden was controlled by the “radical left” or by bringing his son Hunter 

Biden — whose relationship with the government of Ukraine had been questioned 

by Republicans during the Trump impeachment hearings — into the discussion.

‘Putin’s puppy’

The debate had frequent acrimonious exchanges, with Mr. Biden visibly frustrated 

by Mr. Trump’s interruptions.

At one point, Mr. Biden called Mr. Trump a “clown” and at another, said, “Will you 

shut up, man?” He also called Mr. Trump, “Putin’s puppy”, referring to Russian 
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President Vladimir Putin.

Mr. Trump questioned Mr. Biden’s intelligence at one point. “Show us your tax 

returns,” Mr. Biden said when Mr. Trump was asked if he paid only $750 in federal 

income taxes in 2016 as reported by the New York Times .

Mr. Trump challenged Mr. Biden to say “law and order”. Mr. Biden said it but also 

said, “with justice where people are treated fairly”. In recent months, the U.S. has 

witnessed mass protests set off by police killings and violence against African 

Americans. Some of these have been violent. Mr. Biden has supported the right to 

protests but has condemned the violence.

Mr. Trump, keen to win the suburban women demographic, repeated a claim — one 

with racist undertones — that the Democrats under Mr. Biden were out to destroy 

suburbs. “He wouldn’t know a suburb unless he took a wrong turn,” Mr. Biden said. 

“This is not 1950... all these dog whistles and racism don’t work any more.”

Mr. Trump, who has been making unsubstantiated claims on fraud around mail-in 

ballots, was asked by the debate moderator, Chris Wallace, if he would urge his 

supporters to stay calm and not engage in “civil unrest” as the election was being 

decided.

The President used the opportunity to once more cast doubt on the legitimacy 

of the election. He also urged poll-watchers to go into the polls and “watch very 

carefully”, and said the Supreme Court would need to look at the ballots.

“I hope it’s going to be a fair election. If it’s a fair election, I am a 100% on board,” 

Mr. Trump said. “But if I see tens of thousands of ballots being manipulated, I 

can’t go along with that.” There is no evidence of mail-in voting being a source of 

significant election fraud. Republican and Democrat-run States use the process 

and Mr. Trump has used it personally to cast his vote in the past.

From time to time in the debate, Mr. Biden looked directly at the cameras and 

addressed the American public. He said Mr. Trump was trying to dissuade people 

from voting by scaring them into thinking their vote was not going to be legitimate.
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“Show up and vote... you will determine the outcome of this election... He [Mr. 

Trump] cannot stop you from being able to determine the outcome of this election,” 

he said.

Mr. Biden said voters had the power to choose between changing the country or 

getting “four more years of these lies.”

Comments on India

India received two mentions in the debate — along with U.S. rivals China and 

Russia.

On India, China and Russia, Mr. Trump said the number of COVID-19 deaths was 

unknown because “they don’t exactly give you a straight count”.

Mr. Trump clubbed India with Russia and China again during a segment on pollution. 

“China sends up real into the air. Russia does. India does. They all do.”

EU launches legal action over U.K. Brexit Bill
The European Union took legal action against Britain  over its plans to pass 

legislation that would breach parts of the legally binding divorce agreement the 

two sides reached late last year.

The EU move underscored the worsening relations with Britain, which was a 

member of the bloc until January 31. Both sides are trying to forge a rudimentary 

free trade agreement before the end of the year, but the fight over the controversial 

U.K. Internal Market Bill has soured relations this month.

European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen said that the British plan 

“by its very nature is a breach of the obligation of good faith laid down in the 

Withdrawal Agreement.”

“If adopted as is, it will be in full contradiction to the protocol of Ireland-Northern 

Ireland” in the withdrawal agreement,” she said.

EU leaders fear that if the U.K. Bill becomes law, it could lead to the reimposition 
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of a hard land border between Northern Ireland, which is part of Britain, and EU 

member Ireland, and erode the stability that has underpinned peace since the 

1998 Good Friday accord.

British lawmakers voted 340-256  to push the legislation past its last major hurdle 

in the House of Commons.

‘No decision yet on Australia’s participation in Malabar 
drills’
The inclusion of Australia in the Malabar Exercise — the trilateral naval exercises 

between India, the U.S. and Japan — was still being discussed, a senior U.S. State 

Department official told reporters on a briefing call . The official’s remarks also 

included India-U.S. interactions at multilateral forums, Amnesty International India 

halting its activities and the India-China border standoff.

Regarding the October ministerial-level meeting of the ‘Quad’ — India, Australia, 

the U.S. and Japan — the countries will discuss a comprehensive set of issues, but 

the actual agenda is going to be kept “close-hold” [a security classification] among 

the countries, the official said, so there can be a more “frank and open” discussion 

of those issues.

‘Strong partnership’

The official, who called the Quad partnership “increasingly strong”, said the agenda 

would cover defence, economic areas and, especially, COVID-19.

India has been reluctant to include Australia in the Malabar naval exercises, which 

include three of the four Quad members. A militarisation of the Quad could be 

viewed by China as a strategy to contain it, not something India has wanted to 

do.

The official said discussions were still ongoing on whether or not Australia would 

join the other three countries in the exercises, to be held in November in the Bay 
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of Bengal.

The agenda for the U.S.-India 2+2 ministerial dialogue in October (Defence and 

Foreign Affairs Ministers of both countries) is currently being worked out and is 

expected to be “comprehensive, wide-ranging and strategic”, the official said. It will 

include defence topics, diplomatic cooperation, cooperation at multilateral forums, 

economic cooperation, space and technology and people to people cooperation, 

as per the official.

Providing an overview of the ‘U.S.-India Comprehensive Global Strategic 

Partnership’ (the official framework for the relationship between the two countries), 

the official called the relationship “one of the most important partnerships in the 

world”.

“Perhaps the clearest example of how the U.S.-India partnership has benefited the 

world is in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic,” the official said.

UNSC seat

At a meeting held at the UN last week, India and other G4 countries (Brazil, 

Germany and Japan) declared that they were looking for text-based negotiations 

and results within specified time frames for UN Security Council reform.

The U.S. has supported India’s quest for a permanent seat on the Security Council. 

This was reiterated .

“The United States welcomes India joining the UN Security Council in 2021 for a 

two-year term, and supports a reformed UN Security Council that includes India as 

a permanent member,” the official said in response to questions on how the U.S. 

would support India’s bid for a permanent seat at the Council.

Opposed to incursions

Responding to a question on whether the U.S. would take a stand on the location 

of the disputed border between India and China and support India’s position, the 

official said: “We strongly oppose any unilateral attempts to advance territorial 

claims by incursions ( by military or civilian incursions) across the border, or across 
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the established line of actual control.”

“And the disputed boundaries: all we can say is that we encourage India and China 

to use their existing bilateral channels to discuss those and not resort to military 

force.”

British PM Johnson upbeat on EU trade pact before key 
talks
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson said  that “there’s a good deal to be done” 

with the European Union on post-Brexit trade, as he prepared for scheduled talks 

with European Union chief Ursula von der Leyen.

Mr. Johnson told reporters that the U.K. wants a free trade deal along the lines of 

the one the EU has with Canada, but is also prepared for negotiations to fail.

“We’re resolved on either course, we’re prepared for either course and we’ll make 

it work, but it’s very much up to our friends and partners,” Mr. Johnson said.

The two parties are trying to strike a rudimentary trade deal before the Brexit 

transition period ends on December 31, to avoid a barrage of uncertainty, tariffs 

and red tape that would hurt economies on both sides.

Deadlock remains

But while negotiators have inched close to agreement in many areas during six 

months of talks, they remain deadlocked over European fishing boats’ access to 

U.K. waters, and over the level of support governments can give to industry. The 

EU is concerned that British plans to subsidise sectors such as technology will 

amount to unfair competition.

“We should not forget that we have made progress on many, many different fields. 

But, of course, the most difficult ones are still completely open,” Ms. von der Leyen 

said .

“We want a deal because we think it is better to have a deal as neighbours - also, 
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on top of these COVID times with devastating impact on the economies,” she said. 

“But not at any price.”

Mr. Johnson said an October 15-16 EU summit is effectively the deadline for a 

deal if it is to be ratified by year’s end, though EU officials think talks may drag on 

beyond then.

Intense fighting in Karabakh after ‘Azerbaijan offensive’
Armenian and Azerbaijani forces are engaged in intense fighting over the disputed 

Nagorno-Karabakh region after Azerbaijan launched a large-scale new offensive , 

Armenian officials said.

Armenia said that 51 more separatist soldiers had died in clashes with Azerbaijani 

forces in the breakaway Nagorno-Karabakh region as fighting over the disputed 

territory entered a seventh day.

The government published a list with the names of the 51 dead servicemen on its 

website, hours after the leader of the separatist region, Arayik Harutyunyan, said 

a “final battle” was under way with Azerbaijani forces and that he was joining the 

fighting on the Karabakh frontline.

“The nation and motherland are under threat. Time has come for the entire nation 

to become a powerful army,” Mr. Harutyunyan told journalists before joining troops 

at the battlefield.

Baku and Yerevan have defied international calls for a ceasefire and accused 

each other of starting clashes that began last Sunday and have seen the heaviest 

fighting since a 1994 ceasefire.

“Heavy fighting is ongoing on other flanks,” Armenian Defence Ministry 

spokeswoman Shushan Stepanyan said wrote on Facebook.

‘Heroic resistance’

Karabakh Army spokesman Suren Sarumyan said Azerbaijani forces, who were 
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using aviation, drones, and tanks met “heroic resistance” from separatist fighters.

The Azerbaijani Defence Ministry claimed its forces had “captured new footholds 

(in Karabakh) and cleaned up the territory from enemy troops.”

Nearly 200 people have been confirmed killed since the fighting erupted last 

Sunday, including more than 30 civilians. There are fears the fighting could expand 

into an all-out, multi-front war involving regional powers Turkey and Russia.

‘U.S.-made F-16 jets are being used against Armenians’
When NikolPashinyan, Armenia’s Prime Minister, spoke by telephone  with 

President Donald Trump’s National Security Adviser Robert O’Brien, he raised a 

delicate issue: Why is nothing being done to stop a longtime U.S. ally, Turkey, 

from using U.S.-made F-16 jets against ethnic Armenians in a disputed mountain 

region?

Mr. Pashinyan’s call to Mr. Robert O’Brien followed an eruption of heavy fighting 

in and around Nagorno-Karabakh, a remote territory at the centre of the most 

enduring and venomous of the “frozen conflicts” left by the collapse of the Soviet 

Union.

The breakaway enclave, legally part of Azerbaijan but controlled by Armenians 

for the past three decades, has seen many military flare-ups over the years. But 

the current fighting, Mr. Pashinyan said in a telephone interview, has taken on a 

far more dangerous dimension because of Turkey’s direct military intervention in 

support of Azerbaijan, its ethnic Turkic ally.

, news reports said, the forces of Armenia and Azerbaijan, both former Soviet 

republics, exchanged rocket fire, with missiles falling on Azerbaijan’s second 

largest city, Ganja, and on the Armenian-controlled capital of Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Each side accused the other of targeting.

In a statement, the International Committee of the Red Cross denounced “a surge 
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in attacks using heavy explosive weaponry on populated areas,” which it said “is 

taking a deadly toll on civilians.”

The conflict has set off alarms about the risks of a wider war and put the U.S., with 

its large and politically influential Armenian diaspora, in the uncomfortable position 

of watching Turkey, a vital NATO ally, deploying F-16 jets in support of Armenia’s 

enemies.

‘Heard, acknowledged’

“The U.S.,” Mr. Pashinyan said, “needs to explain whether it gave those F-16s 

to bomb peaceful villages and peaceful populations.” He said that Mr. O’Brien 

had “heard and acknowledged” his concerns and promised to set up a phone 

conversation between the Armenian leader and Mr. Trump.

That opportunity to rally the U.S. to Armenia’s side vanished just a few hours later 

when Mr. Trump announced that he had tested positive for the coronavirus.

But Mr. Trump’s health issues, analysts say, have only accentuated his 

administration’s disengagement from a conflict that offers no easy diplomatic 

victories. It has confounded decades of efforts to resolve a dispute that has left 

Armenians in control of not only Nagorno-Karabakh but also large swaths of 

Azerbaijani territory outside the breakaway enclave.

Mr. Pashinyan declined to say whether Armenia might be ready to surrender any 

occupied Azerbaijani land as part of a possible peace settlement, insisting that this 

was not up to him but a matter for the leaders of Nagorno-Karabakh, a nominally 

independent entity ruled by ethnic Armenians.

‘New H-1B curbs to hurt U.S. economy’
Reacting to the U.S.’ new curbs on H-1B visas, the National Association of Software 

and Service Companies (Nasscom) said the changes will restrict access to talent 

and harm the American economy.
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Nasscom said this would also “endanger U.S. jobs, put U.S. interests at risk and 

slow down R&D into solutions for COVID-19 crisis” while reiterating it was important 

for the U.S. to be able to access skilled talent for its businesses, especially during 

the COVID-19 recovery phase.

The rules change the definitions of specialty occupation, employer and employee-

employer relationship and limits visa validity to one year for a worker at a third-

party work site, while increasing enforcement and investigations for these visas.

‘America has become a dangerous place’
Standing in front of a field in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, where a significant battle 

in the American Civil War was fought, Democratic presidential nominee Joe 

Biden spoke of a country divided and the need to come together. The former Vice 

President said America had become a “dangerous place” with something “darker” 

and more “dangerous” than just broken politics.

“There’s no more fitting place than here today in Gettysburg, to talk about the cost 

of division. About how much it has cost America in the past, about how much it is 

costing us now, and about why I believe in this moment, we must come together 

as a nation,” he said in a speech of a little over 20 minutes.

“There’s something bigger going on in this nation than just our broken politics. 

Something darker, something more dangerous... Too many Americans seek not to 

overcome our divisions, but to deepen them,” he said.

Mr. Biden repeated a campaign theme: that while he is running as a “proud 

Democrat”, he would work for those who vote for him and those who do not. Mr. 

Biden, who first joined the U.S. Senate in 1973, has campaigned on his ability to 

work across aisle and committed to doing the same as President.

Balancing act

Mr. Biden has had to balance the expectations of his constituents on the left — 
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such as progressives who did not see their candidate Bernie Sanders make it past 

the primaries — in addition to catering to his own moderate support base, while 

also appealing to Republicans disenchanted with the Trump administration.

“I do not believe we have to choose between law and order, and racial justice 

in America. We can have both,” Mr. Biden said . The death of George Floyd, an 

unarmed black man, at the hands of police officers sparked protests this summer 

that have spread across the country. While most of the protests have been peaceful, 

some have turned violent. Mr. Trump and Republicans have accused Mr. Biden of 

being soft on law and order — using violence against law enforcement officials to 

bolster their case.

Talking about white supremacists, Mr. Biden said that in a Biden administration, 

hate would be given “no license” and “no oxygen”.

“I think about what it takes for a black person to love America. That is a deep love 

for this country. That has for far too long, never been recognized,” Mr. Biden said.

Scepticism for masks

Mr. Biden said wearing a mask and social distancing were not political statements 

but scientific recommendations. His opponent Mr. Trump’s scepticism for masks 

and social distancing have been widely criticised. Mr. Trump and many of those 

who recently attended non-socially distant gatherings at the White House had 

tested positive for the coronavirus.

Later , after Mr. Trump had tweeted that he was looking forward to the second 

debate with Mr. Biden scheduled for Octoebr 15, Mr. Biden said the debate should 

not go ahead if the President is still infected.

“I think if he still has COVID, we shouldn’t have a debate,” he said, adding that his 

decision would be guided by medical advise.

UAE consulate officials need to be probed: NIA
The National Investigation Agency (NIA) is planning to probe the involvement 
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of some officials in the UAE consulate in Thiruvananthapuram in the diplomatic 

baggage gold smuggling case.

The agency informed the NIA Special Court here  that the active or passive role 

of some consulate officials in the smuggling of gold under the cover of diplomatic 

baggage and whether some others had facilitated the illegal activities need to be 

found out.

More clarity would be obtained in these aspects after obtaining the custody of 

Faisal Fareed and Rabins Hameed, who were arrested in the UAE .

Opposing the bail application of six accused in the case, P. Vijayakumar, Assistant 

Solicitor General, said a larger conspiracy was hatched among over 30 people and 

international connections were involved in the case.

Many of the accused had invested huge money into smuggling for the purchase of 

gold. Over Rs. 100 crore was suspected to be involved in the deal.

Arjun Ampalapatta, senior public prosecutor of the agency, said the Central 

Economic Intelligence Bureau had alerted the NIA in October last year that the 

proceeds of the gold smuggling through the Karipur airport might be used for terror 

funding and anti-national activities.

The court asked the agency whether it could gather any evidence to prove the terror 

funding angle of the case after around 85 days of taking over the investigation.

As the prosecution explained the modus operandi of the smugglers, the court 

wondered whether the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act could be invoked in all 

cases of smuggling as it did in the diplomatic baggage case. The court, which 

would look into the confessional statement of Sandeep Nair , may pass its orders 

on the bail applications on the day or Tuesday.

Truce not holding, say Armenia and Azerbaijan
Armenia and Azerbaijan agreed to a Russia-brokered ceasefire in Nagorno-
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Karabakh starting Saturday, but immediately accused each other of derailing the 

deal intended to end the worst outbreak of hostilities in the separatist region in 

more than a quarter-century.

The two sides traded blame for breaking the truce that took effect at noon (0800 

GMT) with new attacks, and Azerbaijan’s top diplomat said the truce never entered 

force.

The ceasefire announcement came overnight after 10 hours of talks in Moscow, 

sponsored by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. The deal stipulated that the 

ceasefire should pave the way for talks on settling the conflict.

If the truce holds, it would mark a major diplomatic coup for Russia, which has a 

security pact with Armenia but also cultivated warm ties with Azerbaijan. But the 

agreement was immediately challenged by mutual claims of violations.

Minutes after the truce took force, the Armenian military accused Azerbaijan of 

shelling the area near the town of Kapan in southeastern Armenia, killing one civilian. 

Azerbaijan’s Defence Ministry rejected the accusations as a “provocation.”

The Azerbaijani military, in turn, accused Armenia of striking the Terter and Agdam 

regions of Azerbaijan with missiles and then attempting to launch offensives in the 

Agdere-Terter and the Fizuli-Jabrail areas. Azerbaijan’s Foreign Minister Jeyhun 

Bayramov charged that “conditions for implementing the humanitarian cease-fire 

are currently missing” amid the continuing Armenian shelling.

Armenia’s Defence Ministry denied any truce violations.

The latest outburst of fighting between Azerbaijani and Armenian forces began 

September 27 and left hundreds of people dead in the biggest escalation of the 

conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh since a separatist war there ended in 1994.

China protests against U.S. Navy mission in South China 
Sea
China said it dispatched ships and planes to track the U.S. guided-missile 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     OCTOBER
     2020
     VOL.74

    
National

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

destroyer John S. McCain as it passed near Chinese-held islands in the South 

China Sea.

The People’s Liberation Army accused the U.S. warship of trespassing into Chinese 

territorial waters  near the Paracel Islands — called Xisha by China — during the 

latest freedom of navigation missions by the U.S. Navy aimed at defying China’s 

vast claims in the strategic waterway.

Spokesperson for the PLA’s Southern Theater Command Colonel Zhang Nandong 

said Beijing demanded the U.S. end such actions, calling them “blatant navigation 

hegemony and military provocation” that “seriously violated China’s sovereignty 

and security interests, and gravely jeopardized peace and stability in the South 

China Sea.”

“We urges the U.S. side to immediately stop such kind of provocative actions, 

strictly manage and control its maritime and air military operations so as not to 

cause any eventuality”, Mr. Zhang was quoted as saying by the official Xinhua 

News Agency.

Counter claims

China claims sovereignty over virtually the entire South China Sea, which is 

also claimed in whole or in part by Taiwan, the Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia 

and Vietnam. Frictions between China and Indonesia have also increased over 

activities by China’s fishing vessels, the Coast Guard and Navy within Indonesia’s 

exclusive economic zone.

China ignored a 2016 arbitration ruling that invalidated most of its claims in the 

South China Sea.

‘India will be playing an important, active role in Afghan 
peace process’
You said you are on a mission to build regional consensus for the reconciliation 
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process. Were there specific assurances you were hoping for during your visit to 

New Delhi?

We weren’t expecting something specific.

We wanted to share the details of what is going on and see how best each country 

can contribute. That was the aim of the visit. All the leaders [in Delhi] that I met 

were supportive of the people of Afghanistan, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, 

a unified and peaceful Afghanistan and supportive of an Afghan-led, Afghan-owned 

the peace process.

India has taken one step by attending the inauguration of the Doha talks — the first 

time an Indian official has actually addressed a gathering including the Taliban. Did 

you discuss whether India would engage the Taliban more directly now?

I didn’t have a specific recommendation as far as engagement with the Taliban is 

concerned but I will say India will be playing an important role, active role with the 

rest of the partners of the international community from the region [in the process] 

and beyond.

Did you receive any assurances on Pakistan’s support when it comes to announcing 

a ceasefire during your visit there last week?

[We are still hopeful of] a ceasefire or significant reduction in violence. [Pakistani 

officials] were supportive of that idea and they also promised that they will 

communicate this and they will try to use their own influence to achieve that.

Even so, are you at all hopeful? Just looking at the figures, 1,300 civilian casualties 

in the first half of this year, a 60% rise in attacks on Afghan forces from this quarter 

compared to the previous quarter….

The people of Afghanistan were expecting that as the [Doha] talks started, we 

would have a ceasefire or a significant reduction in violence. Our negotiating team 

was ready from day one to start discussions on a ceasefire. The progress so far 

has been slow, but hopefully, with the help of different players and also with the 

patience that we will show, the civility we will show there will be a transition to less 
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violence.

Are you on the same page as the President Ghani government? Just 10 months 

ago, you were in a legal battle with President Ghani, contesting the presidential 

elections you both fought…

That’s democracy. Given the fact that we contested elections [against each other] 

means that we were not on the same page on some issues. But when it is in 

the interest of the country, in the interest of peaceful Afghanistan, democratic 

Afghanistan, an Afghanistan which respects the rights of its citizens, men, women, 

minorities and others, on that we are on the same page.

US President Trump has already said that by Christmas, he hopes to have all U.S. 

troops return. Are you considering the possible need for a regional peacekeeping 

force if the Americans do pull out completely?

First of all, on the recent announcement by President Trump, the details are not yet 

available to us. They already had announced, according to their agreement, to keep 

4,500 troops and to pull-out the rest of it, which will be completed by November. So, 

we are not sure what these announcements refer to. But eventually, Afghanistan 

needs to stand on its own feet and support from the region for a peaceful, inclusive 

settlement is important. Hopefully, we will get to an agreement that will not require 

security forces from other countries to keep us safe.

But have you discussed that possibility in India?

No, no, that was not part of our discussions.

China backs Iran nuclear deal, calls for new West Asia 
forum
China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi has called for a new forum to defuse tensions 

in the West Asia after a meeting with his Iranian counterpart where he reiterated 

Beijing’s support for Tehran.
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Mr. Wang and Javad Zarif also reaffirmed their commitment to Iran’s 2015 nuclear 

deal with world powers, according to the Chinese Foreign Ministry, an implicit 

rebuke of the U.S. for abandoning the accord during their Saturday meeting in 

China’s southwestern Tengchong city.

Iran has been locked in an acrimonious relationship with Saudi Arabia, the other 

major West Asian power, over the war in Yemen, Iranian influence in Iraq and 

Saudi support for Washington’s sanctions on Tehran.

“China proposes to build a regional multilateral dialogue platform with equal 

participation of all stakeholders,” said the Chinese Foreign Ministry statement.

The forum would “enhance mutual understanding through dialogue and explore 

political and diplomatic solutions to security issues in the West Asia”, the statement 

added.

Mr. Wang added that support for the Iranian nuclear deal, negotiated by the Obama 

administration but ultimately abandoned by Donald Trump, would be a precondition 

of entry to the forum.

Mr. Zarif said on Twitter his “fruitful talks” with Mr. Wang amounted to a rejection of 

“U.S. unilateralism” and had also focused on strategic ties and collaboration on the 

development of a coronavirus vaccine.

Neo-Nazi leaders get prison terms
A Greek court  handed a 13-year prison sentence to the leader of neo-Nazi group 

Golden Dawn for running a criminal organisation disguised as a political party.

As well as Nikos Michaloliakos, the party’s founder — who received an additional 

one year for illegal possession of a weapon — the court also sentenced five former 

members of his inner circle to prison terms on the criminal organisation charge. 

They included current independent European Parliament member Ioannis Lagos.

The court also gave a life sentence to the Golden Dawn member who murdered 
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anti-fascist rapper Pavlos Fyssas in 2013, the act that sparked the investigation 

into the paramilitary group.

EU imposes sanctions on six Russians over Navalny attack
The European Union (EU)and Britain imposed sanctions  on six Russians, some 

among the highest-ranked officials in the nation, and a state research institute over 

the nerve agent poisoning of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny.

The move comes a day after Russia’s Foreign Minister threatened the 27-nation 

EU with retaliatory action.

“Russia is our neighbour and shares this continent with us, but we will not give up our 

principles and convictions when it comes to chemical weapons,” French President 

Emmanuel Marcon told reporters at a summit of EU leaders in Brussels.

He said the bloc must continue “a transparent but demanding dialogue” with 

Moscow.

Foreign Minister Heiko Maas of Germany, which holds the EU’s rotating presidency, 

said that “only with a clear position and by sticking to principles can we as the 

European Union make progress with respect to Russia”. Those hit by the sanctions, 

which consist of an asset freeze and travel bans in Europe, include Alexander 

Bortnikov, the chief of Russia’s Federal Security Service, the top KGB successor 

agency that is in charge of domestic security, and Sergei Kiriyenko, President 

Vladimir Putin’s Deputy Chief of Staff.

The State Scientific Research Institute for Organic Chemistry and Technology was 

also targeted. The EU said that institute, which was responsible for destroying 

Soviet-era chemical weapon, was years ago involved in the development and 

production of chemical weapons, including the nerve agent Novichok allegedly 

used to poison Mr. Navalny.

Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov called the move “a deliberate, unfriendly 
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step towards Russia” and said the EU “inflicted damage” on the bloc’s relations 

with Russia.

U.S. warship in Taiwan Strait enrages China
A U.S. warship sailed through the Taiwan Strait in what the American military 

described as a “routine” passage , but enraging China, which claims sovereignty 

over the island and surrounding seas.

Ties between Beijing and Washington have deteriorated in recent months, over 

issues including trade and Hong Kong, with the self-ruled island of Taiwan a long-

running source of tension.

The guided-missile destroyer USS Barry passed through the Strait on October 14, 

according to a statement by the U.S. Pacific Fleet. “The ship’s transit through the 

Taiwan Strait demonstrates the U.S. commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific,” 

it said.

“We warn the U.S. to stop its words and deeds that provoke trouble and disturb the 

situation in the Taiwan Strait,” Eastern Theatre Command spokesperson Colonel 

Zhang Chunhui said. Beijing views the passage of foreign vessels through the 

Strait as a violation of its sovereignty.

Knesset backs Israel-UAE deal
Israel’s Parliament voted  in favour of normalisation of ties with the United Arab 

Emirates after a marathon debate with over 100 speeches lasting more than eight 

hours.

A total of 80 lawmakers voted to approve the U.S.-brokered agreement, with 13 

from the Arab-led Joint List against.

“This historic agreement... will bring us closer to other countries in the region to 

sign other peace agreements,” Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said.
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He said Israel had contact with another country in the region for the first time, but 

did not reveal its name.

The UAE in August became the first Arab state to establish relations with Israel 

since Egypt in 1979 and Jordan in 1994. It was quickly followed by Bahrain.

The U.S.-brokered deals were formalised at the White House on September 15.

The West Asia agreements were condemned by the Palestinians as a “betrayal”.

Will defend rights in South China sea: Philippines
The Philippines is ready to defend the oil and gas exploration it has decided to 

resume in its internationally recognised waters in the disputed South China Sea 

and will not cede that right to any nation, the energy chief said .

The Department of Energy announced  that President Rodrigo Duterte has 

approved its recommendation to lift a 6-year-old moratorium on energy exploration 

in three offshore areas west of the Philippines, including in potentially oil- and gas-

rich Reed Bank, which China also claims.

Companies with government contracts have been notified to resume their petroleum 

search, Energy Secretary Alfonso Cusi said.

Mr. Cusi told reporters in an online news conference  that China was not informed 

of the Philippine government’s decision to resume oil exploration in its exclusive 

economic zone, a 320-km stretch of waters where a coastal state can exclusively 

exploit maritime resources under the 1982 U.N. Convention on the Law of the 

Sea.

Reed Bank and two other exploration areas are within the Philippines’ exclusive 

zone but China is likely to assert its claim, Mr. Cusi said. “They will not just take it 

without raising a word. I’m sure they’re going to write us,” he said.

Asked how the Philippines will respond if China protests, Mr. Cusi replied, “We 

have to stand up for our rights, that’s what we are going to do.”
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A work-in-progress campaign for rights
On October 13, elections were held for the cohort of member nations who will 

serve for the next three years (2021-23) in the UN Human Rights Council. Among 

the five countries that were vying for membership from the Asia-Pacific region, four 

— Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Nepal and China — made it, while Saudi Arabia lost out.

The UNHRC has 47 members serving at any time with elections held to fill up seats 

every year, based on allocations to regions across the world to ensure geographical 

representation. Along with the aforementioned countries, the others who booked a 

seat in the council included Russia and Ukraine from Eastern Europe; France and 

the U.K. from Western Europe and other states; Ivory Coast, Gabon, Malawi and 

Senegal from Africa; and Bolivia, Cuba and Mexico from the Latin American and 

Caribbean States. Countries are disallowed from occupying a seat for more than 

two consecutive terms.

The election to the Asia Pacific cohort this year was eventful. Saudi Arabia which 

had controversially earned a representation twice (2014-16, followed by 2017-

2019) despite a known reputation for several human rights violations, could not 

secure a seat this time. In the secret ballot conducted in the 193-member UN 

General Assembly, Saudi Arabia could manage only 90 votes in comparison to 

Pakistan (169), Uzbekistan (164), Nepal (150) and China (139). For a nation with 

immense clout in West Asia, the inability to secure a seat despite the regime’s 

efforts to refurbish its image could be chalked up to the fallout of the assassination 

of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi and the detention of several women rights’ 

activists, among others.

Yet, despite the exclusion of Saudi Arabia, the record of some other member-

states such as China and Russia in the council has also not lived up to the aims 

and mission of the UNHRC, which has led to critics questioning its relevance. 

Powerful countries such as the U.S. have refused to participate in the Council, with 

the Trump administration taking the country out of the Council in 2018, years after 
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it was reinstated under President Barack Obama.

Mission

The UNHRC, which was reconstituted from its predecessor organisation, the 

UN Commission on Human Rights, is a United Nations body whose mission is 

to promote and protect human rights across the world. The council is seen as 

a central structure in the global human rights architecture, a political body with 

representatives drawn from the General Assembly.

Apart from the council, the UN has also set up a number of treaty-based organisations 

to monitor compliance with human rights standards and international human rights 

treaties such as the Human Rights Committee and the Committee on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights.

The UNHRC, headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland, has two key functions — the 

council passes non-binding resolutions on human rights issues through a periodic 

review of all 193 UN member states called the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), 

besides overseeing expert investigation of violations in specific countries (Special 

Procedures).

Human rights breaches that are investigated by the UNHRC across UN member 

states relate to themes such as freedom of association and assembly, freedom of 

expression, freedom of belief and religion, women’s rights, LGBT rights and the rights 

of racial and ethnic minorities. However, what makes the Council’s composition 

problematic is that several of its members run afoul of its proclaimed aims (for 

example, the one-party systems of China and Cuba that have a controversial 

record on freedom of expression or the anti-gay policies of Russia).

Structure

At one level, the UNHRC’s structure — drawing a group of nations from the General 

Assembly through rotation and election via a “one state, one vote” principle — has 

allowed the organisation to be fairly representative of the General Assembly without 

special privileges for the more developed Western countries, as is the case with 
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other multilateral institutions such as the IMF or the World Bank.

The UNHRC replaced the Human Rights Commission in 2006 after a vast majority 

of the UN member States endorsed the then UN Secretary General Kofi Annan’s 

proposal to create a new institution that would overcome the “credibility deficit” 

of the previous organisation. The General Assembly Resolution 60/251 helped 

establish the Council, whose detailed workings were negotiated subsequently.

The mechanism of Universal Periodic Review (UPR) was incorporated into the 

functioning to give teeth to the organisation. The UPR, which has a national report 

from the state under review plus a compilation of UN information prepared by the 

Office of the UN High Commission for Human Rights, also allows for a summary of 

information from civil society actors.

Countries such as Israel, Syria, Iran, North Korea, Myanmar, Sudan, Cambodia, 

Belarus, Burundi and Eritrea have been investigated and strongly condemned by 

the UNHRC for violating various human rights. Sri Lanka, for example, had, in a 

co-sponsored resolution in 2015, provided commitments to the council to promote 

reconciliation, accountability and human rights, following the end of the civil war in 

2009. The Gotabaya Rajapaksa-led government withdrew the country from those 

commitments earlier this year.

In a unanimously passed resolution that was sponsored by African states, the 

UNHRC in June 2020, ordered a report on “systematic racism” against people of 

African descent following the murder of the African-American George Floyd in the 

U.S. India has not been spared from scrutiny either. The UN High Commissioner 

for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet, had earlier this year expressed concern over 

the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) and the clampdown in Kashmir, besides the 

“inter-communal attacks” in Delhi in February. Later, Ms. Bachelet had welcomed 

the release of political leaders in Jammu and Kashmir, but expressed concern over 

the communications restrictions as part of “Global Human Rights update” at the 

start of the 45th session of the UNHRC in September 2020.
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While the U.S. has stayed away from the council, keeping in line with the isolationist 

impulse of the Trump administration, other Western countries have actively 

participated in the UNHRC despite their misgivings about countries with a blemished 

rights record. There has always been an inherent tension between countries from 

the West that espouse an individualist notion of human rights that lays emphasis 

on political and civic rights and those from the developing world who have laid 

greater emphasis on socio-economic and cultural rights (such as Cuba). Between 

these “extremities”, there are other rising powers such as Brazil and India who have 

committed to hold states to account for human rights issues.

The unique arrangement of representation, review and collaboration (with civil 

society groups over and above nation-states) has certainly improved the functioning 

of the UNHRC in comparison with its predecessor Commission.But the challenges 

remain high. The UNHCR is still a work in progress.

U.K., EU set to discuss ‘structure’ of Brexit talks
European and British negotiators will be in touch Monday to discuss the “structure” 

of post-Brexit trade talks, despite London’s threat  to walk away unless there was a 

major shift in Brussels’ approach.

An EU spokesman tweeted that chief negotiator Michel Barnier held video talks with 

his British counterpart David Frost  after the results of European summit provoked 

an angry response in London.

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson said there was no point in holding any more 

talks without a dramatic softening of the EU’s position, bringing a step closer the 

possibility that the planned divorce at the end of the year will end acrimoniously.

“As far as we’re concerned the trade talks are over,” Mr. Johnson’s official spokesman 

told reporters after an EU Summit  proposed a fresh round of talks next week in 

London, while demanding Britain give ground on key stumbling blocks.

Mr. Johnson, accusing the bloc of failing “to negotiate seriously”, said the summit 
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outcome had ruled out a comprehensive, Canada-style free trade agreement 

between the EU and Britain. “They want the continued ability to control our legislative 

freedom, our fisheries, in a way that is obviously unacceptable to an independent 

country,” he said.

“And so with high hearts and complete confidence, we will prepare to embrace 

the alternative,” Mr. Johnson said, adding Britain should “get ready” to operate on 

stripped-down World Trade Organization rules from January.

But EU spokesman Daniel Ferrie later said that both negotiators “agreed to talk 

again  to discuss the structure” of future talks.

China passes law to safeguard national security, sensitive 
tech
China has passed a new law restricting sensitive exports to protect national security, 

a move that adds to policy tools it could wield against the U.S. as tensions — 

especially in technology — continue to rise.

The law, which China’s top legislature passed, comes into effect on December 1 

and allows Beijing to “take reciprocal measures” against countries that abuse export 

controls and pose a threat to national security.

Technical data related to items covered will also be subject to export controls, 

according to the published text of the law.

Beijing’s measure gives it more room to hit back in U.S. President Donald Trump’s 

war on Chinese tech firms, with the White House moving against popular platforms 

and major companies — including apps TikTok and WeChat, tech giant Huawei and 

chipmaker Semiconductor Manufacturing International Corp.

The new law, “formulated to safeguard national security and interests”, adds to 

China’s regulatory toolkit which also involves a restriction catalogue of tech exports 

and an unreliable entity list.

“Where any country or region abuses export control measures to endanger the 
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national security and interests of the People’s Republic of China, (it) may take 

reciprocal measures,” the law states.

It adds that Chinese authorities will formulate and adjust an export control list of 

items to be published in a “timely manner”.

Foreign individuals and groups can also be found liable for violating export control 

rules.

The economic relationship between Beijing and Washington has been roiled by 

Mr. Trump’s unprecedented campaign of tariffs, threats of bans and sanctions on 

Chinese tech firms.

‘Unreliable entities list’

With Mr. Trump facing a tough re-election campaign ahead of polls next month, U.S. 

officials have described measures against China as national security safeguards 

— prompting a backlash from Beijing.

In September, China launched a long-expected “unreliable entities list”, widely seen 

as a weapon to retaliate against the US which has used its own “entity list” to shut 

Huawei out of the U.S. market.

The month before that, China’s Commerce Ministry stepped up rules on technologies 

restricted for export, adding “civilian use” to the list.

Iran hails lifting of UN arms embargo
Iran said a longstanding UN embargo on arms sales to and from the Islamic republic 

expired  in line with a 2015 landmark nuclear deal with world powers from which 

Washington has withdrawn.

Tehran, which could now purchase weapons from Russia, China and elsewhere, 

has hailed the development as a diplomatic victory over the U.S., which had tried to 

maintain an indefinite freeze on arms sales.

“As of today, all restrictions on the transfer of arms, related activities and financial 

services to and from the Islamic Republic of Iran... are all automatically terminated,” 
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the Foreign Ministry said in a statement.

The embargo on the sale of conventional arms to Iran was due to start expiring 

progressively from Sunday, October 18, under the terms of the UN resolution.

“As of today, the Islamic Republic may procure any necessary arms and equipment 

from any source without any legal restrictions, and solely based on its defensive 

needs,” the Ministry added in the statement.

U.S. President Donald Trump withdrew his country from the nuclear deal in 2018 

and has unilaterally begun reimposing sanctions on Iran. But Washington suffered 

a setback in August when it failed to win support from the UN Security Council to 

indefinitely extend the arms embargo.

Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif said Sunday marked the “normalisation of 

Iran’s defense cooperation with the world”.

‘Momentous day’

It was “a momentous day for the international community,” the Iranian Ministry said , 

adding the world had stood with Tehran “in defiance of the U.S. regime’s efforts”. But 

it stressed that “unconventional arms, weapons of mass destruction and a buying 

spree of conventional arms have no place in Iran’s defense doctrine”.

Meanwhile, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said that arms sales to Iran would 

breach UN resolutions and result in sanctions. “The U.S. is prepared to use its 

domestic authorities to sanction any individual or entity that materially contributes 

to the supply, sale, or transfer of conventional arms to or from Iran,” Mr. Pompeo 

said.

Israel and Bahrain to formalise diplomatic ties
Israel and Bahrain will officially establish diplomatic relations  at a ceremony in 

Manama as the wealthy Gulf region continues to open up to the Jewish state.

An Israeli delegation, led by National Security Council chief Meir Ben Shabbat, 

arrived from Tel Aviv for a one-day trip that will see Israel and Bahrain formalise a 
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US-brokered agreement they signed at the White House on September 15.

The United Arab Emirates and Bahrain became only the third and fourth Arab states 

to agree to normalise ties with Israel, following Israel’s 1979 peace deal with Egypt 

and a 1994 pact with Jordan.

A flurry of diplomacy between some of Washington’s key regional allies has handed 

U.S. President Donald Trump a key foreign policy win as he campaigns for re-

election ahead of polls in November.

“Bahrain and Israel will sign a joint communique on the establishment of diplomatic, 

peaceful and friendly relations, as well as a number of memorandums of 

understanding in areas of mutual benefit,” according to a joint statement.

U.S. Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin and Mr. Trump’s special assistant for 

international negotiations, Avi Berkowitz, joined the Israeli delegation’s flight to 

Manama.

Chinese soldier who strayed across LAC held in Ladakh
A Chinese soldier was apprehended in the Demchok sector in eastern Ladakh after 

he strayed across the Line of Actual Control (LAC), the Army said. The People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) soldier has been identified as Corporal Wang Ya Long.

“The PLA soldier has been provided medical assistance, including oxygen, food 

and warm clothes, to protect him from the vagaries of extreme altitude and harsh 

climatic conditions,” the Army said in a statement. A request has also been received 

from the PLA about the whereabouts of the missing soldier, it stated.

As per established protocols, he will be returned to Chinese officials at the Chushul-

Moldo meeting point after the completion of formalities, the Army said.

An official source said that as a procedure, there would be interrogation on the 

circumstances of the crossing and also a medical examination.

Troops’ deployment

Both countries have deployed thousands of troops and equipment along the LAC 
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since the beginning of the stand-off in May after PLA troops made ingress at several 

locations in eastern Ladakh. In June, three days after the clash in the Galwan 

Valley that left 20 Indian soldiers dead, the PLA released 10 Indian Army personnel, 

including a Lieutenant Colonel and three Majors, from their custody.

Tensions have remained high since the Galwan clash and flared up further on the 

south and north banks of Pangong Tso (lake) following provocative moves by the 

PLA in August-end.

However, the situation has remained calm since the meeting between the Foreign 

Ministers of both countries in Moscow on September 10. The two sides have so far 

held seven rounds of Corps Commander-level talks to reach an understanding on 

disengagement and de-escalation.

No time for relaxation: WHO
The World Health Organization (WHO) cautioned against any relaxation of response 

actions following the recent slight decline in COVID-19 cases in the South-East Asia 

Region, saying the pandemic continues unabated and “our response only needs to 

be strengthened further to curtail virus transmission”.

Poonam Khetrapal Singh, Regional Director, WHO South-East Asia Region, said, 

“There should be no complacency in view of the declining numbers in recent weeks. 

The region still reports large numbers of COVID-19 cases. We need to continue to 

do our very best to curtail the pandemic”.

Festival season

She said the upcoming festival season and the approaching winter or cold season 

threatened to aggravate the situation “if we let our guard down”.

“This festive season we must continue to take responsibility as individuals need to 

maintain physical distance, hand hygiene, cough etiquette and wear a mask when 

and where needed. People must remember the three Cs — avoid crowded places, 

avoid closed settings and avoid confined and enclosed spaces with poor ventilation,” 
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she said.

In its release, the group said the co-circulation of seasonal influenza and COVID-19 

in the winters may present challenges for health systems and health facilities, since 

both diseases present many similar symptoms. “Many of the same measures that 

are effective in preventing COVID-19 are also effective for preventing influenza, 

including physical distancing, hand hygiene, covering coughs, ventilation and 

masks’’.

Positivity rate

India’s national cumulative COVID-19 positivity rate has fallen under 8% and this 

trend has been sustained without a break for four days. “The positivity rate now 

stood at 7.94%,” a release issued by the Union Health Ministry  said.

The total tests have crossed 9.5 crore and the average daily positivity rate is 6.13% 

for October third week. India’s active case load stood at 7,72,055  and presently 

the active cases comprised 10.23% of the total positive cases of the country. The 

total recovered cases were more than 66 lakh. Patients, numbering 66,399, have 

recovered and discharged in the last 24 hours, the Ministry said.

Seventy-nine per cent of the new recovered cases were observed to be concentrated 

in 10 States and Union Territories — Maharashtra, Kerala, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, 

Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, Delhi, Odisha and Chhattisgarh. 

Maharashtra had contributed the highest, with more than 11,000 single day recovery, 

followed by Kerala and Karnataka, with more than 8,000 recoveries each.

The country has reported 579 case fatalities in the past 24 hours. “After 90 days, 

the daily deaths recorded are below 600. Of these, nearly 83% are concentrated in 

ten State/UTs.

More than 25% of new fatalities reported are from Maharashtra (150),’’ said the 

Ministry.

China’s super rich got $1.5 tn richer during pandemic: 
report
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China’s super wealthy have earned a record $1.5 trillion in 2020, more than the 

past five years combined, as e-commerce and gaming boomed during pandemic 

lockdowns, an annual rich list said .

An extra 257 people also joined the billionaires club in the world’s number-two 

economy by August, following two years of shrinking membership, according to the 

closely watched Hurun Report. The country now has a total of 878 billionaires. The 

U.S. had 626 people in the top bracket at the start of the year, according to Hurun 

in its February global list.

The report found that there were around 2,000 individuals with a net worth of more 

than 2 billion yuan ($300 million) in August, giving them a combined net worth of $4 

trillion.

Jack Ma, founder of e-commerce titan Alibaba, once again topped the list after his 

wealth surged a whopping 45% to $58.8 billion as online shopping firms saw a 

surge in business. He was followed by Pony Ma ($57.4 billion), boss of gaming giant 

Tencent who made an extra 50% despite concerns about his firm’s U.S. outlook 

after it was threatened with bans there over national security fears.

Hybrid model of ‘smart’ fence tested along LoC
The Army has significantly improved its electronic surveillance along the Line 

of Control, and work on conver-ting the existing border fence into a smart fence 

integrated with several sensors is under way, officers said. However, there is a 

rethink on converting the entire fence over a 700 km stretch due to the high cost. A 

hybrid model is now being adopted.

U.S. allies welcome Israel-Sudan deal; Iran, Palestine cry 
foul
Sudan and Israel agreed  to normalise relations, in a U.S.-brokered deal to end 
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decades of hostility that was widely welcomed but stirred Palestinian anger.

The announcement makes Sudan, technically at war with Israel since its 1948 

foundation, the third Arab country to forge diplomatic relations with the Jewish state 

in the last two months.

“HUGE win today for the United States and for peace in the world,” U.S. President 

Donald Trump tweeted.

Other U.S. allies, including Germany, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, 

welcomed the deal as a boost to stability in the West Asia.

Meanwhile, Palestinian leaders strongly condemned the deal, echoing their rejection 

of Israel’s normalisation accords with the UAE and Bahrain signed in Washington 

last month.

“The State of Palestine expressed today its condemnation and rejection of the deal 

to normalise ties with the Israeli occupation country which usurps Palestinian land,” 

president Mahmoud Abbas’s office said in a statement.

Iran, which has been a staunch supporter of the Palestinian cause, said Sudan had 

paid a “shameful” price to be removed from the “phony” blacklist.

“Pay enough ransom, close your eyes on the crimes against Palestinians, then you’ll 

be taken off the so-called ‘terrorism’ blacklist. Obviously the list is as phony as the 

U.S. fight against terrorism. Shameful!” its Foreign Ministry said.

U.K. to partner for developing GIFT City, funding infra 
pipeline
The United Kingdom has entered into a strategic partnership to develop India’s 

fledgling international financial services centre GIFT City, and agreed to set up a 

new Fund of Funds to be managed by the State Bank of India (SBI) group in order 

to route the U.K.’s future capital investments into India.

India and the U.K. also signed off on a new infrastructure finance and policy partnership 

to help India execute its National Infrastructure Pipeline that envisages investments 
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worth $1.4 trillion, at the 10th Economic and Financial Dialogue between the two 

countries steered by U.K. Chancellor Rishi Sunak and Finance Minister Nirmala 

Sitharaman.

“As we seek to recover from the profound impact of COVID-19, we can only do so 

in partnership and co-operation,” Mr. Sunak said soon after the conclusion of the 

dialogue, introduced in 2007 and last held in 2017.

“We have been able to announce a series of ambitious initiatives across trade, 

infrastructure, sustainable finance and research [including] a new strategic 

partnership to develop the GIFT city, an opportunity to drive international capital 

flow from London to India,” Mr. Sunak added.

Second-largest source

Bilateral trade between India and the U.K. stood at £24 billion in 2019. India is now 

the second-largest project investment source for the U.K.

To help combat the pandemic, the U.K. and India announced a joint investment of 

£8 million for research to understand and address the factors leading to the severity 

of the novel coronavirus in South Asian populations in the U.K. and in India.

‘China is a threat to religious freedom’
China is the “gravest threat” to the future of religious freedom, U.S. Secretary of 

State Mike Pompeo said , in his latest verbal assault on Beijing during a whirlwind 

Asian tour.

Mr. Pompeo has made attacks against China the focus of his trip this week which 

kicked off in India and included visits to Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Indonesia and, later 

Friday, Vietnam.

Crackdown on Uighur

In Indonesia — which has the world’s biggest Muslim population — Mr. Pompeo 

took aim at China’s treatment of its Uighur Muslim minority.

“The gravest threat to the future of religious freedom is the Chinese Communist 
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Party’s war against people of all faiths: Muslims, Buddhists, Christians, and Falun 

Gong practitioners alike,” Mr. Pompeo said in a speech  to major Muslim organisation 

the Nahdlatul Ulama.

“The atheist Chinese communist party has tried to convince the world that its 

brutalisation of Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang is necessary as counter-terrorism or 

poverty alleviation,” he added.

Rights groups say that more than one million Uighurs languish in camps in the 

northwest Xinjiang region as Beijing attempts to forcibly integrate the community 

and root out its Islamic heritage.

China has denied the numbers and describes the camps as vocational centres that 

teach skills to prevent the allure of Islamic radicalismfollowing a series of attacks.

“But we know that there is no counter-terrorism justification in forcing Uighur Muslims 

to eat pork during Ramadan, or destroying a Muslim cemetery,” Mr. Pompeo said.

U.K.’s Labour Party suspends Corbyn after scathing anti-
Semitism report
Britain’s main opposition Labour Party  suspended its former leader Jeremy 

Corbyn, after a government watchdog found his office broke equality law through its 

“inexcusable” handling of anti-Semitism complaints.

The shock development came after Mr. Corbyn said he refused to accept all the 

findings of the Equality and Human Rights Commission report, in defiance of the 

party’s new leadership under Keir Starmer.

“In the light of his comments made today and his failure to retract them subsequently, 

the Labour party has suspended Jeremy Corbyn pending investigation,” a spokesman 

said.

He said that Mr. Corbyn, who has continued to sit as a member of Parliament after 

stepping down as leader, will also no longer count in the ranks of Labour MPs.

Mr. Corbyn vowed to “strongly contest” his suspension, potentially reopening the 
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party’s civil war between left- and right-wingers just as it makes inroads in opinion 

polls over the Conservative government’s handling of the pandemic.

The EHRC found damning instances where Mr. Corbyn’s leadership team 

underplayed, belittled or ignored complaints by Jewish members, and sometimes 

actively interfered to support favoured allies, after a deluge of anti-Semitic abuse 

online and in party meetings.

Luciana Berger, a former MP and Jewish member to quit the party under Mr. Corbyn, 

said the report was vindication as she described being threatened by his supporters 

with acid attack, stabbing and rape.

“The party facilitated a culture of bullying, bigotry and intimidation against Jewish 

people from within its ranks. At every step of the way, Jeremy Corbyn enabled this 

to happen,” she wrote in a blog.
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Current account surplus widens to $19.8 billion in Q1
India recorded a surplus of $19.8 billion (3.9% of GDP) in its current account balance 

in the first quarter of FY21, on top of a surplus of $0.6 billion (0.1% of GDP) in the 

preceding quarter, according to RBI data. A deficit of $15 billion (2.1% of GDP) was 

recorded a year earlier.

The surplus in the current account in the first quarter of 2020-21 was on account 

of a sharp contraction in trade deficit to $10 billion due to a steeper decline in 

merchandise imports relative to exports on a year-on-year basis, RBI said .

Aditi Nayar, principal economist, ICRA, said, “The current account surplus in Q1 

was well above our expectations, as the fall in remittances was remarkably muted, 

despite the adverse economic conditions globally amid the ongoing pandemic.”

“With domestic and global lockdowns to fight COVID-19 [having] a differentiated 

impact on exports and imports, the merchandise trade deficit shrunk to just $10 

billion in Q1, most of which was accounted for by the net oil balance,” she said.

External debt declines to $554.5 bn at end-June 2020
The country’s external debt at end-June 2020 was lower at $554.5 billion, recording 

a decrease of $2.4 billion from $556.9 billion recorded in June 2019.

The June 2020 external debt level was lower by $3.9 billion over its level of $558.4 

billion at end-March 2020, the RBI said .

The year-on-year percentage variation was -0.4, while the month-on-month 

percentage variation was -0.7, it said.

The external debt-to-GDP ratio increased to 21.8% at end-June 2020 from 20.6% 

at end-March 2020.

Valuation loss due to the depreciation of the U.S. dollar vis-à-vis major currencies 

such as the euro, yen and SDR were at $0.7 billion.

Excluding the valuation effect, the decrease in external debt would have been $4.5 

billion instead of $3.9 billion at end-June 2020 over end-March 2020, RBI data 
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showed.

Commercial borrowings remained the largest component of external debt, with a 

share of 38.1%, followed by non-resident deposits (23.9%) and short-term trade 

credit (18.2%).

NABARD to refinance Rs. 800-cr. loans
The National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) has announced 

a special refinance facility of Rs. 800 crores for FY21 to support the Government of 

India’s Water, Sanitisation and Hygiene (WASH) programme.

NABARD will provide concessional refinance to all eligible financial institutions 

including commercial banks, regional rural banks and cooperative banks with a 

repayment period of up to 36 months.

“The support will be channelised to fund WASH activities, a thrust area eligible for 

95% refinance. The bank credit will also be extended to NBFCs-MFIs and other MFIs 

(Societies, Trusts,), NABARD said in a statement.

‘Credit ratio plunges to a decade low’
Coinciding with India’s sharpest gross domestic product contraction, the credit ratio 

(upgrades to downgrades) of Crisil-rated firms for the first half plunged to 0.54, the 

lowest in more than a decade, with 296 downgrades and 161 upgrades.

“While the rate of upgrades plunged as expected with the pandemic crushing demand, 

the rate of downgrades did not surge as feared,” said Crisil.

“That’s because credit profiles were cushioned by proactive regulatory measures by 

RBI and SEBI,” the ratings agency added.

Meity to seek Cabinet nod for policy on AI-based solutions
The IT ministry is looking to use artificial intelligence (AI) for addressing problems 
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such as language barrier that are faced by Indians in communication and expects to 

get Cabinet approval in a month to launch programmes based on the next generation 

technology, senior government officials said .

Niti Aayog CEO Amitabh Kant said that India was organising a conference on AI, RAISE 

2020, which would be inaugurated by Prime Minister Narendra Modi  evening.

National e-Governance Division (NeGD) and MyGov CEO Abhishek Singh said that 

the ministry of information technology (Meity) would soon approach the Cabinet for a 

policy to introduce AI-based programmes.

Within 60 days

Mr. Kant said that details of the proposal could not be discussed but added that he 

expected the policy to be in place within 60 days.

“It will not be appropriate to talk at length at this stage because it is going to the 

Cabinet but hopefully we should have approval within a month or so. We have already 

got approval of the expenditure finance committee and [Meity] will drive the proposal. 

Give us another 60 days,” Mr. Kant said.

Problem solving

Meity Secretary Ajay Sawhney said that the AI would bring tremendous opportunity 

for India if the talent pool that the country has is used to solve various problems by 

using the technology.

Mr. Singh said that AI would be used for natural language processing which could 

end the problem of communication by ending the language barrier.

Moratorium loans up to Rs. 2 cr. may get relief
The Centre has informed the Supreme Court that it will continue to “hand-hold” small 

and vulnerable borrowers and waive the compound interest (interest on interest) 

accumulated against their loans during the six-month moratorium.

The waiver of compound interest is only applicable for loans up to Rs. 2 crore, an 

additional affidavit filed by the Finance Ministry told the Supreme Court.
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The relief of waiver of compound interest during the moratorium will be for MSME, 

education, housing, consumer durables, credit card, auto, personal and consumption 

loans, all up to Rs. 2 crore.

“The government has decided to continue to hand-hold the small borrowers,” the 

affidavit said. The government made it clear that “any individual or entity whose loan 

amount is more than Rs. 2 crore will not be eligible for waiver of compounding of 

interest”.

The 20-odd page affidavit reasoned that banks would suffer a loss of Rs. 6 lakh 

crore if the government agreed to a complete waiver of loans to all borrowers of all 

categories for the entire moratorium.

“It would wipe out the substantial and major part of the banks’ net worth, rendering 

most of them unviable,” the Ministry said. A blanket waiver across the spectrum would 

“raise a very serious question mark over their [banks] very survival”.

Govt. to bear burden

Even for the State Bank of India, a sweeping waiver would wipe out over half its net 

worth accumulated over nearly 65 years of its existence.

“The only solution is for the government to bear the burden of waiver of compound 

interest,” the government said categorically.

It said even this limited waiver may have an impact on “pressing commitments to 

the nation, including meeting direct costs associated with pandemic management, 

addressing basic needs of common man” and so on.

The government reasoned that “moratorium” never meant “waiver”. It only had meant 

“deferment”.

“Borrowers had understood the difference between waiver and deferment of payment 

of instalments for that loan — therefore a majority of borrowers did not take the 

moratorium. More than 50% of the borrowers did not avail of the moratorium,” the 

government said.

Deposit interest

Most importantly, payment of interest to depositors was essential for banking. Small 
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depositors, pensioners, etc. survive on the interest from their deposits.

Going any further than a limited waiver would be detrimental to the overall economic 

scenario.

“Jobs need to be safeguarded and every attempt made to bring back economic 

growth. Use of public resources for any one category of stakeholders must be 

carefully calibrated. Unintended consequences can arise and financial stability itself 

could be imperilled,” the affidavit cautioned.

On concerns addressed in court about the downgrading of loan accounts from 

‘Standard’ to ‘Non-Performing Assets (NPAs), the government said the resolution 

framework announced by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) provides that loan accounts 

which slip into NPAs between invocation and implementation may be upgraded as 

‘Standard’ on the date of implementation itself.

The government assuaged apprehensions that credit rating may record a downgrade 

to NPA for defaults during moratorium.

COVID to erode 3 years of fiscal consolidation gains of States: 
RBI
The additional outgo to combat the impact of COVID-19 will significantly erode the 

fiscal consolidation achieved by the State governments in the past three years, the 

RBI said in a report.

In its study of the State budgets of 2020-21, the RBI has dwelled on ‘COVID-19 and 

its Spatial Dimensions in India’ and said that Gross Fiscal Deficit (GFD) of the States 

would spiral during the current fiscal.

“States have budgeted their consolidated GFD at 2.8% of GDP in 2020-21; however, 

the COVID-19 pandemic may alter budget estimates significantly, eroding the gains 

of consolidation secured in the preceding three years — the average GFD for States 

that presented their budgets before the outbreak of COVID-19 is 2.4% of GSDP, 

while the average for budgets presented post-lockdown is 4.6%,” the RBI said.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     OCTOBER
     2020
     VOL.74

    
Economy

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

Credibility at stake

Observing that the quality of spending and the credibility of State budgets will assume 

critical importance, it said, “The next few years are going to be challenging for the 

States. They have played an important role in the frontline of the defence against 

the pandemic. Going forward, they need to remain empowered to provide growth 

impulses to the Indian economy and build resilience against future pandemics as 

well.

“Sustaining the recovery from the pandemic will reshape State finances, entailing 

boosting investment in health care systems and other social safety nets in line with 

the States’ demographic and co-morbidity profiles,” it added.

States’ responses by delaying or cutting down expenditures, even wages and salaries, 

also need to be taken into account in the assessment of the pandemic’s effects on 

State finances.

RBI to issue fresh CDS norms soon: Bajaj
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) will soon issue fresh guidelines on credit default 

swaps (CDS), a financial derivative instrument to hedge risks in bond investments, a 

senior Finance Ministry official said .

The development of CDS is considered critical for deepening India’s bond markets 

and the government believes that the enactment of the Bilateral Netting of Qualified 

Financial Contracts law this month should pave the way for an active CDS market.

Talks with regulators

“The government is working with financial sector regulators, SEBI, RBI, IRDA and 

PFRDA to build a robust and vibrant bond market,” said Anand Bajaj, Additional 

Secretary, Department of Economic Affairs.

“The traded volumes in our bond markets in 2019-20 were not much at Rs. 19-Rs. 

20 lakh crore, while 98% of debt issuances were made through private placements,” 

Mr. Bajaj added. Stressing that fair valuation of bonds is a challenge when trading is 
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limited, he said that to facilitate the development of the CDS market, the central bank 

would issue revised guidelines soon.

“We think that enhancing the bond markets is very important for the requirement of 

infrastructure financing, particularly the projects lined up in the National Infrastructure 

Pipeline,” he said at an Assocham event.

NFBCs cautioned

Earlier in the day, Chief Economic Adviser Krishnamurthy Subramanian also made 

a pitch for CDS to make India’s financial markets more vibrant, while urging non-

banking financial companies (NBFCs) to lend cautiously and enhance their risk 

assessment systems.

“Forbearance is necessary in today’s context, but zombie lending could come back 

to bite later,” he said.

“After the 2008-09 global financial crisis, lending to firms with an interest coverage 

ratio of below one, had gone up significantly,” he said at a conference organised by 

FICCI.

“NBFCs face rollover and interconnected risks such as liquid debt mutual funds 

investing in papers issued by NBFCs. Every NBFC should monitor these risks even 

as the regulators are doing this,” said Mr. Subramanian.

Save tax with the Sheltering Principle
It is better to have income and pay taxes than not have income. But it is important that 

you carefully plan your taxes. In this article, we look at how you can avail deduction 

of Rs. 1.5 lakh under section 80C of the Income Tax Act as part of your goal-based 

investments. The following discussion is based on the assumption that you choose 

the old tax regime.

Tax-efficient investments

Saving taxes on your goal-based investments helps you enjoy a better lifestyle. How? 

The higher the taxes on your goal-based investments, the lower the returns. And lower 
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the returns, the more you have to save every month to achieve your goal. Therefore, 

tax-efficient investments will leave more money for your current consumption.

Therefore, it is important that you optimally use your Section 80C limit. What products 

should you choose to achieve your life goal and simultaneously exhaust the Section 

80C limit?

For any goal that you pursue, your investment portfolio will have equity and bonds. 

Your equity investments will be typically through mutual funds (MFs) while your bond 

investments will be in bank fixed deposits (FDs) and recurring deposits (RDs). So, 

your equity investments predominantly earn capital appreciation whereas your bond 

investments earn only income return. This sets the stage for applying the Sheltering 

Principle to create tax-efficient portfolios.

The principle in question

You should protect (shelter) from tax those investments in your portfolio that provide 

the lowest post-tax returns.

Typically, income returns are taxed at a higher rate than returns from capital 

appreciation. Note that your equity investments will typically attract long-term capital 

gains because you are likely to hold the investments for more than one year; this is 

because you are investing to achieve a life goal which will have a typical horizon of 

more than three years.

Therefore, your equity investments will be taxed at 10% whereas your income returns 

will be taxed at your marginal tax rate (30% typically).

So, if your goal-based portfolio contains equity funds and bank FDs, your investments 

will suffer 10% tax on equity investments and 30% tax on bond investments. Therefore, 

it is logical to shelter bond investments (PF and PPF) from taxes. The arithmetic 

behind the Sheltering Principle is simple. Suppose you are planning to invest Rs. 1.5 

lakh in PPF and your total investments for the year is, say, Rs. 4 lakh.

Suppose PPF pays 7% per annum, your portfolio’s expected portfolio return will 

increase by 0.79% (7% times your marginal tax rate times Rs. 1.5 lakh divided by 

your total annual investments). This shows that the benefit decreases as your total 
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investments in a year increase. There is some benefit, nevertheless.

There is a reason why the Sheltering Principle works. The long-term capital gains on 

ELSS is taxed at 10% just like other equity funds. So, the benefit in investing in ELSS 

is only the amount you save as taxes in any year you make the investment, which is 

Rs. 45,000 (marginal tax rate of 30% of Rs. 1.5 lakh).

In contrast, by investing in PPF, you not only save Rs. 45,000 in taxes in any year 

you invest, your interest income and accumulated amount you withdraw at maturity 

are also tax-free. This adds to the post-tax expected return on your portfolio through 

the time horizon for a life goal. The higher post-tax returns reduce stress on savings, 

giving you more disposable cash for current consumption.

Note that investments in ELSS have a three-year lock-in period under the Income Tax 

Act. So, you risk losing your unrealised gains if the market moves up during the lock-

in period only to decline thereafter. Also, if you invest in ELSS through a systematic 

investment plan (SIP), each SIP will be subject to the three-year lock-in period.

RBI’s reconstituted policy panel to meet Oct. 7-9
The Reserve Bank has scheduled the next meeting of the MPC for October 7-9.

This follows the appointment of three new external members to the Monetary Policy 

Committee (MPC).

The meeting, originally scheduled for September 29-October 1, had to be postponed 

as the term of the previous external members ended on September 30.

The government  appointed Ashima Goyal, Jayanth R. Varma and ShashankaBhide 

as new external members of the panel. Nomura said in a note that Dr. Goyal and Dr. 

Varma were from academia and specialised in macroeconomics and the financial 

sector, respectively, while Dr. Bhide came from a think-tank and had worked on 

real economy issues, but that his policy views were not yet known. With the fresh 

nominations, the MPC had developed a more ‘dovish tilt’ it added.

“The new external MPC members appear to be more neutral-to-dovish in their policy 
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views. They are likely to be vocal on liquidity, credit market dynamics, and may not shy 

away from advocating for the RBI to look at unconventional or untested measures. 

They are likely to look through the current phase of elevated inflation and find space 

to lower rates further,” Nomura said.

‘Need short-term relief to retain long-term growth hopes’
Emerging markets must take urgent relief measures to address distress among 

households and small firms due to the pandemic and lockdowns, instead of holding 

off for a stimulus package after the virus is reined in, former Reserve Bank of India 

governor Raghuram Rajansaid.

Speaking at ICRIER’s annual G20 conference, Dr. Rajan said countries such as 

Mexico, Peru and India have been very badly affected by the pandemic, both in terms 

of infection rates and the adverse effects on households and firms.

“Many governments have been cautious, and some would argue overly cautious, 

because they have lower resources for relief, and they fear rating downgrades. For 

a number of countries, the right thing to do, which is perhaps what the IMF is now 

saying, is to spend to diminish the damage than to wait to spend hoping that it will 

increase demand,” Dr. Rajan said, stressing that relief was distinct from stimulus 

measures that only aim to increase demand.

“If you don’t provide relief, your small and medium firms and households are much 

less able to produce or spend when the recovery happens, and the economy’s 

potential growth is reduced largely from the supply side. Some countries are saying 

let’s wait till we control the pandemic because then we can boost demand by a whole 

bunch of stimulus spending,” Dr. Rajan said, underlining that such a stimulus would 

be extremely inflationary smaller firms have gone out of business.

India can expand its fiscal space for spending more on relief measures if it can build 

institutions to convince markets that it will be fiscally responsible over the medium 

term.
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“Adopt a debt target with legislation, appoint that independent fiscal commission 

which will look at Budgets and talk about where there is lack of transparency, hiding 

the true fiscal position,” he said, adding this required significant reform actions in the 

short term but which could trigger a virtuous cycle.

“The alternative is a vicious cycle, if the government is frozen and does nothing, saying 

I won’t spend because I don’t have the money, rating agency will downgrade me… 

so we will pick up the pieces when we find them. (Then) private sector deteriorates, 

growth potential falls, and the rating agencies eventually decide you have huge debts, 

are not growing, so let me downgrade you anyway,” he said, adding that this holds 

true for many emerging markets.

World Bank widens GDP contraction forecast to 9.6%
The World Bank expects India’s economy to contract by 9.6% in 2020-21, revising 

its earlier estimate in June that output will shrink by just 3.2% amidst the COVID-19 

pandemic. This revision reflects ‘the impact of the national lockdown and the income 

shock experienced by households and firms’, the Bank explained.

In its South Asia Economic Focus report released, the Bank reckoned there will be 

a rebound to 5.4% growth in 2021-22, but largely due to base effects and hinging on 

assumptions that the pandemic-related restrictions are completely lifted by 2022.

India’s gross domestic product (GDP) contracted 23.9% in the first quarter of this 

year and official estimates for the second quarter are expected at end-November. 

The Bank mooted continuation of critical reforms to reverse the sudden and steep 

impacts of COVID-19.

“Monetary policy has been deployed aggressively and fiscal resources have been 

channelled to public health and social protection, but additional counter-cyclical 

measures will be needed, within a revised medium-term fiscal framework.

“Despite measures to shield vulnerable households and firms, the trajectory of poverty 

reduction has slowed, if not reversed,” the Bank said on India. It said significant 
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disruptions to jobs likely boosted the poverty rate, with 2020 rates back to levels in 

2016.

“Policy interventions have preserved the normal functioning of financial markets thus 

far. However, the demand slowdown could lead to rising loan delinquencies and risk 

aversion,” it noted.

‘Centre’s, RBI’s stand in SC on loans is a big blow to MSMEs’
The Consortium of Indian Associations termed as a ‘big blow’ to micro, small and 

medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) the RBI’s affidavit in the Supreme Court pleading 

for vacating its stay order on the classification of NPA and the Centre ruling out further 

relief measures under the loan moratorium scheme.

Consortium convener K.E. Raghunathan appealed to the Prime Minister to intervene 

and protect the interests of MSMEs. In a statement, he said, “The lockdown was 

implemented suddenly in national interest and it was extended for nearly six months 

for which MSMEs are not responsible.”

He pointed out that uncertainty abounds over the next six months of business activity 

and that MSMEs continued to pay for fixed costs though revenue has been eluding 

the sector for the last six months.

Earlier, the consortium had suggested several measures to the Centre.

Mr. Raghunathan said an estimated Rs. 3.5 lakh crore were due to MSMEs from large 

industries, PSUs, SPSUs and central/State governments. These, he said, should be 

paid immediately. He also appealed to the Centre to waive income tax for the current 

year for those earning less than Rs. 15 lakh. “This will spur middle-income individuals 

to spend, kindling demand.”

He also suggested that small enterprises with turnover of less than Rs. 5 crore 

be exempted from collection or levy of GST till March. “This will help them offer 

competitive prices. This move alone can bring down end prices by 18%.”

He urged the States and the Centre to spend at least 75% of their budgeted 
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procurements for FY21 before December 2020 to boost order books and create job 

opportunities.

‘We need a scrappage policy’
How has COVID-19 affected Cummins India?

All our factories were shut for the first two months of the lockdown and once the 

ramp-up started, we have gradually picked up and are now at roughly about 70% 

capacity utilisation. Demand differs across segments.

Some segments such as construction or our distribution business units are doing 

quite well and demand is rising pretty rapidly. [But]demand from sectors like rail are 

badly impacted.

In our power generation segment, demand from data centres, telecom, residential 

reality and FMCG is moving up rapidly. But segments such as commercial real estate 

and heavy manufacturing are reviving at a much slower rate. Overall, we are about 

70% of the peak of the pre-COVID level.

When do you think the auto sector, mainly HCVs, will bounce back?

The heavy commercial vehicles segment has been significantly impacted because it 

had already slowed down due to many developments such as the NBFC crisis which 

happened the year before last. It triggered the slowdown and then there were many 

changes in regulations.

The government allowed 20-25% extra loading on all vehicles already on the roads. 

Then we were supposed to do the BS-VI transition in April which was very expensive. 

It was also the fastest we had to go from BS-IV to BS-VI in three years as against 10 

years in other countries.

When we launched products with investments worth thousands of crores of rupees, 

we were already in the lockdown; so it was like a perfect storm with all variables 

being bad.

The market for the medium and heavy commercial market is now at a 10-year low. 
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We haven’t seen such poor demand since 2008 or 2009. The demand in medium 

and heavy commercial vehicles is closely linked to GDP; as the economy recovers, 

this market will also bounce back.

This market will fully revive only by 2022. But it has already started to come up, 

slowly. By January 2021 we will be at 50% of pre-COVID levels; now, we are at 

30-40%.

India and China are at logger heads. Have your exports to China been 

affected?

No. As a matter of fact, we have had record exports to China during the last 3-

4 months and there has been no impact on our business with China. We have 

created advantages versus China in certain products. We have the scale here as 

well as a cost advantage. Our labour cost is roughly 20-25% lower than China’s. 

So, are pricing is competitive.

We are able to get entry as well as continued business from China. If relations 

between the two countries worsens, I don’t know how that will go. But as of today, 

we continue to have strong exports with China. We sell them gensets, engines, 

manufactured components...

What would you like the government to do?

The government is taking a long time to introduce the scrappage policy. That would 

certainly help this industry because with BS-VI, the pollution levels will see 60-70% 

improvement over BS-IV standards. Even today we have BS-I, -II and -III vehicles 

running on the roads.

Over 90% of the pollution is caused by these old vehicles. So, we have introduced 

these ultra-clean engines to the point that [exhaust from] those engines is cleaner 

than the Delhi air. But, it is not going to have any impact if these old pieces of 

equipment keep running.

So, the government needs to introduce the scrappage policy immediately. Also, to 

boost demand, they should [waive] GST. A lot of export incentives have now been 

taken away and there is no clarity yet on what is going to happen from January. 
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We’re going to lose money.

India’s economy to contract by 10.3%: IMF
For the world as a whole, the 2020 growth projection has been revised upwards by 

0.8 percentage points relative to June — the result of a less dire second quarter 

and signs of a stronger recovery in the third quarter, partly offset by downgrades in 

certain developing countries and emerging economies (except China). The recovery 

in 2021 is projected to be at 5.2%, lower than the June 2020 projections.

After 2021, global growth is expected to ease off at 3.5% in the medium term. 

Except for China, where output this year was expected to exceed 2019 levels, 

the advanced, developing and emerging market economies were expected to see 

lower output even next year, IMF Chief Economist Gita Gopinath said in a note that 

illustrated the uneven recovery across country groups.

The U.S. economy is expected to shrink 4.3% this year and grow by 3.1% next year. 

The corresponding numbers for the euro Area are -8.3% and 5.2%. For China, they 

are 1.9% and 8.2% respectively.

“The crisis is however far from over,” Ms. Gopinath noted. She warned that the 

labour market had become more polarised, with low-income workers, women and 

youth being hit harder.

The world would not catch up fully to its pre-pandemic 2020-25 projected growth 

trajectory, the IMF said, reversing the progress made since the 1990s in reducing 

poverty and increasing inequality and causing a “severe setback” to projected 

improvements in living-standards across all groups of countries.

The Fund projects that close to 90 million people could fall below the $1.90/day 

extreme poverty threshold (the World Bank last week projected that there could be 

up to 150 million additional extreme poor in 2020, 2021).

Along with subdued growth for the medium term, the stock of sovereign debt is 

expected to increase. The projections are based on the assumption that social 
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distancing continues into 2021 fading as vaccine coverage expands and therapies 

improve. By the end of 2022 local transmission is expected to be low in the forecasting 

model. However, these projections come with “unusually large” uncertainties.

‘Public debt ratio to rise to 90% of GDP on Covid’
India’s public debt ratio, which remarkably remained stable at about 70% of the GDP 

since 1991, is projected to jump by 17 percentage points to almost 90% because of 

an increase in public spending due to COVID-19, the IMF said.

“In our projections, the increase in public spending, in response to COVID-19, 

and the fall in tax revenue and economic activity, will make public debt jump by 17 

percentage points to almost 90% of GDP,” Vitor Gaspar, Director of IMF’s Fiscal 

Affairs Department, told the Press Trust of India .

“Going forward, it is projected to stabilise in 2021, before slowly declining up to the 

end of the projection period, in 2025. Broadly speaking, the pattern of public debt in 

India is close to the norm around the world,” he said.

According to Mr. Gaspar, in the near-term, additional fiscal action can and should be 

deployed as needed to support the poor and the vulnerable.

‘Allow trading in bonds from stressed businesses’
Regulators must consider permitting the trading of bonds issued by distressed 

businesses in the corporate bond market, mooted Chief Economic Advisor (CEA) 

Krishnamurthy Subramanian, adding that with the COVID-19 pandemic set to 

‘inevitably’ add to the distress in corporates’ and lenders’ balance-sheets, the country 

needed a price discovery mechanism for stressed assets.

Asserting that the country’s evolving insolvency and bankruptcy process still had 

scope to become more efficient, he said, “We also need a market for price discovery 

of stressed assets, without which the process of taking a haircut becomes difficult”.

“Similarly, a corporate bond market that enables bonds of distressed companies to 
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be traded becomes important.

“In India, it’s primarily just the [firms with] top few ratings that get traded. The U.S. 

benefits a lot in the creative destruction process by having that market for price 

discovery. So, we need to look at our incentives and the market for price discovery,” 

Mr. Subramanian added.

‘Incentive problem’

Investigations against bankers for judgments they may exercise to resolve stressed 

loan accounts also cramped their ability to take ‘economically efficient’ decisions, 

he opined. Flagging an ‘incentive’ problem affecting public sector bankers in 

particular, he said that judgment is involved when a company goes into distress 

and its debt needs to be restructured or written down to turn it around or attract 

other investors.

“A significant amount of judgment is used to price the value of that debt with a 

necessary haircut [and] take that hit in the profit and loss account... This is where 

because of the involvement of judgment, there is always this possibility of a hindsight 

bias that can create enormous risk aversion,” Mr. Subramanian said. “If a decision 

made after exercising judgment, can be viewed with a malafide intent, that can 

make bankers very skittish in making those judgments,” he added.

“Investigations that do not take into account some of these very important nuances, 

really make it very difficult for bankers to do what is economically efficient,” the CEA 

said, stressing that such judgment was critical for alleviating the distressed assets 

problem.

Business barons also needed to snap out of a ‘Heads I win, tails you lose’ approach, 

Mr. Subramanian contended at a session on stressed assets hosted by industry 

body FICCI.

“Corporate India needs to recognise and respect that the equity contract entails — if 

things go well, even if due to luck, you retain control; but if things go bad, possibly 

also due to luck or exogenous circumstances, ceding control is part of the equity 

contract,” he said.
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‘Latest stimulus to have minimal growth impact’
The government’s latest fiscal stimulus measures will have a minimal impact on 

India’s growth prospects, rating agency Moody’s Investors Service said, stressing 

that their ‘small scale’ is actually a credit negative as it reflects the country has 

‘limited budgetary firepower to support the economy’.

, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman had announced a leave travel cash voucher 

scheme and an interest-free festival advance of Rs. 10,000 for all central government 

employees, to spur consumer demand. She also announced a Rs. 25,000 crore 

enhancement in the Centre’s capital spending and a 50-year loan facility worth Rs. 

12,000 crore for States to expand capital expenditure.

Moody’s expects India’s GDP to shrink 11.5% in 2020-21, so the 0.5% of GDP 

gain expected by the government from these stimulus measures will provide only 

‘a small boost’, it pointed out. The package amounts to a fiscal cost of 0.2% of real 

GDP this year, as per the rating agency.

‘Weak fiscal position’

“Notwithstanding the fiscal prudence of the measures, the small scale of the stimulus 

highlights limited budgetary firepower to support the economy during a very sharp 

contraction, a credit negative... India’s very weak fiscal position has constrained its 

scope for discretionary stimulus spending in response to the coronavirus shock,” 

Moody’s observed.

“Even when combined with the fiscal stimulus earlier in 2020, the size of the 

measures remains modest. In total, the two rounds of stimulus bring the government’s 

direct spending on coronavirus-related fiscal support to around 1.2% of GDP. This 

compares with an average of around 2.5% of GDP for Baa-rated peers as of mid-

June,” the firm said in a note. The average fiscal stimulus of 13 Baa-rated nations 

was calculated from the International Monetary Fund’s database of fiscal policy 

responses to COVID-19, for this comparison.

India’s rating is Baa3 negative as per Moody’s, following a downgrade this June 
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from Baa2 negative. The country’s policymaking institutions will be challenged in 

enacting policies that effectively mitigate the risks of a sustained period of relatively 

low growth, significant further deterioration in the general government fiscal position 

and stress in the financial sector, the agency had said in its rationale for the 

downgrade.

‘Growth may rebound’

Consumer confidence, the agency pointed out, has remained subdued even as India 

has emerged from a very stringent nationwide lockdown, which drove a 24.5% year-

on-year contraction in private consumption in the April-June quarter.

While Moody’s has forecast growth to rebound to 10.6% in 2021-22, due to base 

effects and a gradual normalisation in economic activity, it expects growth to settle 

around 6% over the medium term, with downside risks that partly arise from ‘ongoing 

stress’ within India’s financial system.

IRDAI unveils standard term life insurance cover
Insurance regulator IRDAI has come up with a standard individual term life insurance 

product whose simple features as well as standard terms and conditions are expected 

to help customers make an informed choice and reduce mis-selling.

The product, Saral Jeevan Bima, will be a non-linked, non-participating individual 

pure risk premium life insurance plan providing for payment of the sum assured 

in lump sum to the nominee in case of the insured’s death during the policy term. 

Issuing guidelines, the regulator mandated all life insurers to offer the standard 

product by January 1. The plan will be for those in the 18-65 years age group.

The policy term will be 5-40 years, while the sum assured will be a minimum of Rs. 5 

lakh and a maximum of Rs. 25 lakh, IRDAI said. Insurers, however, have the option 

of offering sum assured beyond Rs. 25 lakh with all other terms and conditions 

remaining the same.

The product shall be offered to individuals without restrictions on gender, place of 
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residence, travel, occupation or educational qualifications.

There will be no maturity benefit. Neither will there be any surrender value nor can 

any loan be taken against the product.

Remittances growth turning muted: report
Remittances growth is muted due to ‘structural’ reasons which will hamper 

consumption demand locally, according to a report .

“The muted external remittances growth is more of a structural issue than transitory,” 

India Ratings and Research said in its note.

India received over $70 billion inflows last year.

The agency argued that flows had started to moderate even before the pandemic 

outbreak, pointing out that as a percentage of gross disposable income, the share 

of remittances fell to 2.5% in FY19 as against 3.5% in FY10.

GST cess to stay: Finance Commission chief
GST compensation cess is levied on goods such as cars, aerated drinks and tobacco 

products, over and above the highest GST rate of 28%, and was to be levied for 

the first five years of the GST regime to compensate States. The GST Council has 

decided to extend the levy beyond that period to meet shortfalls in accruals this 

year.

‘Sequence of borrowing’

“Cess shortfalls cannot be met from the Consolidated Fund of India. So it has to 

be raised through some borrowing arrangement like the present one. The only 

issue is the sequence of the borrowing. To some extent, it doesn’t make much of a 

difference. What investors see is the general government debt, not the differentiated 

debt between the Centre and the States. So this entire thing would be a shuffling of 

accounts,” he said, referring to the Centre’s decision to borrow Rs. 1.1 lakh crore on 

behalf of States and lend it onward.
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“I see there is now some forward movement. I have no doubt in my mind that the 

Union government would make sure that the period for which the cess is extended, 

would be adequate enough to extinguish the liabilities which arise upto July 2022. 

This means that the cess may have to be continued up to a much later period, I think 

maybe 2025-26,” Mr. Singh, a former Revenue Secretary, said.

‘Jagan’s letter an affront to judiciary’
Former Supreme Court (SC) judge V. Gopala Gowda has described the letter sent by 

Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy to the Chief Justice of India 

(CJI) regarding the alleged misconduct conduct of Justice N.V. Ramana and some 

judges of Andhra Pradesh (A.P.) High Court as an “affront to a vibrant judiciary”.

“The Chief Justice of India has to apply his mind to the matter and then take 

appropriate action,” he observed in an email interview to The Hindu. Mr. Gowda said 

the letter was unprecedented, particularly in view of the manner of its release in the 

public domain and the allegations levelled against Justice Ramana as well as the 

Chief Justice and other judges of A.P. High Court. An independent judiciary was not 

only an important wing of constitutional democracy but also the very sentinel of the 

rule of law and good governance, he said.

The letter and its public disclosure not only compromised the dignity, independence 

and majesty of the top court and the A.P. High Court, but has also, consequently, 

interfered with administration of justice and scandalised the court in the eyes of the 

people by sensationalising the issue, Mr. Gowda said.

Stating that the manner of the letter’s release at a press conference was coloured by 

severe impropriety, he said it appears that sensationalising the issue was the priority 

and not a genuine quest for truth of the matter.

As far as accusing Justice Ramana and some judges of the High Court of nepotism 

is concerned, Mr. Gowda said the judges named in the CM’s letter are critical 

functionaries discharging sacrosanct functions under the Constitution.
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Aspersions and allegations against them ought not to be made lightly for 

sensationalism without substantive and positive evidence. Nothing short of the faith 

of the people in the judiciary and the rule of law is at stake.

The majesty of the judiciary has never been more fragile ever since the unprecedented 

press conference addressed by four former judges of the apex court, he added.

Mr. Gowda said: “Article 121 and Article 211 of the Constitution expressly bar 

Parliament and the State legislatures to discuss the conduct of any judge. The 

Constitution confers such immunity having regard to the onerous responsibility of 

judges in discharging constitutional functions. The matter at hand must be seen in 

this context.” Asked if the Chief Minister’s letter amounted to contempt of court as 

is being argued by a section of the legal fraternity, Mr. Gowda said it is subject to 

a decision by the CJI on the touchstone of the applicable contempt law(s) in the 

country.

Regarding suspicions about the timing of the letter, the intentions behind it and the 

fears that the judiciary has been deliberately dragged into the political muddle, Mr. 

Gowda said: “I understand that as a matter of fact, a number of cases, including 

criminal cases, are pending against the CM as on date before courts of law. Timing 

of the letter and sensationalising the issue ostensibly casts a doubt on the motive.”

“Such being the immunity and privileges conferred on judges by the Constitution, it 

is highly unfortunate that politics took the discussion on constitutional functionaries 

to social media making a circus out of it all,” he said.

Mr. Gowda said the Chief Minister should have taken up the matter confidentially 

with the CJI, and not in the way the issue was raked up publicly.

China GDP growth accelerates to 4.9%
China’s economic growth continued to gain momentum in the third quarter, with the 

GDP expanding 4.9% from a year earlier in the July-September period, according 

to official Chinese data released .
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The pace of expansion was faster than the preceding quarter’s 3.2% and underlined 

the rebound in the world’s second-largest economy at a time when other major 

economies are struggling to recover from contractions triggered by the COVID-19 

pandemic and the lockdowns to combat it. Growth was, however, slower than the 

5.2% pace forecast by analysts in a Reuters poll.

The IMF has forecast China’s economy will expand by 1.9% in 2020, making it the 

only major economy to register growth in a pandemic-hit year.

The economic rebound follows China’s broad return to normalcy this summer, 

following sweeping COVID-19 curbs including stringent lockdowns, extensive contact 

tracing, and restrictions on international travel through the first half of the year, which 

allowed the authorities to almost entirely stop transmission of the virus within China, 

with the exception of a few clusters that were contained locally.

Travel rebounds

The country’s week-long October national holiday saw 630 million domestic trips and 

a surge in local tourism that generated $70 billion in revenue, with travel reported at 

80% of last year’s numbers, according to Chinese financial magazine Caixin.

The recovery was driven by a 5.8% growth in industrial production and a revival 

of exports. A surge in investments in infrastructure projects, enabled by measures 

to boost liquidity, had been sanctioned by the government, which had to grapple 

with millions of job losses at the start of the year as a result of the pandemic’s first 

outbreak in Wuhan in December.

Consumption lags

Consumption, however, is yet to regain its normal vigour with retail sales in the 

January-September period still down 7.2% from a year earlier, even though growth 

rebounded in September to 3.3%, from August’s 0.5% pace.

“Whether you look at the most recent month, the quarter, or the year-to-date, it is 

obvious that the recovery in production vastly exceeds the recovery in consumption,” 

Michael Pettis, Finance Professor at Peking University in Beijing, said on Twitter, 

adding this would inflate an already ballooning debt burden.
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“While private-sector business investment, which is driven mostly by growth in 

consumption and exports, was down 1.5% year-to-date, total fixed asset investment 

was up 0.8% for the year,” Mr. Pettis said. “As a result, China’s debt-to-GDP ratio 

rose dramatically, from roughly 252 last September to roughly 275 last month,” he 

added.

Assessing hit on economy, will share GDP estimate in time: 
FM
The government has just begun its own assessment of India’s growth prospects 

for this year that would be shared in due course of time, Finance Minister Nirmala 

Sitharaman said  evening.

The Minister also said that the government’s new policy for public sector enterprises, 

which will notify strategic sectors where at least one public unit needs to operate, is 

being finalised and will be put up for the Union Cabinet’s approval soon.

“We have only now started doing some kind of an assessment,” the Minister said. 

“We waited for the commencement of the second half of the year, which has just 

started. We have got a lot of inputs that are fairly different from what we had got in 

July, as ideally it should be,” she said, adding that a statement would be made in 

public or in Parliament once the exercise is complete.

She was responding to a query on whether India will come up with its own official 

estimates as part of a mid-year review, following estimates from the RBI and the 

International Monetary Fund that expect the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to 

contract by 9.5% and 10.4% in 2020-21, respectively.

She was speaking at the unveiling of the Fifteenth Finance Commission chairperson 

N.K. Singh’s autobiography Portraits of Power in the capital.

WFH spurring rural buoyancy: Cisco
The pandemic-triggered work-from-home (WFH) model has been flattening the 
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socio-economic curve through wealth distribution and job creation in small towns 

and villages, said a senior official of Cisco India. This has greatly contributed to 

the growth of the rural economy of India, added Daisy Chittilapilly, MD, Digital 

Transformation Office, Cisco India.

She said there had been a lot of talk around the impact of WFH on the environment, 

but that we ought also to notice the impact it was having on the country’s rural 

economy ‘after thousands of well-earning professionals moved to their hometowns’, 

as part of the new work regime, and thus, collectively creating some kind of economic 

buoyancy across rural India.

For instance, Cisco currently has more than 13,000 employees in India and they 

used to work from fewer than 10 locations before the pandemic. Now, they are 

spread across 108 locations, she said.

“WFH has been leading to the flattening of wealth distribution and job creation; until 

the pandemic, it was mostly a metro or urban scenario and small towns and cities 

were not directly part of this growth wave,’’ she pointed out.

Access to basics

Obviously, the aspirations — the urban sprawls, lifestyle, better job options — are 

what attracted millions of rural folk to urban India.

“But, if we can get people to access the four basics — education, healthcare, food 

and livelihood — I don’t think they would want to come into cities,” she said.

On the longevity of WFH, she said, almost 75% of Indian CFOs are actually on 

record, saying that they’re going to look at WFH as a way to depress their operating 

costs. Cisco traditionally has been an 85%-plus WFH-enabled enterprise and 

therefore, it didn’t have to specially get ready for COVID-19, she said.

Between 2012 and 2017, Cisco consolidated its real estate, closing down 239 

buildings worldwide and saving almost half-a-billion U.S. dollars a year.

Hybrid mode

“We believe the world post COVID-19 will settle into a hybrid mode,” she added.“If 

you take an average across all industries, about 65% of companies settle into hybrid 
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mode.’’ But again, India has a go-to-work culture, and a lot of us naturally go to 

work,” she said. The social aspect of work is something that all of us miss.

And, on the whole, there’s enough research out there and there is community 

innovation, community learning and community contribution. “Human beings get 

energy from each other. So, I don’t think we’ll go back to either extreme after the 

pandemic,’’ she said.

SAP raising investments in India: Bawa
With increased focus on the SME and start-up segments in India, German software 

maker SAP’s investments in the country are rising as it transitions to becoming a 

‘true cloud’ company, said a senior company executive.

“India continues to remain one of our fastest-growing markets globally,” said 

KulmeetBawa, president and MD, SAP, Indian Subcontinent.

“It has always been very very important because of a variety of reasons... scale, 

demographic dividend, abundant opportunities, a cloud-first mindset. What is 

happening in the start-up ecosystem... we are extremely fascinated,” added Mr. 

Bawa.

Economic transition

“I think, clearly the transformation of the Indian economy is underway.” He said the 

company was now ‘diving deeper’ into the SME segment as well as the start-up 

ecosystem to build an innovation hub in India so ‘overall investments are going 

up.’

On its strategy for SMEs, which account for almost 80% of SAP’s customer base of 

12,000 in India and which have been among the worst-hit by the pandemic, he said, 

“SMEs have really got impacted but we have not changed our strategy.”

“In fact, we are doubling down into that space because SMEs in India today account 

for about 29-30% of our GDP.A lot of India’s future today is banking on MSMEs. We 

are... helping them embrace digitisation, focussing on upskilling their workforce and 
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enhancing overall business value.”

Faster digitisation

Mr. Bawa said organisations were turning digital faster than ever before, especially 

so in the past six months, but that it was important for them to hop on to the digital 

bandwagon with agility, and nimbleness and that that was possible only on the 

cloud.

He added that with work-from-home and education-from-home, there was a ‘huge’ 

sense of urgency among Indian firms to embark on or to culminate the digital 

transformation journeys even faster.

Monetisation of idle land: Railways, Defence, BSNL in line
The centre is at an advanced stage of monetising “idle land assets” of key ministries 

and departments, including Railways, Telecommunications and Defence, and 

plans to use the resources generated to create infrastructure assets across the 

country, The Indian Express has learnt.

Sources said that after a detailed assessment of surplus land assets, various 

ministries are now ready to go ahead with monetisation of idle parcels for commercial 

development and infrastructure creation.

“The Union Budget had stressed on asset monetisation to put the available resources 

to better use. The Rail and Defence ministries are close to finalisingmonetisation 

of various surplus land assets. They have done their assessment and it has been 

discussed in detail. Among state-owned companies, BSNL is at an advanced stage 

to monetise (surplus assets) to aid infrastructure creation,” a senior government 

official said.

The Rail and Defence ministries are the biggest government land-owners in the 

country. According to the latest government data, the total land available with the 

Railways is 4.78 lakh hectares (11.80 lakh acres) of which 4.27 lakh hectares is 

under operational and allied usage while around 0.51 lakh hectare (1.25 lakh acres) 
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is vacant.

The Defence Ministry, the biggest land-owner, has about 17.95 lakh acres of 

which around 1.6 lakh acres is within the 62 cantonments, and about 16.35 lakh 

acres outside their boundaries, according to data from the Directorate General, 

Defence Estates. The Ministry has carried out an assessment of land available 

for monetisation, which could be done through participation with other government 

entities, sources said.

The Rail Land Development Authority has started the process of commercial 

development and monetisation of land assets through various models, including 

Public Private Partnership (PPP) and joint development with state governments 

and public sector companies. It plans to issue tenders worth over Rs 15,000 crore 

in the current year for development projects, almost five times that of last year, 

sources said.

For state-owned BSNL and MTNL, discussions had been held earlier for monetisation 

of idle assets — BSNL’s plans are expected to fructify this year.

“BSNL has identified about a dozen assets, including land parcels, that can be 

monetised, some of which will be used to build infrastructure assets. This process 

is expected to start soon and may take another six months to be completed,” an 

official said.

For BSNL, a total of Rs 24,980 crore worth of properties were identified for 

monetisation for which valuation was conducted by registered valuers, as per 

government data presented in Parliament in March.

The government has placed emphasis on asset monetisation of ministry and 

departments, apart from privatisation of key state-owned entities companies, 

including BPCL, CONCOR, Air India and Shipping Corporation of India.

The Aviation and Roads ministries are also aggressively carrying out monetisation 

of assets through bidding of airports on Public Private Partnership (PPP) basis, and 

highways on Toll-Operate-Transfer (TOT) basis. The Union Budget 2020-21 had 
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listed plans to monetise at least 12 lots of highway bundles of over 6,000 km before 

2024.
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German Chancellor accuses China of ‘cruel treatment’ of 
minorities
German Chancellor Angela Merkel  accused China of “poor and cruel treatment” of 

minorities and underlined deep concerns over the crackdown on dissent in Hong 

Kong.

In a speech at the Bundestag a day before an EU summit, Ms. Merkel vowed to 

bring up rights issues and Germany’s worries over the situation in the former British 

colony in any future dialogue with Beijing.

“Of course, we have to bring up our different opinions in talks,” said Ms. Merkel, 

whose country currently holds the rotating presidency of the European Union.

“That’s why we have flagged up our deep concern about the development in Hong 

Kong. The principle of one country, two systems stands but again and again it’s 

being undermined.

“We will bring that up, as well as the poor and cruel treatment in part of the rights of 

the minorities in China.”

She did not name the minorities bearing the brunt of poor treatment but activists 

have accused China over the mass internment of Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang.

More than one million ethnic Uighurs and other minorities have been herded into 

internment camps to undergo political indoctrination, according to rights groups and 

experts.

China insists the camps are training centres aimed at providing education to reduce 

the allure of Islamic radicalism.

Beijing is also under fire over a security law it imposed on Hong Kong in June that 

radically increased its control over the financial hub and led to a brutal crackdown 

on dissent.

Hong Kong was guaranteed autonomy under the “One Country, Two Systems” deal 

agreed ahead of its 1997 handover from Britain.

But critics say the security law, imposed following months of large and often violent 

protests calling for greater democratic freedoms and police accountability, spells the 
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end of the agreement.

Trump, Biden clash in chaotic first debate
U.S. President Donald Trump and his opponent, Democratic nominee Joe Biden, 

clashed in their first presidential debate  night — an interaction characterised by 

chaos and acrimony, not seen before in recent debate history. This was caused 

primarily by Mr. Trump repeatedly talking over Mr. Biden, interrupting him and 

attempting to commandeer the debate from the moderator.

During the debate, Mr. Trump failed to denounce White supremacists when provided 

an opportunity to do so and sought to undermine the legitimacy of the November 

elections, in which an unusually high number of Americans are expected to vote by 

mail, due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

When he was asked to condemn White supremacism and armed militias, specifically 

the Proud Boys — a group of men who call themselves “western chauvinists” — Mr. 

Trump said, “Proud Boys, stand back and stand by! But I’ll tell you what... somebody’s 

got to do something about Antifa and the left.” Members of the group celebrated the 

comment on social media.

Mr. Trump repeatedly tried to throw Mr. Biden off balance, including by insinuating 

that Mr. Biden was controlled by the “radical left” or by bringing his son Hunter 

Biden — whose relationship with the government of Ukraine had been questioned 

by Republicans during the Trump impeachment hearings — into the discussion.

‘Putin’s puppy’

The debate had frequent acrimonious exchanges, with Mr. Biden visibly frustrated 

by Mr. Trump’s interruptions.

At one point, Mr. Biden called Mr. Trump a “clown” and at another, said, “Will you shut 

up, man?” He also called Mr. Trump, “Putin’s puppy”, referring to Russian President 

Vladimir Putin.

Mr. Trump questioned Mr. Biden’s intelligence at one point. “Show us your tax 
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returns,” Mr. Biden said when Mr. Trump was asked if he paid only $750 in federal 

income taxes in 2016 as reported by the New York Times .

Mr. Trump challenged Mr. Biden to say “law and order”. Mr. Biden said it but also 

said, “with justice where people are treated fairly”. In recent months, the U.S. has 

witnessed mass protests set off by police killings and violence against African 

Americans. Some of these have been violent. Mr. Biden has supported the right to 

protests but has condemned the violence.

Mr. Trump, keen to win the suburban women demographic, repeated a claim — one 

with racist undertones — that the Democrats under Mr. Biden were out to destroy 

suburbs. “He wouldn’t know a suburb unless he took a wrong turn,” Mr. Biden said. 

“This is not 1950... all these dog whistles and racism don’t work any more.”

Mr. Trump, who has been making unsubstantiated claims on fraud around mail-in 

ballots, was asked by the debate moderator, Chris Wallace, if he would urge his 

supporters to stay calm and not engage in “civil unrest” as the election was being 

decided.

The President used the opportunity to once more cast doubt on the legitimacy of the 

election. He also urged poll-watchers to go into the polls and “watch very carefully”, 

and said the Supreme Court would need to look at the ballots.

“I hope it’s going to be a fair election. If it’s a fair election, I am a 100% on board,” Mr. 

Trump said. “But if I see tens of thousands of ballots being manipulated, I can’t go 

along with that.” There is no evidence of mail-in voting being a source of significant 

election fraud. Republican and Democrat-run States use the process and Mr. Trump 

has used it personally to cast his vote in the past.

From time to time in the debate, Mr. Biden looked directly at the cameras and 

addressed the American public. He said Mr. Trump was trying to dissuade people 

from voting by scaring them into thinking their vote was not going to be legitimate.

“Show up and vote... you will determine the outcome of this election... He [Mr. 

Trump] cannot stop you from being able to determine the outcome of this election,” 

he said.
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Mr. Biden said voters had the power to choose between changing the country or 

getting “four more years of these lies.”

Comments on India

India received two mentions in the debate — along with U.S. rivals China and 

Russia.

On India, China and Russia, Mr. Trump said the number of COVID-19 deaths was 

unknown because “they don’t exactly give you a straight count”.

Mr. Trump clubbed India with Russia and China again during a segment on pollution. 

“China sends up real into the air. Russia does. India does. They all do.”

EU launches legal action over U.K. Brexit Bill
The European Union took legal action against Britain  over its plans to pass 

legislation that would breach parts of the legally binding divorce agreement the two 

sides reached late last year.

The EU move underscored the worsening relations with Britain, which was a member 

of the bloc until January 31. Both sides are trying to forge a rudimentary free trade 

agreement before the end of the year, but the fight over the controversial U.K. Internal 

Market Bill has soured relations this month.

European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen said that the British plan “by 

its very nature is a breach of the obligation of good faith laid down in the Withdrawal 

Agreement.”

“If adopted as is, it will be in full contradiction to the protocol of Ireland-Northern 

Ireland” in the withdrawal agreement,” she said.

EU leaders fear that if the U.K. Bill becomes law, it could lead to the reimposition of a 

hard land border between Northern Ireland, which is part of Britain, and EU member 

Ireland, and erode the stability that has underpinned peace since the 1998 Good 

Friday accord.

British lawmakers voted 340-256  to push the legislation past its last major hurdle in 
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the House of Commons.

‘No decision yet on Australia’s participation in Malabar 
drills’
The inclusion of Australia in the Malabar Exercise — the trilateral naval exercises 

between India, the U.S. and Japan — was still being discussed, a senior U.S. State 

Department official told reporters on a briefing call . The official’s remarks also 

included India-U.S. interactions at multilateral forums, Amnesty International India 

halting its activities and the India-China border standoff.

Regarding the October ministerial-level meeting of the ‘Quad’ — India, Australia, 

the U.S. and Japan — the countries will discuss a comprehensive set of issues, but 

the actual agenda is going to be kept “close-hold” [a security classification] among 

the countries, the official said, so there can be a more “frank and open” discussion 

of those issues.

‘Strong partnership’

The official, who called the Quad partnership “increasingly strong”, said the agenda 

would cover defence, economic areas and, especially, COVID-19.

India has been reluctant to include Australia in the Malabar naval exercises, which 

include three of the four Quad members. A militarisation of the Quad could be viewed 

by China as a strategy to contain it, not something India has wanted to do.

The official said discussions were still ongoing on whether or not Australia would 

join the other three countries in the exercises, to be held in November in the Bay of 

Bengal.

The agenda for the U.S.-India 2+2 ministerial dialogue in October (Defence and 

Foreign Affairs Ministers of both countries) is currently being worked out and is 

expected to be “comprehensive, wide-ranging and strategic”, the official said. It will 

include defence topics, diplomatic cooperation, cooperation at multilateral forums, 

economic cooperation, space and technology and people to people cooperation, as 
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per the official.

Providing an overview of the ‘U.S.-India Comprehensive Global Strategic Partnership’ 

(the official framework for the relationship between the two countries), the official 

called the relationship “one of the most important partnerships in the world”.

“Perhaps the clearest example of how the U.S.-India partnership has benefited the 

world is in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic,” the official said.

UNSC seat

At a meeting held at the UN last week, India and other G4 countries (Brazil, Germany 

and Japan) declared that they were looking for text-based negotiations and results 

within specified time frames for UN Security Council reform.

The U.S. has supported India’s quest for a permanent seat on the Security Council. 

This was reiterated .

“The United States welcomes India joining the UN Security Council in 2021 for a 

two-year term, and supports a reformed UN Security Council that includes India as 

a permanent member,” the official said in response to questions on how the U.S. 

would support India’s bid for a permanent seat at the Council.

Opposed to incursions

Responding to a question on whether the U.S. would take a stand on the location 

of the disputed border between India and China and support India’s position, the 

official said: “We strongly oppose any unilateral attempts to advance territorial claims 

by incursions ( by military or civilian incursions) across the border, or across the 

established line of actual control.”

“And the disputed boundaries: all we can say is that we encourage India and China 

to use their existing bilateral channels to discuss those and not resort to military 

force.”

British PM Johnson upbeat on EU trade pact before key 
talks
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson said  that “there’s a good deal to be done” with 
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the European Union on post-Brexit trade, as he prepared for scheduled talks with 

European Union chief Ursula von der Leyen.

Mr. Johnson told reporters that the U.K. wants a free trade deal along the lines of the 

one the EU has with Canada, but is also prepared for negotiations to fail.

“We’re resolved on either course, we’re prepared for either course and we’ll make it 

work, but it’s very much up to our friends and partners,” Mr. Johnson said.

The two parties are trying to strike a rudimentary trade deal before the Brexit transition 

period ends on December 31, to avoid a barrage of uncertainty, tariffs and red tape 

that would hurt economies on both sides.

Deadlock remains

But while negotiators have inched close to agreement in many areas during six 

months of talks, they remain deadlocked over European fishing boats’ access to U.K. 

waters, and over the level of support governments can give to industry. The EU is 

concerned that British plans to subsidise sectors such as technology will amount to 

unfair competition.

“We should not forget that we have made progress on many, many different fields. 

But, of course, the most difficult ones are still completely open,” Ms. von der Leyen 

said .

“We want a deal because we think it is better to have a deal as neighbours - also, on 

top of these COVID times with devastating impact on the economies,” she said. “But 

not at any price.”

Mr. Johnson said an October 15-16 EU summit is effectively the deadline for a deal 

if it is to be ratified by year’s end, though EU officials think talks may drag on beyond 

then.

Intense fighting in Karabakh after ‘Azerbaijan offensive’
Armenian and Azerbaijani forces are engaged in intense fighting over the disputed 

Nagorno-Karabakh region after Azerbaijan launched a large-scale new offensive , 
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Armenian officials said.

Armenia said that 51 more separatist soldiers had died in clashes with Azerbaijani 

forces in the breakaway Nagorno-Karabakh region as fighting over the disputed 

territory entered a seventh day.

The government published a list with the names of the 51 dead servicemen on its 

website, hours after the leader of the separatist region, Arayik Harutyunyan, said 

a “final battle” was under way with Azerbaijani forces and that he was joining the 

fighting on the Karabakh frontline.

“The nation and motherland are under threat. Time has come for the entire nation 

to become a powerful army,” Mr. Harutyunyan told journalists before joining troops 

at the battlefield.

Baku and Yerevan have defied international calls for a ceasefire and accused each 

other of starting clashes that began last Sunday and have seen the heaviest fighting 

since a 1994 ceasefire.

“Heavy fighting is ongoing on other flanks,” Armenian Defence Ministry spokeswoman 

Shushan Stepanyan said wrote on Facebook.

‘Heroic resistance’

Karabakh Army spokesman Suren Sarumyan said Azerbaijani forces, who were 

using aviation, drones, and tanks met “heroic resistance” from separatist fighters.

The Azerbaijani Defence Ministry claimed its forces had “captured new footholds (in 

Karabakh) and cleaned up the territory from enemy troops.”

Nearly 200 people have been confirmed killed since the fighting erupted last Sunday, 

including more than 30 civilians. There are fears the fighting could expand into an 

all-out, multi-front war involving regional powers Turkey and Russia.

‘U.S.-made F-16 jets are being used against Armenians’
When NikolPashinyan, Armenia’s Prime Minister, spoke by telephone  with President 

Donald Trump’s National Security Adviser Robert O’Brien, he raised a delicate issue: 
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Why is nothing being done to stop a longtime U.S. ally, Turkey, from using U.S.-

made F-16 jets against ethnic Armenians in a disputed mountain region?

Mr. Pashinyan’s call to Mr. Robert O’Brien followed an eruption of heavy fighting in 

and around Nagorno-Karabakh, a remote territory at the centre of the most enduring 

and venomous of the “frozen conflicts” left by the collapse of the Soviet Union.

The breakaway enclave, legally part of Azerbaijan but controlled by Armenians for 

the past three decades, has seen many military flare-ups over the years. But the 

current fighting, Mr. Pashinyan said in a telephone interview, has taken on a far more 

dangerous dimension because of Turkey’s direct military intervention in support of 

Azerbaijan, its ethnic Turkic ally.

, news reports said, the forces of Armenia and Azerbaijan, both former Soviet 

republics, exchanged rocket fire, with missiles falling on Azerbaijan’s second largest 

city, Ganja, and on the Armenian-controlled capital of Nagorno-Karabakh. Each side 

accused the other of targeting.

In a statement, the International Committee of the Red Cross denounced “a surge 

in attacks using heavy explosive weaponry on populated areas,” which it said “is 

taking a deadly toll on civilians.”

The conflict has set off alarms about the risks of a wider war and put the U.S., with 

its large and politically influential Armenian diaspora, in the uncomfortable position 

of watching Turkey, a vital NATO ally, deploying F-16 jets in support of Armenia’s 

enemies.

‘Heard, acknowledged’

“The U.S.,” Mr. Pashinyan said, “needs to explain whether it gave those F-16s to 

bomb peaceful villages and peaceful populations.” He said that Mr. O’Brien had 

“heard and acknowledged” his concerns and promised to set up a phone conversation 

between the Armenian leader and Mr. Trump.

That opportunity to rally the U.S. to Armenia’s side vanished just a few hours later 

when Mr. Trump announced that he had tested positive for the coronavirus.

But Mr. Trump’s health issues, analysts say, have only accentuated his administration’s 
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disengagement from a conflict that offers no easy diplomatic victories. It has 

confounded decades of efforts to resolve a dispute that has left Armenians in control 

of not only Nagorno-Karabakh but also large swaths of Azerbaijani territory outside 

the breakaway enclave.

Mr. Pashinyan declined to say whether Armenia might be ready to surrender any 

occupied Azerbaijani land as part of a possible peace settlement, insisting that this 

was not up to him but a matter for the leaders of Nagorno-Karabakh, a nominally 

independent entity ruled by ethnic Armenians.

‘New H-1B curbs to hurt U.S. economy’
Reacting to the U.S.’ new curbs on H-1B visas, the National Association of Software 

and Service Companies (Nasscom) said the changes will restrict access to talent 

and harm the American economy.

Nasscom said this would also “endanger U.S. jobs, put U.S. interests at risk and 

slow down R&D into solutions for COVID-19 crisis” while reiterating it was important 

for the U.S. to be able to access skilled talent for its businesses, especially during 

the COVID-19 recovery phase.

The rules change the definitions of specialty occupation, employer and employee-

employer relationship and limits visa validity to one year for a worker at a third-party 

work site, while increasing enforcement and investigations for these visas.

‘America has become a dangerous place’
Standing in front of a field in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, where a significant battle 

in the American Civil War was fought, Democratic presidential nominee Joe Biden 

spoke of a country divided and the need to come together. The former Vice President 

said America had become a “dangerous place” with something “darker” and more 

“dangerous” than just broken politics.

“There’s no more fitting place than here today in Gettysburg, to talk about the cost 
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of division. About how much it has cost America in the past, about how much it is 

costing us now, and about why I believe in this moment, we must come together as 

a nation,” he said in a speech of a little over 20 minutes.

“There’s something bigger going on in this nation than just our broken politics. 

Something darker, something more dangerous... Too many Americans seek not to 

overcome our divisions, but to deepen them,” he said.

Mr. Biden repeated a campaign theme: that while he is running as a “proud Democrat”, 

he would work for those who vote for him and those who do not. Mr. Biden, who first 

joined the U.S. Senate in 1973, has campaigned on his ability to work across aisle 

and committed to doing the same as President.

Balancing act

Mr. Biden has had to balance the expectations of his constituents on the left — such 

as progressives who did not see their candidate Bernie Sanders make it past the 

primaries — in addition to catering to his own moderate support base, while also 

appealing to Republicans disenchanted with the Trump administration.

“I do not believe we have to choose between law and order, and racial justice 

in America. We can have both,” Mr. Biden said . The death of George Floyd, an 

unarmed black man, at the hands of police officers sparked protests this summer 

that have spread across the country. While most of the protests have been peaceful, 

some have turned violent. Mr. Trump and Republicans have accused Mr. Biden of 

being soft on law and order — using violence against law enforcement officials to 

bolster their case.

Talking about white supremacists, Mr. Biden said that in a Biden administration, 

hate would be given “no license” and “no oxygen”.

“I think about what it takes for a black person to love America. That is a deep love for 

this country. That has for far too long, never been recognized,” Mr. Biden said.

Scepticism for masks

Mr. Biden said wearing a mask and social distancing were not political statements 

but scientific recommendations. His opponent Mr. Trump’s scepticism for masks and 
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social distancing have been widely criticised. Mr. Trump and many of those who 

recently attended non-socially distant gatherings at the White House had tested 

positive for the coronavirus.

Later , after Mr. Trump had tweeted that he was looking forward to the second 

debate with Mr. Biden scheduled for Octoebr 15, Mr. Biden said the debate should 

not go ahead if the President is still infected.

“I think if he still has COVID, we shouldn’t have a debate,” he said, adding that his 

decision would be guided by medical advise.

UAE consulate officials need to be probed: NIA
The National Investigation Agency (NIA) is planning to probe the involvement 

of some officials in the UAE consulate in Thiruvananthapuram in the diplomatic 

baggage gold smuggling case.

The agency informed the NIA Special Court here  that the active or passive role 

of some consulate officials in the smuggling of gold under the cover of diplomatic 

baggage and whether some others had facilitated the illegal activities need to be 

found out.

More clarity would be obtained in these aspects after obtaining the custody of Faisal 

Fareed and Rabins Hameed, who were arrested in the UAE .

Opposing the bail application of six accused in the case, P. Vijayakumar, Assistant 

Solicitor General, said a larger conspiracy was hatched among over 30 people and 

international connections were involved in the case.

Many of the accused had invested huge money into smuggling for the purchase of 

gold. Over Rs. 100 crore was suspected to be involved in the deal.

Arjun Ampalapatta, senior public prosecutor of the agency, said the Central 

Economic Intelligence Bureau had alerted the NIA in October last year that the 

proceeds of the gold smuggling through the Karipur airport might be used for terror 

funding and anti-national activities.
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The court asked the agency whether it could gather any evidence to prove the terror 

funding angle of the case after around 85 days of taking over the investigation.

As the prosecution explained the modus operandi of the smugglers, the court 

wondered whether the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act could be invoked in all 

cases of smuggling as it did in the diplomatic baggage case. The court, which would 

look into the confessional statement of Sandeep Nair , may pass its orders on the 

bail applications on the day or Tuesday.

Truce not holding, say Armenia and Azerbaijan
Armenia and Azerbaijan agreed to a Russia-brokered ceasefire in Nagorno-

Karabakh starting Saturday, but immediately accused each other of derailing the 

deal intended to end the worst outbreak of hostilities in the separatist region in more 

than a quarter-century.

The two sides traded blame for breaking the truce that took effect at noon (0800 

GMT) with new attacks, and Azerbaijan’s top diplomat said the truce never entered 

force.

The ceasefire announcement came overnight after 10 hours of talks in Moscow, 

sponsored by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. The deal stipulated that the 

ceasefire should pave the way for talks on settling the conflict.

If the truce holds, it would mark a major diplomatic coup for Russia, which has a 

security pact with Armenia but also cultivated warm ties with Azerbaijan. But the 

agreement was immediately challenged by mutual claims of violations.

Minutes after the truce took force, the Armenian military accused Azerbaijan of 

shelling the area near the town of Kapan in southeastern Armenia, killing one civilian. 

Azerbaijan’s Defence Ministry rejected the accusations as a “provocation.”

The Azerbaijani military, in turn, accused Armenia of striking the Terter and Agdam 

regions of Azerbaijan with missiles and then attempting to launch offensives in the 

Agdere-Terter and the Fizuli-Jabrail areas. Azerbaijan’s Foreign Minister Jeyhun 
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Bayramov charged that “conditions for implementing the humanitarian cease-fire 

are currently missing” amid the continuing Armenian shelling.

Armenia’s Defence Ministry denied any truce violations.

The latest outburst of fighting between Azerbaijani and Armenian forces began 

September 27 and left hundreds of people dead in the biggest escalation of the 

conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh since a separatist war there ended in 1994.

China protests against U.S. Navy mission in South China 
Sea
China said it dispatched ships and planes to track the U.S. guided-missile 

destroyer John S. McCain as it passed near Chinese-held islands in the South 

China Sea.

The People’s Liberation Army accused the U.S. warship of trespassing into Chinese 

territorial waters  near the Paracel Islands — called Xisha by China — during the 

latest freedom of navigation missions by the U.S. Navy aimed at defying China’s 

vast claims in the strategic waterway.

Spokesperson for the PLA’s Southern Theater Command Colonel Zhang Nandong 

said Beijing demanded the U.S. end such actions, calling them “blatant navigation 

hegemony and military provocation” that “seriously violated China’s sovereignty 

and security interests, and gravely jeopardized peace and stability in the South 

China Sea.”

“We urges the U.S. side to immediately stop such kind of provocative actions, strictly 

manage and control its maritime and air military operations so as not to cause any 

eventuality”, Mr. Zhang was quoted as saying by the official Xinhua News Agency.

Counter claims

China claims sovereignty over virtually the entire South China Sea, which is 

also claimed in whole or in part by Taiwan, the Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia and 

Vietnam. Frictions between China and Indonesia have also increased over activities 
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by China’s fishing vessels, the Coast Guard and Navy within Indonesia’s exclusive 

economic zone.

China ignored a 2016 arbitration ruling that invalidated most of its claims in the 

South China Sea.

‘India will be playing an important, active role in Afghan peace 
process’
You said you are on a mission to build regional consensus for the reconciliation 

process. Were there specific assurances you were hoping for during your visit to 

New Delhi?

We weren’t expecting something specific.

We wanted to share the details of what is going on and see how best each country 

can contribute. That was the aim of the visit. All the leaders [in Delhi] that I met 

were supportive of the people of Afghanistan, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, 

a unified and peaceful Afghanistan and supportive of an Afghan-led, Afghan-owned 

the peace process.

India has taken one step by attending the inauguration of the Doha talks — the first 

time an Indian official has actually addressed a gathering including the Taliban. Did 

you discuss whether India would engage the Taliban more directly now?

I didn’t have a specific recommendation as far as engagement with the Taliban is 

concerned but I will say India will be playing an important role, active role with the 

rest of the partners of the international community from the region [in the process] 

and beyond.

Did you receive any assurances on Pakistan’s support when it comes to announcing 

a ceasefire during your visit there last week?

[We are still hopeful of] a ceasefire or significant reduction in violence. [Pakistani 

officials] were supportive of that idea and they also promised that they will 

communicate this and they will try to use their own influence to achieve that.
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Even so, are you at all hopeful? Just looking at the figures, 1,300 civilian casualties 

in the first half of this year, a 60% rise in attacks on Afghan forces from this quarter 

compared to the previous quarter….

The people of Afghanistan were expecting that as the [Doha] talks started, we would 

have a ceasefire or a significant reduction in violence. Our negotiating team was 

ready from day one to start discussions on a ceasefire. The progress so far has 

been slow, but hopefully, with the help of different players and also with the patience 

that we will show, the civility we will show there will be a transition to less violence.

Are you on the same page as the President Ghani government? Just 10 months 

ago, you were in a legal battle with President Ghani, contesting the presidential 

elections you both fought…

That’s democracy. Given the fact that we contested elections [against each 

other] means that we were not on the same page on some issues. But when it is 

in the interest of the country, in the interest of peaceful Afghanistan, democratic 

Afghanistan, an Afghanistan which respects the rights of its citizens, men, women, 

minorities and others, on that we are on the same page.

US President Trump has already said that by Christmas, he hopes to have all U.S. 

troops return. Are you considering the possible need for a regional peacekeeping 

force if the Americans do pull out completely?

First of all, on the recent announcement by President Trump, the details are not yet 

available to us. They already had announced, according to their agreement, to keep 

4,500 troops and to pull-out the rest of it, which will be completed by November. So, 

we are not sure what these announcements refer to. But eventually, Afghanistan 

needs to stand on its own feet and support from the region for a peaceful, inclusive 

settlement is important. Hopefully, we will get to an agreement that will not require 

security forces from other countries to keep us safe.

But have you discussed that possibility in India?

No, no, that was not part of our discussions.
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China backs Iran nuclear deal, calls for new West Asia 
forum
China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi has called for a new forum to defuse tensions 

in the West Asia after a meeting with his Iranian counterpart where he reiterated 

Beijing’s support for Tehran.

Mr. Wang and Javad Zarif also reaffirmed their commitment to Iran’s 2015 nuclear 

deal with world powers, according to the Chinese Foreign Ministry, an implicit rebuke 

of the U.S. for abandoning the accord during their Saturday meeting in China’s 

southwestern Tengchong city.

Iran has been locked in an acrimonious relationship with Saudi Arabia, the other 

major West Asian power, over the war in Yemen, Iranian influence in Iraq and Saudi 

support for Washington’s sanctions on Tehran.

“China proposes to build a regional multilateral dialogue platform with equal 

participation of all stakeholders,” said the Chinese Foreign Ministry statement.

The forum would “enhance mutual understanding through dialogue and explore 

political and diplomatic solutions to security issues in the West Asia”, the statement 

added.

Mr. Wang added that support for the Iranian nuclear deal, negotiated by the Obama 

administration but ultimately abandoned by Donald Trump, would be a precondition 

of entry to the forum.

Mr. Zarif said on Twitter his “fruitful talks” with Mr. Wang amounted to a rejection of 

“U.S. unilateralism” and had also focused on strategic ties and collaboration on the 

development of a coronavirus vaccine.

Neo-Nazi leaders get prison terms
A Greek court  handed a 13-year prison sentence to the leader of neo-Nazi group 

Golden Dawn for running a criminal organisation disguised as a political party.

As well as Nikos Michaloliakos, the party’s founder — who received an additional 
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one year for illegal possession of a weapon — the court also sentenced five former 

members of his inner circle to prison terms on the criminal organisation charge. 

They included current independent European Parliament member Ioannis Lagos.

The court also gave a life sentence to the Golden Dawn member who murdered 

anti-fascist rapper Pavlos Fyssas in 2013, the act that sparked the investigation into 

the paramilitary group.

EU imposes sanctions on six Russians over Navalny attack
The European Union (EU)and Britain imposed sanctions  on six Russians, some 

among the highest-ranked officials in the nation, and a state research institute over 

the nerve agent poisoning of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny.

The move comes a day after Russia’s Foreign Minister threatened the 27-nation EU 

with retaliatory action.

“Russia is our neighbour and shares this continent with us, but we will not give 

up our principles and convictions when it comes to chemical weapons,” French 

President Emmanuel Marcon told reporters at a summit of EU leaders in Brussels.

He said the bloc must continue “a transparent but demanding dialogue” with 

Moscow.

Foreign Minister Heiko Maas of Germany, which holds the EU’s rotating presidency, 

said that “only with a clear position and by sticking to principles can we as the 

European Union make progress with respect to Russia”. Those hit by the sanctions, 

which consist of an asset freeze and travel bans in Europe, include Alexander 

Bortnikov, the chief of Russia’s Federal Security Service, the top KGB successor 

agency that is in charge of domestic security, and Sergei Kiriyenko, President 

Vladimir Putin’s Deputy Chief of Staff.

The State Scientific Research Institute for Organic Chemistry and Technology was 

also targeted. The EU said that institute, which was responsible for destroying 

Soviet-era chemical weapon, was years ago involved in the development and 
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production of chemical weapons, including the nerve agent Novichok allegedly used 

to poison Mr. Navalny.

Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov called the move “a deliberate, unfriendly step 

towards Russia” and said the EU “inflicted damage” on the bloc’s relations with 

Russia.

U.S. warship in Taiwan Strait enrages China
A U.S. warship sailed through the Taiwan Strait in what the American military 

described as a “routine” passage , but enraging China, which claims sovereignty 

over the island and surrounding seas.

Ties between Beijing and Washington have deteriorated in recent months, over 

issues including trade and Hong Kong, with the self-ruled island of Taiwan a long-

running source of tension.

The guided-missile destroyer USS Barry passed through the Strait on October 14, 

according to a statement by the U.S. Pacific Fleet. “The ship’s transit through the 

Taiwan Strait demonstrates the U.S. commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific,” 

it said.

“We warn the U.S. to stop its words and deeds that provoke trouble and disturb the 

situation in the Taiwan Strait,” Eastern Theatre Command spokesperson Colonel 

Zhang Chunhui said. Beijing views the passage of foreign vessels through the Strait 

as a violation of its sovereignty.

Knesset backs Israel-UAE deal
Israel’s Parliament voted  in favour of normalisation of ties with the United Arab 

Emirates after a marathon debate with over 100 speeches lasting more than eight 

hours.

A total of 80 lawmakers voted to approve the U.S.-brokered agreement, with 13 

from the Arab-led Joint List against.
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“This historic agreement... will bring us closer to other countries in the region to sign 

other peace agreements,” Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said.

He said Israel had contact with another country in the region for the first time, but 

did not reveal its name.

The UAE in August became the first Arab state to establish relations with Israel 

since Egypt in 1979 and Jordan in 1994. It was quickly followed by Bahrain.

The U.S.-brokered deals were formalised at the White House on September 15.

The West Asia agreements were condemned by the Palestinians as a “betrayal”.

Will defend rights in South China sea: Philippines
The Philippines is ready to defend the oil and gas exploration it has decided to 

resume in its internationally recognised waters in the disputed South China Sea and 

will not cede that right to any nation, the energy chief said .

The Department of Energy announced  that President Rodrigo Duterte has approved 

its recommendation to lift a 6-year-old moratorium on energy exploration in three 

offshore areas west of the Philippines, including in potentially oil- and gas-rich Reed 

Bank, which China also claims.

Companies with government contracts have been notified to resume their petroleum 

search, Energy Secretary Alfonso Cusi said.

Mr. Cusi told reporters in an online news conference  that China was not informed 

of the Philippine government’s decision to resume oil exploration in its exclusive 

economic zone, a 320-km stretch of waters where a coastal state can exclusively 

exploit maritime resources under the 1982 U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea.

Reed Bank and two other exploration areas are within the Philippines’ exclusive 

zone but China is likely to assert its claim, Mr. Cusi said. “They will not just take it 

without raising a word. I’m sure they’re going to write us,” he said.

Asked how the Philippines will respond if China protests, Mr. Cusi replied, “We have 

to stand up for our rights, that’s what we are going to do.”
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A work-in-progress campaign for rights
On October 13, elections were held for the cohort of member nations who will serve 

for the next three years (2021-23) in the UN Human Rights Council. Among the 

five countries that were vying for membership from the Asia-Pacific region, four 

— Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Nepal and China — made it, while Saudi Arabia lost out.

The UNHRC has 47 members serving at any time with elections held to fill up seats 

every year, based on allocations to regions across the world to ensure geographical 

representation. Along with the aforementioned countries, the others who booked a 

seat in the council included Russia and Ukraine from Eastern Europe; France and 

the U.K. from Western Europe and other states; Ivory Coast, Gabon, Malawi and 

Senegal from Africa; and Bolivia, Cuba and Mexico from the Latin American and 

Caribbean States. Countries are disallowed from occupying a seat for more than 

two consecutive terms.

The election to the Asia Pacific cohort this year was eventful. Saudi Arabia which 

had controversially earned a representation twice (2014-16, followed by 2017-2019) 

despite a known reputation for several human rights violations, could not secure 

a seat this time. In the secret ballot conducted in the 193-member UN General 

Assembly, Saudi Arabia could manage only 90 votes in comparison to Pakistan 

(169), Uzbekistan (164), Nepal (150) and China (139). For a nation with immense 

clout in West Asia, the inability to secure a seat despite the regime’s efforts to 

refurbish its image could be chalked up to the fallout of the assassination of Saudi 

journalist Jamal Khashoggi and the detention of several women rights’ activists, 

among others.

Yet, despite the exclusion of Saudi Arabia, the record of some other member-states 

such as China and Russia in the council has also not lived up to the aims and 

mission of the UNHRC, which has led to critics questioning its relevance. Powerful 

countries such as the U.S. have refused to participate in the Council, with the 

Trump administration taking the country out of the Council in 2018, years after it 
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was reinstated under President Barack Obama.

Mission

The UNHRC, which was reconstituted from its predecessor organisation, the UN 

Commission on Human Rights, is a United Nations body whose mission is to promote 

and protect human rights across the world. The council is seen as a central structure 

in the global human rights architecture, a political body with representatives drawn 

from the General Assembly.

Apart from the council, the UN has also set up a number of treaty-based organisations 

to monitor compliance with human rights standards and international human rights 

treaties such as the Human Rights Committee and the Committee on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights.

The UNHRC, headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland, has two key functions — the 

council passes non-binding resolutions on human rights issues through a periodic 

review of all 193 UN member states called the Universal Periodic Review (UPR), 

besides overseeing expert investigation of violations in specific countries (Special 

Procedures).

Human rights breaches that are investigated by the UNHRC across UN member 

states relate to themes such as freedom of association and assembly, freedom of 

expression, freedom of belief and religion, women’s rights, LGBT rights and the 

rights of racial and ethnic minorities. However, what makes the Council’s composition 

problematic is that several of its members run afoul of its proclaimed aims (for 

example, the one-party systems of China and Cuba that have a controversial record 

on freedom of expression or the anti-gay policies of Russia).

Structure

At one level, the UNHRC’s structure — drawing a group of nations from the General 

Assembly through rotation and election via a “one state, one vote” principle — has 

allowed the organisation to be fairly representative of the General Assembly without 

special privileges for the more developed Western countries, as is the case with 

other multilateral institutions such as the IMF or the World Bank.
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The UNHRC replaced the Human Rights Commission in 2006 after a vast majority 

of the UN member States endorsed the then UN Secretary General Kofi Annan’s 

proposal to create a new institution that would overcome the “credibility deficit” of the 

previous organisation. The General Assembly Resolution 60/251 helped establish 

the Council, whose detailed workings were negotiated subsequently.

The mechanism of Universal Periodic Review (UPR) was incorporated into the 

functioning to give teeth to the organisation. The UPR, which has a national report 

from the state under review plus a compilation of UN information prepared by the 

Office of the UN High Commission for Human Rights, also allows for a summary of 

information from civil society actors.

Countries such as Israel, Syria, Iran, North Korea, Myanmar, Sudan, Cambodia, 

Belarus, Burundi and Eritrea have been investigated and strongly condemned by 

the UNHRC for violating various human rights. Sri Lanka, for example, had, in a 

co-sponsored resolution in 2015, provided commitments to the council to promote 

reconciliation, accountability and human rights, following the end of the civil war in 

2009. The Gotabaya Rajapaksa-led government withdrew the country from those 

commitments earlier this year.

In a unanimously passed resolution that was sponsored by African states, the 

UNHRC in June 2020, ordered a report on “systematic racism” against people of 

African descent following the murder of the African-American George Floyd in the 

U.S. India has not been spared from scrutiny either. The UN High Commissioner 

for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet, had earlier this year expressed concern over 

the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) and the clampdown in Kashmir, besides the 

“inter-communal attacks” in Delhi in February. Later, Ms. Bachelet had welcomed 

the release of political leaders in Jammu and Kashmir, but expressed concern over 

the communications restrictions as part of “Global Human Rights update” at the start 

of the 45th session of the UNHRC in September 2020.

While the U.S. has stayed away from the council, keeping in line with the isolationist 

impulse of the Trump administration, other Western countries have actively 
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participated in the UNHRC despite their misgivings about countries with a blemished 

rights record. There has always been an inherent tension between countries from 

the West that espouse an individualist notion of human rights that lays emphasis 

on political and civic rights and those from the developing world who have laid 

greater emphasis on socio-economic and cultural rights (such as Cuba). Between 

these “extremities”, there are other rising powers such as Brazil and India who have 

committed to hold states to account for human rights issues.

The unique arrangement of representation, review and collaboration (with civil 

society groups over and above nation-states) has certainly improved the functioning 

of the UNHRC in comparison with its predecessor Commission.But the challenges 

remain high. The UNHCR is still a work in progress.

U.K., EU set to discuss ‘structure’ of Brexit talks
European and British negotiators will be in touch Monday to discuss the “structure” 

of post-Brexit trade talks, despite London’s threat  to walk away unless there was a 

major shift in Brussels’ approach.

An EU spokesman tweeted that chief negotiator Michel Barnier held video talks with 

his British counterpart David Frost  after the results of European summit provoked 

an angry response in London.

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson said there was no point in holding any more 

talks without a dramatic softening of the EU’s position, bringing a step closer the 

possibility that the planned divorce at the end of the year will end acrimoniously.

“As far as we’re concerned the trade talks are over,” Mr. Johnson’s official spokesman 

told reporters after an EU Summit  proposed a fresh round of talks next week in 

London, while demanding Britain give ground on key stumbling blocks.

Mr. Johnson, accusing the bloc of failing “to negotiate seriously”, said the summit 

outcome had ruled out a comprehensive, Canada-style free trade agreement 

between the EU and Britain. “They want the continued ability to control our legislative 
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freedom, our fisheries, in a way that is obviously unacceptable to an independent 

country,” he said.

“And so with high hearts and complete confidence, we will prepare to embrace 

the alternative,” Mr. Johnson said, adding Britain should “get ready” to operate on 

stripped-down World Trade Organization rules from January.

But EU spokesman Daniel Ferrie later said that both negotiators “agreed to talk 

again  to discuss the structure” of future talks.

China passes law to safeguard national security, sensitive 
tech
China has passed a new law restricting sensitive exports to protect national security, 

a move that adds to policy tools it could wield against the U.S. as tensions — 

especially in technology — continue to rise.

The law, which China’s top legislature passed, comes into effect on December 1 

and allows Beijing to “take reciprocal measures” against countries that abuse export 

controls and pose a threat to national security.

Technical data related to items covered will also be subject to export controls, 

according to the published text of the law.

Beijing’s measure gives it more room to hit back in U.S. President Donald Trump’s 

war on Chinese tech firms, with the White House moving against popular platforms 

and major companies — including apps TikTok and WeChat, tech giant Huawei and 

chipmaker Semiconductor Manufacturing International Corp.

The new law, “formulated to safeguard national security and interests”, adds to 

China’s regulatory toolkit which also involves a restriction catalogue of tech exports 

and an unreliable entity list.

“Where any country or region abuses export control measures to endanger the 

national security and interests of the People’s Republic of China, (it) may take 

reciprocal measures,” the law states.
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It adds that Chinese authorities will formulate and adjust an export control list of 

items to be published in a “timely manner”.

Foreign individuals and groups can also be found liable for violating export control 

rules.

The economic relationship between Beijing and Washington has been roiled by 

Mr. Trump’s unprecedented campaign of tariffs, threats of bans and sanctions on 

Chinese tech firms.

‘Unreliable entities list’

With Mr. Trump facing a tough re-election campaign ahead of polls next month, U.S. 

officials have described measures against China as national security safeguards 

— prompting a backlash from Beijing.

In September, China launched a long-expected “unreliable entities list”, widely 

seen as a weapon to retaliate against the US which has used its own “entity list” to 

shut Huawei out of the U.S. market.

The month before that, China’s Commerce Ministry stepped up rules on technologies 

restricted for export, adding “civilian use” to the list.

Iran hails lifting of UN arms embargo
Iran said a longstanding UN embargo on arms sales to and from the Islamic republic 

expired  in line with a 2015 landmark nuclear deal with world powers from which 

Washington has withdrawn.

Tehran, which could now purchase weapons from Russia, China and elsewhere, 

has hailed the development as a diplomatic victory over the U.S., which had tried 

to maintain an indefinite freeze on arms sales.

“As of today, all restrictions on the transfer of arms, related activities and financial 

services to and from the Islamic Republic of Iran... are all automatically terminated,” 

the Foreign Ministry said in a statement.

The embargo on the sale of conventional arms to Iran was due to start expiring 
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progressively from Sunday, October 18, under the terms of the UN resolution.

“As of today, the Islamic Republic may procure any necessary arms and equipment 

from any source without any legal restrictions, and solely based on its defensive 

needs,” the Ministry added in the statement.

U.S. President Donald Trump withdrew his country from the nuclear deal in 2018 

and has unilaterally begun reimposing sanctions on Iran. But Washington suffered 

a setback in August when it failed to win support from the UN Security Council to 

indefinitely extend the arms embargo.

Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif said Sunday marked the “normalisation of 

Iran’s defense cooperation with the world”.

‘Momentous day’

It was “a momentous day for the international community,” the Iranian Ministry said , 

adding the world had stood with Tehran “in defiance of the U.S. regime’s efforts”. But 

it stressed that “unconventional arms, weapons of mass destruction and a buying 

spree of conventional arms have no place in Iran’s defense doctrine”.

Meanwhile, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said that arms sales to Iran would 

breach UN resolutions and result in sanctions. “The U.S. is prepared to use its 

domestic authorities to sanction any individual or entity that materially contributes 

to the supply, sale, or transfer of conventional arms to or from Iran,” Mr. Pompeo 

said.

Israel and Bahrain to formalise diplomatic ties
Israel and Bahrain will officially establish diplomatic relations  at a ceremony in 

Manama as the wealthy Gulf region continues to open up to the Jewish state.

An Israeli delegation, led by National Security Council chief Meir Ben Shabbat, 

arrived from Tel Aviv for a one-day trip that will see Israel and Bahrain formalise a 

US-brokered agreement they signed at the White House on September 15.

The United Arab Emirates and Bahrain became only the third and fourth Arab states 
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to agree to normalise ties with Israel, following Israel’s 1979 peace deal with Egypt 

and a 1994 pact with Jordan.

A flurry of diplomacy between some of Washington’s key regional allies has handed 

U.S. President Donald Trump a key foreign policy win as he campaigns for re-

election ahead of polls in November.

“Bahrain and Israel will sign a joint communique on the establishment of diplomatic, 

peaceful and friendly relations, as well as a number of memorandums of understanding 

in areas of mutual benefit,” according to a joint statement.

U.S. Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin and Mr. Trump’s special assistant for 

international negotiations, Avi Berkowitz, joined the Israeli delegation’s flight to 

Manama.

Chinese soldier who strayed across LAC held in Ladakh
A Chinese soldier was apprehended in the Demchok sector in eastern Ladakh after 

he strayed across the Line of Actual Control (LAC), the Army said. The People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) soldier has been identified as Corporal Wang Ya Long.

“The PLA soldier has been provided medical assistance, including oxygen, food and 

warm clothes, to protect him from the vagaries of extreme altitude and harsh climatic 

conditions,” the Army said in a statement. A request has also been received from the 

PLA about the whereabouts of the missing soldier, it stated.

As per established protocols, he will be returned to Chinese officials at the Chushul-

Moldo meeting point after the completion of formalities, the Army said.

An official source said that as a procedure, there would be interrogation on the 

circumstances of the crossing and also a medical examination.

Troops’ deployment

Both countries have deployed thousands of troops and equipment along the LAC 

since the beginning of the stand-off in May after PLA troops made ingress at several 

locations in eastern Ladakh. In June, three days after the clash in the Galwan 
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Valley that left 20 Indian soldiers dead, the PLA released 10 Indian Army personnel, 

including a Lieutenant Colonel and three Majors, from their custody.

Tensions have remained high since the Galwan clash and flared up further on the 

south and north banks of Pangong Tso (lake) following provocative moves by the 

PLA in August-end.

However, the situation has remained calm since the meeting between the Foreign 

Ministers of both countries in Moscow on September 10. The two sides have so far 

held seven rounds of Corps Commander-level talks to reach an understanding on 

disengagement and de-escalation.

No time for relaxation: WHO
The World Health Organization (WHO) cautioned against any relaxation of response 

actions following the recent slight decline in COVID-19 cases in the South-East Asia 

Region, saying the pandemic continues unabated and “our response only needs to 

be strengthened further to curtail virus transmission”.

Poonam Khetrapal Singh, Regional Director, WHO South-East Asia Region, said, 

“There should be no complacency in view of the declining numbers in recent weeks. 

The region still reports large numbers of COVID-19 cases. We need to continue to 

do our very best to curtail the pandemic”.

Festival season

She said the upcoming festival season and the approaching winter or cold season 

threatened to aggravate the situation “if we let our guard down”.

“This festive season we must continue to take responsibility as individuals need to 

maintain physical distance, hand hygiene, cough etiquette and wear a mask when 

and where needed. People must remember the three Cs — avoid crowded places, 

avoid closed settings and avoid confined and enclosed spaces with poor ventilation,” 

she said.

In its release, the group said the co-circulation of seasonal influenza and COVID-19 
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in the winters may present challenges for health systems and health facilities, since 

both diseases present many similar symptoms. “Many of the same measures that 

are effective in preventing COVID-19 are also effective for preventing influenza, 

including physical distancing, hand hygiene, covering coughs, ventilation and 

masks’’.

Positivity rate

India’s national cumulative COVID-19 positivity rate has fallen under 8% and this 

trend has been sustained without a break for four days. “The positivity rate now 

stood at 7.94%,” a release issued by the Union Health Ministry  said.

The total tests have crossed 9.5 crore and the average daily positivity rate is 6.13% 

for October third week. India’s active case load stood at 7,72,055  and presently 

the active cases comprised 10.23% of the total positive cases of the country. The 

total recovered cases were more than 66 lakh. Patients, numbering 66,399, have 

recovered and discharged in the last 24 hours, the Ministry said.

Seventy-nine per cent of the new recovered cases were observed to be concentrated 

in 10 States and Union Territories — Maharashtra, Kerala, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, 

Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, Delhi, Odisha and Chhattisgarh. 

Maharashtra had contributed the highest, with more than 11,000 single day recovery, 

followed by Kerala and Karnataka, with more than 8,000 recoveries each.

The country has reported 579 case fatalities in the past 24 hours. “After 90 days, 

the daily deaths recorded are below 600. Of these, nearly 83% are concentrated in 

ten State/UTs.

More than 25% of new fatalities reported are from Maharashtra (150),’’ said the 

Ministry.

China’s super rich got $1.5 tn richer during pandemic: 
report
China’s super wealthy have earned a record $1.5 trillion in 2020, more than the 
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past five years combined, as e-commerce and gaming boomed during pandemic 

lockdowns, an annual rich list said .

An extra 257 people also joined the billionaires club in the world’s number-two 

economy by August, following two years of shrinking membership, according to the 

closely watched Hurun Report. The country now has a total of 878 billionaires. The 

U.S. had 626 people in the top bracket at the start of the year, according to Hurun 

in its February global list.

The report found that there were around 2,000 individuals with a net worth of more 

than 2 billion yuan ($300 million) in August, giving them a combined net worth of $4 

trillion.

Jack Ma, founder of e-commerce titan Alibaba, once again topped the list after his 

wealth surged a whopping 45% to $58.8 billion as online shopping firms saw a 

surge in business. He was followed by Pony Ma ($57.4 billion), boss of gaming giant 

Tencent who made an extra 50% despite concerns about his firm’s U.S. outlook 

after it was threatened with bans there over national security fears.

Hybrid model of ‘smart’ fence tested along LoC
The Army has significantly improved its electronic surveillance along the Line 

of Control, and work on conver-ting the existing border fence into a smart fence 

integrated with several sensors is under way, officers said. However, there is a 

rethink on converting the entire fence over a 700 km stretch due to the high cost. A 

hybrid model is now being adopted.

U.S. allies welcome Israel-Sudan deal; Iran, Palestine cry 
foul
Sudan and Israel agreed  to normalise relations, in a U.S.-brokered deal to end 

decades of hostility that was widely welcomed but stirred Palestinian anger.

The announcement makes Sudan, technically at war with Israel since its 1948 
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foundation, the third Arab country to forge diplomatic relations with the Jewish state 

in the last two months.

“HUGE win today for the United States and for peace in the world,” U.S. President 

Donald Trump tweeted.

Other U.S. allies, including Germany, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, 

welcomed the deal as a boost to stability in the West Asia.

Meanwhile, Palestinian leaders strongly condemned the deal, echoing their rejection 

of Israel’s normalisation accords with the UAE and Bahrain signed in Washington 

last month.

“The State of Palestine expressed today its condemnation and rejection of the deal 

to normalise ties with the Israeli occupation country which usurps Palestinian land,” 

president Mahmoud Abbas’s office said in a statement.

Iran, which has been a staunch supporter of the Palestinian cause, said Sudan had 

paid a “shameful” price to be removed from the “phony” blacklist.

“Pay enough ransom, close your eyes on the crimes against Palestinians, then 

you’ll be taken off the so-called ‘terrorism’ blacklist. Obviously the list is as phony 

as the U.S. fight against terrorism. Shameful!” its Foreign Ministry said.

U.K. to partner for developing GIFT City, funding infra 
pipeline
The United Kingdom has entered into a strategic partnership to develop India’s 

fledgling international financial services centre GIFT City, and agreed to set up a 

new Fund of Funds to be managed by the State Bank of India (SBI) group in order 

to route the U.K.’s future capital investments into India.

India and the U.K. also signed off on a new infrastructure finance and policy 

partnership to help India execute its National Infrastructure Pipeline that envisages 

investments worth $1.4 trillion, at the 10th Economic and Financial Dialogue 

between the two countries steered by U.K. Chancellor Rishi Sunak and Finance 
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Minister Nirmala Sitharaman.

“As we seek to recover from the profound impact of COVID-19, we can only do so 

in partnership and co-operation,” Mr. Sunak said soon after the conclusion of the 

dialogue, introduced in 2007 and last held in 2017.

“We have been able to announce a series of ambitious initiatives across trade, 

infrastructure, sustainable finance and research [including] a new strategic 

partnership to develop the GIFT city, an opportunity to drive international capital 

flow from London to India,” Mr. Sunak added.

Second-largest source

Bilateral trade between India and the U.K. stood at £24 billion in 2019. India is now 

the second-largest project investment source for the U.K.

To help combat the pandemic, the U.K. and India announced a joint investment of £8 

million for research to understand and address the factors leading to the severity of 

the novel coronavirus in South Asian populations in the U.K. and in India.

‘China is a threat to religious freedom’
China is the “gravest threat” to the future of religious freedom, U.S. Secretary of 

State Mike Pompeo said , in his latest verbal assault on Beijing during a whirlwind 

Asian tour.

Mr. Pompeo has made attacks against China the focus of his trip this week which 

kicked off in India and included visits to Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Indonesia and, later 

Friday, Vietnam.

Crackdown on Uighur

In Indonesia — which has the world’s biggest Muslim population — Mr. Pompeo 

took aim at China’s treatment of its Uighur Muslim minority.

“The gravest threat to the future of religious freedom is the Chinese Communist 

Party’s war against people of all faiths: Muslims, Buddhists, Christians, and Falun 

Gong practitioners alike,” Mr. Pompeo said in a speech  to major Muslim organisation 
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the Nahdlatul Ulama.

“The atheist Chinese communist party has tried to convince the world that its 

brutalisation of Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang is necessary as counter-terrorism or 

poverty alleviation,” he added.

Rights groups say that more than one million Uighurs languish in camps in the 

northwest Xinjiang region as Beijing attempts to forcibly integrate the community 

and root out its Islamic heritage.

China has denied the numbers and describes the camps as vocational centres that 

teach skills to prevent the allure of Islamic radicalismfollowing a series of attacks.

“But we know that there is no counter-terrorism justification in forcing Uighur Muslims 

to eat pork during Ramadan, or destroying a Muslim cemetery,” Mr. Pompeo said.

U.K.’s Labour Party suspends Corbyn after scathing anti-
Semitism report
Britain’s main opposition Labour Party  suspended its former leader Jeremy 

Corbyn, after a government watchdog found his office broke equality law through its 

“inexcusable” handling of anti-Semitism complaints.

The shock development came after Mr. Corbyn said he refused to accept all the 

findings of the Equality and Human Rights Commission report, in defiance of the 

party’s new leadership under Keir Starmer.

“In the light of his comments made today and his failure to retract them subsequently, 

the Labour party has suspended Jeremy Corbyn pending investigation,” a spokesman 

said.

He said that Mr. Corbyn, who has continued to sit as a member of Parliament after 

stepping down as leader, will also no longer count in the ranks of Labour MPs.

Mr. Corbyn vowed to “strongly contest” his suspension, potentially reopening the 

party’s civil war between left- and right-wingers just as it makes inroads in opinion 

polls over the Conservative government’s handling of the pandemic.
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The EHRC found damning instances where Mr. Corbyn’s leadership team 

underplayed, belittled or ignored complaints by Jewish members, and sometimes 

actively interfered to support favoured allies, after a deluge of anti-Semitic abuse 

online and in party meetings.

Luciana Berger, a former MP and Jewish member to quit the party under Mr. Corbyn, 

said the report was vindication as she described being threatened by his supporters 

with acid attack, stabbing and rape.

“The party facilitated a culture of bullying, bigotry and intimidation against Jewish 

people from within its ranks. At every step of the way, Jeremy Corbyn enabled this to 

happen,” she wrote in a blog.
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‘IAF fully prepared for two-front war’
Chief of the Air Staff R.K.S. Bhadauria asserted that India was fully prepared for a 

two-front war. “We are ready and very well positioned to take on China and there is 

no scenario where they can get the better of us,” the Air Chief Marshal (ACM) said 

at the annual press conference ahead of the 88th Air Force Day.

“The next three months will depend on how the talks progress. The current progress 

is slow; what we see is an effort to dig in for the winter... We are taking action 

accordingly. Our further action will depend on the ground realities,” he said.

The Indian Air Force (IAF) had the capability to “shoot first and strike deep and 

hard” as it was “very well positioned”, he stated.

Mr. Bhadauria, however, noted that the Air Force was not underestimating the 

adversary. “Their [China] strength lies in surface-to-air systems they have put up 

in the area. They have long missile systems. We cater to those in our matrix... We 

can take on that threat,” he said.

Deployment along LAC

On deployment in Ladakh along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) with the stand-off 

going on for five months now, the Air Force chief said Ladakh was a small part of 

the Air Force’s deployment. “We have deployed to all relevant areas. We are firmly 

and strongly deployed to take on any scenarios.”

He said the IAF realised what the Chinese were doing in May. “It is not correct to 

say we were surprised. It showed our ability to respond and there was no delay.”

On Chinese air activity along the LAC, he stated that there was no step-up in 

deployments after the initial developments. “It has remained largely the same.”

Talking of the collusive threat on the northern and western borders, he pointed to 

full preparations to meet all contingencies, including a simultaneous two-front war 

with China and Pakistan.

“We are aware they are cooperating closely. There is significant threat. But so 

far, there is no such indication that they are colluding for a two-front war,” he 
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observed.

China slams Quad as a ‘closed clique’
China  said it was opposed to “organising closed and exclusive cliques”, underlining 

its wary response to this week’s ministerial meeting of the Quad grouping, or 

India, Australia, Japan and the U.S.

At Tuesday’s ministerial meet in Tokyo, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 

singled out China as a threat to the region, although the three other Foreign 

Ministers, including External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, did not directly mention 

China.

They did, however, express broad concerns about maintaining a rules-based order, 

freedom of navigation and the peaceful resolution of disputes in the region.

“As partners in this Quad, it is more critical now than ever that we collaborate to 

protect our people and partners from the Chinese Communist Party’s exploitation, 

corruption, and coercion,” Mr. Pompeo said. “We’ve seen it in the South China 

Sea, in the East China Sea, the Mekong, the Himalayas, the Taiwan Straits. These 

are just a few examples.”

Speaking at a press briefing in Beijing , the first following the week-long national 

holiday in China, Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying said in response 

to a question on the Quad meet, “This is now the 21st century and we are living 

in an era of globalisation. The interests of all the countries are so intertwined 

that organising closed and exclusive cliques will not help to build mutual trust 

and cooperation, especially when we are faced with urgent tasks of fighting the 

pandemic and reviving the world economy.”

Common interest

“We hope countries will bear in mind the common interest of all countries and focus 

on beating the virus with collective efforts, while creating a peaceful environment 

and cooperation opportunities for the regional and global economic recovery,” she 
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added.

China’s state media has been particularly critical of Mr. Pompeo, and highlighted the 

fact that he was the only one among the four Ministers to directly mention China. 

“Pompeo said it was critical now for the U.S.’s regional allies in the Indo-Pacific region 

to counter the Communist Party of China’s exploitation, coercion and corruption 

in the South and East China seas, the Mekong, the Himalayas, and the Taiwan 

Straits. Meanwhile, other Quad members have been cautious,” said a commentary 

in the Party-run Global Times by Shen Yi, professor at the School of International 

Relations and Public Affairs at Fudan University in Shanghai.

“Such a result could be argued as predictable, as each of the Quad members is 

calculating their own separate interests,” Mr. Shen said.

“The U.S., which has signed military alliance treaties with Japan and Australia, 

now wants to rope India in to boost not only the alliance and to gang up on China. 

However, such a goal is not easy to realise. India is unlikely to take the U.S. side. 

It has been buttering its bread on both sides of major power games ever since the 

Cold War.”

Mr. Shen said, “the U.S. is hoping to formalise the Quad into a NATO-like alliance”, 

but the other members were less enthusiastic. “If the U.S. wants to count India in its 

‘Asian NATO’, it would need to persuade India to give up its Russia-made weapons 

and substantially invest to change the standards of Indian firearms to the standards 

of the U.S.,” he said. “The U.S. has been barking aloud before and during the Quad 

meeting. But will it bite with expected ‘unity’ from the Quad? The answer is no.”

‘NRI quota in professional and technical courses not 
sacrosanct’
Private colleges and institutions that offer professional and technical courses have a 

complete discretion to do away with their Non-Resident Indian (NRI) quota of seats 

after giving reasonable prior notice, the Supreme Court held .
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The NRI quota is not sacrosanct and candidates under the quota cannot assert their 

right to be admitted, the court said in a judgment.

“Private colleges and institutions, which offer professional and technical courses, 

have some elbow room: they can decide whether, and to what extent, they wish to 

offer NRI or management quotas,” a Bench of Justices L. Nageswara Rao and S. 

Ravindra Bhat observed.

Rajasthan colleges

The 28-page judgment came in an appeal against the change in seat matrix introduced 

in private medical and dental colleges in Rajasthan for postgraduate courses.

The colleges argued in court that the NRI seats would not be filled during the pandemic. 

Besides, many NRI candidates have been considered for the management seats on 

the basis of merit.

The verdict referred to the seven-judge Bench decision in P.A. Inamdar , which held 

that 15% NRI quota was “not compulsory” but “only potential”.

Justice Bhat, who wrote the verdict, said the apex court had consistently been 

sceptical about the NRI quota and hence suggested limiting it to 15%.

The judgment quoted from the Constitution Bench verdict in the Inamdar case, which 

said the term ‘NRI’ in relation to admissions was itself a “misnomer”.

“Neither the students who get admissions under this category nor their parents are 

NRIs. In effect and reality, under this category, less meritorious students, but who 

can afford to bring more money, get admission,” the judgment quoted.

‘India, U.S. too cautious on China’
India and the United States have been “too cautious”, when it comes to China’s 

concerns about their strategic ties, said a senior U.S. official, who called China the 

“Elephant in the room” during bilateral talks.

Speaking at a think-tank event during his visit to Delhi, U.S. Deputy Secretary of State 

Stephen Biegun said Washington respects India’s tradition of “strategic autonomy”, 
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and did not seek to pull it into a security alliance, but hoped to build a partnership 

in the region through the Quad (Australia-India-Japan-U.S. Quadrilateral dialogue), 

which he dubbed “Pax Indo-Pacifica”.

“We have seen the conditions emerge for an organic and deeper partnership [between 

India and the U.S.] — not an alliance on the postwar model, but a fundamental 

alignment along shared security and geopolitical goals, shared interests, and shared 

values,” Mr. Biegun said at an ‘India-U.S. Forum’ event in Delhi, where he shared a 

session with Foreign Secretary Harsh Shringla.

Crucial “2+2 talks

Mr. Biegun arrived in Delhi for a two-day visit to prepare for the upcoming ‘2+2’ talks 

between U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and U.S. Defense Secretary Mark 

Esper with External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and Defence Minister Rajnath 

Singh.

Mr. Biegun said the talks will be held “later this year”, although sources indicated 

that the 2+2 is scheduled for October 26-27.

The arrival of senior U.S. officials, including Mr. Biegun, less than a month before 

the U.S. presidential elections is unusual, especially given curtailed travel during the 

coronavirus pandemic, and the fact that Mr. Jaishankar and Mr. Pompeo just met for 

the Quad ministerial dialogue in Tokyo last week. However, the sources suggested 

that an exception for the U.S. is indicative of the close personal ties shared between 

the Trump administration and the Modi government. .

The ongoing stand-off between the Indian and Chinese troops at the Line of Actual 

Control (LAC) is also likely to be a factor in strengthening bilateral arrangements as 

well as coordination in the Indo-Pacific region at this time.

“As we advance in this direction [of the stronger partnership], there is an elephant in 

the room: China,” Mr. Biegun said, making a specific reference to comments made 

by former diplomat Ashok Kantha in a recent interview to The Hindu about the need 

to be less “cautious” about developing the Quad and strategic linkages with the 

U.S.
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“I could not agree more with Ambassador Kantha. We have been too cautious. Last 

week’s important and successful Quad ministerial leaves the United States confident 

that perhaps, just maybe, we can say that we are present at the creation of those 

strategic linkages,” Mr. Biegun added.

‘U.S. aiming to build an Indo-Pacific NATO’
China’s Foreign Minister  said the United States was aiming to build an “Indo-Pacific 

NATO” that would be founded on the four-nation India, U.S., Japan and Australia 

grouping, in Beijing’s most high-profile criticism so far on the “Quad”.

Wang Yi’s remarks, during a visit to Malaysia, underline how Chinese officials who 

once sought to downplay the Quad as an over-hyped idea are now highlighting 

it prominently, describing it as part of a broader American effort in the region to 

“contain” China, as ties continue to worsen between Beijing and Washington.

Mr. Wang had, in 2018, dismissed the then recently-revived Quad and the Indo-

Pacific concept as a “headline-grabbing idea” that would “dissipate like sea foam”.

, he hit out at the U.S. approach to the region during his visit to Malaysia, the second 

stop on his five-nation tour to Southeast Asia. He arrived there following a visit to 

Cambodia, and will later travel to Laos and Thailand, and stop in Singapore.

“In essence, [the Indo-Pacific strategy] aims to build a so-called Indo-Pacific NATO 

underpinned by the quadrilateral mechanism involving the U.S., Japan, India and 

Australia,” he said, reported the South China Morning Post .

Hegemonic system

“What it pursues is to trumpet the Cold War mentality and to stir up confrontation 

among different groups and blocs and to stoke geopolitical competition. What it 

maintains is the dominance and hegemonic system of the U.S.”

“In this sense, this strategy is itself a big underlying security risk. If it is forced forward, 

it will wind back the clock of history,” he added.

Last week, following the October 6 Quad ministerial meeting in Tokyo, China said it 
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was opposed to “organising closed and exclusive cliques”.

At the Tokyo meet, U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo singled out China as a 

threat to the region, although the three other Foreign Ministers, including External 

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, did not directly mention China.

They did, however, express broad concerns about maintaining a rules-based order, 

freedom of navigation and the peaceful resolution of disputes in the region.

“As partners in this Quad, it is more critical now than ever that we collaborate to 

protect our people and partners from the Chinese Communist Party’s exploitation, 

corruption, and coercion,” Mr. Pompeo said. “We’ve seen it in the South China Sea, 

in the East China Sea, the Mekong, the Himalayas, the Taiwan Straits. These are 

just a few examples.”

‘Indian Americans strongly identify with Democratic Party’
Results from a new survey of Indian Americans provide strong evidence that 

contradicts an emerging narrative that these voters are shifting their support from 

the Democratic Party, which a majority of them have traditionally supported, to the 

Republican Party. The results also show that U.S.-India relations feature low in the 

list of issues that motivate voting choice among Indian Americans.

A significant 72% of registered Indian American voters plan to vote for Democratic 

candidate Joe Biden in the presidential elections, while 22% plan to vote for 

incumbent President Donald Trump. Three per cent do not plan to vote and 3% plan 

to vote for a third-party candidate, as per the 2020 Indian American Attitudes Survey 

(IAAS), published by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (CEIP), 

Johns Hopkins SAIS and the University of Pennsylvania.

The study surveyed (online) a nationally representative sample of 936 Indian 

Americans in September and the overall margin of error for the survey is +/- 3.2 % 

as per the publishers.

The narrative (as the report notes) of this shift from the Democratic Party to the 
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GOP is based on the bonhomie between Mr. Trump and Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi as well as criticism of the Modi government by Democrat lawmakers (including 

Mr. Biden’s running mate Kamala Harris). In fact, a recent survey report by AAPI 

Data and Indiaspora showed that support for the Democrats had fallen a little since 

2016. However, the IAAS survey suggests that Indian Americans still strongly identify 

themselves with the Democratic Party.

“The data really challenge the emerging conventional wisdom that Indian Americans 

are abandoning the Democratic Party thanks, in part, to concerns over how a 

Biden-Harris administration might handle relations with India,” said Milan Vaishnav 

of the CEIP, who co-authored the survey with Sumitra Badrinathan (University of 

Pennsylvania) and Devesh Kapur (Johns Hopkins SAIS).

Of the 4.16 million Indian Americans, some 1.9 million are eligible to vote. A survey 

of their political attitudes is important as the community is being courted by both 

Democrats and Republicans.

Leftward tilt

Consistent with historical patterns, 56% of Indian Americans generally identify as 

Democrats and 15% as Republicans. Twenty-two percent identity as Independents. 

In terms of political ideology, the results show that Indian Americans “clearly skew 

Left”. This leftward tilt is more visible among U.S.-born Indian Americans relative to 

their foreign-born counterparts.

On a seven-point scale that ranged from extremely conservative to extremely liberal, 

a total of 47% of respondents fell in the extremely liberal, liberal or slightly liberal 

categories, while 23% fell in the slightly conservative, conservative and extremely 

conservative categories. Twenty-nine per cent said they were moderate.

Respondents were asked to list the top three issues that influence their vote choice. 

The biggest issue was the economy (21% said it was their first choice), closely 

followed by healthcare (20%), then racism (12%) and taxes (9%). Contrary to the 

narrative around Indian Americans being driven by India-U.S. relations, the bilateral 

relationship was second from the bottom, with just 3% ranking it as their most 
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important election issue.

“This is not very surprising since the top foreign policy priority of American voters 

overall appears to emphasise reorienting U.S. foreign policy to more explicitly 

serve the everyday concerns of Americans and for the United States to be ‘strong 

at home’,” the survey report says.

Nevertheless, priority issues are also subject to partisan variation. A larger proportion 

(36%) of likely Indian American voters who are Republicans rank the economy as 

their number one priority, relative to Democrats (16%).

The survey finds that Indian Americans tend not to identify with the Republican 

Party because it is perceived as unwelcoming of minorities and “overly influenced 

by Christian evangelicalism”. Those who identify with the party, primarily do so 

because they differ with Democrats in economic policy and healthcare policy.

Impact of Harris

Mr. Biden’s vice-presidential candidate choice of Ms. Harris, who has Jamaican 

and Indian roots, has had a significant “turnout effect” — with 45% of respondents 

saying the choice made it more likely they would vote in November, while 10% said 

the choice made it less likely they would vote and 40% said it had no impact on their 

motivation to vote.

The survey data indicate that the mobilisation effect is working in favour of 

Democrats: 49% say Ms. Harris’s nomination made them more enthusiastic about 

Mr. Biden’s candidacy, while 15% said it made them less enthusiastic about him.

China may not recognise U.K.-issued HK passports
China’s Foreign Ministry said  it may decide not to recognise British-issued 

passports for Hong Kong residents in retaliation for London’s moves to open a path 

to citizenship for those holding the documents.

Ministry spokesperson Zhao Lijian said that Britain had “violated its promises” and 

“played up” the issue of the British National (Overseas) passports.
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Britain said in May that it would allow holders of such passports extended stays and 

the possibility of citizenship, prompting thousands of Hong Kongers to rush to renew 

or apply for them as Beijing steps up restriction on political expression.

Differences have sharpened since China in June imposed a sweeping national 

security law on Hong Kong in response to months of anti-government protests 

last year. London suspended its extradition treaty with the territory and has offered 

political asylum to persons targeted under the new legislation. “As the British side 

violated its commitment first, China will consider not recognizing the BNO Passport 

as a valid travel document,” he said.

U.K., Japan ink post-Brexit trade deal
Britain and Japan formally signed a trade agreement , marking Britain’s first big post-

Brexit deal on trade, as it continues to struggle to agree on a deal with its closest 

trading partners in the European Union.

Britain formally left the EU in January and it has focused on negotiating new trade 

pacts with countries around the world as its status-quo transition period ends on Dec. 

31.

“This is the first new free trade deal to be agreed since the U.K. once again became 

an independent trading nation,” British Trade Secretary Liz Truss told reporters.

Britain has said the deal meant 99% of its exports to Japan would be tariff-free, 

and that it could increase trade by 15.2 billion pounds ($19.9 billion) in the long run, 

compared with 2018.

The deal removes U.K.’s tariffs on Japanese cars in stages to zero in 2026.

France to crack down on social media
France said  it would crack down on social media posts that put people in danger by 

divulging their personal details, a week after the murder of a teacher targeted in an 

online campaign over Prophet Mohammed cartoons.
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In the run-up to the murder, the parent of one of Samuel Paty’s students and a 

known Islamist radical had run a social media campaign against the teacher.

French Prime Minister Jean Castex said a pending draft law defending secular 

values against radical Islam — known as an anti-separatism law — would now be 

amended to allow the prosecution of anybody who posts personal details online if 

this “threatens the life of another”.

Once voted into law, the provision will allow “the punishment of those who post 

personal information, thus threatening the life of a person, for example a teacher”, 

Prime Minister Castex said.

WHO alerted India to virus on Jan. 11: NCDC
The World Health Organization (WHO) informed India as early as January 11 that 

the reported dates of onset of the novel coronavirus circulating in Wuhan, China, 

ranged between December 12 and 29, 2019, according to information accessed 

through a Right to Information (RTI) query.

The RTI reply shows that the WHO also “advised against any travel or trade 

restrictions on China based on the information currently available on this event”.

In the RTI reply, the National Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) said Poonam 

Khetrapal Singh, Regional Director, WHO South-East Asia, New Delhi, sent an “alert 

mail” to Union Health Minister Harsh Vardhan on January 11, regarding the novel 

coronavirus circulating in Wuhan. The RTI query was filed by Jammu resident Rohit 

Chaudhary, where he sought to know “the date when the Government of India first 

received information on the Covid19/Coronavirus/Wuhan Virus/China Virus.”

The WHO Regional Director’s mail further stated that preliminary investigation 

found “no evidence” of sustained human-to-human transmission and there were no 

infections reported among healthcare workers and based on the still limited amount 

of information available, the situation may evolve rapidly.

Dr. Singh wrote that “the current WHO advisory does not recommend any specific 
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health measures for travellers.” She also added: “It is generally considered that 

entry screening offers little benefit, while requiring considerable resources.”

‘Nepal has not diluted claim to Kalapani region’
The map used to convey Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli’s Vijaya Dasami greetings 

was distorted because of technical reasons, the government of Nepal clarified .Rajan 

Bhattarai, Foreign Affairs Adviser to Prime Minister Oli, said Nepal has not diluted its 

claim to the Kalapani region which has been at the centre of a territorial dispute.

OPEC hopeful fresh lockdowns will not dent energy demand
The Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) is hoping that lockdowns 

and curfews in some countries in the event of a second or third wave of COVID-19 

infections will not dent global energy demand as much as in the second quarter of 

this year when the world was virtually in lockdown mode.

The OPEC is keeping a ‘very close’ watch on the fresh surge of COVID-19 infections 

in Europe, prompting fresh lockdowns in some countries, as well as the virus’s 

trajectory in India and America. “We were hopeful that the second half of 2020 

would begin to see a recovery in the global economy as well as energy and oil 

demand… there were projections of a V-shaped recovery,” said OPEC secretary 

general Mohammad Sanusi Barkindo. “Unfortunately, both economic growth as well 

as demand recovery remain anemic at the moment, due largely to the virus spread,” 

he said.

“We remain hopeful that governments around the world, having learned the lessons 

of what transpired in the second quarter of 2020 and the consequences of the 

lockdowns on the global economy and society, would try to modify their responses 

and measures in the event of a second or third wave of infections,” Mr. Barkindo 

said at the India Energy Forum  evening.

“We don’t expect a relapse to the massive contraction [in oil demand] that we saw 
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in the second quarter,” the senior OPEC official stressed.

China’s Communist Party holds key policy conclave
China’s Communist Party (CPC) began a key conclave of top leaders that will set 

the direction for the country’s economic policies for the next five years.

The 14th five-year plan (2021-2025) and a longer-term “Vision 2035” blueprint will 

be in focus at the fifth plenary session, or plenum, of the CPC’s Central Committee, 

which meets for such sessions once a year.

China’s State media reported President and CPC General Secretary Xi Jinping  

delivered a work report at the start of the plenum, attended by the around 200 

members of the Central Committee, and “explained a draft document of the CPC 

Central Committee’s proposals for formulating the 14th Five-Year (2021-2025) Plan 

for Economic and Social Development and future targets for 2035.”

This is the first such party meeting since the COVID-19 pandemic, and is also the 

highest-level economic policy meeting held once every five years. The party will 

likely hold two more such party plenaries, focusing on other themes such as party 

governance, before its next leadership congress in 2022 when it will choose a new 

Politburo and Central Committee.

As with the economy-focused plenum five years ago, the current four-day session, 

being held at the high-security Jingxi hotel in Beijing, will firm up the next five-year 

plan. The 14th plan (2021-2025), the official Xinhua news agency reported, will “lay 

out measures to nurture a new development pattern”.

Three themes are expected to be in focus. The first is what Mr. Xi has pushed as 

a new “dual circulation” model, placing greater emphasis on self-reliance and the 

domestic market as a driver of growth — a task that has taken on greater urgency 

against the backdrop of the trade war with the U.S. and the pandemic triggering 

a collapse in global demand and unemployment problems domestically — while 

striking a better balance with external demand.
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Rising debt

China’s rising debt problem is another concern, one exacerbated by the pandemic 

with the government loosening the purse-strings to sustain growth. According to a 

forecast by UBS, China’s debt-to-GDP ratio is expected to rise by 25 percentage 

points to 300 percent of GDP this year because of recent measures.

The five-year plan and the 2035 blueprint are also expected to highlight more balanced 

growth, with a focus on greener development. To meet the target announced last 

month by Mr. Xi at the United Nations General Assembly for the country to go carbon 

neutral by 2060, China will need to reduce the share of coal in its energy mix from 

the 58% as of 2019 to less than 50% by 2025, according to an estimate from Zou Ji, 

head of Energy Foundation China, reported Reuters.

India to sign geo-spatial cooperation deal with U.S.
After the talks , U.S. officials will leave for Sri Lanka, Maldives and Indonesia.

As reported by The Hindu last month, in the run up to the 2+2, the U.S. was keen 

on India signing BECA and discussions continued to iron out the differences. One of 

the major differences was the issue of reciprocity in exchange of geo-spatial data.

A maritime information agreement is also under discussion between India and the 

US, an official source stated. India already has such agreement with other Quad 

countries, Australia and Japan. As reported by The Hindu last month, in the run up 

to the 2+2, the U.S. was keen on India signing BECA and discussions continued to 

iron out the differences. One of the major differences was the issue of reciprocity in 

exchange of geo-spatial data.

The Defence Ministry said the two Ministers “also discussed requirements of 

expanding deployments of liaison officers.”

India has posted a liaison officer at the U.S. Navy Central Command in Bahrain 

recently and is also considering a U.S. request for posting liaison officers at the 

U.S. Indo-Pacific Command (USINDOPACOM) and the U.S. Special Operations 
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Command (USSOCOM). The U.S. has already posted a liaison officer at the Indian 

Navy’s Information Fusion Centre for Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR).

A U.S. State department official said in Washington  that the talks will focus on four 

themes — regional security cooperation, defence information sharing, military-to-

military interactions, and defence trade.

“This agreement will allow for expanded geospatial information sharing between our 

armed forces. We are also seeking to expand secure communication capabilities 

between our respective militaries as well as between our foreign and defence 

ministries,” he stated.

U.S. to support India’s defence of territory
The United States will support India to defend its territorial sovereignty and liberty, 

U.S. Secretary of State Michael Pompeo said .

Addressing the media at the end of the third India-U.S. ‘2+2’ dialogue in New Delhi, 

Mr. Pompeo also said that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is “no friend to 

democracy”.

The observations about the threats to Indian sovereignty came as New Delhi 

announced the signing of the Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement on 

geospatial cooperation (BECA) with the U.S.

“The United States will stand with the people of India as they face threats to their 

sovereignty and their liberty,” Mr. Pompeo said, hinting at the ongoing tensions in 

eastern Ladakh, where Indian and Chinese forces are in a stand-off since May. 

Mr. Pompeo also referred to the greater threats posed by China in the Asia-Pacific 

region and the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Our leaders and our citizens see with increasing clarity that the CCP is no friend 

to democracy, the rule of law, transparency, nor to freedom of navigation, the 

foundation of a free and open and prosperous Indo-Pacific. I am glad to say that 

the U.S. and India are taking steps to strengthen cooperation against all manner 
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of threats and not just those posed by the Chinese Communist Party,” Mr. Pompeo 

said at the Hyderabad House here.

In his opening remarks, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh laid out the challenges 

before India. Speaking in Hindi, Mr. Singh said, “We are meeting today at an 

extraordinary time. This pandemic is something that we have never experienced 

in our lifetime ... our partnership is becoming stronger because of the challenges 

that we are facing at present.” The Minister’s comments were taken forward by Mr. 

Pompeo, promising American support.

U.S. Secretary of Defence Mark Esper said, “BECA will enable greater sharing of 

geospatial information between our armed forces.”

Apart from BECA, India and the U.S. also sealed an MoU on Technical Cooperation 

in Earth Observations and Earth Sciences, and an agreement to extend duration of 

the MoU regarding the Global Center for Nuclear Energy Partnership. The two sides 

also signed an agreement on electronic exchange of customs data and a letter of 

intent regarding cooperation in traditional Indian medicines.

A Joint Statement issued following the conclusion of the visit of the American 

dignitaries highlighted shared Indo-U.S. goals in the Asia-Pacific region and 

“emphasised that the Code of Conduct in the South China sea should not prejudice 

the legitimate rights and interests of any nation in accordance with international 

law”. The two sides also decided to expand joint capacity building activities with 

partner countries in the Indo-Pacific region.

Mr. Pompeo also referred to the loss of lives of Indian soldiers in the clash with the 

Chinese PLA troops in June and said India and the U.S. are committed to upholding 

common values against threats.

China is a predator, Pompeo tells Sri Lanka
U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo  slammed China for operating as a “predator” 

in Sri Lanka, while the U.S. came as a “friend”. He made the remark during his 
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visit to Colombo, amid a heightening geopolitical contest playing out in the island 

nation.

“We see from bad deals, violations of sovereignty and lawlessness on land and sea 

that the Chinese Communist Party is a predator, and the United States comes in 

a different way, we come as a friend, and as a partner,” Mr. Pompeo told a media 

conference in Colombo, winding up his 12-hour trip, the second stop on his four-

nation tour spanning India, Sri Lanka, Maldives and Indonesia.

The Chinese Embassy in Colombo was quick to respond to Mr. Pompeo’s attack. 

“Sorry Mr. Secretary @SecPompeo, we’re busy promoting #China-#SriLanka 

friendship and cooperation, not interested in your #AlienVsPredator game invitation. 

The US can play two roles at the same time as always,” the Embassy said in a tweet 

from its handle.

The U.S.’s growing concern over China in the region — which dominated the 

Quadrilateral dialogue, or ‘Quad’ Foreign Ministers’ meet in Tokyo early October 

— appears to have figured prominently in Mr. Pompeo’s meeting with President 

Gotabaya Rajapaksa, who was also a U.S. citizen earlier, until he gave it up last year 

to contest polls in Sri Lanka. An official media release from the President’s office 

said Mr. Rajapaksa, in his meeting with Secretary Pompeo, underscored Beijing’s 

crucial assistance to Colombo in the post-war years and reiterated that Sri Lanka is 

“not caught in a debt trap”, in addition to welcoming more American investment.

Chinese delegation

It was in line with his message a top Chinese delegation visiting Colombo earlier 

this month. Pledging to pursue a China-style development model, Mr. Rajapaksa 

told the delegation from Beijing that he wished to disprove the prevalent “debt trap” 

analysis of Sri Lanka’s borrowings — totalling over $5 billion — from the Asian 

giant.

Further, President Rajapaksa in his meeting with Secretary Pompeo “stressed that 

he is not ready to compromise the independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity 

of the nation in maintaining foreign relations whatever the circumstances may be,” 
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his office said in the statement.

While India and China’s competing strategic interests in Sri Lanka are well known, 

the tension between the U.S. and China escalated around Mr. Pompeo’s visit, even 

before the open diplomatic clash . Responding to U.S. Principal Deputy Assistant 

Secretary of State Dean Thompson’s remarks ahead of Mr. Pompeo’s visit, the 

Chinese Embassy in Colombo issued a statement, saying the U.S. was using the 

visit to “interfere in China-Sri Lanka relations, and to coerce and bully Sri Lanka”.

Reliance on Beijing

Even as government critics flag the Rajapaksa administration’s growing reliance on 

China for economic help — a $500 million Chinese loan was sanctioned in March 

and Colombo is negotiating another $700 million loan — the Sri Lankan President 

told Mr. Pompeo that Colombo’s foreign policy was “based on neutrality”. Sri Lanka, 

over the last decade, has borrowed heavily from bilateral partners and multilateral 

agencies, and is due to repay $4.5 billion next year.

In his remarks to the press, Mr. Pompeo said the State Department has offered 

“substantial counter-terrorism assistance” to help Sri Lankans bring those behind 

the Easter terror bombings to justice. “These Easter Sunday attacks represent the 

kind of sectarianism that Sri Lankans are ready to leave behind forever.”

U.S. investors want more reforms in IPO rules: SEBI
Investors from the U.S. have emphasised the need for early finalisation of direct 

listing proposals, development of the corporate bond market and reforms in IPO 

regulations, said SEBI.

In an interaction with top Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) officials, 

they have also shown interest in taking part in innovative ideas under the regulatory 

sandbox framework, the regulator said.

Ajay Tyagi, Chairman, SEBI, along with other officials, held an e-interaction with 

stakeholders from the U.S. “We briefed them about key developments in the Indian 
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economy as well as recent trends in the securities market, especially in this COVID 

era,” he said.

As the largest number of FPIs and about a third of the total assets under FPIs’ custody 

are from the U.S., the importance of U.S. investments into India was emphasised, 

Mr. Tyagi added.

‘India seeing its biggest content revolution’
India is seeing its biggest content revolution and there is a fundamental shift in 

viewing habits with two out of three Indians saying that they would rather give up 

TV than YouTube for a month, said Sanjay Gupta, country head and vice-president, 

Google India.

Speaking at YouTube’s annual ‘Brandcast’ event, Mr. Gupta added that online video 

today is not just about entertainment but also experiences and learning.

“YouTube today caters to the personal interest of a billion Indians across genres, 

languages, geographies and age groups, making YouTube the #1 platform for 

accessing videos in regional languages with Hindi leading the charts followed by 

Tamil, Telugu, Kannada and Bengali and others,” he said.

In a statement, the online video platform said that YouTube in India now reaches over 

325 million monthly active viewers who are over 18 years of age, as per Comscore 

(May 2020), and that watchtime of gaming videos in India grew by two times as 

compared with Q2 2019 and baking videos grew by three times during the same 

duration.

Pakistan move on Gilgit-Baltistan bid to camouflage its illegal 
occupation: MEA
Hours after Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan announced provisional provincial 

status for Gilgit-Baltistan, India  said that Pakistan’s move to name Gilgit-Baltistan 

as its fifth province is meant to “camouflage its illegal occupation” of the area but it 
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cannot “hide the grave human rights violations, exploitation and denial of freedom” 

to the people for over seven decades.

“We call upon Pakistan to immediately vacate all areas under its illegal occupation,” 

Ministry of External Affairs spokesperson Anurag Srivastava said .

Responding to the MEA, Pakistan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a statement. 

“Pakistan categorically rejects Indian Ministry of External Affairs’ irresponsible and 

unwarranted statement regarding Gilgit-Baltistan,” it said.

Earlier this year, the Pakistan Supreme Court allowed the government to conduct 

elections in the region. The election will be held on November 15, Khan said.

“The Union Territories of Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh, including the area of so-

called ‘Gilgit-Baltistan’, are an integral part of India by virtue of the legal, complete 

and irrevocable accession of Jammu and Kashmir to the Union of India in 1947,” 

said the MEA spokesperson.

The government said it “firmly rejects” Pakistan’s attempt “to bring material changes 

to a part of Indian territory, under its illegal and forcible occupation”.

“Instead of seeking to alter the status of these Indian territories, we call upon Pakistan 

to immediately vacate all areas under its illegal occupation,” the spokesperson 

said.

Recently, Saudi Arabia, a key ally of Pakistan, had removed Pakistan-occupied-

Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan from the Pakistan map on its new banknote after India 

asked it to take “urgent corrective steps” about the “gross misrepresentation”.

On the first anniversary of the revocation of Jammu and Kashmir’s special status, 

the Pakistan government had released a new “political map” which included Jammu 

and Kashmir, Ladakh and parts of western Gujarat as part of its territory.

Describing it as “political absurdity” and a “ridiculous assertion”, New Delhi said 

it “confirms the reality of Pakistan’s obsession with territorial aggrandisement 

supported by cross-border terrorism”.
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Space station air leak forces middle-of-night crew wakeup
A small air leak at the International Space Station finally has been traced to the 

Russian side, following a middle-of-the-night search by astronauts.

NASA said Tuesday that the two Russians and one American on board were awakened 

late Monday to hurriedly seal hatches between compartments and search for the 

ongoing leak, which appeared to be getting worse. It was the third time in just over a 

month that the crew had to isolate themselves on the Russian side, in an attempt to 

find the growing leak.

It turns out instead of the leak getting bigger this time, a temporary temperature 

change caused the erroneous cabin air pressure reading, according to NASA. The 

leak was first spotted a year ago.

NASA officials stress that the leak remains small and poses no danger. The astronauts 

will now use leak detectors to try to pinpoint the leak in Russia’s main living and 

working compartment, called Zvezda, Russian for Star.

Space station deputy program manager Kenny Todd said the good news is that 

“instead of a bunch of haystacks, we’re down to maybe one haystack.” But he added: 

“It’s still a needle we’re looking for.”

NASA is sending up extra air supply tanks on its next space station delivery, scheduled 

for a Thursday departure from Virginia. As long as the leak does not worsen, Todd 

said, the space station should be fine through next spring.

In two weeks, two Russians and an American are scheduled to arrive at the space 

station, followed by crew of three Americans and a Japanese on SpaceX’s second 

launch of astronauts, now targeted for October 31.

During a news conference Tuesday from Houston, NASA astronaut Mike Hopkins, 

the commander, announced that the SpaceX capsule would be called Resilience 

— to reflect how the world is coping with this year’s challenges.

“We hope that it brings a smile to your face and we hope that it provides something 

positive in your lives. Quite frankly, we hope that it’s an inspiration,” Hopkins said of 

the name and the mission.
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Scientists discover new organ in the throat while studying 
prostrate cancer
Scientists in the Netherlands have discovered a potential new organ in the human 

throat that they stumbled upon while carrying out research on prostate cancer, 

Livescience reported. Researchers at the Netherlands Cancer Institute have 

identified a set of salivary glands deep in the upper part of the throat and have 

named them “tubarial salivary glands”.

According to a study published in the journal Radiotherapy and Oncology, the 

researchers confirmed the presence of the glands after examining at least 

100 patients. The discovery may be important for cancer treatment. So far, this 

nasopharynx region — behind the nose — was not thought to host anything but 

microscopic, diffuse, salivary glands.

The newly discovered glands are about 1.5 inches (3.9 centimeters) in length 

on average and are located over a piece of cartilage called the torus tubarius, 

Livescience reported. According to the researchers, the glands probably lubricate 

and moisten the upper throat behind the nose and mouth.

Until now, there were three known large salivary glands in humans: one under the 

tongue, one under the jaw and one at the back of the jaw, behind the cheek.

“Beyond those, perhaps a thousand microscopic salivary glands are scattered 

throughout the mucosal tissue of the throat and mouth. So, imagine our surprise 

when we found these,” study co-author and Netherlands Cancer Institute radiation 

oncologist Wouter Vogel said in a statement.

The new organ was discovered while scientists were studying prostate cancer 

cells using PSMA PET-CT technology — a combination of CT scans and positron 

emission tomography (PET) — which is good in detecting salivary gland tissues. 

In this technique, a radioactive “tracer” is injected into the patient that binds to the 

protein PSMA, which is elevated in prostate cancer cells.

Doctors using radiotherapy for treating cancers in the head and neck try to avoid the 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     OCTOBER
     2020
     VOL.74

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

main salivary glands as damaging them could make eating, speaking or swallowing 

difficult for patients, Vogel said.

However, in this case, the newly discovered glands were getting hit by radiation 

as doctors were not aware of their existence in the human body. Thus, the new 

discovery may result in fewer side effects for cancer patients.

“Our next step is to find out how we can best spare these new glands and in which 

patients. If we can do this, patients may experience less side effects, which will 

benefit their overall quality of life after treatment,” Vogel said.

Harvest Moon to appear in the night sky with a fiery-red 
object
Harvest Moon is all set to tantalize the curious sky observers and usual folks because 

tonight the moon in all its glory will be brilliant and brightest, embellishing the night-

sky with its vibrant shine across the horizon. Harvest Moon is typically a full moon, 

which is set to take place in the month of late September or early October.

Reportedly, this full moon, at this time of the year remains so dazzling and glaring 

that it shines late till the night which in earlier times used to help farmers to harvest 

their summer agricultural produce beyond midnight. Hence, this gorgeous full moon 

came to be known as ‘Harvest Moon’.

In fact, this will be the closest full moon for the entire northern hemisphere as the 

Harvest Moon will come nearest to the autumnal equinox on 1st and 2nd October. 

It is also estimated that the glittering phenomenon of the Harvest moon is going to 

take place 17 times from 1970 to 2050. In addition, astronomers predict that, on 

average, this full moon occurs once in 3 years but may vary up to 8 years. That’s 

why the next Harvest Moon will rise only in the year 2028.

While sometimes, Harvest Moon is also called September full moon, it takes an 

equal amount of time to rise to the horizon as taken by the Sun to set in the evening, 
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which differs from normal day’s difference of 50 minutes between the Moon-rise and 

the Sunset. Thereafter, the Moon-rise would gradually delay by 24 minutes in the 

following days.

As the moon revolves around the Earth in its elliptical orbit, that’s why, currently, its 

elliptical will make the smallest angle with respect to the horizon and will eventually 

make the Moon appears to be a glowing and illuminating heavenly body in the 

sky.

Interestingly, a day after Harvest Moon, a bewildering and fiery red object can be 

observed towards the upper-left direction of the Moon which is touted to be Mars as 

it will make yet another closest approach to the Earth.

Last year, the Harvest Moon occurred in September, while for the Southern 

Hemisphere it appears usually in the month of late March or early April. The second 

full moon for this month will glow on 31st October and is famously said as ‘Blue 

Moon’. Besides that, the next moon after the Harvest Moon will be called ‘Hunter’s 

Moon’ as its glaring light will help hunters to prey till late in the night.

Potty training: NASA tests new $23M titanium space toilet
NASA’s first new space potty in decades, a USD 23 million titanium toilet better 

suited for women, is getting a not-so-dry run at the International Space Station 

before eventually flying to the moon.

It’s packed inside a cargo ship that should have blasted off late Thursday from 

Wallops Island, Virginia. But the launch was aborted with just two minutes remaining 

in the countdown. Northrop Grumman said it would try again Friday night if engineers 

can figure out what went wrong.

Barely 100 pounds (45 kilograms) and just 28 inches (71 centimeters) tall, the new 

toilet is roughly half as big as the two Russian-built ones at the space station.

It’s more camper-size to fit into the NASA Orion capsules that will carry astronauts 

to the moon in a few years.
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Station residents will test it out for a few months. If the shakedown goes well, the 

toilet will be open for regular business.

With SpaceX now launching astronauts to the space station and Boeing less than a 

year from sending up its first crew, more toilets are needed. The new one will be in 

its own stall alongside the old one on the U.S. side of the outpost.

The old toilets cater more toward men. To better accommodate women, NASA tilted 

the seat on the new toilet and made it taller. The new shape should help astronauts 

position themselves better for No. 2, said Johnson Space Center’s Melissa McKinley, 

the project manager. “Cleaning up a mess is a big deal. We don’t want any misses 

or escapes,” she said.

Let’s just say everything floats in weightlessness.

As for No. 1, the funnels also have been redesigned. Women can use the elongated 

and scooped-out funnels to urinate while sitting on the commode to poop at the 

same time, McKinley said. Until now, it’s been one or the other for female astronauts, 

she noted.

Like earlier space commodes, air suction, rather than water and gravity, removes 

the waste. Urine collected by the new toilet will be routed into NASA’s long-standing 

recycling system to produce water for drinking and cooking. Titanium and other 

tough alloys were chosen for the new toilet to withstand all the acid in the urine 

pretreatment.

Going to the bathroom in space may sound simple, but “sometimes the simple 

things become very difficult” without gravity, said NASA astronaut Mike Hopkins, 

commander of the second SpaceX crew, due to launch Oct. 31 from Kennedy Space 

Center.

While the old design isn’t that hard to use, subtle design changes can make all 

the difference for women, noted NASA astronaut Shannon Walker, a former space 

station resident who’s also on the next SpaceX crew.

“Trust me, I’ve got going to the bathroom in space down, because that is a vital, vital 

thing to know how to do,” she told The Associated Press earlier this week.
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The typical space station population will go from six to seven with the next SpaceX 

flight, and even more when non-professionals like tourists start showing up as early 

as next year. Astronauts normally stay six months.

The last time NASA ordered up a new toilet was in the early 1990s to accommodate 

two-week space shuttle missions. The agency contracted with Collins Aerospace to 

provide the latest model; the company also worked on the shuttle potties.

Also in the 8,000-pound (3,600-kilogram) shipment aboard Northrop Grumman’s 

Cygnus capsule: air tanks to make up for a slight space station leak, radish seeds 

for greenhouse growing and a cinematic 360-degree VR camera for you-are-there-

spacewalk shots.

Perhaps the most unique payload: Estee Lauder’s newest wrinkle serum. The 

cosmetics company is paying $128,000 for an out-of-this-world photo shoot, part of 

NASA’s push to open the final frontier to marketing, industry and tourism.

Don’t count on perfumed aromas, though, to counter bathroom odors. The serum 

is fragrance-free and the 10 bottles will remain sealed until returned to Earth early 

next year.

Scientists discover one of the earliest galaxies; gives insight 
on the dark ages
From an ever-befuddling and mystic universe, scientists have yet again discovered 

some of the most riveting observations based on their years of research. This 

time a team of scientists from India, Switzerland, France, the US, Japan and the 

Netherlands under the lead of Dr Kanak Saha, an Associate Professor at IUCAA, 

Pune, have found some crucial information pertaining to the formation of the first 

galaxy and the end of the cosmic dark age.

According to the research paper published in the journal Nature Astronomy, Indian 

telescope AstroSat found evidence of extreme ultraviolet light from the galaxy that 

is almost 9.3 billion years away.
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Further, the exceptionally high amount of UV light radiation, that has been supposedly 

found in the research, can easily ionise the hydrogen atom by liberating its electron 

form the nucleus while extreme UV photons emitted by such galaxies could have 

reionise the early universe leading to the emanation of first light in the universe, as 

cited by PTI.

That said, IUCAA in its statement has also hoped that this significant development 

could lead to the facts pertaining to the end of dark age and formation of light in the 

universe.

As per a report in ThePrint the new Galaxy found is named ‘AUDFs01’ and is touted 

to be located in Hubble eXtreme Deep Field (XDF). The reports also throw light 

upon the fact that XDF is the formation of pictures of galaxies captured by the 

Hubble telescope over the span of recent decades. XDF is expected to contain 

5,500 galaxies which may be as old as 13.2 billion years or 13.7 billion years when 

the universe was formed.

AstroSat is an Indian space telescope which is a space-based multi-wavelength 

telescope and comprises five X-rays and five UV-rays telescopes that monitor the 

emission of such rays from the space because Earth-based telescopes fail to do 

so as those rays get absorbed in Earth’s atmosphere. In addition, it also has an 

ultraviolet imaging telescope (UVIT) which can image far and near UV light radiation 

through which this Galaxy has been discovered.

Primarily, there can be three subdivisions of UV light which consist of near-ultraviolet, 

middle-ultraviolet, far-ultraviolet, and extreme-ultraviolet lights.

This discovery has won plaudits for the Indian scientists led team form the 

international scientists’ community, as the most powerful Hubble Space telescope 

has not yet been able to detect such amount of extreme UV rays while AstroSat’s 

UVIT on the basis of noise detection tool could able to detect such astronomical 

phenomenon.

After such discovery scientists are very much hopeful that it would further pave the 

way to discover the early formation of galaxies, baby stars and the end of the dark 
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age.

NASA launches SS Kalpana Chawla Cygnus spacecraft to 
International Space station
The International Space Station (ISS) is gearing up to receive the flight which will 

supply thousands of kilograms essential space supplies and related-equipment’s to 

the astronauts. Northrop Grumman launched another flight to the International Space 

Station, this time named after late astronaut ‘Kalpana Chawla’. The Cygnus vehicle 

S.S Kalpana Chawla along with Antares rocket for NG-14 mission was launched on 

October 2nd, at 21.16 EDT (6.46 am IST).

Northrop Grumman further affirmed that they wanted to name their next Cygnus 

vehicle after someone who has played an instrumental role in space exploration and 

then decided to name it after Kalpana Chawla on her family’s permission.

The US vehicle is expected to reach the International Space Station after a 2 days 

journey and will deliver a cargo of 1,217 kg of science experiments, personal items 

and 850 kg of crew equipment. As per the information cited on the NASA Spaceflight 

website, the Cygnus vehicle will make an approach towards the space station from 

10 meters below. Thereafter, the astronauts will connect the Cygnus to International 

Space Station through its robotic arm of Candarm2.

Along with 1,230 kg of vehicle hardware, it is also carrying 71 kg of Computer 

hardware. Once the cargo arm is detached, astronauts further plan to make Cygnus 

as a temporary scientific expansion to the International Space Station. Moreover, 

this space vehicle is also carrying ‘SharkSat’ which will test emerging technologies 

for 5G networks, as ascertained by Northrop Grumman.

In the end Cygnus will be detached through Candarm2 and will be going to conduct 

a ‘Sapphire’ experimentation for several weeks. As a part of the experiment, it 

will purposely initiate a fire in a safe and contained manner. The aim behind the 

experiment is to understand and infer the nature of fire and its behavior in Space.
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This S.S Kalpana Chawla Cygnus spacecraft is made by Thale Alena Space in Turin, 

Italy and has a composition of pressurized cargo module. The vehicle consists of 

two solar arrays, navigation equipment and propulsion element. The launch of the 

vehicle was carried out by Antares 230+ rocket, parts of which have been built by 

Yuzmash factory in Ukraine.

Scientists discover one of the earliest galaxies; gives insight 
on the dark ages
From an ever-befuddling and mystic universe, scientists have yet again discovered 

some of the most riveting observations based on their years of research. This 

time a team of scientists from India, Switzerland, France, the US, Japan and the 

Netherlands under the lead of Dr Kanak Saha, an Associate Professor at IUCAA, 

Pune, have found some crucial information pertaining to the formation of the first 

galaxy and the end of the cosmic dark age.

According to the research paper published in the journal Nature Astronomy, Indian 

telescope AstroSat found evidence of extreme ultraviolet light from the galaxy that 

is almost 9.3 billion years away.

Further, the exceptionally high amount of UV light radiation, that has been supposedly 

found in the research, can easily ionise the hydrogen atom by liberating its electron 

form the nucleus while extreme UV photons emitted by such galaxies could have 

reionise the early universe leading to the emanation of first light in the universe, as 

cited by PTI.

That said, IUCAA in its statement has also hoped that this significant development 

could lead to the facts pertaining to the end of dark age and formation of light in the 

universe.

As per a report in ThePrint the new Galaxy found is named ‘AUDFs01’ and is touted 

to be located in Hubble eXtreme Deep Field (XDF). The reports also throw light 

upon the fact that XDF is the formation of pictures of galaxies captured by the 
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Hubble telescope over the span of recent decades. XDF is expected to contain 

5,500 galaxies which may be as old as 13.2 billion years or 13.7 billion years when 

the universe was formed.

AstroSat is an Indian space telescope which is a space-based multi-wavelength 

telescope and comprises five X-rays and five UV-rays telescopes that monitor the 

emission of such rays from the space because Earth-based telescopes fail to do 

so as those rays get absorbed in Earth’s atmosphere. In addition, it also has an 

ultraviolet imaging telescope (UVIT) which can image far and near UV light radiation 

through which this Galaxy has been discovered.

Primarily, there can be three subdivisions of UV light which consist of near-ultraviolet, 

middle-ultraviolet, far-ultraviolet, and extreme-ultraviolet lights.

This discovery has won plaudits for the Indian scientists led team form the 

international scientists’ community, as the most powerful Hubble Space telescope 

has not yet been able to detect such amount of extreme UV rays while AstroSat’s 

UVIT on the basis of noise detection tool could able to detect such astronomical 

phenomenon.

After such discovery scientists are very much hopeful that it would further pave the 

way to discover the early formation of galaxies, baby stars and the end of the dark 

age.

Sun’s magnetic field over five decades digitally mapped
In possibly a first, the Sun’s magnetic field recorded over five decades of the 20th 

century have been digitally mapped, which will facilitate solar physicists to better 

understand the Sun’s behaviour in future.

Solar observations recorded between 1915 and 1965 were gathered from 

Kodaikanal Solar Observatory (KoSO) run by the Indian Institute of Astrophysics 

(IIA). Among one of the oldest solar observatories in the world, KoSO has been 

providing continuous and long-term uniform solar observations for over a century 
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now, many of them taken in the form of photographic images.

“Like climate studies, we need information from vast historical datasets in order 

to better understand the Sun. Using this magnetic field map, it will be possible to 

make more accurate solar cycle predictions and study the Sun’s pole reversals in 

future,” Dipankar Banerjee, director, Aryabhatta Research Institute of Observational 

Sciences (ARIES), told The Indian Express.

Digital data observations of over 15,000 photo images, captured through Ca II-K 

and H-alpha filters, were used for creating this map. KoSO houses over 4 lakh photo 

images since 1904, most of which have been preserved in their digital formats during 

the last three decades.

Like Earth has north and south poles, Sun, too, has similar poles. But, what makes 

poles of the Sun interesting is that they reverse their polarity at an interval of 11 

years, which is the duration of one solar cycle. In December 2019, Solar cycle 25 

commenced.

Every solar cycle is different and the Sun’s activities influence the overall space 

weather. Anomalous solar activities can have a direct impact on Earth’s satellite-

based communication systems, power grids and navigation.

Banerjee along with Bidya Karak from IIT-BHU collaborated over the last one year 

with their Russian counterparts on this mapping project, results of which were 

published recently in Astrophysical Journal Letters. These digital maps could also 

help scientists in refining the existing theoretical models. This map is also handy, as 

regular magnetic field observations of the Sun commenced only in 1967.

Moreover, researchers found two instances when the Sun’s polar reversal was 

unique within the 50-year study period spanning solar cycles 15 to 19. Scientists 

observed triple pole reversal in 1927 and 1957.

“Sun’s pole reversal is not realised simultaneously at the end of a solar cycle, but 

there is a time lag during which a pole can showcase properties of a previously held 

polarity,” said Karak, who is a Ramanujan Fellow of the Department of Science and 

Technology.
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The mapping has showcased the movement of magnetic fields from lower to higher 

solar latitudes during the five decades besides pinning the exact time of the pole 

reversal and its links between two solar cycles

Elon Musk’s SpaceX wins Pentagon award for missile tracking 
satellites
Elon Musk’s SpaceX won a $149 million contract to build missile-tracking satellites 

for the Pentagon, the U.S. Space Development Agency (SDA) said, in the company’s 

first government contract to build satellites.

SpaceX, known for its reusable rockets and astronaut capsules, is ramping up 

satellite production for Starlink, a growing constellation of hundreds of internet-

beaming satellites that chief executive Elon Musk hopes will generate enough 

revenue to help fund SpaceX’s interplanetary goals.

Under the SDA contract, SpaceX will use its Starlink assembly plant in Redmond, 

Washington, to build four satellites fitted with a wide-angle infrared missile-tracking 

sensor supplied by a subcontractor, an SDA official said.

Technology company L3 Harris Technologies Inc., formerly Harris Corporation, 

received $193 million to build another four satellites. Both companies are expected 

to deliver the satellites for launch by fall 2022.

The awards are part of the SDA’s first phase to procure satellites to detect and 

track missiles like intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), which can travel long 

distances and are challenging to track and intercept.

SpaceX in 2019 received $28 million from the Air Force to use the fledgling Starlink 

satellite network to test encrypted internet services with a number of military planes, 

though the Air Force has not ordered any Starlink satellites of its own.

Asteroid as big as Boeing 747 to zoom past the Earth today
NASA’s asteroid monitoring center claimed that an all-new asteroid equal to the size 
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of an airline Boeing 747 is set to hurtle past the Earth on October 7. The asteroid 

is named as 2020 RK2 and is expected to cross the Earth’s orbit at a distance of 

2,380,800 miles away from the Earth.

The US-based space agency first discovered the asteroid in the month of September 

and has found its size to be from 118 feet to 265 feet wide. The heavenly body 

is slated to rush past the Earth at quite a slower pace of 6.68 km per second. In 

addition, astronomers have also predicted that 2020 RK2 is highly unlikely to be 

visible to astronomy enthusiasts and sky-observers due to its slow speed.

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has reportedly said that the 

Asteroid will be coming from Andromeda constellation which is 10.3 billion light years 

away. Along with that, the asteroid is classified into category of Apollo asteroid.

It was only on September 24th, that an asteroid zoom past the Earth at a distance 

of 13,000 miles and another one is soon expected to whizz past our planet at a 

distance of 6.2 million km, on October 6th, just a day before 2020 RK2 will glance 

towards the Earth’s orbit. This new asteroid is named as 2020 RR2 and is having a 

diameter of 26 meters.

NASA scientists also advised the public not to panic as this gigantic asteroid will only 

enter the Earth’s orbit but will not collide with the planet. According to the estimation, 

it will hurl towards the Earth at around 1.12 pm ET (10.42 pm IST).

These asteroids are mostly found between Mars and Jupiter and often come inside 

the planet’s orbit due to their attractive gravitational force. As per NASA other planet’s 

gravity may pull these celestial bodies towards themselves while making them hurl 

the distance in vast space and avoiding their collision with the planets.

Scientists once again discover signs of water in the lakes of 
planet Mars
The most intriguing notion of humankind of being alone in the universe might just got 

busted as scientists once again discovered substantial signs of water present in the 
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Mars, where a rigorous research is going on to find life-supporting evidences.

As per a research paper published in the journal Nature Astronomy, recently, scientists 

have found three more underground water lakes in the south pole of the Red planet. 

Besides the main lake, smaller surrounding lakes have also been discovered. This 

after the discovery of the same such lake came into being in the year 2018 which 

was spread across a wide-area of 20 sq.km and was 1.5 km under the Martian 

surface.

In addition, scientists have also confirmed the presence of the fourth lake and, in the 

hindsight, have drawn monumental significance, because of the presence of water 

may lead their way to find out biological processes in the future which may prove the 

existence of any form of living organism on the planet.

At present, the water that has been found in the lakes is expected to be extremely 

salty, as a result of which it poses hazardous uncertainty for any potential life form. 

According to information cited on BBC, Italian researchers have claimed that these 

newly found lakes do resemble the scope of the presence of habitat in the past. 

They have further inferred that; earlier Mars might had relatively life-supporting 

warmer climate but then it did go through a climatic catastrophe before transforming 

into a frozen waste. With much skepticism, they concluded that amidst the climatic 

transformation, there might have been some form of life that could have existed on 

the Martian surface.

Due to extreme atmospheric conditions and the prevalence of low-pressure on the 

surface of Mars, the existence of liquid water is highly impossible. Further, scientists 

also emphasize the fact that lake-water having a salinity level five times that of the 

sea-water can only support life while that having twenty times the salinity of sea-

water will not be able to support any life form.

While the exact salinity of the water under the lake is yet to be deciphered, researchers 

have cited that there might be microbes and microorganisms thriving in highly 

saline as well as highly cold environment inside those lakes. Another conclusive 

study shows that lack of substantial heat on the surface and the presence of a high 
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amount of salts in the water can lower the freezing point of water up to -123 degree 

Celsius.

According to the researchers, the presence of a volcano beneath the polar ice-

caps in Mars, might be melting them and could be accelerating the formation of 

such extremely saline lakes. The research has conclusively taken place through the 

detection of a single sub-surface by using 134 images captured between the year 

2012-2019.

The team of scientists utilized the European space agency’s ‘Mars Express 

Spacecraft’ which has a radar instrument called MARSIS – Mars Advanced Radar 

for Subsurface and Ionosphere Sounding to carry out their probe on the southern 

polar region of the planet. Eventually, MARSIS sends out signal to the surface of the 

planet and gets reflected back which is then intercepted indicating the composition 

of surface at the origin such as ice, rock and water, as in the journal ‘Nature’.

Asteroid as big as Boeing 747 to zoom past the Earth today
NASA’s asteroid monitoring center claimed that an all-new asteroid equal to the size 

of an airline Boeing 747 is set to hurtle past the Earth on October 7. The asteroid 

is named as 2020 RK2 and is expected to cross the Earth’s orbit at a distance of 

2,380,800 miles away from the Earth.

The US-based space agency first discovered the asteroid in the month of September 

and has found its size to be from 118 feet to 265 feet wide. The heavenly body is 

slated to rush past the Earth at quite a slower pace of 6.68 km per second. In 

addition, astronomers have also predicted that 2020 RK2 is highly unlikely to be 

visible to astronomy enthusiasts and sky-observers due to its slow speed.

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has reportedly said that the 

Asteroid will be coming from Andromeda constellation which is 10.3 billion light years 

away. Along with that, the asteroid is classified into category of Apollo asteroid.

It was only on September 24th, that an asteroid zoom past the Earth at a distance 
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of 13,000 miles and another one is soon expected to whizz past our planet at a 

distance of 6.2 million km, on October 6th, just a day before 2020 RK2 will glance 

towards the Earth’s orbit. This new asteroid is named as 2020 RR2 and is having a 

diameter of 26 meters.

NASA scientists also advised the public not to panic as this gigantic asteroid will only 

enter the Earth’s orbit but will not collide with the planet. According to the estimation, 

it will hurl towards the Earth at around 1.12 pm ET (10.42 pm IST).

These asteroids are mostly found between Mars and Jupiter and often come inside 

the planet’s orbit due to their attractive gravitational force. As per NASA other planet’s 

gravity may pull these celestial bodies towards themselves while making them hurl 

the distance in vast space and avoiding their collision with the planets.

Scientists discover two dozen planets which are suitable for 
life than the Earth
If we thought that Earth is just the perfect planet for human beings to thrive, then we 

might be wrong as scientists have discovered two-dozen planets that are habitable 

and perhaps support suitable conditions for the thriving of life forms. The research 

found out that there are at least 24 Superhabitable planets which may support life 

better than the Earth.

As per the research conducted by the team led by scientist Dirk Schulze-Makuch of 

Washington State University and published in the journal Astrobiology — researchers 

have rummaged for the planets which are older, slightly warmer and wetter than the 

Earth.

In the process, scientists went through observing over 4,500 exoplanets and were 

able to find out 24 planets based on certain parameters that gave evidences of a 

conducive environment for life-supporting conditions although no life has yet been 

confirmed on those planets. Moreover, all these planets are 100 light-years away 

from the Earth located outside the Solar System.
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The scope of life on any planet significantly depends upon the star it orbits. Earth 

which is 4.5 billion years old, orbits around the Sun that has relatively shorter lifespan 

of less than 10 billion years while complex life appeared on the Earth only after 4 

billion years. The research also suggests that there may be the origin of better life 

on those planets which are 5 to 8 billion years old and are revolving changing stars 

with longer lifespan than the Sun at a lower speed.

Scientists further classified these stars into G-stars which have lifespan less than 

that of 10 billion years and K-stars that are comparatively cooler, dwarf stars with 

lifespan of 20 to 70 billion years. As a consequence, appearance of complex life may 

not take place in conducive manner on those planets which are revolving around 

a G-star as their star may run out of fuel before any substantial form of complex 

life develops on them. On the contrary, those planets orbiting K-stars may have 

favourable outcomes pertaining to the appearance of intricate life processes due to 

longer lifespan of its star.

In addition, mass of the planet was also one of the promising factors to determine 

evidence regarding life-formation. The research concluded that the planet which 

is 10 percent larger than the Earth will be having greater area of habitable land 

with larger mass and would be able to easily retain its interior heating through 

radioactive decay. This would, eventually make the gravitational force on the planet 

much stronger and hence it will be able to retain its atmosphere substantially.

Apart from these, Surface temperature also play a crucial role in indicating any 

life-supporting evidences as it would decide the formation of water, moisture and 

clouds. Planets having comparatively 5 degree-Celsius higher temperature than 

the Earth might be suitable for better conditions of life as overall higher temperature 

with greater moisture can lead to emanation of diverse forms of life as it is also 

corroborated by Earth’s biodiversity.

Researchers have further claimed that out of 24 superhabitable planets, only one 

planet has depicted various life-supporting evidences while Scientist Dirk Schulze-

Makuch affirmed that such a discovery would help in accentuating future observation 
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through NASA’s James Web Telescope, LUVIOR Space telescope and PLATO space 

telescope.

Discovery that indicated possibility of extra-terrestrial life 
attacked by group of astrobiologists
The announcement of discovery of phosphine gas in the atmosphere of Venus, 

which had generated major excitement three weeks ago because it indicated 

the possibility of extra-terrestrial life, seems to have annoyed a section of 

astrobiologists at the International Astronomical Union (IAU), the global professional 

body of astronomers.

In a statement that is now being lampooned by other scientists, the astrobiology 

commission of IAU has expressed concern at some media outlets apparently reporting 

that evidence of life on Venus had been found, and has blamed the researchers for 

it. Astrobiology is the branch of science that studies the possibility of extra-terrestrial 

life.

“It is an ethical duty for any scientist to communicate with the media and the public 

with great scientific rigour and to be careful not to overstate any interpretation which 

will be irretrievably picked up by the press and generate great public attention in 

the case of life beyond Earth. The way results about phosphine were reported led 

some news organizations to report that evidence for life in Venus was found,” the 

statement, issued on October 5, said.

“The Commission understands that such a reaction by the press would reflect high 

interest in astrobiology research by the public. Such a report, however, misleads the 

public, and might be harmful to the advancement of astrobiology research,” it said.

“Finally, the Commission would like to remind the relevant researchers that we need 

to understand how the press and the media behave, before communicating with 

them. It is quite important for any researcher to keep a good relationship with the 

press since they have great power to disseminate our research results to the public. 
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We, researchers, should provide the press with sufficient background information so 

that they can report our research outcomes as faithfully and scientifically as possible,” 

the statement reads.

The statement also cites one previous similar research finding, of possible indication 

of micro-fossils in a Martian meteorite in 1996, as another example of a discovery 

that had generated lots of discussion but was never proved.

Interestingly, even the IAU does not agree with the statement issued by one of its 

own commissions.

“This is not a statement from the IAU but from a small group of scientists in 

Commission F3 (the astrobiology commission). We do not agree with its content,” 

said Lars Lindberg Christensen, the media contact for IAU, in an email response 

to The Indian Express.

Several other scientists have been ridiculing the statement. “It’s unheard of for an 

IAU commission to comment on a particular result like this,” wrote Chris Lintott, a 

professor of astrophysics at the Oxford University in a rebuttal he put out on Twitter.

He also pointed out that the statement did not provide any instance of wrong reporting 

in the media. “And if it’s the news organisations that are to blame, why are we issuing 

statements criticizing the researchers? The idea that the public need to be protected 

from seeing science in progress is nonsense. They are excited by the unknown, just 

as we are, and deserve the chance to speculate, think, and – yes – be disappointed 

just as the esteemed leadership of Commission F3 can be,” he wrote.

Dibyendu Nandi of IISER Kolkata, himself a member of IAU, said the commission 

had no business trying to police the researchers or their interaction with the media.

“This stinks of professional jealousy and quick hatchet job by some office-bearers of 

the Astrobiology Commission who perhaps did not even formally seek IAU’s consent 

before shooting off that statement. I think they would soon be made to eat their 

words,” Nandi told The Indian Express.

On September 14, a group of international astronomers had announced that they 
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had discovered the presence of phosphine gas in the atmosphere of Venus. Their 

results had been published in Nature Astronomy.

Phosphine, a colourless but smelly gas, is known to be produced in nature only 

in biological processes, by some species of bacteria that survive in the absence 

of oxygen. There are some other ways in which this chemical might also be 

produced, for example in the underbelly of some volcanoes or in meteorite activity, 

but that would resulted in much lower concentrations of phospine than what the 

researchers found in the atmosphere of Venus, approximately 20 parts per billion, 

which was thousands to millions of times more than what could otherwise have 

been expected.

That had triggered huge excitement about the possibility of biological processes 

happening in Venus, and by extension, the possibility of life outside Earth. The 

researchers themselves, however, had been cautious to repeatedly emphasise that 

phosphine in itself did not mean that there were life forms on Venus, and that many 

more investigations needed to be carried out. In fact, the discovery was made in 

2017 and the announcement came only three years later, because researchers 

were trying to checking and rechecking their data.

At that time, Nandi had described this result as the most credible evidence, yet, for 

the possibility of extra-terrestrial life.

“In the search of extra-terrestrial life, this is the biggest finding, no doubt. Of course, 

this cannot be taken to mean that there is indeed life on Venus, or anywhere else, 

but if you are a scientist looking for life forms on other planets, I think this is your 

first real breakthrough,” Nandi had said.

Professor Sara Seager of the Department of Physics at the Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology, who was one of the researchers involved in the study, herself said no 

more than that the detection of phosphine had raised Venus “higher up on the ladder 

of interesting targets” where the possible presence of life forms can be explored.

Somak Raychaudhuri, director of Pune-based Inter-University Centre for Astronomy 

and Astrophysics (IUCAA), had said the finding had a greater significance than the 
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discovery of water on some extra-terrestrial surface.

“I would personally not classify this discovery in the same league as the discovery 

of the first planet, or the recent confirmation of the gravitational waves, for example, 

but it also certainly not as insipid as some signal of water molecule being found on 

some planet. In fact, in that way, it is bigger than evidence for water. Water is only 

circumstantially related to life. It is not produced by life. Phosphine is produced by 

biological processes. So this is significant no doubt, and nothing like this has been 

discovered till now,” he said.

Mars will be closest to the Earth in October — here’s how to 
spot the Red Planet
Yes, you read that right, the red planet will be in our nearest proximity, which will 

allow us to see our cosmic neighbour clearly. According to NASA, it is easily visible 

from midnight onwards in the ongoing month of October.

As per US-based space agency, currently, the distance between Mars and the Earth 

is 62.1 million kilometres. As per EarthSky, this will be the closest Mars would come 

towards the Earth in the next 15 years. This event started on October 6.

NASA in its skywatching guide wrote that October is the best time to view Mars as 

it reaches its highest point during midnight and then will be visible throughout the 

night. The reason behind this phenomenon is that Mars will come in direct opposition 

to the Earth from the Sun and will remain closest to the Earth in its respective orbit. 

Such an occurrence takes place every two years. Eventually, this is possible due to 

the fact that the Earth and Mars revolve around the Sun in their respective elliptical 

orbits in the same direction but at different speeds and at a different distance.

Meanwhile, the closest proximity of Earth and Mars at a distance of 54.6 million 

kilometres will perhaps be possible when Earth remains far away from Sun, called 

Aphelion, and Mars remains nearest to the Sun, called Perihelion. In the year 2018, 

both the planet came comparatively closer to each other at a distance of 57.6 million 
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kilometres.

The most fascinating occurrence of the Earth and Mars coming close to each other 

with the shortest possible distance ever happened in the year 2003 when the distance 

was a mere 55.7 million kilometres. This was the closest distance between both the 

terrestrial planets in the last 60,000 years. As per EarthSky, Red planet will again 

come nearest to us in the year 2287 at a distance of 55.69 million kilometres.

DRDO tests anti-radiation missile
A new-generation anti-radiation missile, RudraM-I, was successfully flight-tested  

by the Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO). This is the first 

indigenous anti-radiation missile.

An anti-radiation missile can locate and target radiation-emitting sources such as 

enemy radars, communication sites and other radio frequency-emitting targets. They 

can play a key role in neutralising any jamming platforms of the enemy or take out 

radar stations, thereby clearing a path for fighter jets to carry out an offensive and 

prevent own systems from being jammed.

Pinpoint accuracy

“The RudraM-I was successfully flight-tested onto a radiation target located on 

Wheeler Island off the coast of Odisha. The missile was launched from an SU-30 MkI 

fighter aircraft,” the DRDO said in a statement. It hit the radiation target with pinpoint 

accuracy, the statement said. The missile, after the launch, manoeuvred towards 

the target based on direction detected by the seeker and all mission objectives were 

successfully met, a defence source said. “It has a range of up to 200 km depending 

upon the launch conditions. The missile can be launched from altitudes of 500 m to 

15 km and speeds of 0.6 to 2 mach,” the source added.

The missile, integrated with the SU-30 MkI aircraft, has a capability of varying ranges 

based on the launch conditions. Having the Inertial Navigation System (INS)-Global 

Positioning System (GPS) navigation with Passive Homing Head (PHH) for the final 
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attack, it is a potent weapon for the Indian Air Force for suppression of enemy air 

defence effectively from large stand-off ranges, the DRDO said.

The PHH can detect, classify and engage targets over a wide band of frequencies.

Another source said that once the SU-30 MkI approached the target, the launch 

processor in the launcher, the on-board computer and the passive seeker in the 

missile worked in unison to display the required mission data to the pilot. “After 

completion of alignment of navigation system of the missile, the dynamic launch 

zone was displayed to the pilot,” the source said.

The PHH detected the target, and measured the direction of arrival of radiation and 

once the PHH seeker got a lock-on to the target (in lock-on before launch mode), 

the target was designated and the launch operation was performed by the pilot. 

Auto-launch was invoked and the missile was ejected using the catapult launcher, 

the source said.

The NGARM is being developed by Defence Research Development Laboratory 

(DRDL), Hyderabad, as the nodal agency. It is a joint effort involving DRDO labs, the 

IAF, Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd. and several public and private sector enterprises.

Frog to fungus, 544 species add to India’s diversity
Cnemaspis anandani , a rock dwelling gecko endemic to the Western 

Ghats; Sphaerotheca magadha , a burrowing frog discovered in the farm fields 

of Jharkhand; Enoplotrupes tawangensis , a dung beetle from Tawang; Amomum 

nagamiense , a wild ginger variety discovered from the forest behind the Kohima 

zoo in Nagaland; and Pteris subiriana , a wild fern found in Kerala, Tamil Nadu 

and Maharashtra — these are among the 544 reasons India has to cheer, with 

the Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) and the Botanical Survey of India (BSI)  

releasing Animal Discoveries 2019 and Plant Discoveries 2019 .

The publications were released by Babul Supriyo, Union Minister of State, Ministry 

of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, at an event at the Acharya Jagadish 
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Chandra Bose Indian Botanic Garden in Howrah.

More insects

Animal Discoveries 2019 lists 368 faunal species as new to science, and 116 species 

as first records from India. “The publication provides details about 360 new species, 

four sub-species and four fossil species, and 116 species recorded for the first time 

from India,” Kailash Chandra, director, ZSI, said.

Among the discoveries, 294 species are invertebrates and 74 vertebrates. Insects 

outnumbered other groups in general and in vertebrates, fish diversity is high with 38 

new species and five new records. Dr. Chandra said that with the new discoveries 

and new records, Indian faunal diversity stood at 1,02,161 species, which was 

equivalent to 6.52% of all the species across the globe.

He added that along with conventional taxonomy, the ZSI had introduced modern 

methods such as DNA barcoding, entire genome sequencing, and X-rays for the 

identification of new species.

Plant Discoveries 2019 lists 180 new plant species and 73 new records discovered 

from the country.

New records in a country refer to animal or plant species discovered in other parts 

of the world and recorded for the first time in the country.

“This volume of plant discoveries contains 134 seed plants; five fern and fern allies; 

six bryophytes; 18 lichen; 51 fungi; 23 algae; and 16 microbes,” A.A. Mao, director, 

BSI, said.

Edible varieties

Dr. Mao said that among the discoveries this year, there were plants with horticultural 

value and those which could serve as alternative foods such as aroids, syzygium 

(wild jamun), impatiens, mushrooms and zingibers.

The number of plant species found in India according to the BSI is 50,012, and 

accounts roughly for 12% of all flora species in the world.
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Scientists: Water extraction from air not implausible, already 
taking place
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s suggestion to a Danish wind energy company 

to explore the possibility of extracting water and oxygen from air by using wind 

turbines were ideas that were not just scientifically sound but are already under 

implementation at various places, scientists have said.

Extraction of water from air is already being done in several places, including in 

India, using different technologies, although not windmills.

But Sandeep Verma, Secretary, Science and Engineering Research Board, said 

wind turbines have the right design set-up for harvesting water from moisture-laden 

air, and even this idea was being tried out at several places. The challenge, he said, 

is to convert the ideas into implementation.

“Parameters such as design innovation, performance optimization, and right 

temperature gradients, can help extract water from air through a passive, energy-

efficient process,” he said in a series tweets.

Ashutosh Sharma, Secretary, Department of Science and Technology, said 

separating oxygen from air is also a standard industrial process, and several 

companies engaged in separation of gases routinely do this. “Some membranes are 

used for separation. Some molecules would go through, others would not. That’s 

how you can separate oxygen as well,” he said.

In this process, wind turbines could be used mainly as a source of clean energy, 

Sharma said.

“But in the extraction of water, wind turbines can have an additional role,” he 

said. “The downstream of a wind turbine is throwing a lot of air, so it works like 

a compressor, or a pump. And for extracting water, the kind of systems that are 

used, it is again basically a network of membranes that air has to pass through, it 

condenses, and the water is collected by drip.

“The air needs to pass at a high rate, and the wind turbine can aid that process…. 
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These things are already being tried. We have to make the processes more efficient,” 

he said.

In fact, the Hyderabad-based Indian Institute of Chemical Technology (IICT) has 

developed a technology with private-sector company called Maithri Aquatech for 

‘atmospheric water generation’ that has been deployed at several places. This 

technology does not involve wind turbines.

“Wind turbines are just another technology alternative that can be explored, is 

already being explored. But otherwise, there is no scientific implausibility in trying 

to extract water or oxygen from air,” IICT director Dr S Chandrasekhar said. “At a 

very simple level, where do you get rain from? The technology we have developed 

provides extremely clean water from air. It is almost completely distilled water. It 

doesn’t have any salt or minerals, so it doesn’t have the taste we are used to. It 

requires a little bit of processing. But it is being done.

“And not just in India, but in many other parts of the world.”

“Of course,” he said, “water we generate from air is likely to be a little more expensive 

than water that is available normally. I do not have the exact estimates, but it is not 

exorbitant.”

Sharma said even the higher costs would be acceptable in locations where water is 

not readily available. “There are water-scarce places where these technologies are 

relevant even now. The higher costs are much more acceptable at certain places 

compared to other locations,” he said.

Shekhar Mande, director general, CSIR, said current technologies obviously 

need improvement, and that effort needs to be focused. “Technologies need to 

be improved so that they are more energy-efficient and less costly. These are not 

mature technologies, and that is where the challenge lies,” he said.

Intel India sets up centre for artificial intelligence
Intel India said it had partnered IIIT Hyderabad, Public Health Foundation of India 
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and the Telangana government to unveil a research centre to focus on leveraging 

artificial intelligence (AI) to solve India’s population-scale challenges in sectors such 

as healthcare and smart mobility.

The applied AI research centre, INAI, here will act as a catalyst to accelerate India’s 

leadership in AI while creating national assets such as curated data sets and 

computing infrastructure with the aim to attract global talent for high-impact research 

towards social sector development, Intel India said. In his address, Union IT Minister 

Ravi Shankar Prasad said India was bound to be a robust player in AI application as 

data was the ‘oxygen’ for AI and India’s huge population, along with a robust digital 

ecosystem, was going to generate huge amounts of data.

NASA’s new moonshot rules: No fighting or littering, please
NASA’s new moonshot rules: No fighting and littering. And no trespassing at historic 

lunar landmarks like Apollo 11’s Tranquility Base.The space agency released a set of 

guidelines Tuesday for its Artemis moon-landing program, based on the 1967 Outer 

Space Treaty and other agreements. So far, eight countries have signed these so-

called Artemis Accords.

Founding members include the U.S., Australia, Canada, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, 

United Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom. NASA Administrator Jim Bridenstine 

said he expects more countries to join the effort to put astronauts back on the moon 

by 2024.

It promises to be the largest coalition for a human spaceflight program in history, 

according to Bridenstine, and is expected to pave the way for eventual Mars 

expeditions.

It’s important not only to travel to the moon “with our astronauts, but that we bring 

with us our values,” noted NASA’s acting chief for international and interagency 

relations, Mike Gold.

Rule No. 1: Everyone must come in peace. Other rules:



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     OCTOBER
     2020
     VOL.74

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

# Secrecy is banned, and all launched objects need to be identified and registered.

# All members agree to pitch in with astronaut emergencies.

# Space systems must be universal so everyone’s equipment is compatible, and 

scientific data must be shared.

# Historic sites must be preserved, and any resulting space junk must be properly 

disposed.

# Rovers and other spacecraft cannot have their missions jeopardized by others 

getting too close.

Violators could be asked to leave, according to Bridenstine.

The coalition can say, “Look, you’re in this program with the rest of us, but you’re not 

playing by the same rules,” Bridenstine said.

The U.S. is the only country to put humans on the moon: 12 men from 1969 through 

1972.

Russia is still on the fence. The country’s space agency chief, Dmitry Rogozin, said 

at an International Astronautical Congress virtual meeting Monday that the Artemis 

program is U.S.-centric and he would prefer a model of cooperation akin to the 

International Space Station.

China, meanwhile, is out altogether. NASA is prohibited under law, at least for now, 

from signing any bilateral agreements with China.

Indian team studies 8,000 galaxies, says star formation could 
cease in two billion years
A team of Indian astronomers has calculated the amount of hydrogen gas that 

contributed to star formation in the universe 10 billion years ago. It has also concluded 

that there is just enough hydrogen gas available to support star formation for another 

two billion years.

Hydrogen gas in galaxies condenses to form stars. Earlier studies had shown that 

the rate of star formation in the universe was at its peak between eight and 10 
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billion years ago, a period known as the ‘epoch of galaxy assembly’, but fell sharply 

thereafter. To understand why, scientists from Pune-based TIFR-National Centre for 

Radio Astrophysics (NCRA) and Raman Research Institute (RRI), Bengaluru, used 

the upgraded Giant Metrewave Radio Telescope (uGMRT) in Junnar to study the 

rate of star formation in 8,000 galaxies based on the available hydrogen gas.

“This is for the first time we know why the rate of star formation started declining 

eight billion years ago. Hydrogen signal observations emerging from distant 8,000 

galaxies were stacked. They reveal that the availability of hydrogen gas has 

shrunk dramatically, thereby slowing down the speed of star formation,” said Aditya 

Chowdhury, doctoral student at NCRA and the lead author of the study, published in 

Nature.

With the supply of hydrogen gas inside these galaxies now depleting, Nissim Kanekar, 

also the co-author of the study, remarked, “The mass of the remnant hydrogen in the 

galaxies suggest that star formation would not go beyond another one or two billion 

years from now.”

Taking full advantage of the uGMRT offering improved sensitivity and frequency 

ranges, the Indian team scanned five locations in the sky for 100 hours.

Unlike stars that can be detected in optical wavelengths, atomic hydrogen signals 

are captured only using highly sensitive radio telescopes when tuned to 21 cm 

wavelengths.

On uGMRT, another co-author of the study, Jayaram Chengalur, said, “Earlier, the 

field of view of the sky was much smaller and making such detections were not 

feasible.”

KS Dwarakanath from RRI explained the limitations faced during previous attempts 

to study hydrogen gas inside galaxies. “The narrow bandwidth of earlier GMRT 

allowed us to cover only 850 galaxies,” he said. It is the uGMRT which made the 

study of such a large number of galaxies possible, said Chengalur.

When galaxies completely run out of hydrogen gas, then the rate of star formation 

will further decline and eventually cease, Chowdhury said.
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Indian team studies 8,000 galaxies, says star formation could 
cease in two billion years
A team of Indian astronomers has calculated the amount of hydrogen gas that 

contributed to star formation in the universe 10 billion years ago. It has also concluded 

that there is just enough hydrogen gas available to support star formation for another 

two billion years.

Hydrogen gas in galaxies condenses to form stars. Earlier studies had shown that 

the rate of star formation in the universe was at its peak between eight and 10 

billion years ago, a period known as the ‘epoch of galaxy assembly’, but fell sharply 

thereafter. To understand why, scientists from Pune-based TIFR-National Centre for 

Radio Astrophysics (NCRA) and Raman Research Institute (RRI), Bengaluru, used 

the upgraded Giant Metrewave Radio Telescope (uGMRT) in Junnar to study the 

rate of star formation in 8,000 galaxies based on the available hydrogen gas.

“This is for the first time we know why the rate of star formation started declining 

eight billion years ago. Hydrogen signal observations emerging from distant 8,000 

galaxies were stacked. They reveal that the availability of hydrogen gas has 

shrunk dramatically, thereby slowing down the speed of star formation,” said Aditya 

Chowdhury, doctoral student at NCRA and the lead author of the study, published 

in Nature .

With the supply of hydrogen gas inside these galaxies now depleting, Nissim Kanekar, 

also the co-author of the study, remarked, “The mass of the remnant hydrogen in the 

galaxies suggest that star formation would not go beyond another one or two billion 

years from now.”

Taking full advantage of the uGMRT offering improved sensitivity and frequency 

ranges, the Indian team scanned five locations in the sky for 100 hours.

Unlike stars that can be detected in optical wavelengths, atomic hydrogen signals 

are captured only using highly sensitive radio telescopes when tuned to 21 cm 

wavelengths.

On uGMRT, another co-author of the study, Jayaram Chengalur, said, “Earlier, the 
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field of view of the sky was much smaller and making such detections were not 

feasible.”

KS Dwarakanath from RRI explained the limitations faced during previous attempts 

to study hydrogen gas inside galaxies. “The narrow bandwidth of earlier GMRT 

allowed us to cover only 850 galaxies,” he said. It is the uGMRT which made the 

study of such a large number of galaxies possible, said Chengalur.

When galaxies completely run out of hydrogen gas, then the rate of star formation 

will further decline and eventually cease, Chowdhury said.

Study shows ancients remnants of Venus’s surface might 
have crashed on Moon
The moon might be having crashed fragments and remnants of Venusian rocks on 

its surface. A new study conducted by Yale University researchers Samuel Cabot 

and Gregory Laughlin suggests that asteroids and comets hitting the surface of 

Venus might have dislodged as many as 10 billion pieces of rocks towards the 

Earth’s orbit.

Further, the research claims that these rocks might have moved towards the 

intersection point of the orbits of the Earth and the Moon. Eventually, some of them 

might have got attracted towards the surface of the moon due to its gravity while 

on the Earth, these rocks might have been buried deep inside its surface due to 

rigorous geological activities or have been disappeared due to changing atmospheric 

conditions.

Scientists believe that such incidences of catastrophic collision of asteroid happens 

in every 100 million years or so, but were quite frequent a billion years ago. In 

addition to it, the inference that Venus once had an Earth-like atmosphere 700 years 

ago was also drawn. Thereafter planet experienced extreme greenhouse effect 

which turned the atmosphere on Venus completely hellish. As a consequence of it, 

the Venusian atmosphere is so thick that no rock can escape its atmosphere.
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Both the scientists in their paper which will be published in Planetary Science Journal 

have cited that asteroids hitting Venus moves at a greater speed as compared to 

those moving towards Earth. It is followed by ejection of large amount of rocks from 

the Venusian surface towards the vicinity of Earth and Moon. The researchers have 

also said that these rocks land on Moon as Venusian Meteorites.

Moreover, Professor Laughlin hopes that these ancient fragments of Venusian 

meteorites will be having crucial insight and information pertaining to history of 

Venus, planetary sciences and that of asteroids and comets. There are chemical 

tests that can decipher the origin of rocks on the Moon as distinct ratio of elements 

and isotopes throws light upon the origin of every planet in Solar System.

Space is getting filled by junk and debris, posing a grave 
risk
Earth’s orbit is gradually getting littered by the accumulation of space debris due 

to dead and defunct satellites and various other objects of spacecrafts and rockets 

according to a new research. Human activities related to Space exploration has now 

produced so much wreckage and debris in the vicinity of Erath’s orbit that it has 

seemingly outnumbered the other space objects.

Over the period of time since the first space exploration programme back in 1957, 

more and more vague and useless objects have surrounded the Earth’s orbit, called 

near Earth Space. Moreover, the debris lying in the space has increased the risk 

of its collision by manifold as they may shatter and crash into each other further 

producing much more waste and debris. Pertaining to the grave danger it possesses; 

European Science Agency has warned that mitigation steps to tackle such problem 

might not be enough.

As per a Science Alert report, ESA statistics suggests that there are around 130 

million pieces of anthropogenic space debris whose size is even smaller than a 

millimetre. The consequences of these debris have been hazardous that in last few 
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years. Two large satellites were about to collide with each other, due to which the 

International Space Station had to perform emergency manoeuvres. Apart from this, 

the ISS had to perform these manoeuvres two different times to avoid any damage 

due to collision.

In hindsight, it has been found that the biggest contributor of the debris is the 

explosion of fuel and batteries which are attached to spacecrafts and rockets. 

Such sort of problems related to Space Junk arose in the 1960s itself but was not 

attentively heeded upon back then. It is only now, that Spacefaring Nations have 

become aware about the mess in the space and are compelled to follow mitigation 

guidelines.

Furthermore, certain mitigation steps that have been developed by researchers 

are that of using Reusable Rocket technology during the initial phases itself and 

also the building of spacecrafts that can withstand the harsh environment of space 

without getting disintegrated into pieces. However, scientists have noted that this 

fragmentation is on the rise where 12 such incidences have taken place every year 

for the last two decades.

Subsequently, ESA has also commissioned a project to attempt to collect space 

debris which has been planned to be launched in 2025. In addition, technology 

related to automated collision avoidance manoeuvres is also being developed to 

make the tracking and controlling of every disintegrated object and equipment of the 

satellite human-free.

Space is getting filled by junk and debris, posing a grave 
risk
Earth’s orbit is gradually getting littered by the accumulation of space debris due 

to dead and defunct satellites and various other objects of spacecrafts and rockets 

according to a new research. Human activities related to Space exploration has 

now produced so much wreckage and debris in the vicinity of Erath’s orbit that it has 
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seemingly outnumbered the other space objects.

Over the period of time since the first space exploration programme back in 1957, 

more and more vague and useless objects have surrounded the Earth’s orbit, called 

near Earth Space. Moreover, the debris lying in the space has increased the risk 

of its collision by manifold as they may shatter and crash into each other further 

producing much more waste and debris. Pertaining to the grave danger it possesses; 

European Science Agency has warned that mitigation steps to tackle such problem 

might not be enough.

As per a Science Alert report, ESA statistics suggests that there are around 130 

million pieces of anthropogenic space debris whose size is even smaller than a 

millimetre. The consequences of these debris have been hazardous that in last few 

years. Two large satellites were about to collide with each other, due to which the 

International Space Station had to perform emergency manoeuvres. Apart from this, 

the ISS had to perform these manoeuvres two different times to avoid any damage 

due to collision.

In hindsight, it has been found that the biggest contributor of the debris is the 

explosion of fuel and batteries which are attached to spacecrafts and rockets. 

Such sort of problems related to Space Junk arose in the 1960s itself but was not 

attentively heeded upon back then. It is only now, that Spacefaring Nations have 

become aware about the mess in the space and are compelled to follow mitigation 

guidelines.

Furthermore, certain mitigation steps that have been developed by researchers 

are that of using Reusable Rocket technology during the initial phases itself and 

also the building of spacecrafts that can withstand the harsh environment of space 

without getting disintegrated into pieces. However, scientists have noted that this 

fragmentation is on the rise where 12 such incidences have taken place every year 

for the last two decades.

Subsequently, ESA has also commissioned a project to attempt to collect space 

debris which has been planned to be launched in 2025. In addition, technology 
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related to automated collision avoidance manoeuvres is also being developed to 

make the tracking and controlling of every disintegrated object and equipment of 

the satellite human-free.

NASA reveals ‘fantasy-like’ structures in Carina Nebula along 
with ‘Sounds of Universe’
NASA recently took to its Instagram account where it shared tantalizing images 

which consisted of 3D visualization of dark pillars of cold gas in the Carina Nebula 

which created fantasy-like structures. Further, these bizarre structures were formed 

by the stars and nebula that were greatly compressed through their relative distance, 

eventually forming the enticing cosmic landscape as depicted in the video. As per 

NASA winds and radiation from massive stars in nebula carve away at these clouds, 

creating bizarre fantasy-like structures.

These dark pillars are mostly composed of gas and dust while they reside in a 

tempestuous stellar nursery called Carina Nebula which is located 7,500 light-

years away in the southern constellation of Carina. It is mostly made up of a dense 

structure of stars that are hidden by a wall of gas and dust.

In addition, to the images of the Carina Nebula, NASA also shared the posts 

showcasing the ‘Sounds of the Universe’. Although the universe doesn’t possess 

any sound, it depicted the beautiful manifestation of the universe through sound but 

not images by a unique process called Data Sonification.

Under this process, NASA assigned pitches to different to several stars and galaxies 

and shared their data which included the translation of digital data into images 

which is further transformed into sound. Moreover, NASA added in its post that the 

frequency of sound from the bottom to the top of the image ranging from 30 to 1,000 

hertz. Besides that, Astronomical objects near the bottom of the image produce 

lower notes while those at the top produce higher notes.

Earlier NASA also produced the sonification data of the center of the Milky Way 
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Galaxy as well. A usual, the translation began from the left side of the image and 

moved towards the right while the sounds represented the position and brightness 

of the sources.

NASA reveals ‘fantasy-like’ structures in Carina Nebula along 
with ‘Sounds of Universe’
NASA recently took to its Instagram account where it shared tantalizing images 

which consisted of 3D visualization of dark pillars of cold gas in the Carina Nebula 

which created fantasy-like structures. Further, these bizarre structures were formed 

by the stars and nebula that were greatly compressed through their relative distance, 

eventually forming the enticing cosmic landscape as depicted in the video. As per 

NASA winds and radiation from massive stars in nebula carve away at these clouds, 

creating bizarre fantasy-like structures.

These dark pillars are mostly composed of gas and dust while they reside in a 

tempestuous stellar nursery called Carina Nebula which is located 7,500 light-years 

away in the southern constellation of Carina. It is mostly made up of a dense structure 

of stars that are hidden by a wall of gas and dust.

In addition, to the images of the Carina Nebula, NASA also shared the posts 

showcasing the ‘Sounds of the Universe’. Although the universe doesn’t possess 

any sound, it depicted the beautiful manifestation of the universe through sound but 

not images by a unique process called Data Sonification.

Under this process, NASA assigned pitches to different to several stars and galaxies 

and shared their data which included the translation of digital data into images 

which is further transformed into sound. Moreover, NASA added in its post that the 

frequency of sound from the bottom to the top of the image ranging from 30 to 1,000 

hertz. Besides that, Astronomical objects near the bottom of the image produce 

lower notes while those at the top produce higher notes.

Earlier NASA also produced the sonification data of the center of the Milky Way 
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Galaxy as well. A usual, the translation began from the left side of the image and 

moved towards the right while the sounds represented the position and brightness 

of the sources.

Nokia picked by NASA to build first cellular network on the 
Moon
Nokia Oyj has been chosen by NASA to build the first ever cellular network on the 

moon.

The Finnish telecommunications firm said  that the partnership will create a path 

toward “sustainable human presence on the lunar surface,” and will result in the first 

LTE/4G communications system in space.

Nokia’s Bell Labs unit is planning to build what it describes as an “ultra-compact, 

low-power, space-hardened, end-to-end LTE solution” that will be available on the 

moon by late 2022.

The idea is to provide the kind of technology that makes it possible to remotely 

control lunar rovers, or allow real-time navigation and streaming of high definition 

video, Nokia said.

“The solution has been specially designed to withstand the harsh conditions of the 

launch and lunar landing, and to operate in the extreme conditions of space,” it 

said.

The company said the technology it’s using — the precursor to 5G — is “ideally 

suited” for providing the kind of wireless connection “that astronauts need.”

Nokia is working with Intuitive Machines to integrate the network into a lunar lander 

and deliver it to the surface of the moon, where it will self-configure, it said.

US spacecraft touches asteroid for rare rubble grab
A NASA spacecraft descended to an asteroid Tuesday and, dodging boulders the 

size of buildings, momentarily touched the surface to collect a handful of cosmic 
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rubble for return to Earth.

A Near Earth Object representational image (Source: NASA/JPL-Caltech)

It was a first for the United States only Japan has scored asteroid samples.

“I can’t believe we actually pulled this off, said lead scientist Dante Lauretta of the 

University of Arizona. “The spacecraft did everything it was supposed to do.”

The Osiris-Rex spacecraft sent back confirmation of its contact with asteroid Bennu 

more than 200 million miles away, drawing cheers from the mission team.

But it could be a week before scientists know how much, if anything, was grabbed 

and whether another try will be needed. If successful, Osiris-Rex will return the 

samples in 2023.

Following commands sent well in advance by ground controllers near Denver, the 

spacecraft took 4 1/2 hours to make its way down from its tight orbit around Bennu.

Bennu’s gravity was too low for Osiris-Rex to land the asteroid is just 510 metres 

across. As a result, the spacecraft had to reach out with its 3.4-meter robot arm and 

attempt to grab at least 60 grams of Bennu.

The University of Arizona’s Heather Enos, deputy scientist for the mission, described 

it as “kissing the surface with a short touch-and-go measured in just seconds” At 

Mission Control for spacecraft builder Lockheed Martin, controllers on the TAG Team 

for touch-and-go wore royal blue polo shirts and black masks with the mission patch. 

The coronavirus pandemic had resulted in a two-month delay.

Tuesday’s operation was considered the most harrowing part of the mission, which 

began with a launch from Cape Canaveral back in 2016.
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A van-sized spacecraft with an Egyptian-inspired name, Osiris-Rex aimed for a spot 

equivalent to a few parking spaces on Earth in the middle of the asteroid’s Nightingale 

Crater. After nearly two years orbiting Bennu, the spacecraft found this location to 

have the biggest patch of particles small enough to be swallowed up.

After determining that the coast was clear, Osiris-Rex closed in the final few metres 

for the sampling. The spacecraft was programmed to shoot out pressurized nitrogen 

gas to stir up the surface, then suck up any loose pebbles or dust. Contact was 

expected to last a mere 5 seconds to 10 seconds, with the spacecraft quickly backing 

away.

By the time flight controllers heard back from Osiris-Rex, the action already happened 

18 1/2 minutes earlier, the time it takes radio signals to travel each way between 

Bennu and Earth.

Scientists want between 2 ounces (60 grams) and 4 pounds (2 kilograms) of Bennu’s 

black, crumbly, carbon-rich material thought to contain the building blocks of our 

solar system. NASA’s science mission chief, Thomas Zurbuchen, likened Bennu 

to the Rosetta Stone: “something that’s out there and tells the history of our entire 

Earth, of the solar system, during the last billions of years. Another benefit: Bennu 

has a slight chance of smacking Earth late in the next century, although not as a 

show-stopping life-ender. The more scientists know about the paths and properties 

of potentially hazardous space rocks like this one, the safer we’ll all be.

Osiris-Rex can make up to three touch-and-go maneuvers in case it comes up short. 

Regardless of how many tries it takes, the samples won’t return to Earth until 2023 

to close out the USD 800-plus million quest. The sample capsule will parachute into 

the Utah desert.

That will be another big day for us. But this is absolutely the major event of the 

mission right now, NASA scientist Lucy Lim said.

Japan expects samples from its second asteroid mission in the milligrams at most to 

land in the Australian desert in December.

NASA, meanwhile, plans to launch three more asteroid missions in the next two 
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years, all one-way trips.

Orionids Meteor shower formed by Halley’s comet will be at 
its peak this week
Space is indeed an exhilarating and amusing sight to witness which is filled with 

unusual yet astounding phenomenon and happenings every then and now. One 

such astronomical phenomenon which is happening over the course of this week is 

Orionid Meteor Shower. As per various astronomers, this meteor shower will be at 

its peak while providing scintillating manifestation of a continuous flurry of meteors.

Further, these glaring streaks will be available to people from the Earth from now 

onwards till early November. In the hindsight, the causal reason behind such 

occurrence is that the Earth will be passing through that phase of its orbit which 

is surrounded with thickest parts of clouds and debris that were left by Halley’s 

comet when it hurtled past the Earth decades ago. Every year Earth’s orbits take 

the planet to that debris field where generally, during mid-October such occurrences 

take place. In addition, Earth also whizz past another debris field during the month 

of May which leads to the phenomenon of ‘Eta Aquarid Meteor Shower’.

The incessant sight of dazzling shooting stars will be going to be a tantalizing 

experience for enthusiastic sky gazers. In fact, as per NASA, the Orionid meteor 

shower comprises of meteors that rush past into Earth’s atmosphere at an extremely 

high-speed of 148,000 mph or 66 km/s while some of them move so fast that they 

burst into fireballs creating streaks of light in the sky.

Having said that the Earth’s orbit enters into the field dominated by thick clouds and 

dust of the comet where these bits and pieces which are also revolving around the Sun 

collide with Earth’s atmosphere after which they get burn over there, consequently 

emanating bright streaks of light in the sky. Besides that, this formation takes place 

against the backdrop of the Orion constellation where stars are seemingly appearing 

to form a hunter’s belt.
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Moreover, if this Orionids meteor shower is apparently tempting enough for you 

and you can’t resist to have it under your gaze then you should find a spot far away 

from city lights with no or little pollution. Thereafter, don’t forget to adjust your eyes 

according to the dim and dark lights of the sky for at least first 30 minutes and should 

avoid the glare of phone screen. Once, your eyes are adjusted as per the darkness, 

you will be able to witness the Orionids meteor shower as currently, Earth’s night-

sky is not bright enough due to little moonlight because of Moon’s waxing.

Interestingly, the position of the Orionids will rise high in the sky post the midnight 

and the meteors will appear just north of the brightest star of Orion constellation 

called Betelgeuse, as cited by Business Insider.

Orionids Meteor shower formed by Halley’s comet will be at 
its peak this week
Space is indeed an exhilarating and amusing sight to witness which is filled with 

unusual yet astounding phenomenon and happenings every then and now. One 

such astronomical phenomenon which is happening over the course of this week 

is Orionid Meteor Shower. As per various astronomers, this meteor shower will 

be at its peak while providing scintillating manifestation of a continuous flurry of 

meteors.

Further, these glaring streaks will be available to people from the Earth from now 

onwards till early November. In the hindsight, the causal reason behind such 

occurrence is that the Earth will be passing through that phase of its orbit which is 

surrounded with thickest parts of clouds and debris that were left by Halley’s comet 

when it hurtled past the Earth decades ago. Every year Earth’s orbits take the 

planet to that debris field where generally, during mid-October such occurrences 

take place. In addition, Earth also whizz past another debris field during the month 

of May which leads to the phenomenon of ‘Eta Aquarid Meteor Shower’.

The incessant sight of dazzling shooting stars will be going to be a tantalizing 
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experience for enthusiastic sky gazers. In fact, as per NASA, the Orionid meteor 

shower comprises of meteors that rush past into Earth’s atmosphere at an extremely 

high-speed of 148,000 mph or 66 km/s while some of them move so fast that they 

burst into fireballs creating streaks of light in the sky.

Having said that the Earth’s orbit enters into the field dominated by thick clouds and 

dust of the comet where these bits and pieces which are also revolving around the Sun 

collide with Earth’s atmosphere after which they get burn over there, consequently 

emanating bright streaks of light in the sky. Besides that, this formation takes place 

against the backdrop of the Orion constellation where stars are seemingly appearing 

to form a hunter’s belt.

Moreover, if this Orionids meteor shower is apparently tempting enough for you and 

you can’t resist to have it under your gaze then you should find a spot far away 

from city lights with no or little pollution. Thereafter, don’t forget to adjust your eyes 

according to the dim and dark lights of the sky for at least first 30 minutes and should 

avoid the glare of phone screen. Once, your eyes are adjusted as per the darkness, 

you will be able to witness the Orionids meteor shower as currently, Earth’s night-sky 

is not bright enough due to little moonlight because of Moon’s waxing.

Interestingly, the position of the Orionids will rise high in the sky post the midnight 

and the meteors will appear just north of the brightest star of Orion constellation 

called Betelgeuse, as cited by Business Insider.

Scientists discover over 1,000 stars with planets that could be 
observing Earth for signs of life
Space-related research has long been an enticing work with amusing facts and 

celestial events over the course of time. Now, researchers have turned the course by 

listing various exoplanets revolving around their own stars that might potentially have 

the capability to observe the Earth. Indeed, this research led proposition has brought 

up the significant crux of the theory pertaining to the existence of extra-terrestrial life 
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in other Solar systems.

Profound research has produced certain inferences that hint towards the existence 

of as many as 1,004 stars that are similar to the Sun having their own exo-planets 

revolving around them. Further, it also suggests that these planets perhaps have 

the ability to trace the source of life back on the Earth. This has been corroborated 

by the lead author of the study Lisa Kaltengger who is an astronomy professor 

at Cornell University. In addition, she went on to claim that if researchers would 

observe Earth for any substantial proof of life from those planets, they will see signs 

of the biosphere in the atmosphere of our Pale Blue dot.

Kaltengger along with Joshua Pepper, Physics professor at Lehigh University have 

used NASA’s TESS and Europe’s Gaia Spacecraft to analytically scrutinize the 

various datasets while making calculations of those planets that can view Earth 

where the Earth itself seems to be a target planet orbiting around the Sun.

According to the study, these stars are all within 326 light-years’ distance from Earth. 

That said, astronomers have discovered such star systems by viewing them from 

Earth through observing their brightness which can easily be sighted even without 

binoculars and telescopes. The exoplanets, on the other hand, are being discovered 

by following its level of brightness which decreases once its star comes between the 

Earth and the planet itself. Additionally, only a small fraction of exoplanets can be 

sighted from the Earth while most of the stars in our solar neighborhood could view 

Earth’s transition around the Sun.

Apart from these, out of 1,004 stars, there are at least 508 stars that offer almost 

10 hours of observation window period to their planet when they can observe Earth 

regarding finding the signs of life. Also, most of these stars are red-dwarf, slightly 

smaller and comparatively cooler.

Conclusive research scientists are hopeful that it will further accentuate their research 

in finding crucial signs of extra-terrestrial life in the future. Following that, astronomers 

are planning to scan the atmosphere of some nearby revolving exoplanets using 

NASA’s James Webb Telescope, when it gets a launch next year.
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Asteroid samples escaping from jammed NASA spacecraft
A NASA spacecraft is stuffed with so much asteroid rubble from this week’s grab that 

it’s jammed open and precious particles are drifting away in space, scientists said 

Friday.

Scientists announced the news three days after the spacecraft named Osiris-Rex 

briefly touched asteroid Bennu, NASA’s first attempt at such a mission.

The mission’s lead scientist, Dante Lauretta, said Tuesday’s operation 200 million 

miles away collected far more material than expected for return to Earth — in the 

hundreds of grams.

The sample container on the end of the robot arm penetrated so deeply into the 

asteroid and with such force, however, that rocks got sucked in and became wedged 

around the rim of the lid.

Scientists estimate the sampler pressed as much as 48 centimeters into the rough, 

crumbly, black terrain.

“We’re almost a victim of our own success here,” Lauretta said at a hastily arranged 

news conference.

Lauretta said there is nothing flight controllers can do to clear the obstructions and 

prevent more bits of Bennu from escaping, other than to get the samples into their 

return capsule as soon as possible.

So, the flight team was scrambling to put the sample container into the capsule as 

early as Tuesday — much sooner than originally planned — for the long trip home.

“Time is of the essence,” said Thomas Zurbuchen, chief of NASA’s science 

missions.

This is NASA’s first asteroid sample-return mission. Bennu was chosen because its 

carbon-rich material is believed to hold the preserved building blocks of our solar 

system. Getting pieces from this cosmic time capsule could help scientists better 

understand how the planets formed billions of years ago and how life originated on 

Earth.
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Scientists were stunned — and then dismayed —   when they saw the pictures 

coming from Osiris-Rex following its wildly successful touch-and-go at Bennu two 

days earlier.

A cloud of asteroid particles could be seen swirling around the spacecraft as it 

backed away from Bennu. The situation appeared to stabilize, according to Lauretta, 

once the robot arm was locked into place. But it was impossible to know exactly 

how much had already been lost.

The requirement for the USD 800 million-plus mission was to bring back a minimum 

60 grams.

Regardless of what’s on board, Osiris-Rex will still leave the vicinity of the asteroid 

in March, that’s the earliest possible departure given the relative locations of Earth 

and Bennu. The samples won’t make it back until 2023, seven years after the 

spacecraft rocketed away from Cape Canaveral.

Osiris-Rex will keep drifting away from Bennu and will not orbit it again, as it waits 

for its scheduled departure.

Because of the sudden turn of events, scientists won’t know how much the sample 

capsule holds until it’s back on Earth. They initially planned to spin the spacecraft 

to measure the contents, but that maneuver was cancelled since it could spill even 

more debris.

“I think we’re going to have to wait until we get home to know precisely how much 

we have,” Lauretta told reporters. “As you can imagine, that’s hard. … But the good 

news is we see a lot of material.” Japan, meanwhile, is awaiting its second batch of 

samples taken from a different asteroid, due back in December.

Astronomers capture pictures of Asteroid that rushed-past 
extremely close to Earth
It’s quite a usual phenomenon of various asteroids hurtling past the Earth every 

now and then. Astronomers captured the movement of an asteroid named 2020 
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UA touted as one of the Near-Earth Object or Near-Earth Asteroid through their 

‘Virtual Telescope Project’. After the event, the excitement was so palpable that 

these astronomers have said it to be one of the Memorable events.

The asteroid was first discovered by a group of scientists on October 16 through 

the Mt. Lemmon survey when it was at its nearest distance to the Earth while it 

achieved the farthest possible distance on October 21. Moreover, the asteroid was 

very much in the vicinity of orbit that has many satellites place in it. In the hindsight, 

it was few thousand miles from Geosynchronous Orbit which usually carries man-

made satellites.

The asteroid reached a minimum distance of 46,000 km from the earth which is 

almost equivalent to that of the 12 per cent distance between the Earth and the 

Moon. The speed at which it whizzed past our planet 28,000 Kmph or 7.8Km/s.

This celestial event was witnessed  evening and  in Europe, Africa, Australia and 

Asia. As astronomers were able to detect this heavenly body prior to the time, it will 

rush past the Earth, a special online live streaming session was also held providing 

viewers with the interesting sight of the Asteroid.

Scientists also concluded that the size of the asteroid was from 5.9 to 13 metres and 

it did not pose any risk pertaining to collision with the Earth. Like many asteroids, it 

would have fragmented into pieces eventually catching fire if it was to enter Earth’s 

atmosphere.

To put things in perspective, as per NASA, NEOs are small celestial or heavenly 

bodies whose orbit brings them in close proximity to Earth leading them to make 

a closer approach towards our planet. Besides that, NASA also expects them to 

be crucial in deciphering the studies regarding the formation of the Solar System 

4.6 billion years ago as these NEOs are mostly comets and asteroids consisting of 

debris from the Solar System.

NASA set to reveal an ‘exciting discovery’ about Moon  
NASA recently claimed in its blogpost that it will be announcing some interesting and 
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exciting discovery regarding the Moon , October 26. The US-based space agency 

confirmed that the discovery has been made using its Stratospheric Observatory for 

Infrared Astronomy (SOFIA) system. As per the blog, the teleconference pertaining 

to the revelation about the discovery will be at 12 PM EDT (9.30 PM IST) on October 

26.

NASA has also hinted that this discovery will prove to be substantially crucial as far 

as their deep space exploration programme along with the efforts to learn about the 

Moon is concerned. Also, this discovery is important because it has come at such a 

time when NASA is actively preparing for its Artemis mission which will take the first 

woman and next man to the Moon’s surface in 2024 to prepare for its next giant leap 

that is its ultimate human exploration programme on Mars in early 2030s.

The briefing regarding the discovery will be made by Paul Hertz, Astrophysics 

Division director at NASA Headquarters, Washington. Jacob Bleacher, chief 

exploration scientist for the Human Exploration and Operations Mission Directorate 

at NASA Headquarters, Casey Honniball, a postdoctoral fellow at NASA’s Goddard 

Space Flight Center, Greenbelt, Maryland and Naseem Rangwala, project scientist 

for the SOFIA mission, NASA’s Ames Research Center, Silicon Valley, California.

Besides that, further delving into Stratospheric Observatory for Infrared Astronomy 

(SOFIA) the fact that is being deciphered is that it is the world’s largest airborne 

observatory. However, by its design, it is a Boeing 747SP plane with a cavity hole 

made into it to carry a large reflecting telescope, as cited by the ScienceAlert 

website.

Unlike, terrestrial telescope, SOFIA moves above in the sky to attain a distance 

of 11 km in Earth’s stratosphere while it provides a pristine view of the universe 

and solar system to its 9 metre telescope that generally gets hindered due to the 

atmosphere on the Earth. As a consequence of it, SOFIA is able to trace infrared 

wavelengths in the universe.

In the hindsight, instruments cladded on SOFIA have detected the presence of 

Oxygen in the atmosphere of Mars, infrared view of centre of Milky Way Galaxy, 
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molecular bonds in the space including infrared measurements that have depicted 

astounding exoplanet collisions.

How to listen

The audio of the conference will also be streamed live on NASA’s official LIVE TV.

Martian atmosphere depleting at much faster pace than Earth, 
suggests ISRO study
Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO) has claimed some startling revelations 

regarding the planet next door. In its newly concluded inferences, ISRO has said 

that Mars is seemingly losing its atmosphere at a much rapid pace as compared to 

the Earth. Further, it also cited the reason behind the speed-up of dust storms in 

recent times on the Red planet.

According to the study published in the Journal of Geophysical Research-Planets, 

ISRO has observed the intense heating-up of the upper layer of Mars’ atmosphere 

due to much-prevalent dust storms, through its Mars Orbiter Mission (MOM) which 

is keeping surveillance on Mars’ atmosphere. In addition to it, such findings have 

also been, earlier, corroborated by NASA’s Mars Atmosphere and Volatile Evolution 

Mission (MAVEN).

Both these missions pertaining to probe on the Martian atmosphere have penetrated 

155 Kms deep into Mars’s atmosphere where MOM is towards the evening side, 

MAVEN is on the morning side of the planet. MOM has started observing the 

whipping up of such dust storms since June 2018.

The study also suggests that the rate of loss of the atmosphere depends on the 

size of the planet and that the temperature of the upper level of the atmosphere. In 

comparison with the Earth, Mars is a relatively smaller planet with rampant and rapid 

dust storms, consequently having hazardous impacts on its atmosphere. There has 

been significant warming and expansion that have taken place in the Red Planet’s 

upper atmosphere.
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In addition, MOM also revealed that such occurrences of dust-storm regularly 

take place during the evening. In the hindsight, it has led to the inference that the 

amount of Argon has considerably increased with an increase in neutral densities 

in the upper portion of Mars’ atmosphere. This has also been found by a group of 

scientists through measuring Mars’ thermosphere.

This phenomenon of the loss of the Martian atmosphere poses a substantial 

impediment for NASA which is planning to usher-in a human mission on the planet 

as early as the 2030s. The challenge would remain as a hindrance for future human 

establishment as the heating of the atmosphere due to radioactive heating will 

lead to extreme heating of the air that may escape the Martian atmosphere before 

eventually waning away into outer space.

On the moon, water everywhere and not a drop to drink 
(yet)
The moon lacks the bodies of liquid water that are a hallmark of Earth but scientists 

said  lunar water is more widespread than previously known, with water molecules 

trapped within mineral grains on the surface and more water perhaps hidden in ice 

patches residing in permanent shadows.

While research 11 years ago indicated water was relatively widespread in small 

amounts on the moon, a team of scientists is now reporting the first unambiguous 

detection of water molecules on the lunar surface. At the same time, another team 

is reporting that the moon possesses roughly 15,000 square miles (40,000 square 

kilometers) of permanent shadows that potentially could harbor hidden pockets of 

water in the form of ice.

Water is a precious resource and a relatively plentiful lunar presence could prove 

important to future astronaut and robotic missions seeking to extract and utilize 

water for purposes such as a drinking supply or a fuel ingredient.

A team led by Casey Honniball of NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center in Maryland 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     OCTOBER
     2020
     VOL.74

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

detected molecular water on the lunar surface, trapped within natural glasses or 

between debris grains. Previous observations have suffered from ambiguity between 

water and its molecular cousin hydroxyl, but the new detection used a method that 

yielded unambiguous findings.

The only way for this water to survive on the sunlit lunar surfaces where it was 

observed was to be embedded within mineral grains, protecting it from the frigid 

and foreboding environment. The researchers used data from the SOFIA airborne 

observatory, a Boeing 747SP aircraft modified to carry a telescope.

“A lot of people think that the detection I’ve made is water ice, which is not true. It’s 

just the water molecules – because they’re so spread out, they don’t interact with 

each other to form water ice or even liquid water,” Honniball said.

The second study, also published in the journal Nature Astronomy, focused upon 

so-called cold traps on the moon, regions of its surface that exist in a state of 

perpetual darkness where temperatures are below about negative 260 degrees 

Fahrenheit (negative 163 degrees Celsius). That is cold enough that frozen water 

can remain stable for billions of years.

Using data from NASA’s Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter spacecraft, researchers led 

by planetary scientist Paul Hayne of the University of Colorado, Boulder detected 

what may be tens of billions of small shadows, many no bigger than a small coin. 

Most are located in the polar regions.

“Our research shows that a multitude of previously unknown regions of the moon 

could harbor water ice,” Hayne said. “Our results suggest that water could be much 

more widespread in the moon’s polar regions than previously thought, making it 

easier to access, extract and analyze.”

NASA is planning a return of astronauts to the moon, a mission envisioned as paving 

the way for a later journey carrying a crew to Mars. Accessible sources where water 

can be harvested on the moon would beneficial to those endeavors.

“Water is not just constrained to the polar region. It’s more spread out than we 
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thought it was,” Honniball said.

Another mystery that remains unsolved is the source of the lunar water.

“The origin of water on the moon is one of the big-picture questions we are trying 

to answer through this and other research,” Hayne said. “Currently, the major 

contenders are comets, asteroids or small interplanetary dust particles, the solar 

wind, and the moon itself through outgassing from volcanic eruptions.”

Earth is a wet world, with vast salty oceans, large freshwater lakes and ice caps that 

serve as water reservoirs.

“As our closest planetary companion, understanding the origins of water on the 

moon can also shed light on the origins of Earth’s water – still an open question in 

planetary science,” Hayne added.

NASA set to reveal an ‘exciting discovery’ about Moon today
NASA recently claimed in its blogpost that it will be announcing some interesting and 

exciting discovery regarding the Moon , October 26. The US-based space agency 

confirmed that the discovery has been made using its Stratospheric Observatory for 

Infrared Astronomy (SOFIA) system. As per the blog, the teleconference pertaining 

to the revelation about the discovery will be at 12 PM EDT (9.30 PM IST) on October 

26.

NASA has also hinted that this discovery will prove to be substantially crucial as far 

as their deep space exploration programme along with the efforts to learn about the 

Moon is concerned. Also, this discovery is important because it has come at such a 

time when NASA is actively preparing for its Artemis mission which will take the first 

woman and next man to the Moon’s surface in 2024 to prepare for its next giant leap 

that is its ultimate human exploration programme on Mars in early 2030s.

The briefing regarding the discovery will be made by Paul Hertz, Astrophysics Division 

director at NASA Headquarters, Washington. Jacob Bleacher, chief exploration 

scientist for the Human Exploration and Operations Mission Directorate at NASA 
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Headquarters, Casey Honniball, a postdoctoral fellow at NASA’s Goddard Space 

Flight Center, Greenbelt, Maryland and Naseem Rangwala, project scientist for the 

SOFIA mission, NASA’s Ames Research Center, Silicon Valley, California.

Besides that, further delving into Stratospheric Observatory for Infrared Astronomy 

(SOFIA) the fact that is being deciphered is that it is the world’s largest airborne 

observatory. However, by its design, it is a Boeing 747SP plane with a cavity hole 

made into it to carry a large reflecting telescope, as cited by the ScienceAlert 

website.

Unlike, terrestrial telescope, SOFIA moves above in the sky to attain a distance 

of 11 km in Earth’s stratosphere while it provides a pristine view of the universe 

and solar system to its 9 metre telescope that generally gets hindered due to the 

atmosphere on the Earth. As a consequence of it, SOFIA is able to trace infrared 

wavelengths in the universe.

In the hindsight, instruments cladded on SOFIA have detected the presence of 

Oxygen in the atmosphere of Mars, infrared view of centre of Milky Way Galaxy, 

molecular bonds in the space including infrared measurements that have depicted 

astounding exoplanet collisions.

Stubble burning: SC keeps its order on Lokur panel on hold 
as Centre assures law
With the Centre assuring a law on “air quality management” for the National Capital 

Region, the Supreme Court  kept in abeyance its October 16 order appointing 

former judge Justice Madan B Lokur to act as a one-man monitoring committee to 

check stubble burning in the region.

Justice Lokur told The Indian Express that he had already begun work on what was 

entrusted to him but added that he did not want to comment ’s developments in the 

apex court.

Appearing before a bench headed by Chief Justice of India
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S A Bobde, Solicitor General Tushar Mehta said, “We found that several ad hoc steps 

were taken in the past which may and may not give results. Central Government 

has taken a holistic view of the matter and is considering bringing a legislation on 

‘Air Quality Management in National Capital Region and Adjoining Areas’ which will 

put a permanent body in place with participants from all affected areas.”

Terming it a “welcome step”, the CJI said “this is something that the government 

should have acted on… The only issue is people are choking because of pollution 

and it is something which must be curbed”. Agreeing, Mehta said the issue must be 

dealt with on a war footing.

The bench, which also had Justices A S Bopanna and V Ramasubramaian, was 

hearing a petition by two students — Aditya Dubey and Aman Banka — seeking 

directions to Punjab, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh to completely stop stubble 

burning.

As the SG urged the court to keep its October 16 order appointing Justice Lokur in 

abeyance, Senior Advocate Vikas Singh, who appeared for the petitioners, objected 

to the request and expressed his apprehension that the law may come into effect 

only by next year. It was on Singh’s suggestion that the court appointed the Lokur 

panel on October 16.

“I don’t see why the Union wants the order suspended. Ultimately it is for the benefit 

of the people of Delhi,” said Singh.

Mehta sought to dispel his fears and said “this government acts fast” and said the 

law will be placed before the court in just a few days and will be brought into effect 

quickly.

The court said that in view of the assurance, it will hear the matter next on October 

29.

The court said, “Mr Tushar Mehta, learned Solicitor General of India states that the 

Union of India has proposed a legislation to tackle the problem which is highlighted 

in the Public Interest Litigation and that it will be placed before the Court within three 
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to four days. Having regard to the statement, we consider it appropriate that the 

measures adopted by this Court vide order dated 16.10.2020 be kept in abeyance 

until further orders.”

The Centre had, during the October 16 hearing, expressed its reservations on the 

appointment of the Justice Lokur panel.

“There are some reservations with which we do not want to trouble My Lords. I will 

have to file an application…”, the SG had told the Bench then.

‘Once in a Blue Moon’: October night-sky all set to witness 
Blue Moon on 31st
October-end is all set to present a dazzling sight in the form of ‘Blue Moon’ and quite 

rightfully so, the often-heard proverbial phrase of ‘Once in a Blue Moon’ will finally 

come under our gaze embellishing the sky from its wonder.

Blue Moon has been a significant part of enticing folklore from time immemorial 

while being a crucial element in the backdrop of dramatic, mysterious and horror 

stories. Following that, Blue Moon will be visible in the night sky on October 31 from 

around 8.19 pm.

October has two full moons out of which the second moon is usually anointed as 

‘Blue Moon’. The occurrence of the first full moon took place around October 1 and 

October 2 while the second full moon is poised to take place in a few days.

Further, this sort of second full moon occurs after every 30 months while February 

cannot have a full moon as said by Arvind Paranjpaye of Nehru Planetarium, Mumbai. 

The causal reason behind this phenomenon is that the lunar month has a duration of 

29 days, 12 hours 44 minutes and 33 seconds and that the first moon should occur 

on the first and second day of the month. Since February has only 28 days, the 

month doesn’t witness the sight of a full moon.

Interestingly, the appearance of the Blue Moon is seemingly not related to its colour 

as it is quite rare that a Blue-coloured moon appears in all its glory. If at all it happens, 
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it occurs due to the dust and smoke particles present in the Earth’s atmosphere in 

the sky. These particles, which should be wider than 900 nanometers, should be 

able to affect the scattering of red light in the atmosphere which somehow makes 

the moon appears blue.

Sometimes the Blue Moon also occurs in a 30-day month as it appeared on June 30, 

2007, and is set to take place next on September 30, 2050. In the recent past, the 

blue-coloured moon was spotted in 2018 on January 31 and on March 31 whereas 

it will be witnessed in the immediate future only on August 31, 2023. Whenever a 

Blue Moon occurs, the total number of full moons for that particular year becomes 

13 which usually remains 12 under normal circumstances.

Apart from these, the first full moon which took place earlier this month was called 

‘Harvest Moon’. This full moon shone till late in the night which in earlier times 

used to help farmers to harvest their summer agricultural produce beyond midnight. 

Apparently, this happens as the Earth’s elliptical makes the smallest angle with 

respect to the horizon while eventually making the moon appearing to be glowing 

and illuminating at its fullest.

India takes step closer to producing hydrogen fuel from 
biomass: IISc Bengaluru
In a boost for the clean energy sector, the Indian Institute of Science (IISc), in 

collaboration with Indian Oil Corporation Limited, has developed a process to 

produce hydrogen fuel from biomass that doesn’t involve combustion.

The IISc and the Research and Development Centre of Indian Oil Corporation 

Limited had signed a Memorandum of Understanding to develop and demonstrate 

biomass gasification-based hydrogen generation technology for producing fuel cell-

grade hydrogen at an affordable price.

Biomass gasification is a controlled process that involves heat, steam, and oxygen 

to convert biomass to hydrogen and other products without combustion. The 
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technology developed by IISc first produces hydrogen-rich syngas (synthetic gas) 

from biomass and then separates hydrogen from the syngas.

“The technology envisaged under this programme would not only provide a cleaner 

energy option for India but will also be a step towards addressing the challenge of 

biomass waste,” the institute mentioned in a statement.

According to the IISc, this is another step to bring hydrogen fuel into India’s 

mainstream energy matrix while utilising the agrarian strengths of the country.

“The developed technology will be scaled up and demonstrated at Indian Oil’s R&D 

Centre at Faridabad. Hydrogen generated from this demonstration plant will be 

used to power fuel cell buses as part of a bigger project being conceived by Indian 

Oil towards ushering in the country’s hydrogen economy,” an IISc spokesperson 

said.
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Afghan woman leader makes it to Nobel front-runner list
Afghanistan’s first women Deputy Speaker in Parliament and member of the 

team of negotiators engaging the Taliban in talks in Doha, FawziaKoofi has been 

named one of the “favourites” among nominees for this year’s Nobel Peace Prize, 

due to be announced on October 9. Ms. Koofi, who has survived at least two 

assassination attempts, including one just two months ago before talks began, 

said the nomination itself was a “recognition” for the peace process, and would 

“empower” the role of Afghan women at Doha in particular.

“I think this is a recognition of all of the efforts that Afghan women have undergone 

in order to be included in the [reconciliation] process, to be heard,” Ms. Koofi 

said, speaking to The Hindu from Doha, where she will participate in the next 

round of talks beginning Monday. And I think that the [Nobel nomination] gives 

me personally, much more power, along with my other three sisters (other women 

negotiators in the team) who are in this process of negotiation because we do 

have to try harder,” she added.

Votary of women’s rights

Ms. Koofi, one of Afghanistan’s most prominent politicians, was first elected to 

Parliament in 2005 when she was also elected the Deputy Speaker of Parliament. 

Her bid to stand for President was thwarted after new age rules disqualified her, but 

she has been a strong votary for women’s rights, piloting a Bill on the eradication 

of violence against women, and has campaigned for the inclusion of women in 

the reconciliation process. Ms. Koofi, whose father and brother were killed during 

the Taliban regime (1996-2001), also lost her husband who was repeatedly jailed 

by the Taliban, and died of an illness contracted there. She has been targeted by 

militants a number of times, including in 2010, when she was shot at, and again 

on August 16 this year, just weeks before the Doha talks began, when gunmen 

shot at her and her daughter, and a bullet injured her right arm. She attended the 

talks with her hand in a sling, nevertheless.
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“I do not want to be considered as just a woman, I want to be considered as 

representative of my country and as a politician, who have equal rights to sit across 

the table and discuss the future of her country. and therefore, if [the Taliban] want to 

really reconcile and if they want to pursue their political agendas, not through bullets, 

but through ballots, then they have to respect diversity and accept that we are part 

of the new Afghanistan.”

The announcement of the winner will be made in Oslo by the Norwegian Nobel 

Committee . According to the committee’s rules, the names of nominees are not 

disclosed for 50 years, and the frontrunner list is not “official”. However, last week, the 

Norwegian Peace Council, an umbrella NGO of 20 Norwegian Peace organisations 

in Oslo released its list of five frontrunners for the Nobel Peace Prize, choosing 

Ms. Koofi as the top favourite, out of a total number of 318 candidates. The list of 

favourites included media freedom groups Reporters Without Borders & Committee 

to Protect Journalists, New Zealand PM Jacinda Arden.

“The fact that we have come up to hear in the peace process, and had our voice 

heard is very important, and whether we win or not, this recognition itself is a big 

success for women and for all of Afghanistan,” she said.

Virus researchers get Nobel Prize for medicine
Two Americans and a Briton won the 2020 Nobel Prize for Medicine  for identifying 

the Hepatitis C virus, in work spanning decades that has helped to limit the spread 

of the fatal disease and develop antiviral drugs to cure it.

The discoveries by scientists Harvey J. Alter, Charles M. Rice and Briton Michael 

Houghton meant there was now a chance of eradicating the Hepatitis C virus.

The three share the 10 million Swedish crowns ($1.1 million) award for discovering 

and proving that a blood-borne virus could cause Hepatitis C, which afflicts more 

than 70 million people and causes about 4,00,000 deaths each year.

Nominations for this year’s award preceded the global spread of the new coronavirus 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     OCTOBER
     2020
     VOL.74

    Miscellaneous
News and 
Events

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

pandemic, but the choice of winners recognises the importance of identifying a virus 

as the first step in winning the battle against a new disease, said Thomas Perlmann, 

secretary general of the Nobel Assembly.

It’s the second Nobel Prize for Medicine for hepatitis research, after Baruch Blumberg 

won in 1976 for determining that one form of blood-borne hepatitis was caused by 

a virus that came to be known as Hepatitis B.

“Before the discovery of the Hepatitis C virus it was a bit like Russian roulette to get 

a blood transfusion,” Nobel Committee member Nils-Goran Larsson said, adding 

that millions could now receive safe transfusions and blood products.

Three steps

The shared prize recognises research dating back to the 1960s when Dr. Alter, 

working at the U.S. National Institutes of Health, found liver disease could be spread 

by blood transfusions that weren’t caused by Hepatitis A or B. It was a team led by 

Dr. Houghton, then working for pharmaceuticals firm Chiron, which was able in the 

mid-1980s to create a clone of a new virus from fragments found in the blood of an 

infected chimpanzee.

This virus, belonging to the Flavivirus family, was named Hepatitis C.

Its identification made it possible to develop tests to screen bloodbank supplies 

and greatly reduce the spread of the disease, which can cause cirrhosis and liver 

cancer.

The final piece of the jigsaw puzzle came when Dr. Rice, then at Washington 

University in St. Louis, was able to use genetic engineering to generate a version 

of the Hepatitis C virus and demonstrate that it alone could cause symptoms in a 

chimpanzee comparable to an infection in humans.

While the Nobel awards will go ahead as planned this year, they have been 

overshadowed by the coronavirus pandemic.

Black hole researchers get Physics Nobel
Roger Penrose of Britain, Reinhard Genzel of Germany and Andrea Ghez of the 
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U.S. won the Nobel Physics Prize  for their research into what the Nobel committee 

called “one of the most exotic phenomena in the universe, the black hole”.

Mr. Penrose, 89, was honoured for showing “that the general theory of relativity 

leads to the formation of black holes”, while Mr. Genzel, 68, and Ms. Ghez, 55, 

were jointly awarded for discovering “that an invisible and extremely heavy object 

governs the orbits of stars at the centre of our galaxy”, the jury said. Ms. Ghez is 

just the fourth woman to receive the physics prize since 1901 when the first Nobel 

prizes were handed out.

“I feel delighted to be recognised in that way because I think having visible role 

models can make a huge impact on young women thinking about becoming 

scientists,” Ms. Ghez said.

The first woman to win the prize was Marie Curie in 1903, who was also the first 

person to receive two Nobel prizes when she won the 1911 chemistry prize.

The term “black hole” refers to a point in space where matter is so compressed as 

to create a gravity field from which even light cannot escape. For years, physicists 

questioned whether black holes could really exist but Mr. Penrose, a professor at 

the University of Oxford, used mathematical modelling to prove back in 1965 that 

black holes can form.

His calculations proved that black holes — super dense objects formed when a 

heavy star collapses under the weight of its own gravity — are a direct consequence 

of Einstein’s general theory of relativity. The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, 

which awards the Nobel Prize winners in physics, chemistry and economics, said 

Mr. Penrose’s 1965 article “is still regarded as the most important contribution to the 

general theory of relativity since Einstein”.

Mr. Penrose also worked closely with famed physicist Stephen Hawking, who died 

in 2018, and some experts lamented that he was no longer around to share the 

credit. Mr. Genzel and Ms. Ghez have led research since the early 1990s focusing 

on a region called Sagittarius A* at the centre of the Milky Way.

Using the world’s largest telescopes, they discovered an extremely heavy, invisible 
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object — around 4 million times greater than the mass of the Sun — that pulls on 

surrounding stars, giving the galaxy its characteristic swirl.

American poet Louise Gluck wins Nobel Literature Prize
American poet Louise Gluck won the 2020 Nobel Literature Prize , an unexpected 

choice known for themes of childhood and family life that draw inspiration from 

myths and classical motifs.

Ms. Gluck, 77, was honoured “for her unmistakable poetic voice that with austere 

beauty makes individual existence universal,” the Academy said.

Ms. Gluck won the Pulitzer Prize in 1993 for her collection The Wild Iris and the 

National Book Award for her latest collection, Faithful and Virtuous Night , in 2014.

Ms. Gluck was not seen as a favourite for the Nobel in the run-up to Thursday’s 

announcement. The chair of the Academy’s Nobel committee, Anders Olsson, 

lamented that she was not more well-known, “at least outside the US’ borders”, and 

had not been translated into many other languages.

She is the fourth woman to win the Nobel Literature Prize in the past decade — after 

Olga Tokarczuk, Svetlana Alexievich and Alice Munro — and only the 16th since the 

Nobel prizes were first awarded in 1901.

A professor of English at Yale University, Ms. Gluck “seeks the universal, and in this 

she takes inspiration from myths and classical motifs, present in most of her works,” 

the Academy said in its prize citation.

“The voices of Dido, Persephone, and Eurydice — the abandoned, the punished, 

the betrayed —are masks for a self in transformation, as personal as it is universally 

valid.”

Natural tone

Her collections The Triumph of Achilles (1985) and Ararat (1990) address “almost 

brutally straightforward images of painful family relations”, the jury said, noting 

that her use of a “deceptively natural tone is striking”, with “no trace of poetic 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     OCTOBER
     2020
     VOL.74

    Miscellaneous
News and 
Events

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

ornament.”

Ms. Gluck is also a poet of radical change and rebirth, describing in her 

poem Snowdrops the miraculous return of life after winter, her work often marked by 

“humour and biting wit”.

The jury said her 2006 collection Averno was a “masterly collection, a visionary 

interpretation of the myth of Persephone’s descent into Hell in the captivity of Hades, 

the god of death.”

Indian cotton gets ‘Kasturi’ branding, logo
Union Minister for Textiles Smriti Zubin Irani unveiled a brand and a logo for Indian 

cotton recently.

According to an official source, the branding — Kasturi Cotton — would initially 

be applicable to long staple cotton that is grown in India and meets prescribed 

standards.

The Minister added that the Cotton Corporation of India (CCI) had developed a 

mobile application called “Cott-Ally” to provide the latest news on weather conditions, 

the crop situation and best farm practices. The CCI has opened 430 procurement 

centres in cotton-growing States and payments are made to farmers digitally within 

72 hours, she said.

American duo win Economics Nobel
U.S. economists Paul Milgrom and Robert Wilson won the Nobel Economics Prize  

for work on commercial auctions, including for goods and services difficult to sell in 

traditional ways such as radio frequencies, the Nobel Committee said.

The duo was honoured “for improvements to auction theory and inventions of new 

auction formats,” the jury said.

The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences noted that the discoveries by Mr. Milgrom, 

72, and Mr. Wilson, 83, “have benefitted sellers, buyers and taxpayers around the 
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world,” it said in a statement.

Mr. Wilson, a professor at Stanford in the U.S., was spotlighted for developing a 

theory for auctions with a common value, “a value which is uncertain beforehand 

but, in the end, is the same for everyone,” according to the academy.

Mr. Wilson’s work showed why rational bidders tend to bid under their own estimate 

of the worth due to worries over the “winner’s curse,” or winning the auction but 

paying too much.

Mr. Milgrom, also at Stanford, then came up with a more general theory of auctions, 

by analysing bidding strategies in different auction forms.

The academy noted that while “people have always sold things to the highest 

bidder,” societies have also had to allocate “ever more complex objects... such as 

landing slots and radio frequencies.”

Broad societal benefit

“In response, Milgrom and Wilson invented new formats for auctioning off many 

interrelated objects simultaneously, on behalf of a seller motivated by broad societal 

benefit rather than maximal revenue,” the academy said.

The winners will share the prize sum of 10 million Swedish kronor (about $1.1 

million).

Speaking to reporters in Stockholm via a telephone link, Mr. Wilson said the 

announcement had been “very happy news,” conceding that despite his research 

focus he himself had “never participated in an auction.”

However, he quickly had to retract his statement. “My wife is pointing out that we 

bought ski boots on eBay, I guess that was an auction,” Mr. Wilson said.

Last year, the honour went to French-American Esther Duflo, Indian-born Abhijit 

Banerjee of the U.S., and American Michael Kremer for their experimental work on 

alleviating poverty.

Even if it might be the most prestigious prize an economist can hope to receive, the 

Economics Prize has not reached the same status as the awards originally chosen 

by Alfred Nobel in his 1895, which included medicine, physics, chemistry, literature 
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and peace.

It was instead created in 1968 through a donation from the Swedish central bank 

and detractors have thus dubbed it “a false Nobel.”

The award closes the 2020 Nobel season, which saw the closely-watched peace 

prize awarded to the UN’s World Food Programme.

‘Infodemic management a serious challenge’
Managing the “infodemic” has been a serious challenge during the COVID-19 

pandemic, said Soumya Swaminathan, Chief Scientist, World Health Organization 

(WHO),.

Virtually delivering the 15th JRD Tata Memorial Oration, organised by the Population 

Foundation of India (PFI) coinciding with its 50th foundation day, she said that even 

a commonsensical thing to do such as wearing masks has become a polarised 

debate due to the “infodemic”.

Defining “infodemic” as having too much information, including false or misleading 

information, particularly on social media, she said that it led to confusion, risk-taking 

and ultimately mistrust towards governments and the public health response.

She said that the WHO has been working with technology companies to address 

this challenge by directing the public to credible sources of information, taking down 

false and misleading information from online platforms, and developing chatbots in 

different languages that the public could use for accessing information.

Dr. Swaminathan, however, stressed that tackling this was not a straightforward 

business as it was linked to people’s belief and behaviour.

Pointing out the “shared appointments” initiative tried by Aravind Eye Hospital in 

Puducherry, in which more than one patient with similar problems are provided a 

consultation at the same time, she said that combining this with telemedicine could 

bring in a paradigm change.

Highlighting that telemedicine was increasingly being used during COVID-19, she 
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said that shared consultations could provide benefits such as learning from others, 

higher follow-up rates, and higher compliance to medication.

She said that COVID-19 had exposed existing social inequities and the importance 

of investing in public and primary health infrastructure.

“We see examples of countries where investments in primary healthcare over the 

past decade or two have paid off,” she said.

She also emphasised the differential impact of the pandemic on women and children, 

and stressed on the need for governments to focus more on them.

Poonam Muttreja, executive director, Population Foundation of India, highlighted 

the achievements of PFI in the past 50 years.

100 years of an Irish mutiny and an execution in Dagshai
IT WAS a cold winter morning on November 2, 1920, that Private James Daly of 

the 1st Battalion of The Connaught Rangers was brought out of the guard room in 

Dagshai prison and shot dead in the rear compound by a firing squad.Daly remains 

the last soldier of the British Army to have been shot dead for mutiny.

It was an Irish mutiny which took place in Jalandhar and Solan 100 years ago in 

support of the Irish freedom movement.

The Connaught Rangers

The Connaught Rangers were raised during the British Army reforms of 1881. 

The National Army Museum (NAM) of United Kingdom (UK) states that the 88th 

Regiment of Foot (Connaught Rangers) merged with the 94th Regiment of the Foot 

to form a new two-battalion unit. This new unit took its title from the 88th Foot, which 

is traditionally recruited in the Irish province of Connaught.

According to NAM, both battalions served in the First World War on the western front 

in 1914-15. The second Battalion suffered such heavy casualties, and in December 

1914, it had to merge with the first Battalion. This was redeployed to Mesopotamia 

(now Iraq) in January 1916 and also fought in Palestine in 1918. Post war, the first 
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Battalion spent most of the post-war period in India.

“In June 1920, some of the regiment’s men mutinied in Jullundur (now Jalandhar) 

cantonment in Punjab. They were protesting against the behaviour of the ‘Black and 

Tans’ during the Irish War of Independence (1919-22). The ‘Black and Tans’ were 

members of the Irish constabulary which had been recruited from Great Britain and 

mostly comprised of demobilised soldiers who had fought in the First World War.

Connaught Rangers barracks at Jalandhar where the mutiny started in June 1920. 

(Photo courtesy: www.independentleft.ie)

IT WAS a cold winter morning on November 2, 1920, that Private James Daly 

of the 1st Battalion of The Connaught Rangers was brought out of the guard 

room in Dagshai prison and shot dead in the rear compound by a firing squad. 

Daly remains the last soldier of the British Army to have been shot dead for mutiny.

It was an Irish mutiny which took place in Jalandhar and Solan 100 years ago in 

support of the Irish freedom movement.

The Connaught Rangers

The Connaught Rangers were raised during the British Army reforms of 1881. 

The National Army Museum (NAM) of United Kingdom (UK) states that the 88th 

Regiment of Foot (Connaught Rangers) merged with the 94th Regiment of the Foot 

to form a new two-battalion unit. This new unit took its title from the 88th Foot, which 

is traditionally recruited in the Irish province of Connaught.

According to NAM, both battalions served in the First World War on the western front 
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in 1914-15. The second Battalion suffered such heavy casualties, and in December 

1914, it had to merge with the first Battalion. This was redeployed to Mesopotamia 

(now Iraq) in January 1916 and also fought in Palestine in 1918. Post war, the first 

Battalion spent most of the post-war period in India.

“In June 1920, some of the regiment’s men mutinied in Jullundur (now Jalandhar) 

cantonment in Punjab. They were protesting against the behaviour of the ‘Black and 

Tans’ during the Irish War of Independence (1919-22). The ‘Black and Tans’ were 

members of the Irish constabulary which had been recruited from Great Britain and 

mostly comprised of demobilised soldiers who had fought in the First World War.

 

Private James Daly who was shot dead in Dagshai jail by a firing squad on Nov 2, 

1920 aged 20 years. (Photo courtesy: http://www.independentleft.ie)

Of the 88 men involved, 77 were sentenced to imprisonment; only the ringleader, 

Private James Daly, was shot,” NAM states. In 1922, following the independence 

of the Irish Free State, all battalions of the British Army that were recruited there, 

including the Connaught Rangers, were disbanded.

The mutiny in Jalandhar

According to the testimony of Lance Corporal John Flannery, available with the 

Bureau of Military History of the Irish Army, the unrest in the 1st Battalion of 

Connaught Rangers started in Jalandhar on the afternoon of June 25, 1920.

http://www.independentleft.ie/
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“Private Dawson, B Company went to the battalion guardroom and asked to be 

placed under arrest, giving as his reason to the guard commander that he is in 

sympathy with his country in its fight for freedom and that he was taking this step 

as a protest against the atrocious deeds committed on the people of Ireland by the 

Black and Tans,” states Flannery.

There was an attempt in the battalion to cover up the incident as though Dawson 

was taken under arrest, he was later shifted to the military hospital under the 

excuse that he was suffering from sunstroke. While nothing further happened over 

the next two days, on June 28, more and more troops of the battalion turned up at 

the guardroom asking to be put under arrest in support for their country.

A piquant situation arose in the Jalandhar unit where only two companies of the 

battalion — B and D — were stationed at the time. C company was stationed in 

Solan in the hills while A company was at Jutogh near Shimla. Soon other troops 

refused to parade as the news of the mutiny spread.

According to Private Joseph Hawes, a soldier who was stationed in the battalion 

at the time, the soldiers were singing rebel songs and shouting ‘up the republic’. 

The Commanding Officer of the battalion, Lt Col HRG Deacon, tried to control the 

mutineers by addressing them and referred to his 33 years of service in the regiment 

and named all the different battle honours won by the battalion and regiment.

“He had made an eloquent appeal and I was afraid he might convince the men so I 

stepped forward and said, ‘all the honours on the Connaught flag are for England, 

there are none for Ireland but there is going to be one today and it will be the 

greatest of them all’,” said Hawes.

However, despite the unrest, there was no violence in Jalandhar as all the troops 

willingly deposited rifles and ammunition in the guardroom and listened to the 

voices of reason including that the the General Officer Commanding of the Jullunder 

Brigade. However, two men from the battalion slipped away to head for Solan to 

give the news of the mutiny to the C company stationed there and to ask them to do 

the same. While the soldiers in Solan mutinied, those stationed in Jutogh remained 
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loyal.

The mutiny in Solan

The two men who had slipped away from Jalandhar reached Solon on the morning 

of July 1, 1920, but since the military authorities in Solan had already been alerted 

about the mutiny in Jalandhar, they were on the lookout for visitors. These two 

soldiers stayed low till dusk and then reached the unit lines and informed the soldiers 

present about the events in Jalandhar.Both were subsequently arrested and sent 

back to Jalandhar, but not before they had done their job and cause a mutiny in 

Solan which turned out to be violent, leading to loss of lives. Private James Daly 

emerged as the leader of the mutineers in Solan.

In the book ‘A Coward if I return, A hero if I fail: Stories of Irishmen in World War 1’, 

author Neil Richardson states that Private Daly led a group of 70 soldiers to mount a 

raid on the unit armoury where all the arms and ammunition were stored.‘However 

the hill station’s officers — all Irish — defended the armoury and refused to let Daly 

and his followers gain access to their weapons. Two mutineers were shot and killed 

during the fight — Private Peter Sears and fellow Irishman Private John Smyth 

— while a third was badly wounded before the revolt was finally suppressed,” 

writes Richardson. The injured man, Private John Miranda, later died in Dagshai on 

December 22, 1920, of enteric fever.

The court martial

Around 400 soldiers of the Connaught Rangers had mutinied in Jalandhar and 

Solan but only 88 of them were put through court martial. The General Court 

Martial was conducted in Dagshai in September 1920 and was presided upon by Lt 

General Sidney Lawford and three other officers of the ranks of Captain and Major. 

Several of the mutineers, including James Daly, were lodged in the Dagshai jail and 

a variety of sentences were passed by the court martial ranging from life sentence 

to death by firing squad.

Thirteen soldiers were sentenced to death, but twelve of them got reprieve as 

their sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. Only James Daly did not get a 
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reprieve and was ordered to be shot by a firing squad on November 2, 1920.

The execution

Three days before the date of execution, James Daly was shifted from his 

cell to a guardroom of the barracks outside the Dagshai jail and was brought 

to the guardroom at the main gate of the jail a day before on November 1. 

Reverend T B Baker, a Catholic priest stationed in Solan, had been called to 

Dagshai for the last rites of Daly. He has given a detailed account of his execution 

to Lance Corporal Flannery.

“On the night of November 1st, I heard his last confession, gave him the Apostolic 

blessing and promised him I would give him the last anointing if I possibly could,” 

recalled Reverend Baker.

The execution was fixed for dawn on November 2. Daly was ordered to be brought 

out at 6 am. “The cell door was opened. There was Daly, pale and somewhat 

thinned, unwashed and his clothes-oh, so old and dirty. He had on a pair or army 

boots unpolished, a khaki coat and trousers, a warm jersey below the coat and 

another thinner jersey below this, not one shred of which had had a wash since the 

2nd July previous and, it looked like it,” Reverend Baker said.

Daly refused to have a black serge bag put over his head as he was being taken 

inside the prison for his execution, saying ‘I don’t want this. I’ll die like an Irishman’. 

Baker managed to coax him to wear it and before he wore it, Daly requested to 

see his friends lodged in the jail. This was refused by the Colonel commanding the 

prison.

Daly took the bag off and looked around the prison compound when his leg touched 

the chair on which he was to sit before being shot. Baker states that he was highly 

disappointed when told he could not meet his friends one last time.

“He said nothing, but his head fell on my shoulder and for the first time he gave 

way. It was all so heartrending…He then, without a word, took from his coat the 

farewell letter which the other prisoners wrote to him the day before and which 
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one of the prison officers was kind enough to have delivered to him, as couple of 

cigarettes, a few annas in silver and nickel and his green silk handkerchief, the 

token of leadership,” says Baker.

Daly refused to be tied down to the chair when one Sergeant approached. Baker 

waved off the man while a medical officer came and fixed a white paper target over 

his heart and move aside.

“The officer in charge of the firing party then motioned me aside and I stationed myself 

just outside the firing line with my eyes fixed on this officer. As he let fall a handkerchief, 

the volley was fired, and a bullet found its mark in Daly’s heart and passed out of his 

body with a great spurt of blood. I immediately rushed forward and snatched the bag 

from Daly’s head. He cast a look at me and as he did so I anointed him on the forehead. 

His body leaned a little to the left, and he was dead. His shoulder blade caught in 

a corner of the chair and thus he remained sitting,” Baker described the execution. 

Private James Daly was buried in Dagshai cemetery along with Private Peter Sears, 

John Smyth and later John Miranda.

The aftermath

The 1st Battalion Connaught Rangers remained stationed in Jalandhar till they were 

sent to Rawalpindi in 1921. They remained there till the regiment was disbanded in 

1922.

In 1970, on the 50th anniversary of the mutiny, the remains of James Daly, Peter 

Sears and John Smyth were exhumed from the Dagshai cemetery and re-interred 

in Ireland in Glasnevin cemetery, Dublin.

Private John Miranda was English and perhaps 

that is why his remains were not taken to Ireland. 

He still lies buried in the cemetery at Dagshai.


