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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.
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‘Ensure protection of witness in cases against lawmakers’
The High Court of Karnataka

directed the State government to instruct

all investigating officers in criminal cases against MPs, MLAs, and MLCs
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to take measures to ensure the protection of witnesses as per the witness
protection scheme.
The court also said that investigating officers should inform witnesses
about the availability of the witness protection scheme and tell them that

m
o

protection can be sought by making an application in the prescribed form
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to the member-secretary of the competent authority set up under the
scheme.
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A Division Bench comprising Chief Justice Abhay Shreeniwas Oka and
Justice S. Vishwajith Shetty issued the direction while hearing a PIL petition
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initiated suo motu to monitor the progress of 162 criminal cases pending
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before the special court set up exclusively to try criminal cases against
MPs, MLAs, and MLCs.

The Bench also said that investigating officers should also assess the

s
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vulnerability/threat perception of witnesses and file applications on their
behalf and bring the matter to the notice of the special court. Even the
special court should apply its mind on the requirement of protection and
issue the necessary direction to the State government, it said.
Observing that it was the duty of the government to ensure that a very
competent person is appointed as public prosecutor in cases against MPs,
MLAs and MLCs, the Bench directed the government to submit details of

National

the persons appointed and the process followed in making the choice of
public prosecutor.

States with stressed groundwater top in cereal trade:
study
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States with critically low groundwater reserves were responsible for 41%,
or about 38.6 million tonnes, of domestic cereal trade. This worked out to
nearly 39% of the groundwater being used up in producing and trading
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cereals among States.
Moreover, a further 21% (19.6 Mt) of domestically produced cereals were
exported from six States with ‘semicritical’ to ‘critical’ groundwater status
equivalent to 32% of groundwater, according to an analysis by scientists

m
o

spanning multiple institutions in India and abroad. The study appears in the

c
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m

peer-reviewed Environmental Research Letters.

Cereals are the source of about half the energy that an average Indian gets

u
r
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from her diet. Within them, rice and wheat dominate cereal production and
it’s also known that they are intensely water-consumptive crops. For this
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study, the researchers relied on mathematical modelling and used data-sets
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from 2011-12 — the most updated they say — that had information on interState trade of cereals, domestic cereal production, cost of transportation by
rail and road between states. From this the “water footprint” of producing
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and transporting cereals was estimated.
Previous studies of embedded water flow in agricultural production have
usually focussed on international movements — for instance the amount
of water that was lost when a country imported a food crop from another,
whereas this focussed on domestic movements and incorporates the role of
the public distribution system as well as international outflows, the authors
note.
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Trade patterns varied between PDS (public distribution system) and
non-PDS cereals. The majority (58%; 58.0 Mt) of inter-State cereal trade
occurred through the PDS. “Our findings reiterate the substantial potential
for balancing water resources through the trade of crops in India, either
in addition to or in place of large-scale infrastructure projects,” say the
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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authors. The institutions involved in the study were the Kalinga Institute of
Technology, Bhubaneshwar; the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and
the Environment, Bengaluru; the London School of Hygeine and Tropical
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Medicine, University College London and the Brandenburg University of
Technology, Germany.
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Law grad seeks RTI info, Gujarat varsity responds: Prove
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citizenship

THE GUJARAT University has asked a law graduate from one of its
affiliated colleges in Gandhinagar, who had sought information under Right

u
r
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to Information (RTI) Act, to provide proof that she was an Indian citizen.
The applicant, Tanaz Nagori, who is a graduate from Siddharth Law College

t
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in Gandhinagar’s Sector 16, had sought photocopies of mark sheets for
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p

the internal assessments of LLB sixth semester on October 19 from the
university under RTI.
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In response to her application, the Public Information Officer (PIO) of the
university’s examination branch on December 3 stated, “The information
sought under the Right to Information Act, 2005, Section 6 gives right to
citizens of India to seek information. It is requested that you prove that
you are an Indian citizen. After getting proof of your Indian citizenship, the
process for giving information will be considered.”
Himanshu Pandya, the Vice-Chancellor of Gujarat University (GU), told The

National

Sunday Express, “As this matter is limited to the PIO, and I have not seen
the application and its response, I cannot comment. But it is certain that we
do not practise like this (this is not common practice).”
The applicant told The Sunday Express that suspecting discrepancies in
the internal assessment marks, she had filed the RTI application seeking
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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details first from her college. After receiving an “unsatisfactory” response
from the college, she filed a similar application with the Gujarat University.
“I believe that the internal assessment marks sent by the college and what
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has been announced by the university are not the same,” she said.
Nagori adding that she is a gold medallist and in the 60th annual convocation
of the Gujarat University in January, she was awarded four gold medals for
her exemplary performance in five semesters.
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“I am an advocate myself; there is no clause in the Constitution or the
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(RTI) Act where you have to prove your Indian citizenship for filing an RTI
application. I am going to challenge this in the High Court,” Nagori said.
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The response, dated on December 3, from the GU, which Nagori received
, ends with an “important note” stating: “The Indian citizenship proof can be
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submitted citing the case number in person at the given address or be sent
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through mail…”

The information sought by her under RTI includes the total number of
students who have taken the exam, among them how many took it offline

s
a

and online, if online and offline marks were evaluated differently or under
a similar evaluation pattern, copy of mark sheets of all students’ internship
assessment marks sent to the Gujarat University by the college along with
details of the examination pattern, among others.

J&K administration seeks review of order on Roshni Act

National

In a U-turn, the J&K administration has sought modifications to the High
Court judgment passed on October 9, which declared the 2001 Roshni Act
null and void in the Union Territory (UT) and directed authorities to end the
ownership rights of occupants of government land.
In a review petition filed on December 4 by Nazir Ahmad Thakur, Special
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Secretary, Revenue Department, the J&K government has pleaded for
“modifying the judgement”.
The petition argued that a large number of common people would suffer
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unintentionally.
“This includes landless cultivators and individuals who are themselves
residing in dwellings on small areas. They are unfortunately clubbed along
with rich and wealthy land grabbers, who have obtained a title over state
land through the provisions of the now struck Act,” it said.
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The government underlined the need to “distinguish between these two
classes of people; the fact of being either a landless cultivator or the house

u
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holder with one dwelling in personal use.”

It, however, called for a CBI investigation to focus on the design of legal and

t
n

policy framework, changes with malafide intention to encroach public land

a
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and get possessory rights.

“This is submitted to allow the CBI to focus on influential and powerful people
who defrauded the state,” it pleaded.
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The government’s U-turn comes months after it chose not to contest the
judgement.

In a number of lists made public, on the directions of the court, the
government named senior politicians, bureaucrats and businessmen as
“illegal occupants” of land, including lease land, and served them notices
for eviction.

National

Meghalaya village turns an oasis in coal mine desert
Rat-hole coal mining had sucked the life out of Moolamylliang less than a
decade ago. The village in the East Jaintia Hills district of Meghalaya has
now risen like the proverbial phoenix to become a clean, green dot in a vast
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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black blot.
But Apmon Pachiang, a schoolteacher and Moolamylliang’s waheh
chnong, or headman, said the job of making the village of 960 people and
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its surroundings breathe freely again — “like the good old days” — is only
30% done.
But the progress has been good enough for people in the mining-ravaged
area to believe all is not lost amid abandoned pits and coal-blackened
earth.
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The Jaintia Coal Miners and Dealers’ Association claims there are
some 60,000 coal mines across 360 villages in East Jaintia Hills district.
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Moolamylliang used to be one such village until the National Green Tribunal
banned rat-hole mining in April 2014. Rat-hole mining is a term used for a
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hazardous and arduous mining technique where miners crawl into winding
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underground tunnels that are just 4-5 feet in diameter to extract coal from
the deep seams with a pickaxe.
Crucial change
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Though the NGT ban did not stop illegal mining in the district, it helped
Moolamylliang reform — in part because unregulated mining had
contaminated its farmlands and turned the streams acidic, and also because
the village dorbar , or traditional governing body, had a change of guard.
“Soon after a younger set took over the village decision-making body, we
banned mining in our area. By that time, the nearest mine was a kilometre
away. Then we went about cleaning the coal-stained surroundings and

National

planting saplings along the pathways connecting our village,” Mr. Pachiang
told The Hindu .

Revert to old system of property registration: HC to Telangana
govt.
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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Telangana High Court suggested to State government to revive registration
of non-agricultural properties by continuing the old procedures.
A division bench of Chief Justice Raghvendra Singh Chauhan and Justice
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B. Vijaysen Reddy mooted this idea while hearing a batch of PIL and writ
petitions relating to Dharani portal. However, no specific instruction was
passed and the petitions were posted to Thursday for next hearing.
The suggestion came from the bench with Advocate General B.S. Prasad,
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during presentation of arguments, observing that the bench’s order staying
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registration of non-agricultural properties was causing inconvenience to
many people. Responding to the remark, the Chief Justice observed that

u
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“nothing stopped the government from beginning the registration of nonagricultural properties”.
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The government was at liberty to begin the registration of properties by
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adhering to old procedures, the CJ remarked. Since the adjudication of the
petitions linked to Dharani portal was likely to take long time, the government
can think of reverting to old system of registration of properties, Justice B.
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Vijaysen Reddy said.

Once the court delivers the verdict, further course of action can be decided,
he suggested. Referring to the idea of reviving registration of properties, the
CJ said “nobody is doubting the bonafides of government over introducing
Dharani portal in registration, mutation and updating of property records”.
The court only wanted to ensure sufficient security precautions were put in
place to safeguard the crucial data of citizens to be uploaded on Dharani

National

portal, the CJ said. Former Advocate General and senior counsel D. Prakash
Reddy, appearing for one of the petitioners, informed the bench that it was
the State government which stopped registration of properties from this
September 7.
“The court only stayed collection of crucial details like Aadhar card, caste
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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and family members of the citizens being sought for uploading onto Dharani
portal,” he said. The bench said the government can re-start the registration
of properties subject to the court’s final judgment.
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Citizens, who get properties registered in the interregnum period, can be
asked to present details of their properties eventually depending on the
court verdict, the bench said. However, the AG sought time to file counter
affidavit over the legal grounds like the Dharani portal not being backed by

m
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law raised by the petitioners. He said he had to secure instructions from the
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government over the court’s suggestion.

The court posted the pleas to Thursday for next hearing while extending the

u
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earlier order staying collection of Aadhar, caste and other details of family
members for registration of non-agricultural properties.
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Cabinet approves EPF subsidy for new workers
The Union Cabinet approved a scheme that would entail the government
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paying Employees Provident Fund (EPF) contributions of both the employee
and employer for two years for new workers hired from October 1 to June
30, 2021.

Announcing the decision taken by the Cabinet at a meeting chaired by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Labour and Employment Minister Santosh
Kumar Gangwar said the Atmanirbhar Bharat Rojgar Yojana would boost
the economy and formal employment.

National

The Cabinet approved spending Rs. 1,548 crore for the current financial
year, he said. It would benefit lakhs of workers, he added.
Salary cap of Rs. 15,000
For companies that employ up to 1,000 workers, the government would
pay the entire contribution – 12% of wages paid by the employee and the
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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employer each. For establishments with over 1,000 workers,it would pay the
12% share of the employee alone. The scheme will apply to those earning
less than Rs. 15,000 a month.
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The Employees Provident Fund Organisation would credit the amount into
the Aadhaar-seeded accounts of the members.
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India does not practise disinformation: MEA
India
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responded to EU DisinfoLab’s discovery of an anti-Pakistan

disinformation campaign, saying that it is not India but a country “next door”
which shelters terrorists and uses such campaigns. The comment from the
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Official Spokesperson of the Ministry of External Affairs takes on the report
of the EU DisinfoLab which uncovered a 15-year operation focusing on EU

t
n

and UN with fake local media and NGOs but stopped short of blaming the
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Indian government directly for it.

“Disinformation is practised particularly by those who have records to hide
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such as sheltering international wanted terrorists including Osama bin
Laden. And seek unsuccessfully to cover up their own tracks such as on
the 26/11 Mumbai attack,” said Anurag Srivastava, spokesperson of the
Ministry of External Affairs.
“As a responsible democracy, India does not practice disinformation
campaigns. In fact, if you are looking at disinformation, the best example is
the country next door which is circulating fictional and fabricated dossiers,”

National

said Mr. Srivastava.
The EU DisinfoLab’s report revealed a large scale 15-year-long operation
which targeted EU and United Nations with approximately 750 local media
and 10 NGOs.
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‘New laws will create new landlords’
At the Delhi-Ghaziabad border, as the protesting farmers braved rain and
bitter cold , activist Medha Patkar and BKU leader Rakesh Tikait shared the
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makeshift stage on the Delhi-Meerut flyover to address them.
Speaking to The Hindu , Ms. Patkar said the basic paradigm behind the
three Acts was “corporatisation of agriculture”.
“They will create new landlords. The laws give concessions to the agents of

m
o

corporates,” the veteran of the Narmada Bachao Andolan said.
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On the presence of agents in the existing system, Ms. Patkar said the present
system had its checks and balances but the new laws would introduce the

u
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agents of big corporates as official agents.

Referring to the recent battle between PepsiCo and Gujarat’s potato farmers,
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Ms. Patkar said, “The freedom to stock and hoard will mean farmers will
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not get their due price. They will be forced to move from food crops to
cash crops. So the new laws will not affect food procurement but also food
production. The mechanisation of agriculture will affect the employment of
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farm labourers.”

Lauding the unity of purpose among the farmers across States, Ms. Patkar
said different farmer groups have come together for the bigger cause.
“There may be differences on some issues but when it comes to the common
minimum programme, we are all united. The government and a section of
media are trying to divide by invoking China, Pakistan and Khalistan but
they will not succeed,” she said.

National

She said the government had reservations about talking to some groups,
adding, “They might not be present during the meeting with the Ministers
but they are very much part of the alliance.”
Testing times
On what might be playing on the government’s mind, Ms. Patkar said they
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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were testing the farmers. “But now farmers are testing the government,”
said the co-founder of the National Alliance of People’s Movements.
The activist said the protest had brought those fighting for the right of farm
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labour on the same page as the owner-cultivator.
“This is how the movements take shape. They (owner-cultivator) are not as
big as Ambanis and Adanis. In our calculation of minimum support price,
everybody’s share has been taken into account but the government doesn’t
want to bring the MSP into the legal framework,” she said.
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Describing the protests as peaceful, Mr .Tikait, however, underlined that it
was important for farmers to wield both jhanda and danda (flag and stick).
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“We don’t want to make it complicated. In 1966, when the MSP regime was
introduced, a farmer could buy 10 grams of gold after selling three quintals

t
n

of wheat. Make it possible, and we will go back home,” he said.
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The supporters are coming to terms with the ideologies of different groups.
“For the bigger cause, we are protesting under one flag,” said Meghraj
Solanki of the Bulandshahr unit of the All India Kisan Sabha. “At the
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Ghazipur border, where farmers from different districts of western U.P. are
assembling, we have given the command to Mr. Tikait,” he said.

Farmers have constitutional right to continue protest: SC
The Supreme Court

said farmers have a constitutional right to continue

with their “absolutely perfect” protest as long as their dissent against the

National

controversial agricultural laws did not slip into violence.
“We clarify that this court will not interfere with the protest. Indeed the right
to protest is part of a fundamental right and can as a matter of fact, be
exercised subject to public order. There can certainly be no impediment in
the exercise of such rights as long as it is non-violent and does not result in
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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damage to the life and properties of other citizens... We are of the view at
this stage that the protest should be allowed to continue without impediment
and without any breach of peace by protesters or the police”, a Bench led by
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Chief Justice of India Sharad A. Bobde observed in its order.
The apex court, however, said that the purpose of the protesting farmers
would not be served if they continued to sit without engaging in talks.
“Yes, there is a protest that is going on... Yes, the protest is constitutional

m
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as long as it does not damage property and lives. It is an absolutely perfect

c
.
m

protest. But their [farmers’] purpose cannot be realised if they continue to sit
without talking”, the CJI observed.
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‘Impartial panel’

The court reiterated its suggestion of forming an “impartial and independent
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committee” of experts in agriculture to hear both farmers and the Union

a
r
i
p

government on the laws.
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Tribals call for reduction in minimum age for marriage
At a time when the government is toying with the idea of increasing the
minimum age for marriage for girls to reduce maternal mortality, tribals in
Hunsur have sought a rollback.
At the recently concluded ‘Adivasi Sansath’ held in Hunsur, a resolution was
passed urging the government to lower the minimum legal age for marriage
to 16 years for girls and to 18 years for boys. At present, the minimum legal

National

age to get married in India is 18 for girls and 21 for boys.
The activists have justified their demand on the grounds that tribals have
low life expectancy when compared to other communities.
S. Sreekanth of Development Through Education said it was a custom among
tribals to marry early with the blessings of parents, but the authorities were
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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intervening and branding their weddings as illegal, foisting cases on grooms
and sending them to jail. He said this amounted to harassment. In recent
days, 25 cases have been reported in H.D. Kote, Hunsur, and Periyapatna
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of tribals being victimised, Mr. Sreekanth alleged.
He said it was resolved at the meet to urge the government to seek a
reduction in minimum age for marriage to prevent such incidents. “Let the
government ensure compulsory education for tribals, based on which they

m
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can arrive at a suitable decision on the age for marriage instead of a law
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being imposed on them,” he argued.
Other demands
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The Adivasis also urged the government to desist from implementing the
Kasturirangan report on the Western Ghats, saying it would have a direct
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bearing on the tribal communities living across the region. The resolution
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called for allotting 10 acres of land to each Adivasi family around Bandipur
and Nagarahole and for the sanction of benefits due to them under the
Forest Rights Act.
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The resolution, a copy of which has been submitted to the Chief Minister’s
Office, also called for the immediate implementation of the Muzaffar Assadi
committee report on the rehabilitation of 3,418 tribal families, as directed by
the High Court of Karnataka. Tribal organisations warned that failure to do
so would amount to contempt of court.
Mr. Sreekanth said there were 34 recommendations made by the committee,
all of which should be implemented, including the establishment of a

National

university for tribals and internal reservation exclusively for them.
The activists also said there were 215 tribal hamlets in Mysuru district, of
which 200 were outside national parks and forests. These hamlets should
be declared as revenue villages to facilitate additional development works,
including civic projects, they said.
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Users want mobiles to be 5G ready: CMR study
5G readiness is one of the top three considerations amongst premium
smartphone users (83%) in India, just behind battery life (84%) and
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smartphone brand imagery (84%), as per a study titled ‘The 5G Future
Now.’
5G has enabled explosive growth in video content creation, especially shortform videos, amongst consumers in China and Western Europe, according
to the study from CMR.
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More than four in every five 5G smartphone users, in these geographies,
are satisfied with overall 5G usage.
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Similar trends are expected in India, the study further showed.

The research findings offer a compelling narrative around what 5G
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smartphones posit for the consumer and the early benefits that the users
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are seeing, according to CMR.

“I believe that when 5G becomes available in India within the next two
years, it will give a considerable thrust to the increasing trend of short-form
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video creation and sharing, amongst millennials,” said Prabhu Ram, headindustry intelligence group, CMR.

Court cannot interfere when woman marries as per wishes,
converts: HC
There is nothing a court can do if an adult woman marries according to

National

her wishes and also decides to convert to some other religion, observed
the Calcutta high court

as it dealt with a matter relating to an interfaith

marriage.
The issue before the bench, headed by justice Sanjib Banerjee, pertained
to a petition by the father of a 19-year-old Hindu woman, who got married to
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a Muslim man and also converted to Islam.
While the father alleged pressure on his daughter, the woman recorded
her statement before a magistrate, stating that she married a person of her
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choice and would not want to go back to her parents.
As she was about to meet a district judge to record her statement finally, the
father submitted in the HC that he feared his daughter might not feel free
to testify. He pleaded that before she meets the judge, his apprehensions
regarding pressure on his daughter should be allayed.
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The bench accepted the father’s plea and directed for a meeting between
the woman and the additional public prosecutor of the HC on December 23

u
r
fo

before she finally records her statement. But at the same time, the bench, in
its order, said: “If an adult marries as per her choice and decides to convert
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and not return to her paternal house, there can be no interference in the
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matter.”

The case comes amid controversy over a stringent anti-conversion law in
UP which bans conversion by fraud, coercion, enticement or marriage.
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Vizag is best performing Municipal Corporation
Visakhapatnam has been selected as the Best Performing Municipal
Corporation in the annual awards announced by the Union Ministry of
Housing and Urban Affairs for implementing the Pradhan Mantri Awas
Yojana-Urban Mission. Announcing this here , GVMC Commissioner G.

National

Srijana said that Satraboina Durga, a housing beneficiary of Ward No. 50 of
Gajuwaka, was selected under the ‘best house construction’ category.
The GVMC officials said that the civic body has provided all the civic amenities
such as water supply, underground drainage, C.C roads, street-lighting and
the family is leading a happy life. The corporation will be receiving the award
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‘Inner-Line Permit is Centre’s biggest gift to Manipur’
Union Home Minister Amit Shah said the Inner-Line Permit (ILP) had been
the Centre’s biggest gift to Manipur since its statehood.
Implemented under the British-era Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation, the
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ILP is an official document issued to let an Indian citizen enter a protected

c
.
m

area for a limited period. Pressure groups in the northeast view this permit
as a shield against the entry of illegal immigrants.

“ILP was a long-standing demand of the people of Manipur. Prime Minister
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Narendra Modi ji thought denying ILP will be an injustice to the indigenous
people of Manipur. So, he gave it to the State in December last year. This is
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the biggest gift given by the Centre to Manipur since it was established as a
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State,” Mr. Shah said at a public function in State capital Imphal.
Apart from Manipur, ILP is needed in Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram and
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Nagaland. Several groups in Meghalaya have been demanding the
implementation of ILP.
Slams Congress

The Union Home Minister slammed the Congress for failing to solve the
problem of extremism in Manipur.
“No effort was made during the Congress rule to initiate peace process with
such groups or facilitate surrender of their members and people kept getting

National

killed. The BJP government has established peace in Manipur,” he said,
claiming peace agreements with most groups were signed after 2014.
“I believe the remaining groups, currently outside the purview of peace
process, will soon join the mainstream,” Mr. Shah said.
“There was a time when Manipur was known for bandhs and blockades.
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the people of Manipur that bandhs and blockades will be a thing of the past
and over the past three years, there was not a single bandh in the State,”
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he said.
He appealed to the State’s civil society groups to have faith in the government
and include Manipur’s development in their charter of demands.
The civil society organisations had said the people of Manipur would not
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accept any ethnic-based territorial council within Manipur. They said such an
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arrangement would create more political and ethnic problems in the State.
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Bank capital in India, Sri Lanka to fall more than in other
EMs’
Bank capital will shrink moderately in Asia’s emerging markets over the next
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two years with banks in India and Sri Lanka expected to post larger declines
in the absence of public or private funds injections, Moody’s Investors Service
said in its Emerging Markets Financial Institutions Outlook report.
“Non Performing Loans (NPLs) will rise most for banks in India and Thailand

m
o

because of the greater shock to their economies and the historically poor
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performance of certain loan types. In India, stress among non-bank financial
institutions will also curtail their capacity to lend,” it said.
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Moody’s said the tangible common equity to risk-weighted assets will remain
broadly unchanged or decrease modestly at most banks in emerging Asia
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over the next two years.
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“This will not be significant enough to prompt us to change our views on
most banks’ fundamental creditworthiness. Banks in India and Sri Lanka
could post larger capital declines without public or private capital injections,”
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Moody’s said.

Overall, terming the 2021 outlook for banks in emerging markets as negative,
Moody’s said the outlook for emerging markets insurers was stable.
Asset quality uncertainty
“The uncertain trajectory of asset quality is one of the biggest threats for
emerging market banks, as operating conditions remain challenging amid
the current health crisis,” it said.

Economy

“Profit growth will be modest because of low interest rates and subdued
lending, but lower loan volumes should aid capital,” said Moody’s MD Celina
Vansetti-Hutchins. “Additionally, banks’ lending and funding shifts in response
to flatter yield curve dynamics and low rates will also pressure net interest
margins,” Ms. Vansetti-Hutchins added.
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Consumer spending to rebound in 2021: Fitch
After a COVID-19 pandemic-led contraction in consumer spending in 2020,
household spending will return to growth in 2021, expanding by as much as
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6.6%, Fitch Solutions said.
Consumer spending in India is forecast to have contracted by 12.6% in
2020.
“While growth will return to positive in 2021, we do note the recovery will
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be slower than most countries, as a result of the significant contraction over
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2020,” it said. “Unemployment will remain heightened, while the effectiveness
of government support measures is questionable.”

Fitch Solutions forecast a return to pre-COVID-19 levels only over the second

u
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half of 2021 and 2022.

In nominal terms, total household spending will only be 1.2% higher than what
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it was in 2019 (Rs. 123 lakh crore in 2021, compared to Rs. 121.6 lakh crore
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in 2019), indicating the extent of the impact that the pandemic has had on
consumer spending.
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Fitch Solutions said the main categories will return to growth in 2021.
However, the economic impact of 2020 had created a significant base effect.
Food and non-alcoholic drinks were prioritised in household budgets in 2020
and so growth in spending on these items will be slightly lower than in 2020.

Amalgamation ensures stability, says DBS Bank India
The amalgamation of the erstwhile Lakshmi Vilas Bank (LVB) with DBS Bank

Economy

India Ltd. (DBIL) has ensured stability and better prospects for the former’s
depositors, customers and employees following a period of uncertainty, the
subsidiary of DBS Group Holdings Ltd. said .
“The amalgamation of LVB has enabled us to provide stability to LVB’s
depositors and employees,” said Surojit Shome, CEO, DBIL. “It also gives us
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access to a larger set of customers and cities where we do not currently have
a presence.”
The lender said interest rates on savings bank accounts and fixed deposits
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would be governed by the rates offered by the erstwhile LVB till further notice.
All LVB employees were now on the rolls of DBIL and would continue in
service, the Singapore-based group’s Indian banking unit said.
Systems integration
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“The DBS team is working closely with LVB colleagues to integrate LVB’s
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systems and network into DBS over the coming months,” DBIL said in a
statement.

“Once the integration is complete, customers will be able to access a wider

u
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range of products and services, including the full suite of DBS digital banking
services,” the bank added.
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‘India to surpass 350 mn 5G connections by 2026’
India, which has the highest average monthly mobile data traffic per

s
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smartphone, is expected to surpass 350 million 5G subscriptions by 2026,
accounting for 27% of all mobile subscriptions in the country, according to a
report by Swedish telecom equipment maker Ericsson.
As per the ‘The Ericsson Mobility Report 2020,’ four out of every ten mobile
subscriptions in 2026 will be 5G globally with 5G subscriptions forecast to
reach 3.5 billion. “In the India region, LTE (long-term evolution technology)
subscriptions are forecast to increase from 710 million in 2020 to 820 million

Economy

in 2026” by which time 3G will be phased out.
Based on the reported timeline for spectrum auction for 5G services, India
could have its first 5G connection in 2021, according to Nitin Bansal, head
of network solutions for the market area south east Asia, oceania and India,
Ericsson.
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The report added that in India, the reliance of people on mobile networks to
stay connected as well as work from home during the pandemic has resulted
in average traffic per smartphone user rising from 13.5 GB a month in 2019 to
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15.7 GB in 2020, the highest globally.

Indebtedness of states may hit decade-high of 36% this fiscal
says Crisil
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The lockdown and consequent slump in economic activity would raise States’
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indebtedness to at least 36% this fiscal, the highest in a decade, Crisil said in
a report. It attributed the trend to “falling GST collections and sticky revenue
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expenditure of States.” Its conclusions came from a study of the top 18 States,
which account for 90% of the aggregate GSDP.
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PMI shows manufacturing losing steam

The Purchasing Managers’ Index (PMI) for India’s manufacturing touched
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56.3 in November, signaling that even as an improvement in wider industrial
activity continued, the sector’s expansion as well as the pace of of new orders
slowed down while employment declined further as business optimism faded
during the month.
After hitting 58.9 in October, the highest in over a decade, November’s
manufacturing PMI marked a three-month low, IHS Markit, which compiles
the index, said .
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“Growth in the Indian manufacturing sector lost momentum in November, but
the latest PMI reading was still consistent with a sharp rate of expansion,” the
firm said in a release. “There were slower increases in factory orders, exports,
buying levels and output. Meanwhile, COVID-19 restrictions caused a further
drop in payroll numbers,” it added.
Though aggregate new orders rose at the slowest pace in three months, their
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growth was “stronger than any seen for eight years prior to September”, IHS
Markit noted and said export orders had also picked up last month, as per the
purchasing managers of 400 manufacturers it had surveyed.
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“Employment... decreased again as companies observed social distancing
guidelines. The rate of job shedding was solid and little-changed from October,”
the firm pointed out.
‘Safety stocks’
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“For now, firms are projecting sustained demand growth in the near-term and
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responded to this by lifting input buying to increase their safety stocks,” said
Pollyanna De Lima, Economics associate director at IHS Markit.

Interestingly, firms increased their purchases of inputs even as inventories

u
r
fo

of finished goods dwindled. Also, input costs saw a sharp increase “with the
overall rate of inflation the joint-strongest in two years”, with firms reporting
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higher prices for raw materials such as chemicals, metals, plastics and textiles,
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it said.

While India’s manufacturing sector remained on the recovery track, Ms. De
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Lima stressed that a spike in COVID-19 cases and the possibility of associated
restrictions could undermine the recovery and constituted a key uncertainty
that was weighing down business confidence.
“Business optimism faded slightly in November. Output growth is still predicted
for the year ahead, but concerns about public policies, rupee depreciation
and the COVID-19 pandemic dampened overall confidence,” the business
intelligence firm said.

Economy
Industry tells SC govt.’s payback scheme on interest is
‘arbitrary’
Industry and business sectors complained to the Supreme Court

that the

government’s decision to restrict its payback scheme to “small” borrowers
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“arbitrary.”
A Bench led by Justice Ashok Bhushan was hearing a host of pleas from
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various sectors for similar financial relief to help them overcome the stress
caused by the pandemic and lockdown.
So far, the payback scheme covers only MSME, education, housing, consumer
durables, credit card, auto, personal and consumption loans. Under this
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scheme, lenders have already returned over Rs. 4,300 crore as the difference
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in the compound interest and simple interest charged between March 1 and
August 31 (moratorium period). Ex-gratia payments had been made into 13.12
crore bank account as of November 13, the Supreme Court had noted from
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the government’s submission in a judgment on November 27.

However, industrial and business sectors, classified as “big” borrowers, have
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n

been seeking industry-specific relief rather than being left to the mercy of

a
r
i
p

individual lending institutions.

Senior advocate Kapil Sibal, for CREDAI, highlighted the need for the
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government and the Reserve Bank of India to understand the specific problems
faced by each industry during the pandemic.
Observing that some sectors such as pharma and digital platforms had done
well during the lockdown, Mr. Sibal said others such as real estate and retail
were in the doldrums. Clubbing distressed sectors with others would be a
violation of Article 14 of the Constitution.

Economy

Economy firmly on the path of a V-shaped recovery, says
govt.
India’s economy is firmly on the path of a V-shaped recovery after the collapse
in the first quarter, and further improvement is expected in the third quarter,
‘notwithstanding some moderation’ in November’s indicators, the Ministry of
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Finance said , attributing the recovery to the unlocking process along with
‘astute’ stimulus measures.
The prospects of a second wave of COVID-19 infections, however, remains
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the key downside risk to the economy, with ‘Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Delhi probably facing their second and third
waves’ in November, the ministry said.
“However, there is a growing cautious optimism that the steep plunges of
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April-June quarter may not resurface with significant progress in vaccines
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and contact intensive sectors increasingly adapting to a virtual normal,” the
ministry said in a monthly economic report. “The prospects of a vaccine are
encouraging but we need to remain on guard till it is approved and permeates
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to a large section of the population,” it added, urging people to follow COVIDappropriate behaviour and maintain safety protocols earnestly.
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Arguing that inflation, which had risen to 7.61% in October, may have peaked,
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the Department of Economic Affairs in the ministry said consumer price
inflation was likely to ‘decelerate gradually’ as base effects would kick in, and
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food inflation was expected to cool thanks to a good kharif harvest.

RBI halts HDFC Bank from issuing new credit cards
HDFC Bank said the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) had issued an order asking
the bank to temporarily stop all new digital banking initiatives and sourcing of
new credit card customers.
The order, issued, comes after certain incidents of outages in the Internet
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banking / mobile banking / payment utilities of the bank over the past two
years, the latest of which occurred on November 21 due to a power failure in
the primary data centre, HDFC Bank said. “In addition, the order states that
the bank’s Board [must] examine the lapses and fix accountability. The above
measures shall be considered for lifting upon satisfactory compliance with
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filing.
India’s largest private sector bank said that over the past two years it had
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taken several measures to fortify its IT systems and would continue to ‘work
swiftly to close out the balance and would continue to engage with the banking
regulator in this regard’.
“The bank has been taking conscious, concrete steps to remedy the recent
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outages on its digital banking channels and assures its customers that it
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expects the current supervisory action will have no impact on its existing credit
cards, digital banking channels and existing operations,” it said. It added these
measures would not materially impact its overall business.
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The stock fell 2.13% on the BSE to Rs. 1,377.05 and was the biggest loser on
the Bankex.
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‘India can be a $100-bn PCBA hub by 2026’
India has the potential to become a $100 billion global manufacturing and
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export hub for printed circuit board assembly (PCBA) by 2026 — a key to
reducing dependency on China, which is currently the world’s largest exporter,
the India Cellular & Electronics Association (ICEA) and EY said in a report.
All electronic devices from mobile phones to air conditioners derive their
functionality and intelligence from the PCBA, which constitutes up to 50% of
the cost of manufacturing.
“If support of 6% on exports of PCBAs can be provided, by 2025-26, the

Economy

cumulative PCBA export for India can be about $109 billion,” ICEA and EY
said.

‘Carefully monitoring’ Brahmaputra developments: India
India said it “carefully monitors all developments on the Brahmaputra” river,
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even as Beijing said it was its “legitimate right” to develop hydropower projects
on the lower reaches of the river.
A State-run Chinese hydropower firm, POWERCHINA, is planning to build the
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first downstream dam on the Brahmaputra, known as the Yarlung Zangbo in
Tibet.
Officials from the firm said last week that they were eyeing the enormous
potential of the river’s “Great Bend” just across the border from Arunachal
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Pradesh in Tibet’s Medog County, where the river falls over a 2,000-metre
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drop before turning to flow into India. While China in 2015 operationalised its
first hydropower project at Zangmu in Tibet and is constructing three other
dams at Dagu, Jiexu and Jiacha, these are run-of-the-river dams on the upper

u
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and middle reaches. The proposed new dam is also likely to be a run-of-theriver hydropower project that will not divert water, but will be the first on the
lower reaches.
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, China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying said “it is China’s
legitimate right to carry out hydropower station development in the lower

s
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reaches of the Yarlung Zangbo river.”
“China has always held a responsible attitude towards the development and
utilisation of cross-border rivers and adopted the policy of simultaneously
developing and protecting cross-border rivers,” she said. “Any project we
undertake will go through scientific planning and research and we fully consider
the impact on the downstream areas, taking into account the interests of
both the upstream and the downstream. At present, the development of a

Economy

hydropower station at the lower reaches of the Yarlung Zangbo river is still in
the early planning and research stage, and there is no need to interpret too
much into it.”
It remains unclear whether technical feasibility studies will allow construction to
go ahead, as POWERCHINA is not the first company to propose a downstream
dam and previous projects did not take off.
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Ms. Hua said China had “for a long time carried out good cooperation with
India and Bangladesh in flood reporting, flood control, disaster relief, and
emergency management” and “will maintain communication with India and
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Bangladesh through existing channels”.
Asked about China’s plans, External Affairs Ministry spokesperson Anurag
Srivastava said at his weekly briefing that the “government carefully monitors
all developments on the Brahmaputra river.”
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User rights
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“As a lower riparian State with considerable established user rights to the
waters of the trans-border rivers, the government has consistently conveyed its
views and concerns to the Chinese authorities and has urged them to ensure
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that the interests of downstream States are not harmed by any activities in
upstream areas,” he said. “The Chinese side has conveyed to us on several
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occasions that they are only undertaking run-of-the-river hydropower projects
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which do not involve diversion of the waters of the Brahmaputra. Various issues
relating to trans-border rivers are discussed with China under the ambit of an

s
a

institutionalised Expert Level Mechanism which was established in 2006, as
well as through diplomatic channels. We intend to remain engaged with China
on the issue of trans-border rivers to safeguard our interests.”

RBI tightens oversight of NBFCs, UCBs
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) announced the introduction of risk-based
internal audit norms for large urban cooperative banks (UCBs) and non-
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banking financial companies (NBFCs), as part of measures aimed at improving
governance and assurance functions at supervised entities.
The RBI also moved to harmonise the guidelines on appointment of statutory
auditors for commercial banks, UCBs and NBFCs in order to improve the
quality of financial reporting.
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Observing that the growing significance of NBFCs and their interlinkages with
different parts of the financial system had made it imperative to enhance the
sector’s resilience, RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das said, it had been decided
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to put in place transparent criteria for the declaration of dividends by different
categories of NBFCs.
Systemic risk potential
“Further, the current regulatory regime for the NBFC sector, built on the

m
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principle of proportionality, warrants a review,” Mr. Das said. “It is felt that a
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scale-based regulatory approach linked to the systemic risk contribution of
NBFCs could be the way forward,” he added.

The RBI would remain strongly committed to preserving the stability of
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the financial sector and would do whatever was necessary, the Governor
asserted.
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“While we are constantly focussed on strengthening the regulations and

a
r
i
p

deepening our supervision, financial sector entities like banks and NBFCs
should also give highest priority to quality of governance, risk management
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and internal controls,” Mr. Das stressed. “They are the first line of defence in
matters relating to financial sector stability,” he said.
With a view to deepening financial markets, regional rural banks would be
allowed to access the liquidity adjustment facility (LAF) and marginal standing
facility (MSF) of the RBI, as also the call/notice money market.
Secure digital payments
To significantly improve the ecosystem of digital payment channels with robust
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security and convenience for users, the RBI has proposed to issue Digital
Payment Security Controls directions for the regulated entities.
“These directions will contain requirements for robust governance,
implementation and monitoring of certain minimum standards on common
security controls for channels like Internet and mobile banking and card
payments,” he said. Justifying the RBI’s action on HDFC Bank, he said there
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was a need for all banks and financial entities to invest more in their IT systems
so that public confidence was maintained.
On an RBI panel’s recommendation that corporates may be allowed to open
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banks, Mr. Das said, “The report of the internal working group is now in
the public domain. We will receive comments. After getting comments from
various stakeholders we will examine the whole matter and take a considered
decision. That is how it stands”.
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He also indicated that the crisis at Punjab & Maharashtra Cooperative Bank
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(PMC) appeared headed for an early resolution based on a positive response
from prospective investors.
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‘Accommodative’ stance to help revive durable growth:
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bankers
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The decision of the Reserve Bank of India’s Monetary Policy Committee to
continue with its accommodative stance this fiscal as well as the next would
ensure sustainable economic growth, bankers said.
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“The RBI policy of maintaining the status quo was expected but the continued
forward guidance of an extended accommodative stance will continue to serve
the markets well,” State Bank of India Chairman Dinesh Khara said.
IBA Chairman and Union Bank of India’s MD and CEO Raj Kiran Rai G said
that the RBI had clearly indicated continuation of accommodative stance during
the current financial year and into the next financial year to revive growth on a
durable basis while containing inflation in the prescribed range.
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“This gives clarity to the market on the rate front. Evolving macroeconomic
dynamics augur well for maintaining the status quo on policy rates,” he said.
Punjab National Bank’s MD and CEO CH.S.S Mallikarjuna Rao said the
elevation in consumer prices had been acknowledged by the RBI as a sign
of economic activity getting normalised, which could lead to increase in
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HDFC Bank’s Chief Economist Abheek Barua said the absence of any major
liquidity absorption measures in the midst of a prolonged inflationary episode
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and the upward revision of both growth and inflation forecasts were somewhat
puzzling.
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Farmers firm on repeal of agri laws
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Dimming hopes of a compromise, a joint front of protesting farmer groups
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rejected the Centre’s proposals to amend the three contentious agriculture
laws and called for a ‘Bharat Bandh’ on December 8 to widen the agitation.
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The front reiterated the farmers’ demand for a total repeal of the three Central
laws.
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The announcement by the Samyukt Kisan Morcha came ahead of a crucial
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round of talks, scheduled, between the joint front of farmer unions and top
Central Ministers, tasked with negotiating a deal with the protesters.
‘Unanimous decision’
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Addressing a press conference at the Singhu border here, the Morcha leaders
said the decision to seek a repeal of the three laws was reached unanimously
after two rounds of talks — the first between the leaders of Punjab farmers
organisations and the second with farmers’ unions across the country.
Bharatiya Kisan Union (Lakhowal) general-secretary Harvinder Singh
Lakhowal, who presided over the morning meetings, said the farmer unions
had given a call for a ‘Bharat Bandh’ on December 8, besides deciding to burn
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the effigies of the Modi government and corporate houses on December 5.
Mr. Lakhowal said sportspersons and other dignitaries would return their
medals to the government on December 7 as a mark of protest. He said toll
barriers across the country would be made “free” for a day on a later date.
He added that farmer unions would also attempt to close the two highways
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DECEMBER
2020

VOL.76

RBI holds rates, sees FY GDP contraction at 7.5%
The Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
left benchmark interest rates unchanged and retained an ‘accommodative’
stance as it prioritised support for the economy over ‘sticky’ inflation amid the
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COVID-19 pandemic.
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The MPC kept the RBI’s key lending rate, the repo rate, steady at 4%.

The central bank has slashed the repo rate by 115 basis points since late
March to cushion the economy from the fallout of the COVID-19 crisis,

u
r
fo

including the lockdowns to check the spread of the coronavirus.
The RBI also brightened its outlook for the economy, projecting that the GDP
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contraction would narrow to 7.5% for the financial year ending in March
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2021, a full 2 percentage points shallower than the 9.5% it had forecast in
October.
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Citing the improvement in activity in the second quarter, it projected GDP
would return to growth of 0.1% in Q3, and expand 0.7% in Q4.
The risks to its estimates were “broadly balanced”, the RBI added.projected
that growth would rebound in the first half of 2021-22 to between (+)21.9%
to (+)6.5%.
“There is considerable optimism on successes in vaccine trials,” the MPC
said in its statement.

Economy

“Consumers remain optimistic about the outlook, and business sentiment of
manufacturing firms is gradually improving,” the statement said.

Bihar procurement at snail’s pace, farmers forced to sell
paddy much below MSP
THE MAJORITY of farmers in Bihar, who have harvested their paddy crop
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this season, have no option but to sell their produce at rates much below
the Minimum Support Price of Rs 1,868 per quintal in open market, largely
because of delayed and slow procurement by the state government’s nodal
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procurement agency, Primary Agriculture Credit Society (PACS).
Although the official date to start the paddy procurement process is November
15, this year it started only a week ago in nine of the 32 districts. So far,
793 MT paddy has been procured – against the target of 30 lakh MT – said
officials involved in the procurement process.
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According to official estimates, more than 80 per cent of farmers in the
state have already harvested their paddy crop. On an average, the state
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grows around 1.60 crore MT paddy every year, out of which the government
procures around 30 lakh MT paddy. In 2019-20, however, it procured a little
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over 20 lakh MT paddy from over 27 lakh farmers.
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Several farmers told The Indian Express that they had to sell their paddy for
Rs 800-Rs 1,200 per quintal in open market, although the MSP is Rs 1,868
per quintal, as the procurement process is yet to begin in their areas.
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R R Roy, of Pipra village in Banka, said, “My paddy is ready but there is no
place to preserve it and wait for the PACS procurement to get underway.
Local traders have been exploiting farmers by giving much less price than
MSP.”

A farmer from Dinara accused the PACS of delaying the procurement process
deliberately so that most farmers sell out their paddy. “In some cases, local
traders would get receipt of paddy sale from farmers who have already

Economy

sold their paddy to local traders by offering them Rs 50-Rs 100 per quintal.
PACS does transfer MSP amount to farmers, who would return money to the
brokers,” alleged the farmer.
Many farmers from other areas also accused local traders of similar modus
operandi.
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Shambhu Sen, who is in charge of the paddy procurement process in Bihar,
said, “It is true that there has been some delay in procurement but we have
started it in some nine districts. We have procured 793 MT paddy so far.
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Procurement will speed up in the coming days.
Ramesh C Choubey, chairman of Bihar State Cooperative Bank, which assists
the PACS to procure paddy in the form of loans, said, “It is true that paddy
procurement should ideally start from November 15 but there are moisture
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issues.”
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However, Alok Kumar, a Rohtas farmer, said: “We do not understand PACS’
logic of citing higher moisture of paddy to delay procurement. Let PACS
deduct some amount on count of higher moisture. Local traders alone stand
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to gain from the state government’s apathy… ”

Bharat Singh of Tarapur, Munger, said the state government should engage

t
n

multiple agencies – like in UP and some other states – for paddy procurement.
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“This would give more options to the farmers. MSP is a false promise as
the state government procures paddy from less than 20 per cent farmers…
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Farmers have to stand united to force the central government to make a law
ensuring MSP even in open market,” he said.

Manufacturing, services lead recovery: SBI
Recovery in gross domestic product (GDP) has been led by manufacturing
and the largest components of the services sector such as trade, hotels,
transport and communication, the economic research department of State
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Bank of India (SBI) said in a report.
The nominal GDP loss narrowed to Rs. 2 lakh crore in Q2 FY21, fromRs.
11.1 lakh crore in Q1, the department said in its report titled ‘Six months after
unlock’.
Manufacturing had minimised its losses by 91% from Q1, the services sector
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by 43% andthe trade sub-segment by 80%,it said.
“This is quite obvious given the movement of freight traffic in Q2,” said Soumya
Kanti Ghosh, group chief economic adviser, SBI. “During November, the
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business activity index showed persistent modest improvement in economic
momentum,” he added.
Weekly food arrival data for November showed an increase in the arrival of
cereals and vegetables to some extent but pulses and fruits saw declines
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after recording a modest improvement in October.
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In November, GST revenue was 1.4% higher than the year-earlier period.
“The positive trend, which started from September, has sustained,” it said.

However, States’ market borrowings had risen 46% compared with the year-
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earlier period, indicating the persisting stress in their revenue, it said.
“India’s agri and metal exports have bucked the trend and stayed upbeat.
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Pharma exports have also stayed positive. Meanwhile, imports have shown
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a broad-based decline,” it added.

Stating that India had now accumulated huge foreign exchange reserves,
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it said excluding gold, India now had the fourth largest foreign currency
reserves.

SBI’s research team also mentioned the possibility of a ‘mild’ second COVID19 wave in January, February.

Telcos urge govt. to spell out 5G policy
Telecom industry leaders urged the Centre to spell out the policy framework
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and standards that would enable an expeditious roll-out of 5G technology in
the country and help ensure the success of the ‘Digital India’ initiative.
Cautioning against adopting India-specific standards on 5G, Bharti Airtel’s
India and South Asia CEO Gopal Vittal told participants at the India Mobile
Congress 2020 that the country risked isolating itself from the larger world of
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communications.
‘Existential threat’
“There is sometimes talk of India having its own 5G standards. This is an
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existential threat which could lock India out of a global ecosystem and slow
down the pace of innovation. We would have let our citizens down if you
allow that to happen,” Mr. Vittal asserted.
Jio’s 5G launch
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Speaking earlier at the inaugural session, attended by Prime Minister
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Narendra Modi and Communications and IT minister Ravi Shankar Prasad,
Reliance Industries Chairman Mukesh Ambani also pressed for policy
measures to expedite the early roll-out of 5G and to ensure access to
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affordable smartphones to 300 million mobile subscribers “trapped in the 2G
era”.
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Reliance Jio, he hinted, was eyeing introduction of its 5G services “powered
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by indigenously developed network, hardware and technology components”
in the second half of 2021.
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In his address, Mr. Vittal asserted that when it concerned technology, standards
determined an ecosystem. Citing the case of GSM and CDMA technologies,
he said while CDMA was a better technology, GSM had won as it had gained
wider acceptance with more companies in the world embracing it. “So, GSM
won because it became part of the global ecosystem, and CDMA died,” he
added.
“We have to set aside our differences and be part of one: the private sector

Economy

— telcos, equipment players, device players, manufacturing companies,
IT companies, everyone can benefit as the growth of technology makes
us all more productive. So, we should collectively sign on to create a 5G
ecosystem,” Mr. Vittal said.
Also, to deliver the vision of Digital India, there was a need for enabling
policies that kept the access to technology affordable, he said. “If we as
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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India and leverage this to re-imagine our businesses by having a single
and predictable policy environment, the entrepreneurial energy of India will
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develop digital India,” Mr. Vittal added.

Discretionary consumption will bounce back in 2021: CEA
Chief Economic Adviser Krishnamurthy Subramanian expects discretionary
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consumption to bounce back in 2021, along with spending on sectors affected
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by social distancing norms, given the promise of COVID-19 vaccines bringing
the pandemic under control.
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The CEA also said the advent of the Joe Biden administration and a change
in the U.S.’ stance on trade would benefit India.
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“There are two key areas that we would be watching — climate change
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and trade. I expect the Biden administration to go back to the traditional,
more long-run thinking on this and that would be good for the world. India,
especially, would be benefiting from the change in stance on trade because
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it has always played by the rules in the world order,” Dr. Subramanian said.
“I do expect India to work closely with the Biden administration to bring about
more prosperity to the world,” he said in a discussion on ‘Who will lead the
global recovery?’ at the 2020 Milken Institute Asia Summit morning.
The use of vaccines could help hasten herd immunity and the pandemic was
likely to come under control in the coming year, he said.
“Sectors that have been affected by the need for social distancing will definitely
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see demand coming up. Moreover, crises are periods where economic
uncertainty increases and... households typically go into a savings mode.
That affects discretionary consumption. I do expect that to revive as well, and
a lot of pent-up demand on discretionary consumption and sectors affected
by social distancing,” Dr. Subramanian added.
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India witnessed a spike in adoption of AI in 2020: PwC.
India witnessed the highest increase in the adoption of Artificial Intelligence
(AI)-driven technologies in 2020 compared with the U.S., U.K. and Japan,
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said PwC India. Over 90% of Indian enterprises surveyed by PwC are
implementing or planning to invest in AI solutions or technologies to address
business challenges brought in by the pandemic, as per the consulting firm.
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ADB narrows India’s FY21 GDP contraction projection to 8%
The Asian Development Bank (ADB)

upgraded its forecast for the Indian

economy, projecting 8% contraction in 2020-21 as compared to 9% estimated
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earlier, on the back of a faster-than-expected recovery.

Observing that the economy had begun to normalise, the Asian Development
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Outlook (ADO) Supplement said the second quarter contraction at 7.5% was
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better-than-expected.

The economy contracted by 23.9% in the June quarter on account of the
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impact of the COVID-19s pandemic.
“The GDP forecast... is upgraded from 9.0% contraction to 8.0%, with GDP
in H2 probably restored to its size a year earlier,” the ADB said. It retained its
growth projection for the next fiscal at 8%.
Highlighting that India was recovering more rapidly than expected, the ADB
said the earlier South Asia forecast of 6.8% contraction was upgraded to ()6.1% in line with an improved projection for India.
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South Asia to rebound
Growth will return in 2021-22, at 7.2% in South Asia, the Asian lender
added.
Earlier this month, Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Governor Shaktikanta Das
had said the economy was recuperating faster than anticipated and that the
growth rate was likely to turn positive in the second half of the current financial
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year.
Inflation, the ADB said, was expected to ease in the coming months, and
maintained the 4% projection for 2021-22.
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Supply chain disruptions had taken food inflation to an average of 9.1% in
the first 7 months of 2020-21, pushing headline inflation to 6.9% in the same
period, the regional lender said.
As a result, the ADB raised India’s inflation projection for the current fiscal to
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5.8%, from 4.5%.
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‘India’s containerised trade shrank 8% in Q3’
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India’s containerised trade contracted by about 8% in Q3 (July-September),
integrated shipping company Maersk said in a report. Container shipments,
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however, rose 31% from the preceding quarter indicating trade is on a path
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of recovery, it said.

Exports rose 14%, buoyed by rising demand for Indian textiles and apparels
especially in the North American markets, and surged 47% quarter-on-quarter
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(Q-o-Q). Imports, however, contracted 28% from a year earlier.
Demand shocks

“Owing to staggered supply and demand shocks across geographies,
combined with challenging economic indicators in Q2 and Q3, Indian
containerised trade has been severely impacted,” Maersk said. “Whereas
exports have recovered strongly, imports remain subdued,” it added.
“Changing patterns in retail behaviours are reshaping supply chain trends
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to an extraordinary extent, leading to a growing focus on risk mitigation and
resilience-building,” said Steve Felder, Managing Director, Maersk South
Asia.
Most recent trends indicate an overall recovery of trade will begin in the first
half of 2021, Maersk said.
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Centre set to unveil ‘ambitious’ PSE divestment policy:
Bajaj
The new public sector enterprises policy for strategic disinvestment is far
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more ambitious than most would ‘anticipate’, Economic Affairs Secretary
Tarun Bajaj said .
Conceding that the policy, promised in May, had been delayed, Mr. Bajaj said
the government didn’t want to do something ‘routine’.
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“Let me say the policy will be very ambitious, more than what is anticipated
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by all of you,” he told participants at FICCI’s AGM. “It will happen very soon
[and mark] a first time in India. This would bring a paradigm change in the
way people think in the government,” he added.
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Asked if public sector banks would be included, Mr. Bajaj said that Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman had already mentioned that even strategic
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sectors would have only one to four public sector players. “The rest will be
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privatised,” he said.

Observing that there had been some ‘cooling off’ in economic activity after
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the festive season, Mr. Bajaj said things hadn’t gone down as much as
expected.

“There will be a few blips here and there, but we are positive and cautiously
optimistic,” he added.
‘Growth’ would drive the review of the monetary policy framework due in
March, he hinted, when asked if the current inflation targeting framework
could be revisited.

Economy

“We will make sure that we have taken care of the factor that targeting has
not affected the policy options... we will take adequate steps to ensure growth
happens,” he said.

N.K. Singh calls for a fresh look at the Seventh Schedule
Fifteenth Finance Commission chairman N.K. Singh has called for a fresh look
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at the Constitution’s Seventh Schedule, which forms the basis for allocating
subjects to the Centre and States, and hinted at the need to fill an ‘institutional
vacuum’ created by the abolition of the Planning Commission.
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Mr. Singh also stressed that a co-ordination mechanism between the Finance
Commission and the GST Council had now become an ‘inescapable necessity’
as both were constitutional bodies dealing with revenue and grappling with
‘unsettled questions’.
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“The symmetry in the working of the GST Council and the Finance Commission
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deserves serious consideration,” Mr. Singh said at FICCI’s annual general
meeting .

“The Finance Commissions look at projections of expenditure and revenue,
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but issues of GST rates exemptions, changes, and implementation of the
indirect taxes are entirely within the domain of the GST Council. This leads to

t
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unsettled questions on the ways to monitor, scrutinise and optimise revenue
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outcomes,” Mr. Singh noted.

A month after the Commission submitted its report to the government, following
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extended consultations with States, Mr. Singh said States were keen to have
a different kind of ‘a policy-based consultative forum’ with the Centre beyond
the Niti Aayog and the National Development Council.
“With the abolition of the Planning Commission, many economists and policy
makers have argued about an institutional vacuum. We need to give serious
consideration for a consultative forum for credible policy dialogue between
the Centre and the States,” he said.
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Rebuilding Trust
Urging a review of both the Seventh Schedule and Article 282 of the
Constitution so as to give more flexibility to States in implementing centrally
sponsored schemes, Mr. Singh said these issues needed urgent consideration
to reinforce trust in fiscal federalism.
“Many have argued that the trust between various forms of government is
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waning. Are there new seeds of suspicion and mistrust? Are the existing
arrangements governing Centre-State relations — legislative, executive and
financial — envisaged in the Constitution adequate to meet the aspirations
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of Indian society?” he asked.
Mr. Singh also seemed to back the idea of linking the grant of fiscal headroom
to States meeting specific reform outcomes, a term of reference for the
Commission.
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‘AUM of NBFCs heading for contraction in FY21’

Heading for a contraction in the current fiscal, the first time in more than
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a decade, assets under management (AUM) of non-banking financial
companies (NBFCs) are set to grow again at a relatively subdued 5-6% next
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fiscal. The turnaround will be led by larger entities with stronger parentage,
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top executives at CRISIL said.

“Despite an estimated GDP growth of 10% next fiscal, the overall NBFC
sector growth is likely to be slower because access to funding remains a
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challenge due to concerns about the impact of the pandemic on asset quality.”
Gurpreet Chhatwal, president, CRISIL Ratings, said in a web conference.
“Additionally, competition is expected to be more intense from banks which
are flush with low-cost deposits and better placed with improved capital
buffer than in the previous years,” he added.
While growth would be a challenge in the near term, it is significant to watch
out how asset quality pans out as we approach the next fiscal, Mr. Chhatwal
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said.

Centre working on framework for widening credit push:
Kant
Niti Aayog CEO Amitabh Kant said that India’s private credit-to-GDP ratio
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was the lowest among its global peers and that the government was in the
process of putting in place a framework for a credit push towards untapped
segments.
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Addressing a virtual event organised by the Global Alliance for Mass
Entrepreneurship (GAME), Mr. Kant said that the credit scenario in India in
recent years, for a greater part, had been seen as a drag on the economy.
“India’s private credit-to-GDP is the lowest among its global peers. Countries
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such as China and South Korea have had tremendous growth, massive
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improvement in their living standard on the back of high leverage.

“Even Vietnam’s recent development has been partially a result of growth in
its private debt,” he said.
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Mr. Kant also said micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) play a
crucial role in providing employment but their credit needs are largely unmet
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by the formal financial sector.
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“The government is in the process of putting frameworks and protocols in
place for credit to be pushed to segments that have largely been untapped,”
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he said.

‘Flexible regulation’

Noting that financial inclusion depended on the regulatory environment, Mr.
Kant said, “While a new business model will be required to fill the current
gap in achieving the necessary credit flow, there is a need to change the
regulation as and when required.”
The entire process would require bringing all stakeholders such as banking
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and industry professionals, together, he added.
MSME needs
Mr. Kant said the MSME sector would have more credit needs going forward.
So, more innovative methods would be key. He said the sector’s credit gap
was estimated to be Rs. 25 lakh crore.
Mr. Kant said the financial sector was undergoing a massive change and
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“Over the past few years, there has been a flood of fintech (financial
technology) players, which are bringing transformational change in the way
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‘India needs data, taxation norms to tap opportunities’
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Tata Sons Chairman N. Chandrasekaran said he saw “limitless opportunities”
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for India, but added that the government needed to establish regulatory
standards on data and taxation, while the industry had to think of projects on
a bigger scale to capitalise on the chances that would come in a post-COVID

u
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world.

Addressing the FICCI AGM, Mr. Chandrasekaran noted that India’s GDP
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would likely grow at 11% in fiscal 2022, after a significant contraction this
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year. “While this rebound looks spectacular, we all recognise it is coming on
the back of a real loss of output, which means we will need to not only recover,
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but accelerate. And I believe, given the opportunities and the trends that we
see, we can definitely achieve this and much higher levels of growth.”
Highlighting trends such as digital and data, rush towards renewables and
decoupling of the U.S. and China, Mr. Chandrasekaran said he saw limitless
opportunities for India in these trends.
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Alstom’s India unit keeps metro trains across the globe
rolling
Alstom recently completed the manufacture of the 500th metro train car from
its facility in Sri City, Andhra Pradesh. To boost output, Alstom has doubled
its production plans in India to 480 metro train cars per annum, said Alain
Spohr , managing director, India & South Asia. Edited excerpts:
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Tell us about your Indian journey?
Our manufacturing journey in India started with the Chennai Metro order in
2010. This led to the setting up of a state-of-the-art rolling stock manufacturing
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facility in Sri City in November 2013. Since its inception, Alstom has been
catering not just to the domestic [market], but also international projects such
as metro rail for Sydney and Montreal.
As of 2019, Alstom had successfully delivered 420 metro train sets to some
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of India’s major cities such as Chennai, Lucknow and Kochi. The company
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employs 600 people at Sri City.

Are you back to pre-COVID levels in terms of production?

Yes, I’m happy to share that we are back to the pre-COVID levels of production
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across all our manufacturing facilities. With Unlock 1.0, our teams persevered
to restart with an undeterred spirit, following all necessary permissions and
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keeping safety as a priority by adhering to government protocols.

a
r
i
p

Having reached the pre-COVID levels, what are your production plans
?
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Our Sri City facility is a ‘factory of the future’, fuelling our metro journey. It
can build at least four variants of metro train sets simultaneously. With the
growing demand, we have doubled the capacity of this factory to manufacture
40 cars per month or 480 cars per annum, making it one of the largest in the
country for metro train manufacturing.
Additionally, our expansion plans are also progressing as per schedule. For
example, we have commenced work on building a new site for components
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manufacturing in Coimbatore. The current site operations will be moved into
the new premise which is expected to be operational in the first quarter of
next year.
Your export strategy?
India is a very credible market for engineering and manufacturing. Alstom,
in India, not only caters to domestic needs but also delivers engineering,
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Our Coimbatore facility for rolling stock components, which specialises in
designing, manufacturing and testing traction and electrical components,
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also exports to many countries including France, Belgium, Italy and Poland.
What is the order book position?
Alstom has established a strong presence in India and is proud to be part
of Indian Railway’s modernisation efforts. This year, Alstom has started
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deliveries of the 12,000 HP WAG-12 electric locomotives to Indian Railways.
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As per plan, we will deliver 75 units in FY 20/21. Starting next fiscal, we will
deliver 100 units annually.
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Other than the ambitious electric locomotive project, we are also executing
electrification, signalling and telecommunications systems for over 343 km
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along the Eastern phase of the ambitious Dedicated Freight Corridor.
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In line with the Centre’s Make-in-India initiative, we have been investing
heavily in the country to produce rolling stock and components and delivering
engineering services to various global sites.
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The ongoing projects are: rolling stocks for Mumbai Metro Line 3; infrastructure
projects for Mumbai, Pune, Bengaluru and Jaipur; and signalling projects for
Mumbai, Pune and Jaipur.
What was the feedback from Sydney Metro about the Indian-made cars?
Sydney Metro’s Northwest line was our first export order for rolling stock
manufactured at Sri City and a follow-up order from Sydney for their new
lines is a testimony to the confidence that global customers have in Alstom’s
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India manufacturing capabilities.
Having clocked more than 5.7 million kilometres until October 2020, Sydney
Metro has been successfully running without any major breakdowns.
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‘Bond’ with the best
Are you among those bitten by the painful debt mutual fund episodes
between late 2018 and 2020? Have you once again reluctantly moved to
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the comfort that bank fixed deposits (FDs) offer but crib about the low rates?
Take comfort from the fact that there are other better, and more sound debt
options emerging. Most of them are indeed market-linked, but without the
high credit risk or liquidity risk that you may have experienced in the last few
years in mutual funds (MFs). Here are five such options:
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For income earners

Floating Rate Savings Bonds 2020, issued by RBI, is among the best-
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guaranteed investment products for the current interest scenario. That it is
floating rate means that your interest is not the same over the seven-year
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tenure.
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However, given that we are at a low-interest scenario now and the current
rate of 7.15% is pegged at 35 basis points above the NSC rate, you can
secure a higher rate with this instrument as rates move up in future. This is
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an ideal option for those seeking some regular income.
While this instrument is supposed to be made available in SBI and other
major banks, you may need to push your banker to offer this to you.
For those a little more adventurous and used to capital markets (and having a
demat account), buying treasury bills and gilts (government securities) through
the primary auction is now possible even for retail investors. Treasury bills
with tenures of 91, 182 and 364 days, and longer tenure gilts are available
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on primary issue. You can check with your broker whether the same is made
available through them. A minimum amount for a bid is Rs. 10,000. This is
an auction, which means you will know the ‘yield’ only after the competitive
bidding process.
For more seasoned investors, longer dated gilts are available in the secondary
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market as well. These can offer safety and interest income. However, as
discussed below, if you lock into these in a low-interest scenario, they won’t
make for good income products. For those who believe safety is paramount,

DECEMBER
2020

VOL.76

these can be great options, provided you understand how prices move in the
debt market.
Growth options
In the mutual fund space, while credit and liquidity risk has painted a bleak
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picture on the safety of debt funds, the industry has also been coming up with
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quality products with lower risk.

The Bharat Bond ETF and the Nifty CPSE Bond Plus SDL are examples. The
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Bharat Bond ETF from the Edelweiss house, which invests in high-quality
PSU bonds, is India’s first fixed maturity ETF.
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It allows you to simply hold the ETF till maturity or sell the ETF in the exchange
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when you need liquidity.

The Nifty CPSE Bond Plus SDL ETF from Nippon India is also a target
maturity debt ETF. Its portfolio, however, will have an equal mix of PSU bonds
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and State development loans (SDL); the latter typically carries high coupon.
What is to be noted in these two products is that they significantly reduce
credit risk and liquidity risk but not interest-rate risk.
That means their prices will swing to interest rate changes. Like all other debt
instruments, their prices will rally when rates fall and move up when rates
increase. So, the key to look for is the ‘yield’ in these bonds.
Enter when rates rise

Economy

If you want to simply buy and hold, it makes sense to enter such bonds when
rates move up.
That way, you will be buying at lower prices and lock into higher yields for
the rest of the period. This strategy is ideal for those who wish to buy and
hold them. Both these products hold potential to generate higher returns than
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your FDs with higher tax efficiency (long-term capital gain indexation benefit
if held for more than three years).
What you should know, though, is that you can have marked-to-market losses
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in these products during the tenure of your holding. But if you hold them to
maturity, your returns will be close to the yield at the time of your entry.
The biggest upside is their liquidity. You can sell them at any time. You will
need a demat account to invest in these exchange-traded funds. However,
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these schemes are also available in a fund-of-fund structure for those who
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don’t have, or want, a demat account.
Retirement option
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The NPS Tier II account, although not a tax-saving option, provides a great
opportunity to build wealth.
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Specifically, the corporate bond (C) and government bond (G) are quality
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options for long-term debt allocation. Their credit risk is minimal, albeit with
ups and downs, so the rate cycle will be felt in the value. But this evens out
over the long term.
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The two most attractive features here are the liquidity (no lock-in like with NPS
Tier I) and the low cost (compared with mutual funds). Of course, you cannot
have an NPS Tier II account, without opening Tier I. The other limitation is
that the taxation of Tier II is still unclear.
All these options are at their early stage of product lifecycle and you will see
them evolve and deepen the debt market. For retail investors, they can be
good vehicles to ride, without (or almost without) fear of defaults.

Economy
CII urges Centre to disinvest aggressively, monetise assets
The Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) has urged the government to look
at fiscal management from a three-year perspective, as complete recovery
was expected only in FY22.
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In its recommendations for the Union Budget, it has also suggested aggressive
disinvestment, including bringing down stake in majority public sector banks
(PSBs) to below 50%, as well as monetisation of assets.
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The industry association submitted its recommendations to Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman . “CII has suggested that the Budget proposals should
focus on growth, and alongside, look at fiscal management from a threeyear perspective. “Aggressive disinvestment and monetisation of assets can
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augment government revenues at a time when tax revenues have fallen
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sharply,” Uday Kotak, president, CII, said.

He added that the Centre should prioritise expenditure in three areas —
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infrastructure, healthcare and sustainability — and that the Budget proposals
should address critical areas of boosting private investments and providing
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support for employment generation. The representative body has suggested
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that healthcare expenditure be increased to 3% of the GDP over three
years.

“Achieving the vision of India being a $5-trillion economy is contingent on
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having a strong financial sector. Government should bring down its stake
in PSBs to below 50% through the market route, over the next 12 months,
except for 3-4 large PSBs such as State Bank of India, Bank of Baroda and
Union Bank,” he said, adding that there was a need to create governmentowned, professionally managed Development Finance Institutions to finance
key sectors of the economy.
The CII said that to raise revenues, the government should consider
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aggressive disinvestment of both loss-making and a few profit-making PSUs,
given the capital markets were performing well. In addition, sale or lease of
government surplus land should be considered.
To boost private investments, he has sought a stable tax regime, stability of
long-term interest rates at current levels and ensuring sanctity of contracts
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Discretionary spending set for uptick: survey
About 48% consumers plan to spend a minimum of Rs. 1,000, going up to
Rs. 50,000, on purchasing discretionary products in the next four months,
according to a survey by LocalCircles.
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The bi-annual ‘Mood of the Consumer Survey’ received more than 44,000
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responses from consumers in 302 districts of India with 55% respondents
from tier 1 cities, 26% from tier 2 cities, and 19% from tier 3 and tier 4 cities
and rural districts.
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As per the survey, while 10% households plan to spend over Rs. 50,000 on
discretionary purchases in the next four months, 21% households plan to

t
n

spend between Rs. 10,000-Rs. 50,000.
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“This would mean good news for many sectors of the economy that saw
slowdown in consumer demand in the first six months of FY21,” said the
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company.

‘Scrappage policy should include govt. vehicles too’
India’s proposed scrappage policy should not distinguish between private
and government vehicles as any such exclusion will fail its meaningful
implementation, global consulting firm Arthur D. Little said.
“Also, the policy should focus more on incentivisation and less on
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enforcement,” said Barnik Chitran Maitra, managing partner & CEO, Arthur
D. Little, India & South Asia.
With the economy rebounding, ADL was optimistic about vehicle sales next
year, Mr. Maitra said. “Unless there are any future lockdowns, next year, the
sector should get back to the levels of FY19, he said.
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On the impact of the work-from-home regime on mobility, he said WFH had no
doubt reduced the travel needs of people. However, the new normal had only
increased the need for own vehicles.
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According to Mr. Maitra, automobile leasing is catching up globally and it is a
suitable model for India as tax saving is one of the most critical trends in the
car leasing model, as compared to purchasing a car on EMI.
“In India, we anticipate the car leasing market to grow at 15-20% annually for
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the next 3-5 years,” he said.
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SC compares politics, corporate governance
The Supreme Court
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drew a parallel between politics and corporate

governance when minority shareholder Shapoorji Pallonji complained of
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undue interference from Tata trustees in the running of Tata Sons, giving the
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board hardly any independence.

A Bench led by Chief Justice of India Sharad A. Bobde said the situation
was akin to a Chief Minister opting to consult his party colleagues before
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a Cabinet meeting. Senior advocate C.A. Sundaram, for Shapoorji Pallonji
Group, alleged interference by the stakeholder trustee-directors in the running
of Tata Sons.
“Let us take the case of a Chief Minister who before the Cabinet meeting
consults some party colleagues on what to do and what not to do. Will you say
he has lost his independence?” Justice Bobde asked.
Mr. Sundaram said politics was different from corporate governance.
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“In the commercial world, money is equivalent to power. Money is a kind of
power. If in order to preserve money in a company, somebody seeks assistance
from someone outside respected by him or a former chairman, does it amount
to loss of independence of board,” the Bench asked again.
“Yes, it does. In fact, in politics, majoritarianism accounts for everything. This
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Budget: FSDC mulls steps to hasten growth
The high-level FSDC headed by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
discussed additional measures that could be taken by the government in the
next Budget to accelerate growth while maintaining financial stability.
The meeting noted there was a need to keep continuous vigil by the

m
o

government and all regulators on financial conditions that could expose
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financial vulnerabilities. The Budget will spell out the growth strategy for the
next fiscal. As per various estimates, India is expected to grow 8% in FY22.
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The Financial Stability and Development Council (FSDC) is the apex body of
sectoral regulators, headed by the Finance Minister.

a
r
i
p

t
n

India goes down two ranks in Human Development Index
India dropped two ranks in the United Nations’ Human Development
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Index this year, standing at 131 out of 189 countries. However, if the Index
were adjusted to assess the planetary pressures caused by each nation’s
development, India would move up eight places in the ranking, according to
the report.

For the first time, the United Nations Development Programme introduced a
new metric to reflect the impact caused by each country’s per-capita carbon
emissions and its material footprint, which measures the amount of fossil
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fuels, metals and other resources used to make the goods and services it
consumes.
This paints a “less rosy, but clearer assessment” of human progress, said
UNDP India’s representative Shoko Nada.
Norway, which tops the HDI, falls 15 places if this metric is used, leaving
Ireland at the top of the table. In fact, 50 countries would drop entirely out of
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the “very high human development group” category, using this new metric,
called the Planetary Pressures-adjusted HDI, or PHDI.
Australia falls 72 places in the ranking, while the United States and Canada
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would fall 45 and 40 places respectively, reflecting their disproportionate
impact on natural resources.
The oil and gas-rich Gulf States also fell steeply.
China would drop 16 places from its current ranking of 85.
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China’s net emissions (8 gigatonnes) are 34% below its territorial emissions
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(12.5 gigatonnes) compared with 19% in India and 15% in Sub-Saharan
Africa.
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Strain on resources

“No country has yet been able to achieve a very high level of development
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without putting a huge strain on natural resources. We have to be the first
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generation to do things right,” said Ms. Nada. She praised India’s record in
achieving its carbon emissions goals so far, and urged Indian policy makers
to take the path of sustainable development.
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The HDI itself is an assessment of a nation’s health, education and standards
of living.

Although this year’s report covers 2019 only, and does not account for the
impact of COVID, it projected that in 2020, global HDI would fall below for
the first time in the three decades since the Index was introduced.
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‘Auto parts revenue to see double-digit contraction’
Auto components industry association ACMA said the sector would see a
double-digit contraction this fiscal, after witnessing a 34% fall in the first half
due to COVID-19-induced disruptions.
Automotive Component Manufacturers Association of India (ACMA) said it
can take anywhere ‘between two to three years, depending on how steep
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planning.
In the first half of the fiscal, ACMA said the turnover of the automotive
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components industry stood at Rs. 1.19 lakh crore ($15.9 billion), registering
a contraction of 34% as compared with Rs. 1.82 lakh crore ($26.2 billion) in
the first half of FY20.
‘Zero revenue’
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The performance has been affected mainly by the first- quarter performance
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when the auto sector had almost ‘zero revenue’ due to the nationwide
lockdown, with restrictions continuing in the second quarter as well.

“Going forward, obviously this year as well, because of the lockdown and the
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challenges we continue to face, we will have a double-digit contraction. As
you know 34%, we have already contracted in the industry in H1. “Although

t
n

we are optimistic about our H2 performance, we will not be able to completely
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recover from the Q1 and Q2 fiascos,” ACMA president Deepak Jain told
reporters.
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The auto components sector has been set back by three to four years due to
the pandemic and it could take two to three years for the sector to reach the
peak levels of 2018-19.

Mr. Jain, however, said the performance of the industry during the festive
season had been heartening and there were indications that the demand for
vehicles, in the coming months, would be sustained.
“Together with increased focus of the auto industry on deep localisation and
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the recent announcement of PLI schemes for the sector and cell/battery
manufacturing by the government, augur well towards making the industry a
self-reliant one,” the industry association’s president added.

Govt. plans $60-bn investment to bolster gas infrastructure
Petroleum Minister Dharmendra Pradhan said the government had planned
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a $60-billion investment for creating gas infrastructure in the country till 2024,
and that gas’s share in the energy mix is expected to rise to 15% by 2030.
Currently, gas accounts for 6% in the country’s total energy mix. Speaking
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at the Assocham Foundation Day Week 2020, he said, “We have envisaged
a spend of $60 billion in creating gas infrastructure till 2024, including for
pipelines, LNG terminals and CGD (city gas distribution) networks.”
He further said, “We are ushering a gas-based economy by increasing the
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share of natural gas in India’s primary energy mix from 6.2% to 15% by
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2030.”

India’s first automated national-level gas trading platform was unveiled in
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June this year to promote and sustain an efficient and robust gas market and
foster gas trading in the country.
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Coverage of CGD projects is being expanded to 232 geographical areas
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spread over 400 districts, with potential to cover about 53% of the country’s
geography and 70% of population, Mr. Pradhan added.
He also said, “We are adopting clean mobility solutions with greater use
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of LNG (liquefied natural gas) as a transportation fuel, including long-haul
trucking. We plan to have 1,000 LNG fuel stations across the country.” This
year, the country was able to fully fill all petroleum reserves with capacity of
5.33 million tonnes constructed at Visakhapatnam, Mangaluru and Padur.
“We have [begun] the process of establishing another 6.5 MT commercialcum-strategic petroleum storage facilities at Chandikol and Padur, under
public-private partnership,” he added.

Economy
Retail NPAs will be higher in second half of FY21: Axis Bank
Retail non-performing assets (NPAs) will be higher in the third and fourth
quarter of FY21 and will go back to the pre-COVID-19 levels only in the new
fiscal year, Axis Bank said .
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The third-largest private sector lender, however, said that the asset quality
situation was much better than what was feared initially, and stressed that it
had adequate provisions to take care of the reverses.

DECEMBER
2020

VOL.76

It may be noted that the damage to the economy because of the pandemic
resulted in job losses or salary cuts, in turn impacting the loan repayment
abilities in the otherwise resilient retail segment.
Given the fact that a lot of people lost their jobs, some had to take salary
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cuts and some industries were badly affected, it will have some impact on
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delinquency and portfolio collections.

“But these numbers are much lower than what we had anticipated,” head of
retail lending Sumit Bali told reporters.
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He said loan repayments were improving every month, and the stock of sour
debt from the past would lead to higher NPAs in the December and March
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quarters, before the situation improved to go back to the pre-COVID-19 levels
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in the new fiscal starting April 2021.

In September, when the six-month moratorium on loan repayments ended,
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the bank had been experiencing higher bouncing on electronic fund collection
mandates, but it was much lower than the industry’s averages, officials
explained.

On the restructuring introduced to take care of loan stress after the end of the
moratorium, the bank had seen very few applications running into low triple
digits, Mr. Bali said.
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GDP growth likely to turn positive in Q3: NCAER
Having witnessed a contraction in the first half of the current financial year,
India’s GDP growth is likely to turn positive at 0.1% in the October-December
quarter, economic think-tank NCAER said.
The NCAER, in its mid-year review of the Indian economy, also forecast 2%
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growth in the fourth-quarter (January-March 2021). The overall contraction in
the current fiscal is likely to be contained at 7.3%.
India’s economy contracted by 23.9% in the first quarter of the current fiscal
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on the account of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The contraction
narrowed to 7.5% in the second quarter. “The sharp recovery of GDP in Q2,
the bowstring effect, was a welcome surprise. We have accordingly revised
our forecast of annual contraction to (-) 7.3%. The revised growth forecasts
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for Q3 and Q4 are 0.1% and 2% respectively,” the NCAER said in its mid-year
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economic review.
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Govt. invites EoI to divest full stake in Shipping Corp.
The Centre

invited expression of interest (EoI) for the disinvestment of its
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entire 63.75% shareholding in the Shipping Corporation India Limited (SCIL)
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along with the handing over of its management control. Potential bidders have
time until February 13 to submit their interest.

The SCIL was incorporated in 1961 and owns a fleet of 59 vessels, including
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two container vessels, 13 crude oil tankers and eight off-shore supply vessels.
It has been a profitable commercial venture and garnered Rs. 347.5 crore in
profit in FY20. The remaining 36.25% stake is jointly owned by mutual funds,
banks, insurance companies as well as individuals, according to the pre-bid
document. Any private or public limited company registered, or a company / a
fund incorporated outside India and eligible to invest in India is eligible to bid
either as a sole bidder or as a part of a consortium.
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Employees are permitted to participate in the transaction either directly and
independently or by forming a consortium. The interested bidder should have
a net worth of at least Rs. 2,000 crore and generated positive EBIDTA for 3
out of the past 5 years. Once the EoIs are evaluated, the Centre will float a
‘Request for Proposal’. Thereafter, financial bids submitted by qualified parties
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GST: physical verification of premises is now mandatory
The government has introduced mandatory physical verification of business
premises for the purposes of obtaining GST registration.
The GST Council Secretariat said that the move, aimed at controlling the
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menace of GST fake invoice frauds, was recommended by the Council’s law
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committee.

“Now there must be in-person verification before registration is granted to an
applicant. Further, in case an applicant opts for Aadhaar authentication, he
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will undergo biometric-based Aadhaar authentication at one of the facilitation
Centres notified by the Commissioner,” the secretariat said in a statement.
‘Pay 1% in cash’

t
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Separately, a new rule has been introduced by the Central Board of Indirect
Taxes and Customs that mandates businesses with monthly turnover of over
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Rs. 50 lakh to pay at least 1% of their GST liability in cash instead of using
input tax credits to discharge their entire liability.
The validity of e-way bills has also been tweaked, doubling the distance to be
covered for each day of validity, effective January 1.
Till now, an e-way bill for transporting goods under GST allowed transporters
to cover 100 km in one day. Now, that distance for each day of validity has
been increased to 200 km.
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“While four days were granted in terms of e-way bill validity to cover 400 km,
going forward, only two days will be granted for the same distance,” explained
Abhishek Jain, tax partner at EY.

‘Loan collections by NBFCs improve, near Jan. levels’
Extensive recovery efforts by non-banking financial companies (NBFCs),
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coupled with the recent uptick in economic activity, has lifted the median
collection efficiency ratios to their highest levels in FY21, and near pre-Covid19 pandemic levels for most asset classes, Crisil Ratings said.
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Its conclusions were based on the performance of its rated securitised pools
for November 2020 payouts (October 2020 collections).
Collection of loan instalments had substantially reduced in the immediate
aftermath of the stringent lockdown announced in late March 2020, and
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subsequently too, due to the extension of moratorium on loan repayment to
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borrowers, it said. Krishnan Sitaraman, senior director, Crisil Ratings, said,
“Economic activity has been gathering steam in recent months, and agricultural
activity, which was less impacted, has steadily picked up, too. As cash flows
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improved, borrowers have started repaying their loan instalments.”
Median collection ratios for November payouts for commercial vehicle loan
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pools jumped to 93% from a paltry 24% in May, compared with 98-99% in
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January-March. Collection efficiency for mortgage-backed loans were about
96% in October-November versus 99% in March and about 71% in June.
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However, pools backed by loans to SMEs saw a slight drop in November, as
underlying businesses and borrower cash flows were yet to achieve stability,
it said.

RBI warns of shady e-lenders
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) cautioned people against using unauthorised
digital lending apps amid growing concerns about coercive debt recovery
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tactics and exorbitant interest rates charged by some of these lenders.
“There have been reports about individuals and small businesses falling prey
to a growing number of unauthorised digital lending platforms and mobile
apps on promises of getting loans in a quick and hassle-free manner,” RBI
said. These reports also refer to unacceptable and high-handed recovery
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the borrowers, it said.
The regulator cautioned people against falling prey to such unscrupulous
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activities and to verify the antecedents of the company offering loans online
or through mobile apps.
“Moreover, consumers should never share copies of know your customer
(KYC) documents with unidentified persons, unverified and unauthorized
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apps and should report such apps and bank account information associated
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with the apps to concerned law enforcement agencies or use the sachet
portal to file an online complaint,” it said.
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On 24 June, RBI said that banks and non-bank financiers, irrespective of
whether they lend through their own digital lending platform or through an
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outsourced lending platform, must follow the fair practices code guidelines
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in letter and spirit. The idea was that by cautioning regulated entities like
banks and non-banks, it would be able to bring about some discipline in the
unregulated ones as well.
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Companies providing quick loans through mobile apps are back in focus as
they try to use coercive recovery techniques that include incessant calls, and
naming defaulters to their close contacts. Aided by cheap mobile data offered
by telcos, Indian smartphone users have become a lucrative target for digital
lending platforms. However, the covid-19 pandemic has hit borrowers hard,
disrupting their cash flows and weakening their repaying capabilities.
Most such lending apps ask for permission to access contacts on the phone
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when one installs them.

Worker, employer bodies seek changes to draft labour rules
The majority of the Central trade unions boycotted the Labour and Employment
Ministry’s consultation on the draft rules for the four labour codes enacted by
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the government in 2019 and 2020, terming the exercise a “farce”.
The codification of laws on wages, social security, occupational safety and
industrial relations into four codes is expected to be implemented in the next
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financial year, for which the process of framing rules is underway. Ten out of
the 12 Central trade unions declined to attend the meeting called by Labour
Minister Santosh Kumar Gangwar. While the Code on Wages Rules and
the Industrial Relations Code Rules were discussed , the discussion on the
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Occupational Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code Rules and Social
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Security Code Rules would be discussed on January 12.

In a statement, the joint platform of the 10 unions said the exercise was being
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undertaken “only to meet the criticism that this government at the Centre is
violating tripartite consultations”. In a letter to Mr. Gangwar , they wrote that
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the single-day meeting on all four codes with several unions and employers
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organisations would not be enough for a fruitful discussion.
The letter was signed by the All India Trade Union Congress (AITUC), the
Indian National Trade Union Congress, the Hind Mazdoor Sabha, the Centre
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of Indian Trade Unions, the All India United Trade Union Centre, the Trade
Union Coordination Committee, the Self Employed Women’s Association, the
All India Central Council of Trade Unions, the Labour Progressive Federation
and the United Trade Union Congress.
AITUC general secretary Amarjeet Kaur told The Hindu that the joint platform
would move the International Labour Organization against the “violation of
tripartite consultation process”.
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The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh-linked Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh,
which attended the meeting, demanded that the definition of wages that
limits allowances to 50% of total salary should not be frozen; the calculation
of minimum wages should be done keeping in mind a family of six units; and
a national minimum wage should be set, as opposed to the proposed rates
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for metro, non-metro and rural areas.
The Confederation of Indian Industry director general Chandrajit Banerjee
welcomed the progress towards labour law reforms.
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“I believe that the various initiatives taken by the government in introducing
the labour codes will contribute to catalysing the growth and development
of economy. I am sure these reforms will address the dynamic needs of
businesses and enable industry to generate large-scale employment while
also attracting investments,” he said in a statement.
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Economic revival beating predictions: RBI bulletin
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There is now more evidence to show that the Indian economy “is pulling
out of COVID-19’s deep abyss and is reflating” at a pace that beats most
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predictions, RBI officials, including Deputy Governor Michael Patra, said in
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an article in the central bank’s monthly bulletin.

“Economic conditions continued to improve through November on the back
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of the uptick in agriculture and manufacturing. Financial conditions embodied
in interest rates are perhaps at their easiest in decades,” said the article
titled “State of the Economy”, adding that despite headwinds, efforts by all
stakeholders could put India on a faster growth track.
However, they warned that notwithstanding the severe impact of COVID19 on government finances, it was imperative for the Centre and States to
continue with the countercyclical fiscal measures to sustain the momentum of
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the recovery. At a time when States have reduced spending on infrastructure
and other projects, it said.
“Revenue expenditure measures undertaken to enhance social protections
to the underprivileged and to address labour market dislocations might need
to continue as the recovery is likely to be uneven across sectors.”
“Capital expenditure, which collapsed in the first half of this fiscal, will need
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
to be scaled up as a priority. Public investment in healthcare, social housing,
education and environmental protection is the need of the hour to build a
more resilient and inclusive economy,” they stressed in the article.
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The article noted that views expressed were those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the views of the central bank.
Stating that two important forces — better handling of the pandemic and
stimulus impact — were “conspiring to bless this turning of the page on the
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virus” the article said India was bending the COVID infection curve. Since
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mid-September, barring localised surges, infections were slanting downwards
week after week, and the recovery rate was nudging 95%, they said.
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Besides, a battery of vaccine candidates has successfully hit not only trial
status but also suitability for transportation/trials/usage in India.
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Further, the article said the fiscal stimulus would likely boost growth by close
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to 2% of GDP in 2020-21. “It is prudent to look beyond the volatility inherent
in high frequency indicators,” it said.

The authors added that an analysis of 12-months ahead forward earnings
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reveals improvement in the outlook for a large number of companies. Sectors
such as auto and capital goods that were severely impacted in lockdown
are expecting a turnaround in forward earnings. Healthcare, information
technology (IT) and fast moving consumer goods (FMCG) companies were
sighting stronger earnings outlook, it said.
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‘India must strongly push for U.K., EU trade pacts’
With the European Union (EU) and the U.K. clinching a post-Brexit trade
pact, India should now aggressively pursue free trade agreements (FTAs)
separately with both the regions, according to experts.
Although it was premature to assess the gains for India from the agreement
between the European Union (EU) and the U.K., Indian goods would not
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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benefit much from this pact, they said.
However, India can explore opportunities in services sectors such as IT in
both the markets as the EU-U.K. pact does not cover services, they added.
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“There is not much gain for Indian goods, but we can gain in services in both
the markets,” Federation of Indian Export Organisations director general Ajay
Sahai said.
Rakesh Mohan Joshi, professor at Indian Institute of Foreign Trade, said after
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the trade deal with the EU and the U.K., India will get a better opportunity to
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cater to demand in these markets.
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Nine in 10 employees in India ready for long-term ‘work from
remote’: Dell study
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A majority of employees in India is ready to work outside of the traditional
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office space, over the long term, according to a Dell Technologies study.
The study also found that these employees, however, said the new normal
had blurred work-life boundaries.
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The study found that 91% of employees in India, as against 81% in the Asia
Pacific and Japan, felt they were prepared for long-term remote work but
faced ongoing productivity challenges.
The employees shared concerns about not having access to the right
technologies and the blurring of boundaries between work and personal
lives.
Nine in 10 employees in India were prepared to work remotely for the long-

Economy

term provided they had access to the right technology assets and humanresources support. The Remote Work Readiness (RWR) survey, which
covered more than 7,000 professionals across the region, including 1,027
people from India, captured data on employee readiness for long-term remote
work and their views on factors important for its success.
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‘Onus is on employer’
“For CIOs and their teams who displayed agility and speed in achieving or
embarking upon digital transformation for their business earlier this year, it
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has become clear that the onus is on the organisation to enable employees
with support available at every stage,” said Indrajit Belgundi, senior director
& general manager, Client Solutions Group, Dell Technologies, India.
“This will be essential to establishing a productive and connected digital
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workforce, Mr. Belgundi added.
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Russia backs increase in oil output by OPEC+ from Feb.
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Russia expects to support an increase in oil production by the group, known
as OPEC+, of another 500,000 barrels per day (bpd) from February at next
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month’s summit of the leading global oil producers, Russian Deputy Prime
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Minister Alexander Novak said.

Oil prices are trading above $50 per barrel, after coming under pressure this
week from concerns that new fast-spreading variants of the coronavirus will
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lead to reduced fuel demand.
In comments, cleared for publication , Mr. Novak also said that Moscow
views an oil price between $45 and $55 per barrel as the optimum level to
allow for recovery of its oil production, which has been significantly reduced
as part of the OPEC+ supply deal.
Russia, other leading oil producers and the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries, a group known as OPEC+, agreed to reduce output to
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support the global oil market as the COVID-19 pandemic has weakened fuel
demand.
Since the agreement on a record global supply cut in April, OPEC+ has
progressively reduced the cuts and is expected in January to release an
extra 5,00,000 bpd into the market.
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The group holds its next online summit on January 4.
“If the situation stays normal and stable, we will support this position (increase
by 5,00,000 bpd),” Mr. Novak told reporters.
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India to become fifth-largest economy in 2025: think tank
India, which appears to have been pushed back to being the world’s sixthbiggest economy in 2020, will again overtake the U.K. to become the fifth-
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largest in 2025 and race to the third spot by 2030, a think tank said .
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India had overtaken the U.K. in 2019 to become the fifth-largest economy.
“India has been knocked off course somewhat through the impact of the
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pandemic. As a result, after overtaking the U.K. in 2019, the U.K. overtakes
India again in this year’s forecasts and stays ahead till 2024 before India
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takes over again,” the Centre for Economics and Business Research (CEBR)
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said in an annual report published . The U.K. appears to have overtaken
India again during 2020 as a result of the weakness of the rupee, it said.
CEBR forecast that the Indian economy would expand by 9% in 2021 and by
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7% in 2022. “Growth will naturally slow as India becomes more economically
developed, with annual GDP growth expected to sink to 5.8% in 2035.”
Indian would overtake “Germany in 2027 and Japan in 2030,” it said. The
U.K.-based think tank forecast that China would overtake the U.S. to become
the world’s biggest economy in 2028, five years earlier than estimated due to
the contrasting recoveries of the two countries from the pandemic.
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‘Supply chain shift from China may benefit India’
India could benefit from the likely shift in global supply chains from China to
other economies in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, according to
a survey.
The FICCI-Dhruva Advisors Survey conducted this month covered more than
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150 companies in India.
“[A] major outcome of COVID-19 is the likely shift in global supply chains
away from China to other economies. Nearly 70% of the survey participants
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have said India could benefit from this move and they expect a fair share of
manufacturing to shift from China to India in the near future,” said FICCI.
Moreover, the prospect of introduction of a vaccine against COVID-19 early
next year has improved the confidence level of businesses, with almost 74%

m
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of the participants foreseeing a significant positive impact on their business
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once the vaccine is made available.

However, to capitalise on the opportunities, there is a need to strengthen
the country’s manufacturing ecosystem. “The results of the survey are

u
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encouraging. This momentum needs to be built upon and now, all eyes are
on the upcoming Budget,” FICCI president Uday Shankar said.
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‘Bank profitability may rise in FY22 on better asset quality’
Improved asset quality and consequently lower credit provisions could drive

s
a

better profitability next fiscal for banks, ICRA Ratings said in a report. It
added that this would provide an impetus to lenders as well as rejuvenate
their lending decisions.
Low interest rates, improved business volumes, better job prospects and
income levels could also stimulate credit demand next year, it added.
“This, coupled with better competitive positioning of banks vis-a-vis other
lenders driven by steep decline in cost of deposits could improve bank credit
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growth to 6-7% in FY2022 from an estimated 3.9-5.2% in FY21 and 6.1% in
FY20.” ICRA said.
“As the moratorium on loan repayments is over and ... we await the Supreme
Court directive on asset classification, the Gross NPAs and Net NPAs for
banks are likely to rise in near term to 10.1-10.6% and 3.1-3.2% respectively
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by March 2021, from 7.9% and 2.2% respectively as of September 2020 and
the resultant elevated credit provisions during H2 FY2021 as well,” it said.
However Net NPAs and credit provisions would subsequently trend lower in
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FY2022 as banks have reported strong collections on their loan portfolio with
most banks reporting collections of over 90%, it said.
“The loan restructuring requests [which are] much lower than previously
estimated have been supported by sharper-than-expected improvement in
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economic activities as well liquidity support through the emergency credit
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line guarantee scheme. Accordingly, ICRA revised its loan restructuring
estimates downward to 2.5-4.5% of advances as against 5-8% estimated
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earlier,” it said.

Anil Gupta, sector head, Financial Sector Ratings, ICRA Ratings, said, “With
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expectations of sustained collections and lower restructuring, the asset
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quality is expected to improve further with net NPAs declining to 2.4-2.6% by
March 2022. This will lead to lower credit provisions and better profitability in
FY2022.”
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ICRA expects credit provisions to decline to 1.8-2.4% of advances in FY22
from an estimate of 2.2-3.1% in FY21 and 3.1% in FY20, leading to an
improvement in banks’ return on equity (RoE).
The RoE for private banks is estimated to improve to 9.5-10.5% in FY22 (27.5% in FY21 and 6.5% for FY20).
Stating that the capital position for large private banks was strong, it said
they could withstand the stress-case scenario for asset quality after they
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have raised Rs. 544 billion of capital in the first 9 months of FY21.

Maintaining inflation target at 4% is appropriate: RBI paper
Maintaining the inflation target at 4% is appropriate for India, according to a
working paper titled “Measuring Trend Inflation in India”.
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
“The paper seeks to estimate trend inflation in India to find the answer to
a question that goes to the root of flexible inflation targeting (FIT) – is the
choice of the target for inflation consistent with its trend?,” according to
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authors Harendra Kumar Behera, Director and Michael Debabrata Patra,
Deputy Governor.
The 4% target for inflation — with an upper tolerance limit of 6% and a lower
limit of 2% — was set by the Centre in consultation with the RBI in 2016 and
its validity expires on March 31, 2021.

m
o

c
.
m

“The paper finds a steady decline in trend inflation to 4.1- 4.3% since 2014.”
“A target set too [significantly] below the trend imparts a deflationary
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bias to monetary policy because it will go into overkill relative to what the
economy can intrinsically bear in order to achieve the target,” the paper
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said. “Analogously, a target that is fixed above the trend renders monetary
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policy too expansionary and prone to inflationary shocks and unanchored
expectations. Hence, maintaining the inflation target at 4% is appropriate for
India,” it added. The RBI placed the paper on its website under the Reserve
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Bank of India Working Paper Series.
Central to the design and conduct of monetary policy is the concept of trend
inflation, the level to which actual inflation outcomes are expected to converge
after short-run fluctuations die out, the authors said.
Total electrification of railways by 2023: Railway Board CEO
Indian Railways is on course to complete the electrification of entire
broadgauge network by 2023 with 66% of track length already covered so
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far.
The speed of electrification has been scaled up from 1,176 km in 201415 to 5, 276 km in 2018-19 and 4,378 km in 2019-20 despite COVID-19
restrictions, said Railway Board Chairman and Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
Vinod Kumar Yadav.
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“It will be a unique feat among the major railways in the world to run trains
fully with indigenously produced power without dependence on imported
fossil fuel.
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After 100% electrification the estimated saving on fuel bill will be about Rs.
14,500 crore per annum,” he said, in a recent online media interaction.
IR has fixed itself a ‘stiff target’ of being a net-zero emitter of carbon by 2030
and the equally ambitious target is also for generation of renewable energy
using railway’s assets.
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The first pilot solar power plant of 1.5 MW has taken off and the plan is
to generate 20 GigaWatt of solar power using spare railway land and also
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provide free-of-cost fencing along the track to prevent encroachment, he
explained.
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Elevated corridors
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With regard to the proposed new routes for the Bullet Trains or High Speed
Rail Corridors (HSRC), including Hyderabad-Chennai-Bengaluru, Mr. Yadav
said that all the planned seven new routes will be elevated corridors along
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the national highways to “minimise land acquisition costs.”
Detailed project reports for taking up HSRC connecting Delhi-Agra-Varanasi
(865 km), Varanasi-Patna-Howrah (760 km), Delhi-Jaipur-Ahmedabad (886
km), Delhi-Chandigarh-Amritsar (459 km), Mumbai-Nasik-Nagpur (753 km),
Mumbai-Pune-Hyderabad (711 km), Chennai-Bengaluru-Mysore (435 km) is
expected to be ready by December 2021.
“How many of these will have HSRC where trains can travel in excess of
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250-300 kmph and how many will be for semi-HSRCwhere trains can travel
upwards from 160 kmph will be based on the detailed studies. The precise
financial model too will be decided then,” he said.
Railways will be providing land and financing is likely to be through the publicprivate partnership (PPP) mode. About 10,000 km of track connecting the
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major cities of Delhi, Mumbai-Howrah-Chennai or Golden Quadrilateral and
Golden Diagonals, will be modernised to handle trains of speeds for up to
130 kmph by December 2021.

DECEMBER
2020

VOL.76

“Work for track and signalling in advanced stage. New Delhi-Mumbai and
New Delhi-Howrah sections have been upgraded and balance routes will be
done by July 2021 including the Delhi-Chennai line,” he said. In fact, work
of deep screening, thick web switches, realignment of curves is in progress
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in Mumbai-Delhi-Howrah sections (2,800 km) for running trains at 160 kmph
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by December 2023.

“Tenders are invited for solar panel fencing. These sections will have
indigenous TCAS signalling, 2x25 kV traction system for operating the

u
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additional line capacity and safety in the high speeds,” he added.
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‘Policy roll-back may dent banks’ health’
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In 2020-21, as policy support is rolled back, the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic may dent the health of the banks and non-banks, the Reserve
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Bank of India (RBI) said in its Report on Trend and Progress of Banking in
India.

To mitigate the impact of COVID-19, the RBI allowed lending institutions to
grant a moratorium on payment of instalments of term loans due between
March 1, and May 31, which was later extended till August 31. The report
said as at end-August, borrowers accounting for about 40% of outstanding
loans in the financial system (ie banks and NBFCs) had availed of the
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moratorium.
“The data on gross non-performing assets (GNPA) of banks are yet to
reflect the stress, obscured under the asset quality standstill with attendant
financial stability implications. An analysis of published quarterly results of a
sample of banks indicates that their GNPA ratios would have been higher, in
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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the range of 0.10% to 0.66%, at end-September 2020,” it said in the report,
which details the performance of the banking sector in 2019-20 and 2020-21
so far. Banks’ gross non-performing assets ratio declined to 8.2% in March
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from 9.1% a year earlier, and to 7.5% at end-September. The COVID-19
provisioning and ploughing back of dividends would help shield their balance
sheets from emanating stress to a certain extent, it said.
The report said preliminary estimates suggested that potential recapitalisation
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requirements for meeting regulatory purposes as well as for growth capital
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may be to the extent of 150 basis points (bps) of the common equity tier I
(CET I) ratio for the banking system.

It said while the government had earmarked Rs. 20,000 crore in the first
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supplementary demands for grants for capital infusion in public sector banks
(PSBs), they may raise more resources from the market as an optimal capital
raising strategy.
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Specifically on NBFCs, the report said profitability of non-banking finance
companies (NBFCs) may be ‘dampened’ going ahead due to the loan
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impairment and lower credit demand. Due to the moratorium and asset
classification standstill, asset quality shored up. However, many NBFCs
had made additional provisioning as per the expected credit loss norm; and
bolstered their capital position by ploughing back dividends, it said.
As on August 31, about 26.6% of the total customers of NBFCs had availed of
the moratorium and 44.9% of their total loan outstanding was under moratorium,
it added. The report said a study of the distribution of TLTRO funds revealed
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that Rs. 76,843 crore had been requested by NBFCs and housing finance
firms, four-fifths of which had been disbursed. NBFCs garnered 60% of the
total disbursement, it added.
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‘Deference to those with influence fuels money laundering’
Banks’ deferential treatment towards powerful and influential people is one
of the reasons money laundering has risen in the country in recent years,
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India’s largest bank’s compliance chief said .
State Bank of India’s Group Compliance Officer Soma Sankar Prasad also
stressed that India ‘unfortunately’ had no distinct norms in place for ‘politically
exposed persons’ opening bank accounts.
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“There are certain powerful and influential customers… In India, we still have
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this hierarchy in terms of power and influence with the result that you treat
different people differently.

“That also happens in banks... so when certain important people come into
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the bank for opening an account, you don’t ask for all the details and you
open the account. So that is again one of the reasons that things can go
wrong,” he said.
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Responding to a query on how banks should treat politically exposed persons,
the senior SBI official said: “Unfortunately, we don’t have this concept to
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check for ‘politically exposed persons’ in India. We can open accounts for
them, but extra details must be called for and transactions must also be
monitored closely because there is a possibility that this person might use the
account for money laundering by diverting money which is earned through
illegal means.”
Several countries impose tougher monitoring norms on bank accounts
operated by politically exposed persons, defined as those holding an
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important position in government, bureaucracy or is a relative of someone
holding such a position.
The surge in digitisation, increasing complexity of banking transactions
and fierce competition among banks has also created money-laundering
opportunities, while the crores of transactions that take place in the system
daily makes it tougher to detect suspicious transactions, Mr. Prasad said at
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an Anti-Money Laundering/Combating the Financing of Terrorism conference
hosted by the Global Counter Terrorism Council.
Mr. Prasad, also deputy MD at SBI, said a ‘misplaced sense of loyalty’
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towards customers and their interests also affects full disclosure at the time
of opening accounts, with frontline staff also fretting about loss of business
to other banks.
“The lax implementation of Know-Your-Customer norms... So when accounts
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are being opened, you don’t interview the customer properly, with the result
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that sometimes the occupation or the income level is not entered correctly,”
he said, adding that this makes it difficult to tag suspicious transactions.
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‘India can build on rural push, federalism, consumer base’
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Though COVID-19 and the subsequent lockdown left a trail of economic
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devastation in most countries, India can potentially build upon three positive
aspects — a push in the rural economy, stronger federalism and a huge
consumption base, former RBI Governor Duvvuri Subbarao has said.
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In his foreword on a Telugu book titled “Maandhyam Mungita Desam” (Nation
in Recession) authored by Tummala Kishore, he said the challenge for the
Centre was to ensure economic growth and that growth is inclusive, with
lower income households too enjoying the benefits. “The expanded MNREGA
provided a lifeline when most needed, and the frontloaded transfer payments
to women, pensioners and farmers have... helped revive demand.
“Brisk procurement by the FCI (Food Corporation of India) has buttressed
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farmers’ incomes while it helped the government extend the food security
programme until end November.”
Mr. Subbarao said India’s federalism — ‘warts and all’ — has withstood the
test of vigorous democracy though there were tensions between the Centre
and the States on issues such as GST compensation. “In a setting like this,
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any increase in income of the bottom half will quickly turn into consumption”
spurring output, in turn.
Stating that the Indian economy was already in a troubled shape even before
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the COVID-19 crisis, he said a ‘V’ shaped recovery in growth rate did not
mean a ‘V’ shaped recovery in absolute output and that the level of output in
FY22 will be lower than that seen in FY20.

‘Bring tourism sector into concurrent list’

m
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The Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) has sought the inclusion of tourism
in the concurrent list to enable the Centre and States to effectively regulate

u
r
fo

the sector as well as frame policies for growth.

In its Budget recommendations, submitted to the Finance Ministry, CII
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suggested tourism exports be treated on par with other exports and services
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and such transactions may be zero rated for GST without stopping the flow of
input credits. “Tourism services provided to foreign tourists in India on receipt
of foreign exchange should be treated as ‘deemed export’ and exemption
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of GST should be made available.” It also suggested the hotel industry be
granted ‘infrastructure’ status.

Relax tax slabs to boost retail: CII
Stating that the pandemic had badly impacted the financial position of
individuals, the retail industry has sought relaxation in tax slabs for individual
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taxpayers to spur spending, while recommending that the single system of
taxation be reintroduced.
In its recommendations for the upcoming Budget for the retail sector submitted
to the Finance Ministry, the Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) has also
sought reduction in custom duties on furniture imports, revamping of local
testing facilities for import of items such as toys, and amending laws under
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GST to enable return of goods by customers pan-India at any store.
“During the FY 2020-21, a lot of people have lost their jobs. Most employees
have faced reduction in salary. Pandemic has impacted the financial position
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of individuals badly. Considering the situation, it is recommended that tax
slabs for individual taxpayers should be relaxed to provide relief in this tough
time,” the CII said.
The option to choose the taxation system has created more confusion for the
taxpayer, it added
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For economic revival of the sector, the CII has proposed that customs duty on
furniture products and raw materials to make them be reduced.
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China, Pakistan sign military deal
China and Pakistan have signed a new military memorandum of understanding
to boost their already close defence relationship, as China’s Defence Minister
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and People’s Liberation Army (PLA) General Wei Fenghe met Pakistan’s
leadership in Islamabad and visited the headquarters of the Army at
Rawalpindi.
Gen. Wei met Pakistan’s President Arif Alvi and Prime Minister Imran Khan.
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He called on both countries to “push the military-to-military relationship to a
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higher level, so as to jointly cope with various risks and challenges, firmly
safeguard the sovereignty and security interests of the two countries and
safeguard the regional peace and stability”, Chinese state media reported.
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The two militaries signed an MoU following Gen. Wei’s meeting with Pakistan’s
Chief of the Army Staff, General Qamar Javed Bajwa, at the General
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Headquarters, according to reports in the Pakistani media. Both “exchanged
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in-depth views on the international and regional situations, the relations
between the two countries and militaries, the equipment and technology
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cooperation and other issues”, a report in China’s official media said.
While details of the new MoU were not immediately available, it follows
another agreement signed last year, when China’s Vice Chairman of the
Central Military Commission (CMC) General Xu Qiliang visited Rawalpindi
for defence cooperation and “capacity building of the Pakistan Army”.
Gen. Wei also discussed ongoing projects under the China Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), in which the Pakistani military is playing an increasingly
prominent role.

International

Prior to Gen. Wei’s visit, recently appointed Chinese envoy to Pakistan Nong
Rong conducted a “comprehensive review” of the CPEC projects along with
Lt. Gen. Asim Saleem Bajwa (retd), who is heading the CPEC Authority.
The Chinese Defence Minister also had talks with Pakistan’s Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee General Nadeem Raza, and both
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sides “reaffirmed their commitment to ‘Iron Brotherhood’ and ‘All-Weather’
friendship”.
Firm support
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President Arif Alvi

conveyed Pakistan “firmly supports China’s stand on

issues related to the South China Sea, Taiwan, Xinjiang, Tibet and so on”,
Chinese State media reported. “We hope that the two countries will further
strengthen cooperation in the construction of the CPEC as well as the defence
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and security fields,” he said. Prime Minister Imran Khan called for “closer
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strategic cooperation to raise the iron-clad Pakistan-China brotherhood to a
new height”.

Gen. Wei’s visit followed his day-long visit to Nepal, where he was the highest
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ranking Chinese official to visit since President Xi Jinping’s visit in October
last year. The Communist Party-run Global Times reported Gen. Wei as
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saying: “China firmly supports Nepal to safeguard its national independence,
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sovereignty and territorial integrity”, with the newspaper noting India’s recent
territorial dispute with Nepal in Kalapani.
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He said China would “continue assisting Nepal’s military development,
contributing to regional peace and stability”. The newspaper reported that
military-to-military relations were growing with the PLA Air Force earlier this
year sending protective outfits, medical masks and thermometers to the
Nepalese military. Nepal’s then Defence Minister Ishwar Pokhrel visited
Beijing in October 2019 when both sides signed a 150-million yuan ($22.8
million) deal on military assistance, the Global Times noted, adding that
the two militaries have held joint special forces drills for three consecutive

International

years.

‘Biden sets new demands for return to Iran nuclear deal’
U.S. President-elect Joe Biden will insist Iran agrees to new demands if it
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wants the U.S. to return to a nuclear deal and lift sanctions, The New York
Times said.
The Times said the Biden administration would seek to extend the duration of
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“restrictions on Iran’s production of fissile material that could be used to make
a (nuclear) bomb” in a new round of negotiations.
Iran would also have to address its “malign” regional activities through proxies
in Lebanon, Iraq, Syria and Yemen in the talks that would have to include its
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Arab neighbours like Saudi Arabia, the report said.
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President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from the deal in 2018 and
has reimposed crippling sanctions on Iran as part of a “maximum pressure”
campaign against the US’s arch enemy.
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Mr. Biden, who defeated Mr. Trump at the ballot box last month, said
during campaigning that he intends to offer Iran a “credible path back to
diplomacy”.
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In the interview published, the incoming U.S. President stood by those views,
saying: “It’s going to be hard, but yeah.”
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“Look, there’s a lot of talk about precision missiles and all range of other
things that are destabilising the region,” Mr. Biden was quoted as saying.
But, he added, “the best way to achieve getting some stability in the region”
was to deal “with the nuclear program”.
Arms race
Mr. Biden warned that if Iran acquired a bomb, it would spark a nuclear arms
race in the West Asia, “and the last goddamn thing we need in that part of the
world is a buildup of nuclear capability”.

International

“In consultation with our allies and partners, we’re going to engage in
negotiations and follow-on agreements to tighten and lengthen Iran’s nuclear
constraints, as well as address the missile program,” he said .
Mr. Biden was cited as saying that the U.S. always had the option to
international snap back sanctions if need be, and that Iran knew that.
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The 2015 nuclear deal — known formally as the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action, or JCPOA — gave Iran relief from sanctions in return for curbs on
its nuclear programme.
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U.S. tightens visa rules for CCP members
The Trump administration

issued new rules to curtail travel to the U.S. by

m
o

members of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and their immediate families,
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a move certain to further exacerbate tensions between the two countries.

The new policy, which took immediate effect, limits the maximum duration of
travel visas for party members and their families to one month, according to a
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State Department spokesman. Previously, party members, like other Chinese
citizens, could obtain visitor visas for the U.S. that were valid for 10 years.
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Travel visas for party members will also be limited to a single entry rather than
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multiple entries as was possible before, according to two people familiar with
the changes.
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The new measures do not affect party members’ eligibility for other kinds of
visas, such as immigration or employment. The State Department spokesman
added that no current visas would be revoked as a result of the policy
changes.

The new visa rules add to the conflict, now years long, between the two
countries on trade, technology and much else. Coming in the twilight of the
Trump administration and aimed squarely at China’s ruling elite, the visa
restrictions and the likely Chinese response will be yet another challenge to

International President-elect Joe Biden, who is inheriting a U.S.-China relationship that is
in its worst state since the normalisation of diplomatic ties in 1979.
‘To protect the nation’
In principle, the new visa policy could affect the travel of roughly 270 million
people, according to U.S. government estimates based on a Communist
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Party membership of 92 million. In practice, it might be difficult to determine
who, apart from high-level officials, belongs to the party.
The State Department spokesman called the move part of “ongoing policy,
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regulatory, and law-enforcement action across the U.S. government to protect
our nation from the CCP’s malign influence.”
A spokeswoman for China’s Foreign Ministry, Hua Chunying, condemned the
new rules during a news conference . “We hope people in the United States
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will adopt a common rational view toward China and give up their hatred and
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abnormal mindset toward the Communist Party,” Ms. Hua said, according
to Bloomberg News .

Judge

orders

U.S.

u
r
fo

government
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programme

a
r
i
p

to

reinstate

DACA

A U.S. judge ordered the Trump administration to fully reinstate a programme
that protects from deportation immigrants who came to the country illegally
as children.
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The administration must allow newly elligible immigrants to apply to the socalled DACA programme, Judge Nicholas Garaufis of the U.S. District Court
in Brooklyn wrote.
Over the summer, the administration had issued a memo limiting the
programme to those who were already enrolled.
Former President Barack Obama instituted DACA by executive order in 2012
to help some of the more than 10 million people estimated to be living in

International

America without documentation.
DACA protected an estimated 7,00,000 people known as Dreamers, offering
protection at renewable two-year periods, including authorization to work.
It applied to people who were brought into the United States illegally as
children and then grew up here. For many it is the only country they have
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DACA stands for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals.
As part of his crackdown on all kinds of immigration, Mr. Trump moved to end
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the programme in 2017, calling it unconstitutional.
The case ended up in the U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled in June that the
Trump administration had not followed proper administrative procedures to
end the policy.
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But in response, the Department of Homeland Security reinstated it only
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partially. It limited DACA to those already enrolled, rather than allow new
applicants as well. And it cut the length of DACA permit renewals to one year,
rather than the two years the programme had allowed.
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Judge Garaufis said Homeland Security must announce the full reinstatement
of DACA on its website by Monday.
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More than 3,00,000 new applicants could now be eligible for DACA, the
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Center for American Progress think tank said.

“This is a really big day for DACA recipients and immigrant young people,”

s
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said Karen Tumlin, director of the Justice Action Center, who litigated the
class-action case.

Immigration is a hot button issue in the US, and Congress over the years has
failed repeatedly to pass reform legislation dealing with the millions of people
living in the country without authorization.
Prospects for Dreamers to live and work in the US permanently, rather than
just with renewable permits, remain unclear.
President-elect Joe Biden has vowed to restore DACA when he takes office

International in January.
U.S., China dominate arms market: report
U.S. and Chinese companies dominated the global arms market in 2019,
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while West Asia made its first appearance among the 25 biggest weapons
manufacturers, a report by the SIPRI research institute said .
The U.S. arms industry accounted for 61% of sales by the world’s “Top 25”
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manufacturers last year, ahead of China’s 15.7%, according to the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute.
Total sales by the “Top 25” rose by 8.5% to $361 billion, or 50 times the annual
budget of the UN’s peacekeeping operations.
Top sellers
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Six U..S companies and three Chinese firms were in the top 10, rounded out
by Britain’s BAE Systems in seventh spot.
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“China and the United States are the two biggest states in terms of global
arms spending, with companies cut to size,” Lucie Beraud-Sudreau, director
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of SIPRI’s arms and military expenditure programme, told AFP.
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The U.S. has dominated the market for decades, but for China — whose
companies’ sales rose by almost 5% in 2019 — “this increase corresponds
to the implementation of reforms to modernise the People’s Liberation Army
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underway since 2015,” she said.
U.S. companies Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Northrop Grumman, Raytheon and
General Dynamics clinched the top five spots, while China’s AVIC, CETC and
Norinco held spots six, eight and nine. U.S. group L3Harris Technologies was
in 10th place.
“Europe remains a bit dispersed... but if you combine the European companies
together you could have European companies the same size” as U.S. and
Chinese manufacturers, Ms. Beraud-Sudreau noted.

International Airbus

(European, 13th in the ranking) and Thales (French, 14th) can

meanwhile boast of having the strongest international presence — each is
represented in 24 countries, ahead of U.S. Boeing.
West Asian surprise
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“European companies are more internationalised” than others, Ms. BeraudSudreau said.
For the first time, a company from the West Asia made it into the “Top 25”:
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EDGE, of the United Arab Emirates, was formed by the consolidation of some
25 defence entities in 2019.
In 22nd spot, EDGE “is a good illustration of how the combination of high
national demand for military products and services with a desire to become
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less dependent on foreign suppliers is driving the growth of arms companies
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in the Middle East,” SIPRI researcher Pieter Wezeman said in the report.

SIPRI also noted that French group Dassault had shot up from 38th to 17th
place, boosted by exports of its Rafale fighter jets in 2019.
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Meanwhile, two Russian companies were also in the “Top 25”, Almaz-Antey
in 15th spot and United Shipbuilding in 25th.
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Afghan civilian deaths surged during Taliban talks: report
Deaths of Afghan civilians in air strikes jumped from 2017 after the United
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States loosened its criteria and escalated attacks on the Taliban, according
to a report .

The number of civilians killed annually in U.S. and coalition air strikes soared
by 330% to some 700 civilians in 2019, said Neta C. Crawford, co-director of
the Costs of War Project at Brown University.
The U.S. pulled back on air strikes after striking a peace deal with the Taliban
in February 2020. But the Afghan forces stepped up their own as they entered

International

talks with the rebels.
While total deaths from air strikes has fallen, attacks are now coming from
Kabul’s forces, and have accelerated in recent months. The Afghan Air
Force, she wrote, is now “harming more Afghan civilians than at any time in
its history.”
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Iran says ready to return to nuclear deal
Iran is ready to return to full compliance with a 2015 nuclear deal with major
powers as soon as the other parties honour their commitments, President
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Hassan Rouhani said .
The agreement between Iran and major powers has teetered on the brink of
collapse since outgoing U.S. President Donald Trump pulled out of it in 2018
and reimposed crippling unilateral sanctions.
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US President-elect Joe Biden has expressed readiness to return to the
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agreement.

“Just as soon as the 5+1 or 4+1 resumes all of their commitments, we will

u
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resume all of ours,” Mr. Rouhani said.

He was referring to the five veto-wielding permanent members of the UN

t
n

Security Council plus Germany with whom Iran reached the nuclear deal.

a
r
i
p

Morocco to normalise ties with Israel
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Morocco has become the fourth Arab nation this year to recognise Israel,
U.S. President Donald Trump announced Thursday, as he, in turn, fulfilled a
decades-old goal of Morocco by backing its sovereignty in disputed Western
Sahara.

With barely a month left in his presidency, Mr. Trump, a staunch backer of
Israel, tweeted: “Israel and the Kingdom of Morocco have agreed to full
diplomatic relations - a massive breakthrough for peace in the Middle East!”
The White House said Mr. Trump spoke by telephone with Morocco’s King
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Mohammed VI, who was quoted as also agreeing to expand economic and
cultural cooperation with Israel.
‘Minimal delay’
The U.S. president “recognised Moroccan sovereignty over the entire Western
Sahara territory,” where the Algerian-backed Polisario Front contests Rabat’s
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King Mohammed VI said his country would “resume official contacts .... and
diplomatic relations with minimal delay” with Israel, according to a statement
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by the royal palace.
Morocco and Israel had respectively maintained liaison offices in Tel Aviv and
Rabat in the 1990s, before closing them in 2000.
The King said these “measures do not in any manner affect Morocco’s

m
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ongoing and sustained commitment to the just Palestinian cause”, according
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to the royal statement.

After the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Sudan, Morocco is the fourth
Arab State since August to commit to establishing diplomatic relations with

u
r
fo

the Jewish State.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu anticipated direct flights between

t
n

the two countries soon. In a televised address, he thanked the Moroccan
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King “for taking this historic decision to bring a historic peace between us”.
Mr. Netanyahu said the people of Israel and Morocco have had a “warm
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relationship in the modern period”. “I’ve always believed that this historic day
would come,” Mr. Netanyahu said, before lighting a candle for the Jewish
Festival of Lights, Hanukkah, which began Thursday.

UN

chief

urges

global

summit

to

declare

‘climate

emergency’
UN chief Antonio Guterres urged world leaders to declare a “state of climate

International

emergency” and shape greener growth after the coronavirus pandemic, as he
opened a summit marking five years since the landmark Paris Agreement.
The Climate Ambition Summit, being held online, comes as the United
Nations warns current commitments to tackle rises in global temperatures
are inadequate.
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The commitments made in Paris in 2015 were “far from enough” to limit
temperature rises to 1.5 degrees Celsius, the UN secretary-general said in his
opening address to the summit, which is co-hosted by Britain and France.
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“If we don’t change course, we may be headed for a catastrophic temperature
rise of more than 3.0 degrees this century,” he said.
“That is why today, I call on all leaders worldwide to declare a State of
Climate Emergency in their countries until carbon neutrality is reached,” he

m
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added, arguing the recovery from COVID-19 presented a rare opportunity to
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recalibrate growth.
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Western Sahara on edge after Israel-Morocco deal

Morocco has become the fourth Arab country to normalise ties with Israel
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in five months. On December 10, U.S. President Donald Trump announced

a
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the deal, claiming that the series of normalisation agreements between Arab
countries (the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan and now Morocco) and the Jewish state
was bringing peace to West Asia.
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In return for Morocco’s decision to establish formal ties with Israel, the U.S.
has recognised Rabat’s sovereignty over Western Sahara, a disputed territory
in northwestern Africa, which has been under Moroccan control for decades.
Morocco has long been campaigning internationally, using economic pressure
and diplomacy, for recognition of its claims to Western Sahara. It got what
it wanted from the deal with Israel, a country with which it had developed
covert ties for decades.

International

The dispute
This large, arid and sparsely populated region that shares borders with
Morocco, Algeria and Mauritania and has a long Atlantic coast was a
Spanish colony. The region is home to the Sahrawi tribe. In the 1970s, when
international and local pressure mounted on Spain to vacate its colonies in
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Africa, Libya and Algeria helped found a Sahrawi insurgency group against
the Spanish rule in Western Sahara. The Popular Front for the Liberation
of Saguia el Hamra and Rio de Oro, known as the Polisario Front, started
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guerilla warfare against Spanish colonialists.
In 1975, as part of the Madrid Accords with Morocco and Mauritania, Spain
decided to leave the territory, which was then called Spanish Sahara.
According to the accords, Spain would leave before February 28, 1976 and
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until then, the Spanish Governor General would administer the territory, with
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help from two Moroccan and Mauritanian Deputy Governors. The Polisario
Front and Algeria opposed the agreements.
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Both Morocco and Mauritania moved troops to Western Sahara to assert
their claims. Polisario, backed by Algeria, continued the guerilla resistance,
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demanding their withdrawal. On February 27, 1976, a day before Spain ended
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its presence, the Polisario Front declared the Sahrawi Arab Democratic
Republic (SADR) in Western Sahara. The SADR has been recognised by
several African countries and is a member of the African Union.
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Morocco’s claim

Morocco and Mauritania had laid claims to Western Sahara even when it
was a Spanish colony. In 1974, the International Court of Justice was asked
by the UN General Assembly to look into the legal ties, if any, that existed
between Western Sahara and Morocco and Mauritania at the time of its
colonisation by Spain in the 19th century. The court found no evidence “of
any ties of territorial sovereignty” between the Western Sahara and either

International

Morocco or Mauritania, but stated that there were “indications” that some
tribes in the territory were loyal to the Moroccan Sultan. In its conclusion,
the court endorsed the General Assembly Resolution 1541 that affirmed that
to ensure decolonisation, complete compliance with the principle of selfdetermination is required. But King Hassan II of Morocco hailed the court’s
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northern border to Western Sahara. Mauritania joined in later. It set the stage
for a three-way fight with the Polisario Front resisting both countries.
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Current status
The three-way conflict lasted for almost four years. In August 1979, Mauritania
signed a peace treaty with Polisario, bringing the country’s military involvement
in Western Sahara to an end. When Mauritanian forces withdrew from the

m
o

southern part of the desert that they had occupied, Morocco swiftly advanced
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troops.

The war continued between Moroccan troops and the Polisario Front. In
1991, when a ceasefire was finally achieved, upon the promise of holding an

u
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independence referendum in Western Sahara, Morocco had taken control of
about 80% of the territory. The war had forced almost 200,000 Sahrawis to
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flee the territory to neighbouring Algeria, where Polisario is running squalid
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refugee camps. The SADR is operating largely from the eastern flank of
Western Sahara. Moroccan troops have built a huge sand wall called Berm,
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from the Atlantic coast to the mountains of Morocco, dividing the territories
they control from that of Polisario. “It’s Africa’s last colony”, according to
Polisario fighters.

Impact of the deal
The normalisation deal between Morocco and Israel itself will not have any
direct bearing on Western Sahara. But the concession the U.S. has given to
Morocco — Washington’s recognition of Moroccan occupation of Western
Sahara — could flare up the conflict. The independence referendum,

International

promised in the 1991 ceasefire, is yet to take place. Last month, Morocco
launched an offensive into the UN-controlled buffer zone between the two
sides, and in return, Polisario said it would resume armed conflict. After the
Trump administration’s recognition of Morocco’s claim, Polisario said it would
continue fighting until Moroccan troops are forced to withdraw. The U.S. move
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would upset Algeria, the biggest backer of Polisario. Among the countries
that condemned the U.S. decision is Russia, which said the recognition of
Moroccan sovereignty over Western Sahara “is a violation of international
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law”.

U.K. and EU ditch deadline to pursue Brexit negotiations
British and European negotiators were sent back to work after Prime Minister
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Boris Johnson and EU chief Ursula von der Leyen agreed to abandon their
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supposed make-or-break deadline.

The pair had said last week they would decide whether an agreement was

u
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possible by the end of Sunday, but after a cross-Channel crisis call they
agreed to “go the extra mile”.
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“We had a useful phone call this morning. We discussed the major unresolved
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topics,” Ms. von der Leyen said in a video message, reading out a joint
statement agreed with Mr. Johnson.

“Our negotiating teams have been working day and night over recent days.”
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The EU’s Michel Barnier and Britain’s David Frost held talks late and early .
They have been alternating between the capitals but a European official said
that, for the moment, they would remain in Brussels.
In their joint statement, the leaders said: “We have accordingly mandated
our negotiators to continue the talks and to see whether an agreement can
even at this late stage be reached.”
But speaking for himself, Mr. Johnson insisted that agreement was far from

International

sure with less than three weeks to go until Britain leaves the EU single market
at the end of the year. “I’m afraid we’re still very far apart on some key things,
but where there’s life there’s hope,” he said.
“The U.K. certainly won’t be walking away from the talks. I still think there’s
a deal to be done if our partners want to do it,” he added, four days after
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breakthrough was in sight.
Mr. Johnson said Britain “would be as creative as we possibly can”.
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Without a trade deal, cross-Channel trade will revert to WTO rules, with
tariffs driving up prices and generating paperwork for importers, and the
failed negotiation could poison relations between London and Brussels for
years to come.
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German envoy summoned after EU raps Iran over Zam

Iran’s Foreign Ministry summoned Germany and France’s envoys to protest
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EU condemnation of the execution of an opposition figure, describing it as an
“unacceptable interference” in Tehran’s affairs, state media reported.
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Ruhollah Zam was hanged
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after Iran’s Supreme Court upheld his death

sentence passed in June over his role in protests during the winter of 201718, among other charges.

The EU in a statement condemned the execution in the “strongest terms” and
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emphasised its “irrevocable opposition to the use of capital punishment”.
The Iranian Foreign Ministry’s Europe director in turn told Germany’s
Ambassador, Hans-Udo Muzel, that Tehran “condemned” the statement,
which it deemed “an unacceptable interference in Iran’s domestic affairs,”
state news agency IRNA said.
Germany currently holds the European Union’s rotating presidency.
IRNA reported later that the Ministry also summoned France’s Ambassador
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after France called the execution “an unacceptable and barbaric act” and a
“serious attack on freedom of expression and freedom of the press”.

U.S. imposes CAATSA sanctions on Turkey over S-400
purchase
The U.S. has imposed sanctions on NATO-ally Turkey for its purchase
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Pompeo announced .
The issue of sanctions under Section 231 of the Countering America’s
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Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA) for purchase of Russian arms
is of particular interest to New Delhi, which is also in the process of buying
the S-400 from Moscow.
“Today’s action sends a clear signal that the United States will fully implement
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CAATSA Section 231 and will not tolerate significant transactions with

c
.
m

Russia’s defense and intelligence sectors,” Mr. Pompeo said .

Sanctions were imposed on Turkey’s main defence procurement agency,
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the Presidency of Defense Industries (SSB) for “ knowingly engaging in a
significant transaction with Rosoboronexport (ROE), Russia’s main arms

t
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export entity” the office of the U.S. State Department spokesperson said in
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a statement.

Ban on loans

These SSB sanctions comprise a ban on granting specific U.S. export
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licences and authorisations for any goods or technology, a ban on loans or
credits by U.S. financial institutions totalling more than $10 million in any 12month period, a ban on U.S. Export-Import Bank assistance for exports and
mandated U.S. opposition to loans by international financial organisations to
SSB.
Additionally, sanctions will include full blocking sanctions and visa restrictions
on SSB president Ismail Demir and other officials.
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“We very much regret that this has been necessary, and we very much hope
that Turkey will work with us to resolve the S-400 problem as quickly as
possible,” said the State Department’s Christopher Ford, who is in charge of
security and non-proliferation.
“The United States made clear to Turkey at the highest levels and on
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the security of U.S. military technology and personnel and provide substantial
funds to Russia’s defense sector, as well as Russian access to the Turkish
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armed forces and defense industry,” Mr. Pompeo said.
“Turkey nevertheless decided to move ahead with the procurement and
testing of the S-400, despite the availability of alternative, NATO-interoperable
systems to meet its defense requirements. This decision resulted in Turkey’s

m
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suspension and pending removal from the global F-35 Joint Strike Fighter
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partnership,” he said.
Concerns over system
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Last year, the U.S. had removed Turkey from its F-35 jet programme over
concerns that sensitive information could be accessed by Russia if Turkey

t
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used Russian systems along with U.S. jets.

a
r
i
p

U.S. President Donald Trump and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan
have an apparently close relationship and Mr. Trump has pushed back on
Congressional demands for sanctions against Turkey.
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The administration has now had to face a $740 million National Defense
Authorization Bill (NDAA) 2021 from the U.S. Congress, which mandates
sanctions against Turkey within 30 days of the bill’s passage (December 11).
Mr. Trump has threatened to veto the Bill.
“The biggest winner of our new defense Bill is China! I will veto!”’ Mr. Trump
had tweeted days ago.

International

Russia denies role of FSB in opposition leader’s poisoning
Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov denied recent media investigations
that alleged the country’s Federal Security Service (FSB) had followed and
poisoned opposition leader Alexei Navalny.
“All this news is funny to read. But the manner in which this news is presented
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says only one thing: that our Western partners lack any ethical standards,”
Mr. Lavrov said.
Several European labs in September concluded that Navalny, 44, was
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poisoned after he fell ill on a flight from Siberia to Moscow in August before
being transported by medical aircraft to Berlin.
A joint investigation published earlier this week by several media outlets
claimed FSB chemical weapons experts had followed Mr. Navalny for years,
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including on the day he was poisoned.
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The investigative website Bellingcat together with CNN, Russian site The
Insider and Germany’s Der Spiegel

published names and photos of the

alleged men who tailed Mr. Navalny.
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Their investigation said the men are specialists in nerve agents and toxins,
including the Soviet-designed poison Novichok, which European countries
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said was used against Mr. Navalny, Russia’s most prominent Kremlin critic.
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During a visit to the Croatian capital Zagreb, Mr. Lavrov said the media
reports prove Western countries’ “lack of any skills for normal diplomatic
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work and an unwillingness to comply with international legal norms when it
comes to establishing facts”.
The joint report does not establish any direct contact between Mr. Navalny
and the named agents and Russia has flatly denied any role in the Kremlin
critic’s illness.
The European Union has imposed entry bans and bank account freezes on
six people suspected of being responsible, including FSB chief Alexander
Bortnikov.

International

The 44-year-old opposition leader has said he will return to Russia after
making a full recovery in Germany.

WHO to probe virus origins in China
A team of international investigators led by the World Health Organization
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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(WHO) is likely to go to China in early January to study the origins of the
COVID-19 outbreak, which first began in Wuhan, in southwestern Hubei
province, late last year.
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WHO officials said the composition of the team and where they would visit
was being discussed with China. Babatunde Olowokure, the WHO’s regional
emergencies director in the Western Pacific, said at a press conference that
China was “welcoming” the team and the visit was likely to happen in early
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January. How much access the team will have, and whether the visit comes
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too late, has become a point of contention. China has resisted calls for an
independent international inquiry into the origins but has said it would be
open to a WHO-led investigation even as the organisation has come under
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fire, particularly from the U.S., over its handling of the outbreak in the initial
stages.
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A team of 12-15 experts will likely go to Wuhan “to examine evidence, including
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human and animal samples collected by Chinese researchers, and to build
on their initial studies”,Reutersreported. Thea Fischer, a Danish member,
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was quoted as saying the team would leave “just after New Year’s” for a sixweek mission, which would include two weeks of quarantine on arrival. Initial
attention into the origins of COVID-19 had focused on the Huanan seafood
market in Wuhan, where an outbreak was first reported in December, although
some Chinese health officials have since said the market may have not been
the origin, but where the virus first spread.
Focus on market
The WHO investigation will likely focus on the market in an effort to reconstruct

International

the outbreak, the South China Morning Post reported this week, noting that
China had “released sparse details” about its studies into the market. Most
scientists believe the SARS-CoV-2 virus, similar to the first SARS outbreak,
likely came from a bat and was passed to humans via an intermediary host.
Whether that was one of the live animals sold at the market is among the
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The WHO investigation, although at an early stage, has already become
politicised, with China resisting what it sees as any outside interference,
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seeking to remain in control over how much access international scientists
will have, and officials and State media there increasingly backing a narrative
suggesting the virus came to China from elsewhere. The U.S. and several
other countries, meanwhile, have criticised the WHO’s handling and called
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for more transparency and independence into the investigations.
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The report from the first WHO-China Joint Mission on COVID-19, which
followed a visit by 25 Chinese and international experts to several Chinese
cities between February 16 and 24, praised China’s initial handling of the
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outbreak and the lockdown of Hubei province for controlling the spread of
the virus. The WHO mission report was widely cited by the Chinese media
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as underlining the success of the country’s response.
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The mission to China followed a visit by the WHO Director-General Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus to Beijing, who in a January 28 meeting with President
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Xi Jinping “praised the seriousness with which China is taking this outbreak,
especially the commitment from top leadership, and the transparency they
have demonstrated”.
Initial cover-up
Neither mentioned the initial cover-up by Wuhan authorities until midJanuary, which resulted in the Communist Party leadership in February
sacking the party chiefs of both Hubei and Wuhan, as well as two senior
provincial health officials. That detail has, however, now become a footnote,
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with State media, ahead of the WHO team’s visit, increasingly emphasising
China’s subsequent recovery, showcasing its effective response to stem the
outbreak, and questioning the origins of COVID-19.
The Party-run Global Times published an article questioning whether the
virus came to Wuhan from overseas, citing recent local cases in China
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
related to imported seafood and meat products. “As the mounting sporadic
outbreaks in China were found to be related to imported cold-chain products,
with other parts of the world, including Europe and the American continent,
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reportedly discovering signs of the coronavirus earlier than Wuhan, it begs
a new hypothesis: did the early outbreak in Wuhan originate from imported
frozen food?” the newspaper asked. China has, in recent weeks, stopped
certain food imports, which it has blamed for new cases that have been
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reported even after local transmission had broadly been curbed by the end
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of the summer.

Chinese scientists have also put forward studies suggesting the virus was
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circulating in other countries, such as Italy, before it came to China. One
recent pre-print even suggested that the first human transmission took place
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on the Indian subcontinent, but it was subsequently withdrawn.
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That is not, however, the view of most international experts. Last month,
Michael Ryan, the Executive Director of the WHO’s Health Emergencies
Programme, said it would be “highly speculative” for the WHO “to say that the
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disease did not emerge in China”. “It is clear from a public health perspective
that you start your investigations where the human cases first emerged,” he
said, adding that evidence may lead them elsewhere.
These remarks from the WHO did not, however, find wide mention in the
Chinese media.

International

U.S. plans to unseal charges against 1988 crash suspect
The U.S. Justice Department plans to unseal new charges in the coming
days in connection with the 1988 bombing of a Pan Am jet that exploded
over Lockerbie, Scotland, killing 270 people, according to a person familiar
with the case.
The bombing of Flight 103, whose victims included dozens of American
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college students, spurred global investigations and produced sanctions
against Libya, which ultimately surrendered two intelligence officials for
prosecution before a Scottish court sitting in the Netherlands.

DECEMBER
2020

VOL.76

The announcement of a prosecution against an additional individual would
carry personal significance for Attorney General William Barr, who is leaving
the position next week but held the same job when the Justice Department
nearly 30 years ago revealed criminal charges in the U.S. against the two
Libyans. Monday is the 32nd anniversary of the bombing.
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“This investigation is by no means over. It continues unabated. We will not
rest until all those responsible are brought to justice,” Mr. Barr said at a 1991
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news conference announcing the charges. “We have no higher priority.”

The head of the Justice Department’s criminal division at the time was

t
n

Robert Mueller, who went on to serve as FBI director and as special counsel

a
r
i
p

in charge of the investigation into ties between Russia and the 2016 Trump
campaign.

Libya refused to extradite the men to the U.S. but ultimately agreed to a deal
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to put them on trial in the Netherlands.
News of the expected criminal case was first reported by The Wall Street
Journal and The New York Times . A person familiar with the Justice
Department’s plan who was not authorised to discuss it by name confirmed
it to the Associated Press on the condition of anonymity.
The New York-bound flight exploded over Lockerbie less than an hour after
takeoff from London on Dec. 21, 1988. The attack, caused by a bomb packed
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into a suitcase, killed 259 people on the plane and 11 on the ground.

Won’t step back from S-400 deal with Russia, says Turkey
Turkey will not step back from its decision to deploy Russian air defence
systems despite U.S. sanctions imposed on the country over the purchase,
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Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said .
In an interview with Turkey’s 24 TV television, Mr. Cavusoglu also said Turkey
was mulling steps it would take to reciprocate against the U.S. sanctions, but
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did not say what the steps could entail.
The U.S announced sanctions earlier this week over Turkey’s procurement
of Russia’s advanced S-400 system, under a U.S. law known as CAATSA,
aimed at pushing back on Russian influence. The sanctions target Turkey’s
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Presidency of Defense Industries, the head of the presidency and three other
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senior officials.

The penalties block any assets the four officials may have in U.S. jurisdictions
and bar their entry into the U.S. They also include a ban on most export

u
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licenses, loans and credits to the agency.
‘Assessing impact’
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“If we were to step back we would have done so before now,” Mr. Cavusoglu
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said. “Now we are assessing the impact of these sanctions in great detail ...
and will take steps accordingly.”
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The Minister also described the sanctions as “wrong both legally and
politically”, arguing that Turkey’s purchase of the Russian system in 2017
predated the CAATSA law.
Mr. Cavusoglu said that an improvement of relations between Turkey and the
United States would be conditional on President-elect Joe Biden’s ability to
address Ankara’s grievances.
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Economic recovery is ‘not yet solid’, says China
China said its economy had yet to fully bounce back from the COVID-19
pandemic and pledged financial support for recovery efforts, at the end of a
key annual policy meeting .
China suffered its first contraction in decades this year in the wake of COVIDVisit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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19 that prompted drastic lockdowns in Wuhan — the central industrial city
where the virus first emerged last year — and sent factory activity into a
nosedive. Its economy has since improved after authorities managed to
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largely contain the infection, and China may be the only major world power
to record positive growth this year.
But officials at this week’s Central Economic Work Conference, presided
over by President Xi Jinping, said the global recovery would be “unstable
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and uneven”, and signalled a fiscal policy focused on maintaining economic
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stability. “We must be clearly aware that there are many uncertainties in the
evolution of the pandemic and external environment, and the foundation for
our country’s economic recovery is not yet solid,” said a statement from the
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three-day summit published by state broadcaster CCTV .

Beijing will boost financial support to technological innovation, small business
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and green projects to keep the economy on an even keel, the meeting said.
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Officials also said they would prevent “the disorderly expansion of capital”,
strengthening a new anti-monopoly push.
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U.S. cyberattack is widening: Microsoft
A devastating cyberattack on U.S. government agencies has also hit targets
worldwide, with the list of victims still growing, according to researchers,
heightening fears over computer security and espionage.
Microsoft said it had notified over 40 customers hit by the malware, which
experts say came from hackers linked to the Russian government and which
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could allow attackers unfettered network access.
“While roughly 80% of these customers are located in the United States,
this work so far has also identified victims in seven additional countries,”
Microsoft president Brad Smith said in a blog post. He said the victims were
also in Belgium, Britain, Canada, Israel, Mexico, Spain and the United Arab
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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“It’s certain that the number and location of victims will keep growing,” Mr.
Smith said, echoing concerns voiced by U.S. officials on the serious threat
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from the attack. “This is not ‘espionage as usual’, even in the digital age,” he
added. “Instead, it represents an act of recklessness that created a serious
technological vulnerability for the United States and the world.”
John Dickson of the security firm Denim Group said many private sector
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firms that could be vulnerable are scrambling to shore up security and
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considering rebuilding their servers and other equipment. “Everyone is in
damage assessment now because it’s so big,” Mr. Dickson said.
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The National Security Agency called for increased vigilance to prevent
unauthorised access to key military and civilian systems.
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U.S. planning to close its last two consulates in Russia
Donald Trump’s outgoing administration is planning to close the two remaining
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U.S. consulates in Russia, the State Department confirmed , as Presidentelect Joe Biden prepares to take office amid high tensions with Moscow.
The U.S. will close its consulate in the far eastern city of Vladivostok and
suspend operations at its post in Yekaterinburg, a Department spokesperson
said. The decision followed consultation with Ambassador John Sullivan and
was part of “efforts to ensure the safe and secure operation of the U.S.
diplomatic mission in the Russian Federation”, the spokesperson said.
CNN reported that a State Department letter to Congress this month said the
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move was a response to “ongoing staffing challenges for the U.S. Mission in
Russia in the wake of the 2017 Russian-imposed personnel cap on the U.S.
Mission”.
Ten diplomats assigned to the consulates will reportedly be relocated to
the U.S. Embassy in Moscow, while 33 local staff will lose their jobs. The
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Department said the “resulting realignment of personnel at U.S. Embassy
Moscow will allow us to advance our foreign policy interests in Russia in the
most effective and safe manner possible”.
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“No action related to the Russian consulates in the U.S. is planned,” the
spokesperson added.
The closures would leave the Embassy as the last U.S. diplomatic mission in
Russia. Moscow ordered the closure of the U.S. consulate in St. Petersburg
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in March 2018 during a diplomatic spat sparked by the poisoning of Sergei
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Skripal on British soil.
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China appoints new General for India border command
China has appointed a new People’s Liberation Army (PLA) General to

t
n

head its Western Theatre Command, its biggest military command which
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is responsible for the India border, replacing a long-standing General who
oversaw a tumultuous four-year period that saw renewed border tensions.
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The announcement was made when President Xi Jinping, also chairman
of the Central Military Commission (CMC), presented four military and
armed police officers “with certificates of order promoting them to the rank
of General”, the State media reported.
Among the four were Zhang Xudong, who was named as Commander of
the Western Theatre Command. The three other promoted officers were
Guo Puxiao, Political Commissar of the CMC Logistic Support Department,
Li Wei, Political Commissar of the PLA’s Strategic Support Force which is
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responsible for cyber warfare, and Wang Chunning, Commander of the
People’s Armed Police Force (PAPF), which is tasked with internal security.
General Zhang has no prior experience in the Western Theatre, Tibet or
Xinjiang, having spent much of his career in the northeastern Shenyang
Military Region (now under the Northern Theatre Command) and since 2017
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for the security of the capital, Beijing.
General Zhang replaces the influential General Zhao Zongqi, who turned 65
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this year, and has been in charge of the Western Theatre Command since
its formation in February 2016, when Mr. Xi put in place sweeping reforms
consolidating the seven military regions into five commands, with the aim of
increasing jointness and integration between different services.
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General Zhao was in charge during the 2017 Doklam crisis, when ties between
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India and China were strained during a 72-day stand-off on the plateau near
the India-Bhutan-China trjunction, and also during the current tensions along
the Line of Actual Control (LAC) which erupted in early May when the PLA
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carried out multiple transgressions across the LAC. In October 2017, he was
appointed to the Communist Party’s 19th Central Committee.
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The PLA’s unprecedented mobilisation this summer and transgressions
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in multiple areas has led Indian officials to believe that the moves were
authorised at least at the level of General Zhao, or even higher at the CMC.
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The appointment marks the second major change in the leadership of the
Western Theatre Command since this year’s crisis began. In June, the PLA
appointed Lieutenant-General Xu Qiling as the new Commander of the PLA
Western Theatre Command Ground Force, or Army, serving under General
Zhao who oversaw all forces there, including the Ground Force or Army, Air
Force, Rocket Force and the Strategic Support Force.
LAC talks
India and China are set to soon have the ninth round of talks at the Corps
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Commander level to take forward disengagement on the LAC, with the next
round of talks agreed to as officials from both sides met under the Working
Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination on India-China border affairs.
At the last round of talks on November 6, both sides continued discussing
modalities to finalise a plan for phased disengagement. One of the sticking
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heights south of Pangong Lake before it does so on the north bank.
Officials told The Hindu following the last round that proposals were under
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discussion and would be taken up at the ninth round, and “once agreed upon
it will be done in multiple phases with on the ground verification after each
step”.
North of the lake, China has moved troops up to Finger 4 since May and has
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prevented India from reaching Finger 8.
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Under the first phase of disengagement, both sides had moved back in the
Galwan Valley and in the Gogra-Hot Springs area.

The situation at Pangong Lake remains unresolved, as also in the Depsang
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plains.
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India, Nepal political parties improve ties as leaders meet
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The latest visit by the leader of the Foreign Affairs department of the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) to Nepal is expected to open a new level of interaction
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among the political parties of Nepal and India, leaders on both sides have
remarked. Dr. Vijay Chauthaiwale’s visit to Kathmandu earlier this month took
place after Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan Shringla held a discussion with
his counterpart in Nepal on November 26 during a two-day visit, which helped
in normalising relationship with Nepal after months of turmoil.
During his visit to Kathmandu, Mr. Chauthaiwale met with Prime Minister K. P.
Sharma Oli and Finance Minister Bishnu Paudel. Following the meeting held
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last week, Mr. Chauthaiwale said on social media, “It’s a pleasure to be in
Kathmandu on the invitation of general secretary of Nepal Communist Party
and Finance Minister Shri Bishnu Paudel ji.”
The visit was significant as the ruling Nepal Communist Party has been at
loggerheads with several leaders of the BJP in U.P. and Bihar. This tussle
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Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath.
Mr. Chauthaiwale’s outreach found support from D. Raja of the Communist
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Party of India, who has been a part of the political dialogue between India
and Nepal over the last two decades. “It’s a welcome sign. There should not
be any bar on the communication among political parties between the two
sides. We have always maintained frank discussion with Nepalese political
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parties, cutting across ideological lines. This was interrupted only in the most
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recent years because of political obstructions from certain sides,” Mr. Raja
said, emphasising the need for dialogue between the political parties of India
and Nepal.
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‘India’s COVID-19 fatality rate is among lowest in the world’
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Observing that despite festivals in the month of October-November, no
new surge of COVID-19 cases had been observed in this period due to
comprehensive testing, tracking and treatment policy implemented on the
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ground, the Union Health Minister Harsh Vardhan said, “India’s COVID-19
pandemic growth is currently at 2% and case fatality rate (CFR) is amongst
the lowest in the world at 1.45% now.”
Chairing the 22nd meeting of the high-level Group of Ministers (GoM) on
COVID-19, he said, “India’s COVID recovery rate has peaked to 95.46%
while the strategy of testing 1 million samples has decreased the cumulative
positivity rate to 6.25%. But there is still a need to diligently maintain COVID

International

appropriate behaviour at a time when the country is at the cusp of authorising
the first set of vaccines.”
Vaccination drive
He also expressed the need for an expeditious vaccination drive to cover all
the target populations, estimated to be around 30 crore.
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Affairs from 12 other countries, Vinod K. Paul, Member (Health), NITI Aayog
provided a detailed presentation on critical aspects of vaccination.
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Health Secretary Rajesh Bhushan said, “People in States/UTs with a
vibrant public healthcare system are tracked and encouraged to be tested
by grassroots health workers, which inhibits the progress of COVID in the
patient to an advanced stage, which allows these States to keep their fatality
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rate at minimum.”
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India to bring more nations into coastal radar network
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As part of efforts to further expand the coastal radar chain network meant to
enable real-time monitoring of the high seas for threats as also expand India’s
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assistance for capacity building to Indian Ocean littoral states, efforts are in
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advanced stages to set up coastal radar stations in the Maldives, Myanmar
and Bangladesh, according to defence sources.

“Mauritius, Seychelles and Sri Lanka have already been integrated into the
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country’s coastal radar chain network. Similar plans are in the pipeline with
Maldives and Myanmar and discussions are ongoing with Bangladesh and
Thailand,” a defence source said. Similar proposals are being pursued with
some more countries, a second source said. Two of the coastal radar stations
in the Maldives were functional as of last year and work was under way on
the third station.
The Indian Navy’s Information Management and Analysis Centre (IMAC)
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located in Gurugram, which was set up after the 26/11 Mumbai terror attacks,
is the nodal agency for maritime data fusion.
As part of information exchange regarding traffic on the high seas, the Navy has
been authorised by the government to conclude white shipping agreements
with 36 countries and three multilateral constructs. So far agreements have
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17 agreements and the one multilateral construct have been operationalised,
the second source stated.
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Info fusion centre
At the Navy’s Information Fusion Centre for the Indian Ocean Region (IFCIOR) which is meant to promote Maritime Domain Awareness, three more
International Liaison Officers (ILO) are expected to join soon. The ILOs from
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France, Japan and the U.S. have joined the centre. “The additional officers
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have been delayed due to COVID-19,” an official said.

Under Phase-I of the coastal radar chain network, 46 coastal radar stations
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have been set up across the country’s coastline. Under Phase-II of the
project, which is currently under way, 38 static radar stations and four mobile
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radar stations are being set up by the Coast Guard and is in advanced stage
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of completion.
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Differences threaten to sink post-Brexit trade deal
Negotiations for a post-Brexit trade deal teetered on the brink of failure ,
overshadowed by the coronavirus crisis and deadlocked over the issue of
fishing rights.
“Unfortunately the EU has put in some unreasonable demands,” British
Health Minister Matt Hancock told Sky News. “I’m sure that a deal can be
done, but obviously it needs movement on the EU side.”
But a European diplomat told AFP that Brussels had made its best offer
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and it was down to British Prime Minister Boris Johnson — distracted by
the worsening coronavirus crisis at home — to decide whether he wants a
deal.

Russia envoy: S-400 deal advancing… don’t recognise
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The implementation of the ongoing Russia-India defence deals, including
the supply of a batch of S-400 missile systems, is advancing well despite the

DECEMBER
2020

VOL.76

threat of US sanctions, the Russian embassy in Delhi said .
The Russian embassy also said that India should not be worried about its
relationship with Pakistan but noted that Moscow is committed to develop ties
with Islamabad as it is a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
(SCO).
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Addressing a press conference, Russian ambassador Nikolay Kudashev
appeared to criticise the US sanctions on Turkey for procuring the S-400
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missile systems under a USD 2.5 billion deal, saying Moscow does not
recognise such unilateral actions.
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“We do not recognise or welcome unilateral sanctions as a language or tool
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or instrument of interstate or international relations, other than those applied
by the UN Security Council, this is also the case of Turkey,” he said.
“As far as India is concerned, we share the same platform. India’s position is
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also crystal clear. No sanctions are acknowledged other than those imposed
by the UN Security Council. Whatever the future is, we believe that our ties
could withstand the coming challenges,” he said.
Kudashev was asked to comment on the US sanctions on Turkey under the
provisions of the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act
(CAATSA).
Russian Deputy Chief of the mission Roman Babushkin said the US is using
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the sanction regime on arms purchases from Russia as “illegal tools”.
Asked whether Russia expects the Biden administration to lift the sanctions
regime, Kudashev said it is difficult to predict, adding, “Let it first announce
publicly its plans and foreign policy vision.”
“As far as current deals are concerned, we are advancing well, including
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helicopters and AK-203 rifles production are expedited, soon we will see good
progress, which is especially important due to a deep interest expressed by
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the Indian armed forces,” he said.
On Russia-Pakistan ties, Babushkin said Russia’s ties with Pakistan are
“independent” in nature and that his government is mindful of respecting
sensitivities of other countries. “We do not think India should be worried,” he
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said at the briefing when asked about Russia’s military drills with Pakistan as
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well as trade cooperation.

He said the basic principle of Russian foreign policy is to have bilateral
relations that are not aimed against any other country.
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Babushkin said the military drills with Pakistan were part of the counter-terror
framework and such collaborations including experience sharing and capacity
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building is natural for all the SCO member states.
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Kudashev, replying to a question at a media briefing on China’s growing
belligerence in the Indo-Pacific, said Moscow would welcome enhanced
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dialogue between New Delhi and Beijing and even wished that relations
between the two sides reach the level of Indo-Russia ties.

Saudi Arabia, UAE govt spyware targets phones of Al-Jazeera
journalists: Report
Dozens of journalists at Al-Jazeera, the Qatari state-owned media company,
have been targeted by advanced spyware in an attack likely linked to the

International

governments of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, a cybersecurity
watchdog said Sunday.
Citizen Lab at the University of Toronto said it traced malware that infected
the personal phones of 36 journalists, producers, anchors and executives
at Al-Jazeera back to the Israel-based NSO Group, which has been widely
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condemned for selling spyware to repressive governments.
Most unnerving to the investigators was that iMessages were infecting targeted
cellphones without the users taking any action— what’s known as zero-click
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vulnerability. Through push notifications alone, the malware instructed the
phones to upload their content to servers linked to the NSO Group, Citizen
Lab said, turning journalists’ iPhones into powerful surveillance tools without
even luring users to click on suspicious links or threatening texts.
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The coordinated attacks on Qatari-funded Al-Jazeera, which Citizen Lab
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described as the largest concentration of phone hacks targeting a single
organization, occurred in July, just weeks before the Trump administration
announced the normalization of ties between Israel and the UAE, the archival
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to Qatar.

The breakthrough deal took public what had been a long-secret alliance.
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Analysts say normalization likely will lead to stronger cooperation in digital
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surveillance between Israel and the Persian Gulf sheikhdoms.
Apple said it was aware of the Citizen Lab report and said the latest version of
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its mobile operating system, iOS 14, “delivered new protections against these
kinds of attacks.” It sought to reassure users that NSO doesn’t target the
average iPhone owner, but rather sells its software to foreign governments to
target a limited group. Apple said it has not been able to independently verify
Citizen Lab’s analysis.
Citizen Lab, which has been tracking NSO spyware for four years, tied the
attacks “with medium confidence” to the Emirati and Saudi governments,
based on their past targeting of dissidents at home and abroad with the same

International spyware.
The two countries are embroiled in a bitter geopolitical dispute with Qatar
in which hacking and cyber-surveillance have increasingly become favored
tools.
In 2017, the two Gulf nations and their allies imposed a blockade on Qatar
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The UAE and Saudi Arabia served the tiny country with a list of demands,
among them, shutting down its influential Arabic-language TV network, which
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the UAE and Saudi Arabia see as promoting a political agenda at odds with
their own. The feud continues to fester, although officials recently have
indicated a resolution may be within reach.
Emirati and Saudi authorities did not respond to requests for comment.
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The NSO Group cast doubt on Citizen Lab’s accusations in a statement but
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said it was “unable to comment on a report that we have not yet seen.”

The firm said it provides technology for the sole purpose of enabling
“governmental law enforcement agencies to tackle serious organized crime
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and counterterrorism.” Nevertheless, it added, “when we receive credible
evidence of misuse. We take all necessary steps in accordance with our
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product misuse investigation procedure in order to review the allegations.”
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NSO does not identify its customers.

Prior to Sunday’s report, NSO’s spyware has repeatedly been found deployed
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to hack journalists, lawyers, human rights defenders and dissidents. Most
notably, the spyware was implicated in the gruesome killing of Saudi journalist
Jamal Khashoggi, who was dismembered in the Saudi consulate in Istanbul
in 2018 and whose body has never been found.
Several alleged targets of the spyware, including a close friend of Khashoggi
and several Mexican civil society figures, sued NSO in an Israeli court over
the hacking.
The NSO Group’s surveillance software, known as Pegasus, is designed

International to bypass detection and mask its activity. The malware infiltrates phones
to vacuum up personal and location data and surreptitiously control the
smartphone’s microphones and cameras, allowing hackers to spy on reporters’
face-to-face meetings with sources.
“It’s not only very scary, but it’s the holy grail of phone hacking,” said Bill
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normally, completely unaware that someone else is looking at everything
you’re doing.“
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The Citizen Lab researchers connected the hacks to previously identified
Pegasus operators in attacks attributed to Saudi Arabia and the UAE over
the last four years.
Rania Dridi, a newscaster at the London-based satellite channel Al Araby,
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never noticed anything amiss. Although she said she’s accustomed to Emirati
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and Saudi criticism over her reporting on human rights and the UAE’s role
in wars in Libya and Yemen, she was shocked to learn her phone had been

u
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infected with invasive spyware on several occasions starting October 2019.
“It’s a horrible feeling to be so insecure, to know my private life wasn’t private

t
n

this whole time,” she said.
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The zero-click vulnerability is increasingly being used to hack cellphones
without a trace, said Marczak. Last year, WhatsApp and its parent
company Facebook filed an unprecedented lawsuit against the NSO Group,
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accusing the Israeli firm of targeting some 1,400 users of its encrypted
messaging service with highly sophisticated spyware through missed calls.
Earlier this month, an Al-Jazeera anchor filed another lawsuit in the U.S.,
alleging that the NSO Group hacked her phone through WhatsApp over
her reporting on Saudi Arabia’s powerful Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman.
With the UAE and Bahrain normalizing ties with Israel, the use of Israeli

International

spyware in the region may accelerate, Marczak added, encompassing
a “much wider range of government agencies and customers across the
Gulf.“
The Al-Jazeera attack represents the tip of the iceberg, said Yaniv Balmas,
head of cyber research at Check Point, an Israeli security company.
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they’re happening all the time, everywhere.”
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China slams U.S. over Tibet Bill, S. China Sea ‘trespass’
The United States and China sparred over Tibet and the South China Sea,
with new moves from Washington marking the start of the last month of
President Donald Trump in office fuelling fresh tensions in an already fraught
relationship.
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China hit out at the U.S. for passing the Tibetan Policy and Support Act
(TPSA), a landmark legislation that calls for the opening of a U.S. consulate
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in Lhasa and also underlines U.S. backing for the Dalai Lama to determine
his successor.
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The Act said such decisions “should be made by the appropriate religious
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authorities within the Tibetan Buddhist tradition” with the “wishes of the 14th
Dalai Lama... [playing] a determinative role”, and described “interference” in
the succession by China as “a clear violation of the fundamental religious
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freedoms for Tibetan Buddhists and the Tibetan people”.
With the Act, the U.S. will back the choice made by the Dalai Lama, even
as China has made clear it would anoint its own successor, just as it did by
naming its own 11th Panchen Lama in 1995 as Gyancain Norbu, rejecting the
Dalai Lama-backed candidate, Gedhun Choekyi Nima, aged six at the time,
who has not been seen in public since.
China said it “resolutely opposes” the “adoption of Bills containing such ill

International

contents on China”.
“Issues related to Tibet, Taiwan and Hong Kong concern China’s sovereignty
and territorial integrity. They are China’s internal affairs that allow no foreign
interference,” Foreign Ministry spokesperson Wang Wenbin said.
“The Chinese government is determined in safeguarding national sovereignty,
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our domestic affairs under those pretexts, refrain from signing the bills or
implementing the negative contents and items in them that target China and
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undercut China’s interests, so as to avoid further damaging overall ChinaU.S. cooperation and bilateral relations.”
‘Momentous landmark’
The passing of the TPSA, which will have to be signed into law by Mr. Trump,
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was welcomed by the “government-in-exile” in Dharamsala and its leader or
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Sikyong Lobsang Sangay, who described it as “a momentous landmark for
the Tibetan people” and said “by passing the TPSA, Congress has sent its

u
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message loud and clear that Tibet remains a priority for the U.S”.

China also slammed new moves by the Trump administration to add 58
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Chinese companies to a list of firms that it says have links to the Chinese
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military and to restrict visas for Chinese officials linked with human rights
abuses.

“The U.S. has been abusing state power and national security concept to
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suppress and contain certain foreign companies by applying measures such
as export control,” Mr. Wang said, adding that the U.S. was “weaponising
its visa policy to impose various visa sanctions on Chinese individuals citing
so-called issues related to Hong Kong, Xinjiang, Tibet, religion and human
rights”.
Naval dispute
Both sides also clashed over the South China Sea, with the Chinese military

International

saying it had “warned” a U.S. destroyer sailing in waters off the disputed
Spratly islands (called Nansha by China).
“On December 22, the US guided missile destroyer USS John S.
McCain trespassed into the waters adjacent to China’s Nansha islands and
reefs without Chinese government’s permission, and the naval and aerial
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said Air Force Senior Colonel Tian Junli, spokesperson for the PLA Southern
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Theater Command, accusing the U.S. of “seriously violating China’s
sovereignty and security, and gravely undermining peace and stability in the
South China Sea”.
This was the ninth freedom of navigation operation conducted this year by
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the U.S., the most in the past five years, according to South China Sea
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Strategic Situation Probing Initiative, a Beijing-based think tank, reported the
Communist Party-run Global Times .
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Nepal’s ruling party appears headed for split
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The ruling Nepal Communist Party appeared to be headed for a split after
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the warring factions held separate Central Committee meetings, with Prime
Minister K.P. Sharma Oli announcing a new 1,199-member committee to
organise the party’s general convention in an effort to strengthen his hold
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on it.

Mr. Oli, who is also one of the two chairmen of the ruling party, announced
the new committee during a meeting of the party’s Central Committee
members close to him, at Baluwatar, the Prime Minister’s official residence,
the Kathmandu Post reported.
The members of the newly-formed general convention organising committee
took oaths in the presence of the Prime Minister. The meeting also decided

International

to remove Naryan Kaji Shrestha as the party spokesperson.
Foreign Minister Pradeep Gyawali, a Standing Committee member, was
appointed as the new spokesperson of the party, said Binod Shrestha, a
Central Committee member.
Nepal plunged into a political crisis after Mr. Oli got the President to dissolve
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him and former premier Pushpa Kamal Dahal ‘Prachanda’ within the ruling
dispensation.
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The newly-formed committee adds 556 members to the existing 446-member
Central Committee of the ruling party. Addressing the Central Committee
members of his faction, Mr. Oli said that it would not make any difference to
the party if some leaders quit.
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Convention in November
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In the meeting, Mr. Oli also proposed to hold the party’s general convention
from November 18-23 in Kathmandu next year. Earlier, the party’s convention
was scheduled from April 7-12 next year.
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The rival faction led by Mr. Prachanda also held a separate central committee
meeting in Kathmandu. Former Prime Ministers Madhav Kumar Nepal and
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Jhalanath Khanal and former Agriculture minister Ghanashyam Bhushal were
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among the senior leaders who attended the Central Committee meeting of
Prachanda-led faction. Nearly two-thirds of the 446 members of the Central
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Committee of the party were present in the Prachanda led faction’s meeting.
However, a formal split of the party is yet to be announced.

Health data shows India does not need a two-child policy:
PCI
The latest data from the National Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5) provides
evidence of an uptake in the use of modern contraceptives in rural and urban
areas, an improvement in these demands being met, and a decline in the

International average number of children borne by a woman, and prove that the country’s
population is stabilising and fears over a “population explosion” and calls for
a “two-child policy” are misguided, say experts.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi during his Independence Day Speech in 2019
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Months later, the NITI Aayog called various stakeholders for a national-level
consultation on the issue, which was subsequently cancelled following media
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glare on it.
The first part of the NFHS-5 report, which was made public earlier this month,
records data for 17 States and five Union Territories. The analysis of the data
by the international non-profit Population Council (PC) shows that the Total
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Fertility Rate (number of children born per woman) has decreased across 14
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out of 17 States and is either at 2.1 children per woman or less.

This also implies that most States have attained replacement level fertility,
i.e., the average number of children born per woman at which a population
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exactly replaces itself from one generation to the next. “We need to think
through and move away from the two narratives being built without any
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evidence. The data is the response to myth and misconception around the
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two-child norm,” said Poonam Muttreja, executive director, PFI.
While during NFHS-3 and NFHS-4, conducted between 2005 and 2016,
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there was a decline in the use of modern methods of contraception (oral pills,
condoms, intra-uterine device) across 12 of 22 States and UTs, in NFHS-5
as many as 11 out of 12 States where there was a slump have witnessed
an increase in their use, showed the analyses presented by Dr. Niranjan
Saggurti, country director, PC, at a web conference.

U.K., EU reach post-Brexit trade agreement

International

Just a week before the deadline, Britain and the European Union struck a
free-trade deal on December 24 that should avert economic chaos on New
Year’s and bring a measure of certainty for businesses after years of Brexit
turmoil.
Once ratified by both sides, the agreement will ensure Britain and the 27Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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U.K. breaks fully free of the EU on January 1.
Relief was palpable on both sides that nine months of tense and often testy
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negotiations had finally produced a positive result.
The Christmas Eve breakthrough was doubly welcome amid a coronavirus
pandemic that has left some 70,000 people in Britain dead and led the
country’s neighbors to shut its borders to the U.K. over a new and seemingly
more contagious variant of the virus spreading in England.

m
o

c
.
m

“We have taken back control of our laws and our destiny,” declared British
Prime Minister Boris Johnson, who posted a picture of himself on social
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media, beaming with thumbs up.

European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen said, “it was a long
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and winding road but we have got a good deal to show for it.”

a
r
i
p

“It is fair, it is a balanced deal, and it is the right and responsible thing to do
for both sides,” she said in Brussels.

The 27 EU member states and the British and European parliaments both

s
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vote on the agreement, though action by the latter may not happen until after
the Jan. 1 breakup. Britain’s Parliament is set to vote December 30.
France, long seen as Britain’s toughest obstacle to a deal, said the uncanny
steadfastness among the 27 nations with widely varying interests was a
triumph in itself.
“European unity and firmness paid off,” French President Emmanuel Macron
said in a statement.

International

And German Chancellor Angela Merkel said that unity will now probably
result in all the EU nations backing the deal: “I am very optimistic, that we
can present a good result here.”
It has been four-and-a-half years since Britons voted 52% to 48% to leave
the EU and — in the words of the Brexiteers’ campaign slogan — “take back
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It took more than three years of wrangling before Britain left the bloc’s political
structures in January 2019. Disentangling the two sides’ economies and
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reconciling Britain’s desire for independence with the EU’s aim of preserving
its unity took months longer.
The devil will be in the detail of the 2,000-page agreement, but both sides
claimed the deal protects their cherished goals. Britain said it gives the U.K.
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control over its money, borders, laws and fishing waters and ensures the
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country is “no longer in the lunar pull of the EU.”

Ms. Von der Leyen said it protects the EU’s single market and contains
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safeguards to ensure Britain does not unfairly undercut the bloc’s
standards.
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Mr. Johnson’s relief at striking a deal contrasted with his earlier insistence
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that the U.K. would “prosper mightily” even if no agreement were reached
and the U.K. and the EU had to reinstate tariffs on each other’s goods.
His government acknowledged that a chaotic no-deal exit — or a “crash-out,”

s
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as the British call it — would probably bring gridlock at the country’s ports,
temporary shortages of some goods and price increases for staple foods.
The turmoil could cost hundreds of thousands of jobs.
To avoid that, negotiating sessions alternating between London and
Brussels — and sometimes disrupted by the pandemic —- gradually whittled
differences between the two sides down to three key issues: fair-competition
rules, mechanisms for resolving future disputes, and fishing rights.

International

Mr. Johnson had insisted the U.K. would “prosper mightily” even if no deal were
reached and the U.K. had to trade with the EU on World Trade Organization
terms. But his government has acknowledged that a chaotic exit was likely
to bring gridlock at Britain’s ports, temporary shortages of some goods and
price increases for staple foods.
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The EU has long feared that Britain would undercut the bloc’s social,
environmental and state aid rules after Brexit, becoming a low-regulation rival
on the bloc’s doorstep. Britain denies planning to institute weaker standards
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but said that having to continue following EU regulations would undermine
its sovereignty.
A compromise was eventually reached on the tricky “level playing field”
issues. The economically minor but hugely symbolic issue of fish came to be
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the final sticking point, with maritime EU nations seeking to retain access to
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U.K. waters where they have long fished and Britain insisting it must exercise
control as an “independent coastal state,”
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Huge gaps over fishing were gradually closed over weeks of intense
negotiations in Brussels, even as Johnson continued to insist that a no-deal
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exit was a likely and satisfactory outcome to the nine months of talks on the
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future relationship between the EU and its ex-member nation.
It has been 4 1/2 years since Britons voted 52%-48% to leave the EU and
— in the words of the Brexiteers’ campaign slogan — “take back control” of
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the U.K.’s borders and laws.
It took more than three years of wrangling before Britain left the bloc’s political
structures on Jan. 31. Disentangling economies that were closely entwined
as part of the EU’s single market for goods and services took even longer.
The U.K. has remained part of the single market and customs union during
an 11-month post-Brexit transition period. As a result, many people so far will
have noticed little impact from Brexit.
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On Jan. 1, the breakup will start feeling real. The new year will bring huge
changes, even with a trade deal. No longer will goods and people be able to
move freely between the U.K. and its continental neighbors without border
restrictions.
EU nationals will no longer be able to live and work in Britain without visas
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-- and Britons can no longer automatically work or retire in EU nations.
Exporters and importers face customs declarations, goods checks and other
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obstacles.
The U.K.-EU border is already reeling from new restrictions placed on
travellers from Britain into France and other European countries due to
a new coronavirus variant sweeping through London and southern England.
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Thousands of trucks were stuck in traffic jams near Dover , waiting for their
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drivers to get virus tests so they could enter the Eurotunnel to France.

British supermarkets say the backlog will take days to clear and there could
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be shortages of some fresh produce over the holiday season.

Despite the deal, there are still unanswered questions about huge areas,
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including security cooperation between the U.K. and the bloc and access to
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the EU market for Britain’s huge financial services sector.
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New variant found in Nigeria, says Africa’s disease control
body

Another new variant of the novel coronavirus seems to have emerged in
Nigeria, the head of Africa’s disease control body said , cautioning more
investigation was needed.
The news comes after Britain and South Africa both reported new variants of
the SARS-CoV-2 virus that appear to be more contagious.
“It’s a separate lineage from the U.K. and the South African lineages,”

International

John Nkengasong, director of the Africa Centres for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) told an online newsconference from Addis Ababa.
The detection of the new variants in Nigeria and South Africa prompted an
emergency meeting of the Africa CDC this week, Mr. Nkengasong said.
The news comes as cases are surging in both Nigeria and South Africa. In
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40% increase, Mr. Nkengasong said.
He said there was no evidence the new variant was contributing to increased
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transmission in Nigeria, but cautioned the country does less genomic
surveillance than Britain.
Nigeria’s principal COVID-19 investigator has just released publicly the
genomic sequences of the new variant, he added.
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Britain and EU release full text of post-Brexit trade deal

Britain and the European Union published the full text of the post-Brexit trade
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agreement aimed at governing their relationship when the U.K. definitively
leaves the bloc’s single market in just five days’ time.
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The document, which is more than 1,200 pages long, lays out detail on trade,
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law enforcement and dispute settlement among other arrangements between
Britain and the EU after the U.K. leaves the single market and customs union
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on December 31.

In the foreward to the copy of the text published by the U.K. government,
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson said the agreement had been “carefully
judged to benefit everyone” and preserve “free trade for millions of people in
the United Kingdom and across Europe”.
“While we made our fair share of compromises during the negotiations, we
never wavered from the goal of restoring national sovereignty,” he added.
Senior U.K. government Minister Michael Gove wrote in The Times newspaper

International

that Thursday’s agreement would allow Britain to bring “innovation and
investment to parts of the country that have endured economic decline”.
He added there were still “significant changes” to be prepared for by
businesses in the short term.
To ratify the deal, Britain’s Parliament has been recalled to sit on December
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In Brussels, the European Commission has proposed the agreement be
applied on a provisional basis until 28 February.
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The European Parliament will be asked for its consent to the deal in 2021
and for the process to be concluded the Council, which brings together the
executives of all 27 member states, must adopt the decision.
The EU has offered Britain unprecedented tariff- and quota-free access to its
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single market of 450 million consumers.
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But it has in return secured London’s commitment to respect its alwaysevolving rules in some areas such as environmental protection, labour
regulation and tax, aiming to avoid Britain undercutting companies inside the
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bloc.

The U.K. has also signed up to guarantees that it will not abuse state aid to
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firms to seek an unfair advantage.
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Afghan peace talks set to resume in Doha: official
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The next round of negotiations between the Taliban and the Afghan government
will be held in Qatar from next month, a top official said , despite President
Ashraf Ghani’s recent calls for them to be moved home.
Peace talks began on September 12 at a luxury hotel in Doha, but negotiations
are currently on a break until January 5.
“The second round of talks will begin on January 5 in Doha,” said Faraidoon
Khwazoon, spokesman for Afghanistan’s High Council for National
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Reconciliation, which is leading the overall peace process in the country.
“The leadership committee of the council... decided to hold the talks in Doha,”
he tweeted, adding that many of the countries that had earlier volunteered to
host the talks withdrew their offers because of COVID-19.
In a separate statement, the presidency tweeted that Mr. Ghani and Abdullah
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The two “discussed the venue for the next round of talks” after which Mr.
Ghani announced the government’s support for a second stage of talks with
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the Taliban, the presidency said.
Ghani for talks in Afghanistan
Earlier in December, negotiators from both sides decided to take a break after
months of often frustrating meetings, which were bogged down by disputes
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on the basic framework of discussions and religious interpretations.
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Meanwhile, Mr. Ghani and some other top Afghan officials immediately called
for the next round of meetings to be held in Afghanistan.
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“It is not appropriate to insist on holding talks in luxurious hotels. It is necessary
that the people see how the talks happen, which issues are focused on and
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why,” Mr. Ghani said soon after the break in talks was announced.
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The Taliban did not comment on Mr. Ghani’s call, but they have in the past
always refused to hold the negotiations in Afghanistan.
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Chinese delegation in Nepal for dialogue with rival NCP
factions

A high-level diplomatic team led by Vice-Minister of the International
Department of the Communist Party of China, Guo Yezhou, arrived in
Kathmandu to hold a dialogue with the two factions of the Nepal Communist
Party (NCP). The Chinese team will meet its counterpart in Foreign Affairs
Department of the NCP, led by former Prime Minister Madhav Kumar Nepal,

International

morning.
“We have fraternal relationship not just with the Communist Party of China
but also with the Communist Party of India (CPI), CPI(M) and Communist
Party of Bangladesh. We maintain communication among ourselves as a
matter of routine. Since there have been some upheavals in Nepal in the
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too,” Ram Karki, deputy Head of Foreign Affairs Department of the NCP,
told The Hindu from Kathmandu.
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The Chinese team is in Kathmandu to try and broker a truce between the
Oli and the Prachanda-Nepal factions, which appears like a challenging
task in the backdrop of the dissolution of the Pratinidhi Sabha (House of
Representatives).
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The visiting delegation is expected to meet with co-chair of the party Pushpa
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Kamal Dahal “Prachanda” and Prime Minister K. P. Sharma Oli, the two
figures who are leading the two factions of the ruling Nepal Communist
Party, respectively. Actions of the warring factions in the past few days have
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indicated that the divide between the two sides is more or less complete.
Mr. Karki pointed out that the division in the party “is a matter of time unless
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Prime Minister Oli realises that he made a mistake by dissolving the Pratinidhi
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Sabha on December 20.”

“Unfortunately, the affairs of the NCP have reached a point where no visiting
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delegation can really stop it (a split in the party),” said Mr. Karki, accusing Mr.
Oli of following neo-liberal agenda despite being a communist party figure.
“Given his history of authoritarian behaviour, it does not appear that he will
realise his mistake and in that he is sharing tendencies that we see nowadays
in several other countries of the world,” said Mr. Karki.
During months-long tension between the two sides, it was Chinese
Ambassador to Nepal Hou Yanqi, who played a key role in creating a stable
channel of dialogue between Mr. Oli and Mr. Prachanda.

International
China defends progress of Pak. corridor
China

said reports suggesting it was seeking additional guarantees from

Pakistan before sanctioning a loan for a key project under the China Pakistan
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Economic Corridor (CPEC), a flagship plan under President Xi Jinping’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), were “baseless”.
Beijing also defended the progress of the CPEC plan, following reports in the
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Pakistani press last week that concerns over Pakistan’s ability to pay back
loans as it grapples with the impact of the pandemic had emerged in recent
negotiations.
The Express Tribune newspaper reported China had sought additional
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guarantees before sanctioning a $6 billion loan for Main Line-1 (ML-1)
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project, which includes upgrading an 1,872-km rail line from Peshawar
to Karachi, due to the “weakening financial position of Pakistan” and had
“proposed a mix of commercial and concessional loans against Islamabad’s
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desire to secure the cheapest lending”. This was raised at the third joint ML1 financing committee meeting held earlier this month, the report said. The
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Chinese Foreign Ministry denied that it had sought the additional guarantees
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and said CPEC projects were on track despite the pandemic.
Baseless reports
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“These reports are simply baseless,” spokesperson Zhao Lijian said. “As an
important pilot project of the BRI, CPEC has maintained positive momentum
of development since its inception in 2013. Amid the COVID-19 epidemic,
there is no stop of the construction, no job cut and no withdrawal of workforce
of the CPEC projects, which effectively supports Pakistan in fighting the
epidemic and stabilising the economy.”
He said at a meeting last week of the CPEC Joint Working Group held
in Xinjiang in western China, both sides “reiterated their commitment to

International

implementing the consensus of leaders, giving priority to industry, agriculture,
science and technology and livelihood and extending to underdeveloped
areas, in a bid to build CPEC into a demonstration project of quality BRI
cooperation.”
“I want to stress that China’s input in the BRI, including CPEC, has increased
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this year, China’s direct investment in non-financial sectors in BRI partner
countries grew by around 30% year on year.”
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The progress of CPEC, China’s most ambitious BRI project that aims to build
a network of roads, railway lines and power projects throughout Pakistan
with an estimated value of more than $60 billion, has been under scrutiny
this year. India has voiced concerns about the CPEC plan, one main reason

m
o

why it has stayed out of the BRI, as it includes projects in Pakistan-occupied
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Kashmir (PoK) as part of a corridor connecting Xinjiang with Pakistan.

Earlier this year, China’s Embassy in Pakistan released a statement, saying
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CPEC projects were on track in response to questions about delays, and that
32 projects had “achieved early harvests” over the past five years. “This has
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significantly improved local transportation infrastructure and power supply,
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p

created over 75,000 jobs directly and contributed one to two percent of the
GDP growth in Pakistan,” the statement said.
Debt issue

s
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The statement also hit out at criticism from the U.S. that said Chinese projects
were leaving huge debt burdens. “Regarding the so-called debt issue,
according to statistics from the State Bank of Pakistan, the total foreign debt
of Pakistan is $110 billion,” the statement said.
Loans from CPEC were about $5.8 billion, accounting for 5.3% of Pakistan’s
total foreign debt, with a repayment period of 20-25 years and an interest
rate of approximately 2%, according to the Embassy, with repayments to

International

start in 2021 of around $300 million annually.
However, the ML-1 project loan, currently being discussed, will likely be far
larger than previous deals, according to reports in Pakistan, with as much as
$6 billion being negotiated for the estimated $6.8 billion project.
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House votes to override Trump’s veto of Defence Bill
The Democratic-controlled House voted overwhelmingly to override President
Donald Trump’s veto of a Defence Bill, setting the stage for what would be
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the first veto override of his presidency.
The veto override was supported by 212 Democrats, 109 Republicans and
an independent. Twenty Democrats opposed the override, along with 66
Republicans and an independent. The Senate, which is expected to vote on
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the override this week, also needs to approve it by a two-thirds majority.
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Mr. Trump rejected the Defence Bill last week, saying it failed to limit social
media companies he claims were biased against him during his failed
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reelection campaign. Mr. Trump also opposes language that allows for the
renaming of military bases that honour Confederate leaders.
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The Defence Bill, known as the National Defence Authorisation Act, or NDAA,
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affirms 3% pay raises for U.S. troops and authorises more than $740 billion
in military programmes and construction.

House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Democrat from California, said after the vote
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that the House had done its part to ensure the NDAA becomes law “despite
the President’s dangerous sabotage efforts”.
‘Reckless veto’
“Trump’s reckless veto would have denied our service members hazard-duty
pay by blocking overwhelmingly bipartisan action to rename military bases,”
Ms. Pelosi said.
Senator Jim Inhofe, R-Oklahoma, chairman of the Senate Armed Services
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Committee, called the Bill “absolutely vital to our national security and our
troops”.
Mr. Trump has succeeded throughout his four-year term in enforcing party
discipline in Congress, with few Republicans willing to publicly oppose him.
The bipartisan vote on the widely popular Defence Bill showed the limits of
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Mr. Trump’s influence in the final weeks before he leaves office, and came
minutes after 130 House Republicans voted against a Trump-supported plan
to increase COVID-19 relief checks to $2,000.
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British lawmakers approve post-Brexit trade deal with EU
Britain’s House of Commons voted resoundingly

to approve a trade deal

with the European Union, paving the way for an orderly break with the bloc
that will finally complete the U.K.’s years-long Brexit journey.
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With just a day to spare, lawmakers voted 521-73 in favour of the agreement
sealed between the U.K. government and the EU last week.
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It will become British law once is passes through the unelected House of
Lords later in the day and gets formal royal assent from Queen Elizabeth II.
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The U.K. left the EU almost a year ago, but remained within the bloc’s

a
r
i
p

economic embrace during a transition period that ends at midnight Brussels
time —- 11 p.m. in London — .

European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and European Council
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President Charles Michel signed the agreement during a brief ceremony in
Brussels morning. The documents were then being flown by Royal Air Force
plane to London for Mr. Johnson to add his signature.
“The agreement that we signed today is the result of months of intense
negotiations in which the European Union has displayed an unprecedented
level of unity,” Mr. Michel said. “It is a fair and balanced agreement that fully
protects the fundamental interests of the European Union and creates stability

International

and predictability for citizens and companies.”
The European Parliament also must sign off on the agreement, but is not
expected to do so for several weeks.
‘New relationship’
Just after the EU’s top officials formally signed the hard-won agreement
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House of Commons to back a deal that he said heralded “a new relationship
between Britain and the EU as sovereign equals.”
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It has been four-and-a-half years since U.K. voted 52% to 48% to leave
the bloc it had joined in 1973. Brexit started on January 31 of this year, but
the real repercussions of that decision have yet to be felt, since the U.K.’s
economic relationship with the EU remained unchanged during the 11-month

m
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transition period that ends December 31.
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That will change on New Year’s Day. The agreement, hammered out after
more than nine months of tense negotiations and sealed on Christmas Eve,
will ensure Britain and the 27-nation EU can continue to trade in goods
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without tariffs or quotas. That should help protect the 660 billion pounds
($894 billion) in annual trade between the two sides, and the hundreds of
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thousands of jobs that rely on it.

a
r
i
p

But the end to Britain’s membership in the EU’s vast single market and customs
union will still bring inconvenience and new expense for both individuals
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and businesses — from the need for tourists to have travel insurance to the
millions of new customs declarations that firms will have to fill out.
Brexit supporters, including Mr. Johnson, say any short-term pain will be
worth it.

China set to launch third aircraft carrier in 2021
The launching of China’s third and largest aircraft carrier is likely to take

International

place next year, State media in China reported , with a renewed push to
take forward military modernisation plans amid a number of territorial and
maritime disputes.
China one year ago launched its second aircraft carrier, the Shandong,
which was the first to be built at home. It joined the Liaoning, which was
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developed by retrofitting a Soviet-era cruiser and commissioned in 2012.
The Shandong, which has already been deployed in the Taiwan Straits and
in the South China Sea, is likely to be combat ready next year.
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Two larger aircraft carriers are being built at the Jiangnan Shipyard near
Shanghai, the first of which is likely to be launched in 2021, the Global
Times reported . This means it could be commissioned into service and be
combat ready by 2023.
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This will be China’s first that has an integrated electric propulsion system,
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an upgrade from its Soviet-modelled carriers, as well as an electromagnetic
launch system for aircraft. Chinese strategic experts have previously said
the PLA Navy is working towards six aircraft carriers, with two likely to be
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deployed in China’s near seas, including for the Taiwan Straits and the South
China Sea, two for the western Pacific and two for the Indian Ocean.
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The Shandong this year was deployed to sail through the Taiwan Straits and
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also in the South China Sea, where tensions with the U.S. have flared.
Next year will also see the maiden flight of a new “aircraft carrier-based”
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stealth fighter, developed from the fifth-generation FC-31, Fu Qianshao, a
Chinese military aviation expert, told the newspaper, while the J-20 stealth
fighter jet with domestically developed engines would also make its debut
next year.

Political statement
The launch of the carrier would be one of the highlights for the People’s
Liberation Army in 2021, a politically important year in China when the ruling
Communist Party will mark its centenary in July, an event around which its
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launch may be tied.
China’s media identified the border with India, the Taiwan Straits and the
South China Sea as hotspots, with tensions rising in 2020 and expected to
continue in the new year.
An article in the Global Times quoted several Chinese strategic experts as
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along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) had, in the newspaper’s view, somewhat
cooled with both sides holding several rounds of military-level talks aimed at
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Fight ‘fake news’: BRICS Media Forum
Representatives of media organisations from BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India,
China, and South Africa)
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called for the five nations to work together to

jointly combat the “virus of disinformation” in the pandemic era.
At the fifth BRICS Media Forum, held virtually to coincide with the recently
concluded BRICS summit, media organisations discussed ways in which
journalists from the grouping could collaborate more closely to tell stories,
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with the countries facing many similar challenges, from economic issues to
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public health, as they grapple with COVID-19.

N. Ram, Director of The Hindu Publishing Group and former Editor-in-Chief
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of The Hindu Group of Publications, noted that India, Brazil and Russia were
among the five in the world with the highest number of confirmed cases.
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“The news media around the world, especially daily newspapers, and also
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other forms of the media, have taken a big hit during the pandemic,” he
said.

“It is heartening that media organisations that come under the aegis

s
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of the BRICS Media Forum have done a commendable job in informing
and educating readers, viewers, and listeners on the pandemic and its
consequences for people’s lives, health, livelihood, and well-being; on the
tools and individual and social behaviours that can enable a country or a
community to mount defences against this coronavirus; on the development
of diagnostics, therapeutics, and vaccines for COVID-19; and on the science
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behind all this,” he said.
“I believe the mainstream media in our five countries have also helped by
fielding well-informed discussions on how to strike a reasonable balance,
tricky as it is, at the policy level between saving lives and health on the one
hand and protecting work, livelihood, and the economy on the other.”
Jose Juan Sanchez, President of Brazil’s CMA Group that specialises in
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financial and agri-business news, said a common thread was a growing
problem of disinformation or ‘fake news’. “We need to come together to
fight disinformation. It is important for news to be instantaneous, and it is
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equally important to remember that false news is dangerous. Transparent
and reliable information is important more than ever,” he said.
The forum was attended by Sergey Kochetkov, Deputy Editor-in-chief
of Rossiya Segodnya (Russia’s state-owned news agency), whose
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subsidiaries include Sputnik and RIA Novosti ; Iqbal Surve, Executive
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Chairman of Independent Media in South Africa; and He Ping, President
and Editor-in-chief of China’s Xinhua news agency, which came up with

u
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the idea of a BRICS Media Forum in 2015.
More cooperation
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Mr. He said the pandemic had reinforced the needs of the countries to step
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up, rather than shun, cooperation. “In times of crisis, no one can stand
alone or stay immune,” he pointed out. “As a Chinese saying goes, fire
tests gold, and adversity reveals friendship.”
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Mr. Ram observed that disinformation that was being “transmitted globally
at warp speed on the so-called technology platforms, notably Facebook,
Twitter, Google, WhatsApp, and Instagram”, was “a major threat not just
to the mainstream media but, more importantly, to the lives and well-being
of tens of millions of people and the safety and integrity of society as a
whole.”

India and
the World

He said: “The BRICS Media Forum can make a real difference in the
fight against motivated and harmful disinformation by promoting and
strengthening relevant media exchanges, workshops, training of journalists,
and interactions with technology companies that are willing to work with
us to contain and end the menace. “For example, rigorous fact-checking
and investigation by well-trained teams of journalists and the new type of
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solutions, with the deployment of technologies like AI, in the fight against
disinformation, especially large-scale online harms. BRICS countries have
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advantages in doing both things.”

‘Buddhist philosophy connects SCO nations’
A virtual exhibition on the shared Buddhist heritage of the Shanghai

m
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Cooperation Organisation (SCO) countries was launched by Vice-President
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M. Venkaiah Naidu during the meeting of the SCO Council of Heads of
Government meeting held via video-conference .
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In a statement, the Culture Ministry said the exhibition, which is curated by
the National Museum, Delhi and can be accessed at nmvirtual.in, used 3D
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scanning, virtual space utilisation and other state-of-the-art technologies.
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“Buddhist philosophy and art of Central Asia connects SCO countries to each
other. This online international exhibition presents an excellent opportunity
for visitors to access, appreciate and compare Buddhist art antiquities from
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SCO countries on a single platform and from the comfort of their home.
Such a transnational online exhibition also has potential to connect, heal and
rejuvenate communities in current pandemic times,” the Ministry said.
The exhibition includes Buddhist treasures from India, including from the
Gandhara and Mathura schools, Nalanda and Sarnath, in 3D format. Objects
depicting the life of Gautam Buddha from Karachi, Lahore, Taxila, Islamabad,
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Swat and Peshawar museums are also included in the exhibition. Objects
from the State Oriental Art Museum, Moscow and the Dunhuang Academy of
China are also displayed.

‘Cross-border terror biggest challenge for SCO region’
Speaking at some length on the impact of the pandemic, Mr. Naidu said a
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“sustainable” economic recovery depended on more open trading practices
and a compliance with “multilateral rules of trade”. He called for reform of
global institutions, including the World Health Organisation.
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Mr. Naidu pointed out that more than 60% of the vaccines for the global
immunisation programme were being manufactured in India, while at least
three of 30 indigenously made vaccines were in the advanced stages of
development. “This global vaccine production and delivery capacity will be

m
o

used to help all the countries in fighting this crisis,” he added.
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With the exception of India, all other SCO members, including Kazakhstan, the
Kyrgyz Republic, Russia and Tajikistan, expressed their support for China’s
‘One Belt One Road’ initiative (OBOR/BRI), and the “joint implementation” of

u
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projects with the Eurasian Economic Union, in the joint communiqué.
India refused to join the BRI in 2017, in protest against Chinese projects
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through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, and the lack of “transparency and
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sustainability” in the initiative.

When asked if strained relations with Pakistan and China had cast a shadow
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over the SCO Heads of Government Council meeting, officials said bilateral
issues were not raised at the meeting.
“The SCO was created as a regional organisation to tackle peace and
security, to tackle the challenges of terrorism, extremism and separatism,
and to promote trade and cooperation and cultural partnerships,” said Vikas
Swarup, Secretary (West), Ministry of External Affairs, while briefing the

India and
the World

media.

‘India will not accept less than bottom line in talks with
China’
Talks with China on the Line of Actual Control (LAC) could take much longer,
External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar indicated , drawing a parallel to a
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similar military stand-off in Arunachal Pradesh’s ‘Sumdorong Chu’ in 1986
that took nearly nine years to resolve.
Adding that India and China must take a “long view” of the border dispute
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and not just the “incidents” at the LAC this year, Mr. Jaishankar cautioned
Beijing against dealing with India through the prism of a “third party”, in a
reference to India’s close ties with the United States.
In an exclusive interview to The Hindu , Mr. Jaishankar said he could not
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divulge details of the ongoing negotiations with the Chinese side on resolving
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the stand-off in Ladakh.

When asked about how long the talks, which have seen eight rounds of
military commander-level negotiations, would continue, Mr. Jaishankar said
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it was necessary to remember the Sumdorong Chu crisis of 1986. Several
years of talks were fruitless before the two armies, which were eyeball to
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eyeball in the Tawang region, disengaged in 1995. In between, the two sides
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signed the breakthrough 1993 agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and
Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control.
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Mr. Jaishankar said for India, the bottom line is that China has violated
past agreements by amassing troops at the border and that if “peace and
tranquillity” at the border is disturbed the rest of the India-China relationship
is affected.

“Complicated issues will take time and I will go for what is my interest and my
bottom line. I mean, I will not be stampeded into accepting something which
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is less,” he said, adding that India had undertaken an “enormous military
response” in reaction to the Chinese deployment.
He added that reports of Chinese occupation of land in Depsang and north
Pangong Tso did not set out “the totality of the ground picture fairly”.

‘India approaches China bilaterally, with the challenge of
global rebalancing’
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Negotiations with China are ongoing, says External Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar , and hints that they could even take years . Speaking about
his book The India Way: Strategies for an Uncertain World, where he lays
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out a treatise for Indian foreign policy, Dr. Jaishankar also defended the
government’s moves on Article 370, the Citizenship Amendment Act, and
trade protection. Excerpts :
In your book you speak of “managing China’s rise”. Yet, nearly eight months
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into the LAC stand-off, the sense is that the government’s reaction has been
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more diplomatic rather than trying to push back against China. Is this not a
‘sense of fatalism disguised as deliberation’ that your book is critical of?

No, no, not at all. I think there’s been an enormous military response. If you
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look at the troops we have deployed there, it is pretty much unprecedented.
Of course, it’s because their deployment is also unprecedented. Now, I would

t
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urge you to look at the trend line. Not necessarily at an incident, however
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important an incident may be, because it is a trend line that gives you the real
picture.
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The bottom line right now is that we have bilateral agreements that commit
both countries not to amassing a large number of forces along the LAC.
Without credibly explaining why, the Chinese have chosen to violate that
compact. The second aspect of it is that the progress in our bilateral ties have
been very much predicated on peace and tranquillity along the LAC. If that
is disturbed, as has been the case this year, then obviously, the rest of the
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relationship cannot be unaffected.
The challenge today is whether we have the wisdom to be guided by the
big picture. I used that term, I think in my book, whether we can take a “long
view” of the relationship. My sense is that India approaches China more
bilaterally, but with the challenge of global rebalancing. In contrast, I think
China seems more affected by third parties, whether in our own region, or
whether, you know, in their global calculations. So, for our own long-term
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and mutually sensitive.
There has not been any incident in the last few months. But the troops remain
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amassed. There are reports in Depsang and along Pangong Tso north, that
Chinese troops have taken over territory, or have made it impossible for India
to patrol territories it used to. The question is, if there is no other incident, is
the status quo today acceptable to you?
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I don’t believe your question sets out fairly the totality of the ground picture.
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I think they have made their moves and we have responded.

We are very, very clear that both parties have formally taken on responsibilities
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to observe and respect the LAC. That, to my mind, is the bottom line.

Beyond that, on the question of what is happening today with China and
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Ladakh, I will be very honest with you, I won’t be answering any of it because,
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as I said, I am in the middle of an ongoing negotiation.
It has been ongoing for some time, which is why the questions keep
coming...
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Well, I don’t know if you remember Sumdorong Chu [India-China stand-off in
1986 that ended only nine years later]. I mean, I know in this day and age,
there’s a lot of media pressure. But you know, complicated issues will take
time and I will go for what is my interest and my bottom line. I mean, I will not
be stampeded into accepting something less.
Turning to the U.S., will India need to build a new engagement with the
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Biden administration, or will there be a seamless transition from the Trump
administration?
Obviously, there will be elements of change, because at the very least, the
storyline, the method, you know, the modality of dealing with others would be
different.... But none of this should really worry us. Because when I look at
the potential administration, I mean, I see familiar figures with whom we have
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and then Foreign Secretary.
As a diplomat, perhaps you would never have thought of boycotting the U.S.
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House Foreign Affairs Committee meeting (December 2019), because of the
presence of an individual (Democratic US Congresswoman Pramila Jayapal).
Do you think you have changed because you have become a politician?
A politician by definition is different from a diplomat. Obviously, when others
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do diplomacy, when it’s a diplomatic situation, you deal with it through
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diplomacy. When others do politics, you deal with it politically. Of course, I
am a politician. You can’t expect me as EAM to behave like me as Foreign
Secretary.
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In your book, you describe India’s delayed liberalisation a big burden on
foreign policy. Yet in a speech you gave recently, you criticised free trade
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agreements, you criticised the impact of globalisation. Is this not taking India
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back to pre-liberalisation times?

No. I think that would be an erroneous reading both of my speech and
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of the global situation and our policy. I don’t think anybody is in denial of
globalisation, the real issue for any country, especially ours, is what are the
terms with which you enter the globalisation process and engage? My urging
is, negotiate better, get better terms, what works for us.

India, Russia hold passage exercise in east Indian Ocean
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The navies of India and Russia began a two-day Passage Exercise (PASSEX)
in the East Indian Ocean Region , the Navy said. “It is aimed at enhancing
interoperability, imbibing best practices and would involve advanced surface
and anti-submarine warfare exercises, weapon firings and helicopter
operations,” the Navy said. Two warships from India and three ships from
Russia are taking part in the PASSEX.
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India accuses China of helping rebel groups on Myanmar
border
Armed groups in Myanmar, which was designated a terrorist organization
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this year are acting as Beijing’s proxies by supplying weapons and providing
hideouts to insurgent groups in India’s northeastern states.
Indian officials say China is assisting rebel groups that have stepped up
attacks on its border with Myanmar in recent months, opening another front
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in the conflict between two nations already engaged in a deadly standoff in
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the Himalayas.

Armed groups in Myanmar -- including the United Wa State Army and the
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Arakan Army, which was designated a terrorist organization this year -- are
acting as Beijing’s proxies by supplying weapons and providing hideouts to
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insurgent groups in India’s northeastern states, according to Indian officials
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with knowledge of the situation, who asked not to be identified due to rules
for speaking with the media.

The officials said multiple security agencies warned Prime Minister Narendra
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Modi’s government that at least four of India’s most wanted insurgent leaders
were in the southern Chinese city of Kunming to train and source weapons
as recently as mid-October. The group -- including three ethnic Naga rebels
fighting for a separate homeland in an area straddling the India-Myanmar
border -- met with acting and retired Chinese military officials as well as other
middlemen who make up an informal network, the Indian officials said.
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The increased activity along the Myanmar border has sparked concern in
New Delhi that India’s military is becoming stretched as tensions remain with
China and Pakistan on other parts of its land border, which runs for roughly
14,000 kilometers (8,700 miles). The officials said India moved several
battalions consisting of about 1,000 troops each into the Myanmar border
area after a soldier was killed in an ambush on Oct. 21.
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Chinese Denial
China’s Foreign Ministry denied claims the country was supporting armed
groups against India, saying it doesn’t interfere in the affairs of other
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countries. “China has always taken a prudent and responsible attitude toward
arms exports,” the ministry said in written responses to questions. “We only
conduct military trade in cooperation with sovereign states and do not sell
arms to non-state actors.”
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The United Wa State Army also denied a role in providing any aid or support
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to Indian rebel groups on China’s behalf, citing, among other factors, the
over 500 miles between their headquarters and the India-Myanmar border.
The group doesn’t “have any connection with India’s national security, and
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we do not harm that country at all. So, we think we don’t need to comment
on such kind of allegations,” Nyi Rang, the spokesman of United Wa State
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Army said, adding that accusation his group acts as a proxy for China “are
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groundless.”

Indian officials said the recent upsurge in violence stems back to September,
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when Naga insurgents had walked away from decades-long peace
negotiations. On Sept 28, Indian border guards intercepted a large cache of
weapons meant for Indian insurgent groups along the India-Myanmar border
and arrested three suspected gun runners, according to officials with direct
knowledge of the matter.
The New Delhi officials said those arrested explained that Indian insurgents
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were being supplied weapons by the Arakan Army, which in turn received
China’s support to protect investments such as roads and gas pipelines in
an economic corridor stretching from Sittwe port to Kunming. China was also
helping Indian rebels with weapons and logistics including hideouts along the
India-Myanmar border, the officials noted.
Calls and Whatsapp messages to India’s Ministry of Home Affairs requesting
comment went unanswered. Repeated efforts to contact senior members of
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the National Socialist Council of Nagaland, whose leaders were believed to
have been in Kunming, were unsuccessful.
Armed Militia
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Several dozen armed militias are active in India’s northeast, fighting for
independence or greater autonomy. Asked by reporters on Nov 6 whether
China was using armed ethnic groups in Myanmar to support Indian rebels,
a senior Indian Home Ministry official declined to answer directly. “Some of
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the insurgent groups are troublemakers, but we are negotiating peace with
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others,” Ajay Bhalla, the Home Ministry’s top bureaucrat, said at a webinar
hosted by the National Defence College.

Brig. General Zaw Min Tun, the spokesman for Myanmar Army’s, didn’t
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respond to emailed questions. Myanmar earlier this year designated the
Arakan Army as a terrorist organization.
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India’s army chief arrived in Nagaland on Nov. 24 for a three-day visit,
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underscoring the renewed intensity of the conflict. In late October, Indian
and Myanmar troops launched joint operations targeting Indian rebel groups,
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including one named the People’s Liberation Army of Manipur. Myanmar’s
military, meanwhile, has targeting armed ethnic groups like the Arakan Army
on its side of the border.

To be sure, the levels of Chinese support to insurgents in the region isn’t
close to to the levels of the 1960s and 70s.
As armed ethnic insurgencies erupted across India’s remote northeast states
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in the 1950s and 1960s, it was bitter rival Pakistan that first supplied the
armed groups with weapons. Soon, however, “it was China that became the
main provider of munitions for the ethnic insurgents. Many were also trained
in China,” Swedish journalist and regional expert Bertil Lintner wrote in his
2012 book “The Great Game East: India, China and the Struggle for Asia’s
Most Volatile Frontier,” adding that “today, the Chinese government does
not openly support those groups, but they have had access to the so-called
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Competing Interests
China is unlikely to use a third country to pressure India because that would
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prompt leaders in New Delhi to do the same in return, according to Fan
Hongwei, a professor at the Research School of Southeast Asian Studies at
Xiamen University.
“China would hope to resolve bilateral issues between the two countries,
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rather than make it more complex, which would not keep with China’s

c
.
m

consistent policy and interests,” he said.

Both India and China are investing in Myanmar for strategic reasons. Beijing
is investing in gas pipelines and roads to link its southern province of Yunnan
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with the Bay of Bengal, allowing for key imports to bypass the Malacca Strait
between Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore. India, meanwhile, is investing
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in the 29 billion rupee ($292 million) Kaladan Multimodal project to connect
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its underdeveloped northeastern states to the Bay of Bengal.
“China knows that the region is crucial to India’s future connectivity into
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Southeast Asia,” said Ian Hall, professor of international relations at Griffith
University in Queensland, Australia, and author of ‘Modi and the Reinvention
of Indian Foreign Policy.’ “It knows too that securing the region is challenging
and has been very costly to New Delhi in the past.”

India bucks China’s record export show
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India’s imports from China as well as its trade deficit declined sharply in
November, marking an exception to a record month for Chinese exports
around the world that registered the fastest growth in almost three years
and underlined China’s continuing recovery amid a pandemic-induced global
slump.
Bilateral trade reached $78 billion over the 11-month period, sharply lower
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than 2019’s $84.4 billion. China’s shipmemts to India at the end of November
accounted for $59 billion, sliding 13% and helping narrow India’s deficit to
$40 billion, from $51.6 billion in the year-earlier period. India’s annual trade
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deficit with its northern neighbour had shrunk by 2% in 2019 to $56.95 billion,
marking the first decline since 2005.
The slump in China’s exports to India was broadly expected after data from
India’s Ministry of Commerce last week showed a 13.3% decline in India’s
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overall imports in November. India’s imports of electrical and non-electrical
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machinery – items that have traditionally had the biggest share in China’s
exports to the country -- slid by 13.4%, the Centre’s official data showed.
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Overall, China’s exports surged 21.1% in November, customs data showed,
the fastest growth since February 2018, Reuters reported. The pace of
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increase was almost double October’s 11.4% expansion. November’s
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exports of $268 billion were the highest on record amid the continuing
global economic slump and lockdowns in many of China’s biggest trading
partners.
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Electrical machinery

Electrical machinery and equipment was India’s biggest import from China
in 2019, worth $20.17 billion. Other major imports last year were organic
chemicals ($8.39 billion) and fertilisers ($1.67 billion), according to data
available with the Indian Embassy in Beijing. India’s top exports to China
in 2019 were iron ore, organic chemicals, cotton and unfinished diamonds.
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India was the fourth largest exporter of iron ore to China after Australia, Brazil
and South Africa.
India’s exports to China were up 16% in November reaching $19 billion after
11 months of this year, likely driven by a recovery in Chinese imports of
iron ore, which were up 16% according to China’s General Administration of
Customs.
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In November, China also agreed to import rice from India for the first time in
three decades, with 1,00,000 tons of exports of broken rice contracted for
December to February at $300 per ton, Reuters reported. The rice purchase
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was a “purely commercial move” as the price was “far cheaper than that of its
domestic counterparts”, Jiao Shanwei, editor-in-chief of a Chinese website
on grains news, told the Global Times .

SAARC needs a terror-free milieu: PM

m
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SAARC can only be fully effective in the absence of “terror and violence”,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said in a message to the South Asian
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Association for Regional Cooperation on its 36th Charter Day anniversary.
In their messages, Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan and Nepal Prime
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Minister K.P. Sharma Oli called for the SAARC summit to be held soon.
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“The full potential of SAARC can only be realised in an atmosphere free
of terror and violence,” Mr. Modi said in a letter released by the SAARC
Secretariat in Kathmandu, that indicated India’s concerns over cross-border
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terrorism from Pakistan remain a primary obstacle in India’s participation in
the summit. He also called for SAARC countries to “recommit to defeating
the forces that support and nurture terrorism”.
In his statement released a few hours later, Mr. Khan said, “It is unfortunate
that due to long-standing unresolved disputes amongst the member states,
SAARC countries have been unable to take advantage of Pakistan’s potential
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as a melting pot for positive economic interest and consequently the region
has not been able to achieve the desired socio-economic cooperation and
prosperity in the region so far.” He also claimed that “artificial obstacles” had
been raised against the SAARC process.
Nepal is the current chairman of SAARC, a position which moves by rotation
through the eight countries of South Asia — Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
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Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. It held the last
SAARC summit in 2014. In 2016, Pakistan was due to hold the next summit,
but it had to be put off after India refused to attend the event in Islamabad,
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and Nepal continues to hold the chair.
In his message, Mr. Oli too said the “stalled SAARC process” should not be
delayed further.
“SAARC is not a choice, but a necessity for meaningful regional cooperation
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in South Asia… The longer we delay, the more will be the opportunity cost,”
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wrote Mr. Oli in his message on SAARC Charter Day.

“Giving fresh impetus to the stalled SAARC process including through the
early convening of the summit can rekindle hope among our people and
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provide ground to move forward,” he added.

In an interview to The Hindu last week, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar
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had said Pakistan, not India, was holding up the SAARC process.
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In their SAARC day messages

, other heads of state conveyed their

commitment to SAARC, and commended the SAARC COVID-19 emergency
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fund proposed by India in March this year when Mr. Modi had convened a
virtual conference.

India had pledged US $10 million to start the fund, the others, including
Pakistan, committed about $9.8 million together, and the SAARC Secretariat
committed $5 million. India has sent medical equipment worth $1 million to
Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh and the Maldives.
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No joint commemorative stamps with India, says China
China’s State Post Bureau

said it had decided to cancel its plan to jointly

launch commemorative stamps with India.
The announcement was reported by China’s official English-language State
broadcaster, China Global Television Network, which added that “no reason
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India and China had planned a series of events to mark the 70th anniversary
of the establishment of diplomatic relations this year, plans which have been
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disrupted both by the COVID-19 pandemic and the worst crisis on the border
in decades, sparked by China’s multiple transgressions across the Line of
Actual Control (LAC) starting in May.
Last week, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar told The Hindu in an
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interview that talks on the LAC could continue much longer, drawing a parallel
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to a similar military stand-off in Arunachal Pradesh’s Sumdorong Chu in 1986
that took nearly nine years to resolve.

Mr. Jaishankar said for India, the bottom line was that China had violated
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past agreements by amassing troops at the border and that if “peace and
tranquillity” at the border was disturbed, the rest of the India-China relationship
was affected.
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“Complicated issues will take time and I will go for what is my interest and my
bottom line. I mean, I will not be stampeded into accepting something which
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is less,” he said, adding that India had undertaken an “enormous military
response” in reaction to the Chinese deployment.

India ‘totally’ responsible for situation: China
China said “the responsibility totally lies with the Indian side” for the situation
along the Line of Actual Control (LAC), responding to External Affairs Minister
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S. Jaishankar’s statement that China had violated border agreements by
deploying a large number of soldiers along the border.
Mr. Jaishankar said China had given India “five differing explanations” for its
unprecedented deployment of forces on the LAC this summer, speaking at a
virtual session with the Sydney-based Lowy Institute .
“We are today probably at the most difficult phase of our relationship with
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had said. He added that “the relationship this year has been very significantly
damaged” by China violating border agreements under which both sides
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would not deploy large number of forces along the LAC. “The Chinese have
literally brought tens of thousands of soldiers in full military preparation mode
right to the LAC in Ladakh. Naturally the relationship would be profoundly
disturbed by this,” Mr. Jaishankar said
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‘Merits very clear’
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In Beijing, Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying, responding to a
question about his statement, said “the merits of the situation” were “very
clear”.
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“China and India are neighbours and the world’s two biggest emerging
markets and keeping good relations serves the fundamental interests of both
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countries and its people but it requires common efforts from both sides,” Ms.
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Hua said.

“The merits of the situation at the border area are very clear and the
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responsibility totally lies with the Indian side. China has been strictly observing
the agreements signed between the two sides and committed to resolving
the border issue through dialogue and we are committed to safeguarding
regional peace and tranquillity at border areas… But like all sovereign states
we are determined in safeguarding our territorial integrity. So on the Indian
side, I think this is a serious question on what it should reflect upon.”

India and
the World

Mr. Jaishankar also made clear that it was impossible for the relationship to
continue as normal given the situation on the LAC. “We are very clear that
maintaining peace and tranquillity along the LAC is the basis for the rest of
the relationship to progress,” he said. “You can’t have the kind of situation
you have on the border and say let’s carry on with life in all other sectors of
activity. It’s just unrealistic,” he said.
De-linking issues
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border situation from other aspects of the relationship such as economic
ties and called for India to put the boundary dispute in a “proper” position
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— a view that India has said is untenable as peace on the border was a
prerequisite for the relationship.
China also so far hasn’t signalled any willingness to return to the status quo
prior to May’s multiple transgressions by the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).
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Both sides have held eight rounds of talks at the Corps Commander level,
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the last of which was held on November 6, but are yet to agree on a plan to
disengage.
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Ms. Hua repeated that view on putting the border tensions in a “proper”
position , saying “We hope India can work with us and contribute to solidarity,
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cooperation and common development.”
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“There are challenges in bilateral relations but China’s position and policy
on India hasn’t changed,” she said. “As two major countries and emerging
markets, keeping good relations serves the fundamental interests of both
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and we will stay committed to safeguarding the peace and tranquillity in the
border area. On the historical issues, China believes that we should find
fair, reasonable and mutually acceptable solutions based on equal-footed
consultation and put it on the proper position in our bilateral relations. We hope
we can reach consensus, properly manage differences, enhance practical
cooperation and bring our bilateral relations back on the right track.”
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‘China rise has attracted a great deal of attention’
In the midst of conflicts in the last three decades, global financial crisis and
mushrooming of many multilateral organisations, China’s rise has been one
of the most defining moments of the 21st century, Chief of Defence Staff
(CDS) Gen. Bipin Rawat stated .
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“In recent years, China’s economic and military rise, coupled with competition
to increase influence in the region, has attracted a great deal of attention. At
present, there are over 120 warships of extra-regional forces deployed in the
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Indian Ocean Region (IOR) in support of various missions. For now, by and
large, the region has remained peaceful, albeit under contestation,” he said,
virtually addressing the Global Dialogue Security Summit on developments
in the Indo-Pacific.
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New phase of nationalism
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On the post-COVID situation, Gen. Rawat pointed out that the world was
entering a new geopolitical phase, likely to be based on nationalism,
protectionism, and strategic realignments.
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“We are, and we will, continue to witness rise of nationalism, economic
patriotism, shift towards buying local brands, need to take back supply chains
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and shifting of strategic industries within the country’s boundaries even at the
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cost of increased production costs,” he observed.
The world was moving away from globalisation to deglobalisation regionalism
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to what was perhaps glocalisation, he said.
Ensuring border safety

Gen. Rawat also underscored that for a country like India, security of land
borders remained the primary concern and, therefore, there was need to
develop integrated structures to ensure that modernisation programmes
undertaken by the armed forces were based on careful assessment of threats
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and challenges. “Today, we are facing increasing security challenges and the
best guarantee for peace and stability is to have dissuasive deterrence,” he
said.
Australian High Commissioner to India Barry O’Farrell, asserted that like
India, Australia also took a keen interest in the Indo-Pacific region and it was
increasingly concerned about security in the region.
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
‘India is far ahead of China in soft power’
Mr. Singh said India has been a victim of cross-border terrorism. It fought the
scourge alone even when there was no one to support, but later the world
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understood that India was right about “Pakistan being the fountain-head of
terrorism”.
“And now again our brave forces are there in the forefront fighting icy winds
to guard our borders and to fulfil their responsibility. The question is can our
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industry also stand shoulder to shoulder with our forces?” he said.
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Being one of the largest armed forces in the world, India was so importdependent in critical areas, he pointed out.
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India, Britain to discuss upgrade of ties
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British Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab will meet External Affairs Minister S.
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Jaishankar and other Ministers during his three-day visit to India, expected
to prepare for a possible visit by British Prime Minister Boris Johnson in
January.
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India has invited Mr. Johnson as a guest for the Republic Day celebration.
While the Prime Minister’s visit has not been confirmed yet, Mr. Raab, who
is the U.K. Secretary of State for Foreign, Commonwealth and Development
Affairs, will discuss a range of agreements, including one for an upgrade of
the relationship to a “Comprehensive Strategic Partnership”, to be signed
during Mr. Johnson’s visit, officials told The Hindu .
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From 2004
“India and the United Kingdom enjoy a strategic partnership since 2004 which
has been marked by regular high-level exchanges and growing cooperation
in diverse areas,” said a statement by the External Affairs Ministry announcing
the visit from December 14 to 17.
“Mr. Raab’s visit will pave the way for further strengthening of the partnership
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across trade, defence, climate, migration and mobility, education and health
sectors in the post-Covid, post-Brexit context,” it said.
The U.K. Foreign Secretary (who is the equivalent of the British Foreign
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Minister) will be accompanied by the Permanent Undersecretary of the
Foreign Office, Philip Barton, who was, until recently, the High Commissioner
of the U.K. to India.
Mr. Raab’s visit comes days after Mr. Johnson’s controversial remarks in
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the U.K. Parliament that seemed to confuse India-Pakistan tensions with the
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farmers’ protests at the Delhi borders. The U.K. Prime Minister’s office later
clarified that he had “clearly misheard the question”, adding that the British
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Foreign Office was “following the issue of protests in India closely”.

Neither the External Affairs Ministry nor the British High Commission
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responded to a question on whether the issue or the U.K.’s comments would
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be discussed during Mr. Raab’s visit.
Wide range

According to the officials, India and the U.K. will discuss the framework of

s
a

the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, which will include defence and
strategic relationship, Indo-Pacific policy, trade, and cooperation on renewable
energy ahead of the PM’s visit.
Mr. Johnson’s visit to India will be one of his first forays abroad in 2021, after
the U.K. formally leaves the European Union (EU), and officials are hopeful
of an announcement that India and the U.K. would begin talks for an “early
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harvest” Free Trade Agreement (FTA) during the visit.
Defence agreements
A mutual defence logistics support agreement is in an advanced stage of
negotiation, while a government-to-government (G2G) mechanism for defence
deals and a defence training Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) are also
in the works. In addition, the two sides may conclude a defence technology
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was signed in April 2019.
Government sources said the two countries were close to signing a G2G
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agreement on jet engine technology development. The U.K. has also made
a pitch to India for joint technology development of sixth generation fighter
technologies which can go into India’s fifth generation advanced medium
combat aircraft as well as offered the design of its Queen Elizabeth class
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aircraft carrier for Indian Navy’s proposed second indigenous carrier. The
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aircraft carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth would be in the Indian Ocean next year
on its maiden deployment.

Meanwhile, the U.K. has already announced its plans to deploy a Liaison
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Officer at the Indian Navy’s Information Fusion Centre for Indian Ocean
Region (IFC-IOR) meant to improve Maritime Domain Awareness.
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Mr. Raab will meet Environment Minister Prakash Javadekar and Education
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Minister Ramesh Pokhriyal , and will leave for Bengaluru .
Prime Minister Narendra Modi is expected to travel to Glasgow for the next UN
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Climate Change Conference (COP26) in November 2021, and both sides are
keen on expanding their partnership on fighting global warming and building
renewable energy technologies, officials said.

India mulls E20 fuel to cut vehicular emissions
The government proposed the adoption of E20 fuels — a blend of 20% of
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ethanol and gasoline — as an automobile fuel in order to reduce vehicular
emissions as well as the country’s oil import bill.
The Ministry of Road Transport and Highways has published a draft notification
and invited comments from the public for adoption of the fuel. The current
permissible level of blending is 10% of ethanol though India reached only
5.6% of blending in 2019.
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“The notification facilitates the development of E20-compliant vehicles,”
according to a statement. “It will also help in reducing emissions of carbon
dioxide, hydrocarbons, etc. It will help reduce the oil import bill, thereby saving
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foreign exchange and boosting energy security.”
Vehicle compatibility
It added the compatibility of vehicles with the percentage of ethanol in the
blend would be defined by the vehicle manufacturer, which would have to be
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displayed on the vehicle with a sticker.
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Ethanol is a biofuel and a common by-product of biomass left by agricultural
feedstock such as corn, sugarcane, hemp, potato, etc.
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‘Operational necessity’: Navy makes strong pitch as debate
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over third aircraft carrier revives
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A third aircraft carrier is an “operational necessity” for the Navy, a top officer
from the force told The Indian Express, days after Navy Chief Admiral Karambir
Singh stressed on the importance of aircraft carriers at the Navy Day press
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conference. The Navy Chief’s views revived the discussion among the forces
on whether India needs a third aircraft carrier – apart from INS Vikramaditya
and the under-construction Indigenous Aircraft Carrier 1 (IAC 1).
Addressing reporters on December 3, Admiral Singh said the force “does not
want to be a Navy tethered to the shore” and “air power at sea is absolutely
required”. “The Navy is all about reach and sustenance. If you, as a nation,
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that is aspirational… you will have to go outwards, seek the world, you will
have to move out… And for that you require air power, and you require it at
longer ranges, aircraft carrier is absolutely necessary,” he said.
The strong pitch for aircraft carriers, however, may not appear aligned with
the views of Chief of Defence Staff General Bipin Rawat, who in the past –
and most recently in an interview to India Today last week – said that aircraft
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carriers are vulnerable targets and that the islands of Andaman and Nicobar
and Lakshadweep can be used as “unsinkable aircraft carriers”.
Prioritisation in defence acquisition is one of the major mandates of the Chief
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of Defence Staff.
The top Navy officer The Indian Express spoke to agreed with Admiral Singh’s
views. “If you have to guard your interests, you have to move outwards,” the
officer said. “Shouldn’t we have the capability to go where the challenge
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lies.”
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Without mentioning anyone in particular, the officer said, “They say the aircraft
carrier will sink if attacked by an anti-ballistic missile… that it can, no doubt
as all boats can sink. But then why haven’t we got anti-ballistic missiles?
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We should also develop them and use them as a deterrent against other
forces. If they target our aircraft carriers we should target theirs. Why have
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this negativity, that an aircraft carrier can sink.”

a
r
i
p

“We don’t have the luxury,” he said, in terms of finances, “but don’t reject the
idea, thinking that it will sink”.
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Underlining the importance of defending the vast Indian Ocean Region, the
officer stressed on the need for “persistent air power – it should be there, day
and night”. “How does America come, how can China come (close to Indian
Ocean Region), because they are guarding their interests,” the officer said.
“Three aircraft carriers are tactically needed,” as in the future “surge capability”
will be needed, which a third carrier will add, he said.
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He said another reason to build and have a third carrier is because of the
expertise gained by the Navy and the country to run them. “We are very
lucky that we have learned how to operationalise aircraft carriers and naval
aviation in 60 years. We have mastered the art of maritime aviation. We have
developed the skill over the years, it is not easy to operate an aircraft carrier.
Should we let this skill go to waste.”
Giving three major reasons to build and have a third carrier, the officer said
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that first “it is an operational necessity”, second, “don’t deny yourselves the
skill sets in operations, and the skill sets in design and building” of such
carriers. Third, he said, “It puts money back into the economy, generates
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employment and enhances industrial capacity.” He said 90 per cent of the
cost will be invested back into the economy as it will be built indigenously,
and will boost the economy.
He said, “rather than refining” the capability we have, “it will be pushed off” if

m
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the idea is rejected. “It is not that you don’t have the need for another carrier,
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then you are denying it just for money. That is a misplaced understanding,”
the officer said.

Operationally, he said, “When the second carrier is commissioned, the first
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one will go for refitting, so we will again be left with one. But if you have two,
in the field of war, it increases your options by a lot.”
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Navies of India, Vietnam to hold PASSEX in South China
Sea
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Indian Navy ship INS Kiltan, which arrived in Vietnam

to deliver relief

material under Mission Sagar-III, will hold a Passage Exercise (PASSEX)
with the Vietnamese Navy in the South China Sea (SCS) later this week, the
Navy said.

“On departure from Ho Chi Minh City, the ship will undertake a PASSEX with
the Vietnam People’s Navy in the South China Sea from December 26 and

India and
the World

27, 2020,” the Navy said in a statement.
INS Kiltan arrived at port Nha Rong and will deliver 15 tonnes of Humanitarian
Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) material to Vietnam’s Central Steering
Committee for national disaster prevention and control, the Navy stated.
“The current visit seeks to enhance maritime cooperation between the two
Navies and will further bolster the strong bonds of friendship between the
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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two countries and contribute to security and stability in the region,” it added.
Mission Sagar was launched as a part of India’s HADR assistance to friendly
foreign countries during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.
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Army seeks to expedite helicopter deal
With the deal for Ka-226T utility helicopters with Russia not concluded five
years after it was announced and its fleet of Cheetah and Chetak helicopters

m
o

at the end of their service life, the Army is set to approach the Defence Ministry
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for a waiver to take the deal forward.

“About 75% of the Army’s fleet of Cheetah and Chetak helicopters is over 30

u
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years old. Some of them are about 50 years old. We need urgent replacements.
The Ka-226T deal with Russia has been stuck over indigenisation. So the

t
n

Army is approaching the Ministry of Defence [MoD] for a waiver to conclude
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the deal,” a defence official said on condition of anonymity.
Operational capability

Stating that the operational capability has already been impacted due to

s
a

deficiencies and non-availability of replacement, the official stated, “The total
technical life of these helicopters will start finishing from 2023 onwards. So
the existing deficiencies will keep increasing.”
In 2015, India and Russia had concluded an Inter-Governmental Agreement
(IGA) for at least 200 Ka-226T twin engine utility helicopters estimated to cost
over $1 billion with 60 helicopters to be directly imported and remaining 140
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manufactured locally. They are to replace the ageing and obsolete Cheetah
and Chetak fleet of the Army and the Air Force.
A joint venture India Russia Helicopters Ltd. (IRHL) has been set up between
Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd. (HAL) and Russian Helicopters (RH) which will
assemble the helicopters in India. The Request For Proposal (RFP) issued
by the MoD to IRHL for 200 helicopters stated 70% localisation over which
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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the final deal has been held up as the JV quoted localisation of 62.4% in its
response.
Efforts to resolve this impasse in the last few months by adopting a revised
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methodology has not made any progress, it has been learnt. As the RFP
states 70% indigenous content, it cannot be modified.
Withdrawing it and issuing a new one would mean another 2-3 years lost.
“The Army is now in a desperate situation for replacements and is preparing
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to take the case to the Defence Acquisition Council (DAC) for a waiver to
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proceed with 62.4%,” the official stated.
Import content

“Even indigenous platforms like Advanced Light Helicopter (ALH) and Light
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Combat Aircraft (LCA) have significant import content. How can an imported
and assembled platform meet 70% requirement,” the official questioned.
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According to a March 2020 report of the Parliamentary Standing Committee
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on Defence, the ALH has 46% import content by value, LCA – 40% and SU30MKI assembled by HAL with technology transfer also has 40%. The issue
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has been taken up by Army Chief General Manoj Naravane with Defence
Minister Rajnath Singh, another official said. The Army has around 185
Cheetah and Chetak helicopters with around 20 helicopters with HAL for
overhaul for around a year at any point of time.
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DeepMind’s AlphaFold AI has solved a 50-year old problem of
biology
Google’s artificial intelligence unit took a giant step to predict the structure
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of proteins, potentially decoding a problem that has been described as akin
to mapping the genome. DeepMind Technologies Ltd’s AlphaFold reached
the threshold for “solving” the problem at the latest Critical Assessment of
Structure Prediction competition. The event started in 1994 and is held every
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two years to accelerate research on the topic.
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Different folds in a protein determine how it will interact with other molecules,
and understanding them has implications for discovering how new diseases
like Covid-19 invade our cells, designing enzymes to break down pollutants

u
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and improving crop yields.

DeepMind became a subsidiary of Google after a 2014 acquisition and is best
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known for its gamer AI, teaching itself to beat Atari video games and defeating
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world-renowned Go players like Lee Sedol. The company’s ambition has been
to develop AI that can be applied to broader problems, and it’s so far created

s
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systems to make Google’s data centers more energy efficient, identify eye
disease from scans and generate human-sounding speech.
“These algorithms are now becoming strong enough and powerful enough to
be applicable to scientific problems,” DeepMind Chief Executive Officer Demis
Hassabis said in a call with reporters. After four years of development “we
have a system that’s accurate enough to actually have biological significance
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and relevance for biological researchers.”
DeepMind is now looking into ways of offering scientists access to the
AlphaFold system in a “scalable way,” Hassabis said.
CASP scientists analyzed the shape of amino acid sequences for a set of
about 100 proteins. Competitors were given the sequences, and charged
with predicting their shape. AlphaFold’s assessment lined up almost perfectly
with the CASP analysis for two-thirds of the proteins, compared to about 10%
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from the other teams, and better than what DeepMind’s tool achieved two
years ago when it won the competition at the first time of entering, accurately
predicting the structure of 25 out of 43 proteins.
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Hassabis said his inspiration for AlphaFold came from “citizen science”
attempts to find unknown protein structures, like Foldit, which presented
amateur volunteers with the problem in the form of a puzzle. In its first two
years, the human gamers proved to be surprisingly good at solving the

m
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riddles, and ended up discovering a structure that had baffled scientists and
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designing a new enzyme that was later confirmed in the lab.

“Determining a single protein structure often required years of experimental
effort,” said Janet Thornton, director emeritus of the European Bioinformatics
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Institute and one of the pioneers of using computational approaches to
understanding protein structure. “A better understanding of protein structures
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and the ability to predict them using a computer means a better understanding
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of life, evolution and, of course, human health and disease.”
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Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin taps former Pentagon, NASA officials
for new advisory board
Blue Origin said

it formed a new advisory board of former Pentagon and

NASA officials, as billionaire Jeff Bezos’ space company vies for lucrative
government contracts and readies its first orbital rocket for debut next year.
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The seven-person board will “provide strategic counsel on the company’s
mission to radically reduce the cost of access to space and the utilization of
in-space resources,” the Kent, Washington-based company said in a press
release.
Members include former Air Force Secretary Heather Wilson, former Air
Force chief scientist Dan Hastings, and former Deputy Under Secretary of
Defense for Intelligence and Security Kari Bingen, who held the secondVisit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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highest-ranking civilian intelligence job at the Pentagon beginning in 2017.
Blue Origin, founded in 2000 by Bezos, Amazon.com Inc’s chief executive,
has launched and landed its suborbital rocket New Shepard more than a
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dozen times, and aims to complete development of its much bigger workhorse
orbital rocket, New Glenn, by next year.
Bezos aims to provide government and private customers low-cost access to
space, though he trails rival billionaire Elon Musk’s SpaceX.
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Blue has vied for lucrative government contracts in recent years and is
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competing with SpaceX and Leidos-owned Dynetics to win a contract to build
NASA’s next human lunar landing system to ferry humans to the moon in the
next decade.
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The board also includes former directors of NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory
in California and Marshall Space Flight Center in Alabama, the management
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center for NASA’s crewed lunar lander program.
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Blue Origin has received $220 million of a $500 million development award
from the Air Force in 2018 to help mature New Glenn for military launches, but
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later lost to SpaceX and Boeing-Lockheed venture United Launch Alliance
for a subsequent multi-billion dollar Air Force contract to launch military
payloads to space for the next five years.

Massive Puerto Rico telescope featured in James Bond movie
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collapses
A massive radio telescope at Puerto Rico’s Arecibo Observatory – one of the
world’s largest – collapsed

after sustaining severe damage since August,

officials said, following 57 years of astronomical discoveries.
The deteriorating telescope’s 900-ton instrument platform, suspended by
cables 450 feet (137 meters) above a 1,000-foot-wide (305 meters) bowlshaped reflector dish, fell

morning, the U.S. National Science Foundation
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said. No injuries were reported, it added.
The telescope – which received radio waves from space – had been used by
scientists around the world to hunt for possible signatures of extraterrestrial
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life, study distant planets and find potentially hazardous asteroids. It also
gained fame after pivotal scenes in the 1995 James Bond film “GoldenEye”
starring Pierce Brosnan were shot there.
Two cables supporting the reflector dish had broken since August, causing
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damage and forcing officials to close the observatory as engineering firms
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retained by the University of Central Florida, which manages the observatory,
studied ways to repair the damage.

In November, the engineering reviews led the NSF and the university to
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fo

conclude that efforts to repair the structure would be too dangerous and that
it would have to be demolished.
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The NSF said that initial findings indicated that the top section of all three of
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the telescope’s support towers broke off and that as the instrument platform
fell, the telescope’s support cables also plummeted.
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The observatory also includes other scientific assets such as a 40-foot (12meter) telescope used for radio astronomy research and a facility used to
study the Earth’s upper atmosphere and ionosphere. The observatory’s
learning center, located next to the telescope, sustained significant damage
from falling cables, the NSF said.
“We are saddened by this situation but thankful that no one was hurt,” NSF
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Director Sethuraman Panchanathan said in a statement. “Our focus is now
on assessing the damage, finding ways to restore operations at other parts of
the observatory, and working to continue supporting the scientific community,
and the people of Puerto Rico.”
The NSF said it will authorize the university to continue paying Arecibo staff
and to come up with a plan to continue research at the observatory. The
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agency said it has not determined the cause of the initial cable failure in
August.
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Massive Puerto Rico telescope featured in James Bond movie
collapses
A massive radio telescope at Puerto Rico’s Arecibo Observatory – one of the
world’s largest – collapsed

after sustaining severe damage since August,

officials said, following 57 years of astronomical discoveries.
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The deteriorating telescope’s 900-ton instrument platform, suspended by
cables 450 feet (137 meters) above a 1,000-foot-wide (305 meters) bowlshaped reflector dish, fell
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morning, the U.S. National Science Foundation

said. No injuries were reported, it added.
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The telescope – which received radio waves from space – had been used by
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scientists around the world to hunt for possible signatures of extraterrestrial
life, study distant planets and find potentially hazardous asteroids. It also
gained fame after pivotal scenes in the 1995 James Bond film “GoldenEye”
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starring Pierce Brosnan were shot there.
Two cables supporting the reflector dish had broken since August, causing
damage and forcing officials to close the observatory as engineering firms
retained by the University of Central Florida, which manages the observatory,
studied ways to repair the damage.
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In November, the engineering reviews led the NSF and the university to
conclude that efforts to repair the structure would be too dangerous and that
it would have to be demolished.
The NSF said that initial findings indicated that the top section of all three of
the telescope’s support towers broke off and that as the instrument platform
fell, the telescope’s support cables also plummeted.
The observatory also includes other scientific assets such as a 40-foot (12Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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meter) telescope used for radio astronomy research and a facility used to
study the Earth’s upper atmosphere and ionosphere. The observatory’s
learning center, located next to the telescope, sustained significant damage
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from falling cables, the NSF said.
“We are saddened by this situation but thankful that no one was hurt,” NSF
Director Sethuraman Panchanathan said in a statement. “Our focus is now
on assessing the damage, finding ways to restore operations at other parts of

m
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the observatory, and working to continue supporting the scientific community,
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and the people of Puerto Rico.”

The NSF said it will authorize the university to continue paying Arecibo staff
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and to come up with a plan to continue research at the observatory. The
agency said it has not determined the cause of the initial cable failure in
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August.
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Five things to know about China’s Chang’e 5 mission to

s
a

retrieve lunar rocks

China landed its spacecraft Chang’e-5 on the moon in a bid to become the
first to retrieve lunar samples in more than four decades. The probe has
everyone’s attention as it will help scientists understand Earth’s solitary
natural satellite’s origins. There is a lot to know about the mission. Here
are a few facts about the historic mission from China that can be a big leap
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forward.
# Chang’e-5 spacecraft ”stack” that was launched from Wenchang, Southern
China on November 24. One part of the spacecraft stayed in the Moon’s orbit
whereas the lander touched down.
# As per China National Space Administration’s announcement, Chang’e-5
has touched down on the north of the Mons Rümker in Oceanus Procellarun
which is also called Ocean of Storms which is situated on the near side of the
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moon. Mons Rümker is an isolated volcanic formation on the moon.
# The lander module of the Chang’e-5 is meant to collect two kilograms of
lunar rocks. The task will be accomplished by spending up to 48 hours on
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the moon’s surface. This will be done by drilling underground followed by
scooping and sealing it in a container to be brought back to the Earth.
The lander is also equipped with a spectrometer, radar and a camera to help
with the extraordinary task. 44 years ago, 200 grams of lunar samples were

m
o

received under the Soviet Luna 24 mission. Chang’e-5 will be collecting 10
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times more samples than the previous mission.

# A major difference between the samples collected before and the ones that
will be collected now will be 1.2 billion years old compared to the earlier ones

u
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that were three billion years old.

# Chang’e-5 is expected to make its way back to the blue planet on December

t
n

16-17. The return could be delayed a bit too depending upon various factors
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that come into play. China is aiming for inner Mongolia as the spot for
spacecraft’s landing.
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Massive Puerto Rico telescope featured in James Bond movie
collapses

A massive radio telescope at Puerto Rico’s Arecibo Observatory – one of the
world’s largest – collapsed
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after sustaining severe damage since August,

officials said, following 57 years of astronomical discoveries.
The deteriorating telescope’s 900-ton instrument platform, suspended by
cables 450 feet (137 meters) above a 1,000-foot-wide (305 meters) bowlshaped reflector dish, fell

morning, the U.S. National Science Foundation

said. No injuries were reported, it added.
The telescope – which received radio waves from space – had been used by
scientists around the world to hunt for possible signatures of extraterrestrial
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life, study distant planets and find potentially hazardous asteroids. It also
gained fame after pivotal scenes in the 1995 James Bond film “GoldenEye”
starring Pierce Brosnan were shot there.
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Two cables supporting the reflector dish had broken since August, causing
damage and forcing officials to close the observatory as engineering firms
retained by the University of Central Florida, which manages the observatory,
studied ways to repair the damage.
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In November, the engineering reviews led the NSF and the university to
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conclude that efforts to repair the structure would be too dangerous and that
it would have to be demolished.

The NSF said that initial findings indicated that the top section of all three of
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the telescope’s support towers broke off and that as the instrument platform
fell, the telescope’s support cables also plummeted.
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The observatory also includes other scientific assets such as a 40-foot (12-
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meter) telescope used for radio astronomy research and a facility used to
study the Earth’s upper atmosphere and ionosphere. The observatory’s
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learning center, located next to the telescope, sustained significant damage
from falling cables, the NSF said.
“We are saddened by this situation but thankful that no one was hurt,” NSF
Director Sethuraman Panchanathan said in a statement. “Our focus is now
on assessing the damage, finding ways to restore operations at other parts of
the observatory, and working to continue supporting the scientific community,
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and the people of Puerto Rico.”
The NSF said it will authorize the university to continue paying Arecibo staff
and to come up with a plan to continue research at the observatory. The
agency said it has not determined the cause of the initial cable failure in
August.
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Five things to know about China’s Chang’e 5 mission to
retrieve lunar rocks
China landed its spacecraft Chang’e-5 on the moon in a bid to become the
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first to retrieve lunar samples in more than four decades. The probe has
everyone’s attention as it will help scientists understand Earth’s solitary
natural satellite’s origins. There is a lot to know about the mission. Here are
a few facts about the historic mission from China that can be a big leap

m
o

forward.
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# Chang’e-5 spacecraft ”stack” that was launched from Wenchang, Southern
China on November 24. One part of the spacecraft stayed in the Moon’s orbit
whereas the lander touched down.
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# As per China National Space Administration’s announcement, Chang’e-5
has touched down on the north of the Mons Rümker in Oceanus Procellarun
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which is also called Ocean of Storms which is situated on the near side of the
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moon. Mons Rümker is an isolated volcanic formation on the moon.
# The lander module of the Chang’e-5 is meant to collect two kilograms of
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lunar rocks. The task will be accomplished by spending up to 48 hours on
the moon’s surface. This will be done by drilling underground followed by
scooping and sealing it in a container to be brought back to the Earth.
The lander is also equipped with a spectrometer, radar and a camera to help
with the extraordinary task. 44 years ago, 200 grams of lunar samples were
received under the Soviet Luna 24 mission. Chang’e-5 will be collecting 10
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times more samples than the previous mission.
# A major difference between the samples collected before and the ones that
will be collected now will be 1.2 billion years old compared to the earlier ones
that were three billion years old.
# Chang’e-5 is expected to make its way back to the blue planet on December
16-17. The return could be delayed a bit too depending upon various factors
that come into play. China is aiming for inner Mongolia as the spot for
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spacecraft’s landing.
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Greenland

ice

sheet

faces

irreversible

melting,

say

scientists
The massive Greenland ice sheet could be facing a point of no return, beyond
which it may no longer fully regrow, permanently changing sea levels around
the world, warns a new study.
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Using computer simulations, the study, published in the journal The
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Cryosphere, analysed how climate change could lead to irreversible sea level
rise as temperatures continue to rise and the Greenland ice sheet continues

u
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to decline.

While there were scenarios in which the ice sheet melting could be reversed,

t
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the scientists, including those from the University of Reading in the UK, said
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these relied on actions to counteract global warming before it’s too late.
According to the researchers, the ice sheet is seven times the area of the
UK, and stores a large amount of the Earth’s frozen water.
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In the research, the scientists simulated the effects of Greenland ice sheet
melting under a range of possible temperature rises, ranging from minimal
warming to worst-case scenarios.
At current rates of melting, they said the ice sheet contributes almost one
millimetre to sea level per year, accounting for around a quarter of the total
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increase.
The researchers said despite seasonal periods of growth, Greenland has
lost 3.5 trillion tons of ice since 2003.
Under all future climates like the present or warmer, they found that the icesheet declined in size and contributed to some degree of sea-level rise.
Importantly, the scientists said there were scenarios in which the ice sheet
melting could be reversed.
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But these depended on actions to reverse global warming before it’s too late,
the scientists added.
Under scenarios in which global warming goes beyond 2 degree Celsius,
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there could be significant ice loss and several metres of global sea level rise
to persist for tens of thousands of years, the scientists said, adding that a
warmer climate would lead to greater sea-level rise.
In such cases, even if temperatures later return to current levels, the study
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showed that the Greenland ice sheet will never fully regrow once it melts
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beyond a critical point.

After this point, the scientists said sea levels would permanently remain two
metres higher than current levels, regardless of other contributing factors.
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According to the researchers, this is because the ice sheet is so large that it
has a substantial impact on its local climate, and as it declines, Greenland

t
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would experience warmer temperatures and less snowfall.
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Once the ice-sheet retreats from the Northern part of the island, the study
cautioned that the area would remain ice-free.
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To avoid irreversible sea level rise such melting would cause, the scientists
said climate change must be reversed before this threshold is reached.
“To avoid partially irreversible loss of the ice sheet, climate change must be
reversed — not just stabilised — before we reach the critical point where the
ice sheet has declined too far,” said Jonathan Gregory, a co-author of the
study from the University of Reading.
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China turns on ‘artificial sun’
China successfully powered up its “artificial sun” nuclear fusion reactor for
the first time, state media reported , marking a great advance in the country’s
nuclear power research capabilities.
The HL-2M Tokamak reactor is China’s largest and most advanced nuclear
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fusion experimental research device, and scientists hope that the device can
potentially unlock a powerful clean energy source.
It uses a powerful magnetic field to fuse hot plasma and can reach
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temperatures of over 150 million degrees Celsius, according to the People’s
Daily -- approximately ten times hotter than the core of the sun.
Located in Sichuan province and completed late last year, the reactor is
often called an “artificial sun” on account of the enormous heat and power it
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produces.
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Chinese scientists have been working on developing smaller versions of the
nuclear fusion reactor since 2006.
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Japan retrieves space probe carrying asteroid samples that
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may hold clues to origin of planets
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Japan has retrieved a space probe from Australia’s remote outback after a
six-year mission that may help reveal more about the origins of the planets,
the Asian nation’s space agency said .

s
a

A capsule from the unmanned Hayabusa2, carrying the first extensive
samples of dust from an asteroid, was flown by helicopter from the outback
to a domestic research facility of the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency
(JAXA).

The craft’s mission seeks to answer some fundamental questions about the
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origins of the solar system and where molecules like water came from.
“This is great,” Yuichi Tsuda, a project manager for the agency, told Japanese
broadcaster NHK. “It was a beautiful re-entry. We are all very moved by
this.”
The agency will hold a briefing later .
The spacecraft, launched from Japan’s Tanegashima space centre in 2014,
took four years to reach the asteroid Ryugu before gathering a sample and
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heading back to Earth in November 2019.
Spectators gathered at a theatre to view the return clapped and waved banners
in NHK footage, with one woman in tears. They wore masks and maintained a
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distance from each other in precautions against the coronavirus.
Asteroids are believed to have formed at the dawn of the solar system,
and scientists say the sample may contain organic matter that could have
contributed to life on Earth.
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“What we are really doing here is trying to sample this pristine rock that has
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not been irradiated by the sun,” astrophysicist Lisa Harvey-Smith told the
Australian Broadcasting Corporation.

Gases trapped in the rock samples could reveal more about conditions that

u
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prevailed about 4.6 billion years ago, she added.

Japan’s space probe, named for the peregrine falcon, orbited above the
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asteroid for a few months to map its surface before landing. Then it used
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small explosives to blast a crater and collected the resulting debris.
The capsule lit up as it reentered the earth’s atmosphere early and landed in
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the Woomera restricted area, about 460 km (285 miles) north of Adelaide, to
be retrieved by scientists and brought to a research station, JAXA said.
“The helicopter carrying the capsule arrived at local headquarters and the
capsule was brought inside the building,” the space agency said on Twitter.
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Chang-e’5 set to return with 2 kg samples from Moon after
completing docking mission
China National Space Administration (CNSA) announced that the ascender
of China’s Chang’e-5 has successfully rendezvoused and docked to return
to the Earth at 2:12 AM IST after collecting the lunar samples. If the lunar
samples make it safely back to the blue planet, it will be the first to do so after
almost 45 years.
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The Chang’e-5 probe comprises of an orbiter, a lander, an ascender, and a
returner. The lander drilled and collected lunar samples that weighed two kg
from Mons Rumker in Oceanus Procellarum which is situated on the near side
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of the moon. The samples were then sealed and transferred to the ascender
which took off from the Moon’s surface on December 3.
The orbiter returner will now wait for the opportune moment to set its course
back to Earth with the returner and complete the historic mission. This was
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also the first effort in automated lunar orbit rendezvous.
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The return of the spacecraft is expected to be between December 16-17.
Even though there is no fixed time or date for the return, China is aiming to
land it in inner Mongolia.
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The lunar rocks are from the Mons Rümker region which is an isolated volcanic
formation on the moon. The samples collected will be 1.2 billion years old.
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The ones collected more than four decades ago were three billion years old.
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Earlier today, Japan retrieved a space probe carrying asteroid samples. After
a six-year mission, the unmanned Hayabusa2 landed in the Australian desert
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and was later brought back to Japan by a helicopter to a domestic research
facility of the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA). Studying these
dust samples from the asteroid could be a big leap forward in understanding
the origins of our solar system.

Science,
Tech and
Environment

Only organic farming allowed in Lakshadweep
With the entire Lakshadweep group of islands being declared an organic
agricultural area, the island administration is eyeing an expansion of the
traditional business in coconut and coconut products through value addition,
better marketing, and round-the-year processing.
Around 10-crore coconuts are produced on the island in 12,000 small holdings
with an average size of 0.25 hectares, sources in the island administration
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say. The total acreage under coconut is around 2,800 hectares.
The nuts are processed now mostly for oil and the islands being declared
an organic agricultural area will give a big boost to their business, sources
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add.
At the same time, there is tremendous scope for expanding the business. At
present, only about three crore nuts are processed on the island and there
is an excess of around seven crore nuts, which are mostly sold in mainland
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India.
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Idle for six months

The coconut processing industry also works only for about six months a
year when the weather is dry. The period between May and December sees

u
r
fo

the industry come to a standstill. When the industry idles, coconuts are lost.
Keeping this in view, the island administration plans to introduce dryers and
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other machinery to utilise the nuts even during the wet months, sources
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add.

The move is expected to increase coconut utilisation from the present level
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of around 50% to more than 70%. The business in coconuts and coconut
products is worth around Rs. 75 crore a year now. The volume of business
can easily go up to about Rs. 200 crore with measures like the ones being
contemplated, sources add.
The island’s coconut farmers are also expected to benefit from the Union
government’s ‘One District One Product’ programme of food processing in
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which the entire island is being considered as a single district and coconut oil
has been identified as the product. Financial support for the programme will
help augment the coconut industry on the island, sources add.
Common brand name
One of the key areas of attention is marketing. The restriction on access
from other parts of India prevents buyers from reaching the islands to make
direct procurements. Taking this into consideration, the island administration
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plans to help the farmers market their products under a common brand name
though an entity chosen by the administration.
Ensuring the quality of the raw material through the declaration of the islands
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as an organic agricultural area and augmented processing facilities with
value addition and marketing support will go a long way in giving a boost to
the business, island administration sources say.
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SpaceX’s second Dragon supply capsule heads to ISS with
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Christmas presents

Space X has launched its second SpaceX Dragon resupply capsule, which

u
r
fo

is expected to dock with the International Space Station on December 7.
The Dragon capsule is loaded with science experiments and also Christmas
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treats and presents for the astronauts, reports the Associated Press.
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The mission was rescheduled due to weather conditions but launched
successfully from NASA’s Kennedy Space Center in Florida . This is the
second Dragon capsule to head to the ISS, after an earlier payload of
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November 15, which took four astronauts to the space station.
The company has launched their upgraded Dragon Capsule, which is different
from the capsules used in the past and is carrying 6,400 pounds of science
investigations, a new airlock, and other cargo, as confirmed by NASA.
According to NASA, the spacecraft will perform the first autonomous docking
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for SpaceX and the coverage will be broadcast on NASA Television.
As for the Christmas treats, AP reports, that the Dragon is carrying roasted
turkey, cornbread dressing, cranberry sauce, shortbread cookies and tubes
of icing.
SpaceX has been involved in resupplying the International Space Station
since 2012. This journey marks the first time that the newly upgraded capsule
has been used for carrying cargo to the station.
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As stated by the Verge, the Dragon 2 capsule marks notable upgrades to its
predecessor with the ability to carry 50 percent more science payloads and
the ability to automatically dock with the space station without the need of
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human assistance as seen in the previous versions of the capsule.
In addition to carrying basic supplies for the station and the crew, the cargo
is said to include several experiments to the space station, including the
European Space Agency’s Bioasteroid, which include meteorite samples and
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microbes which will be used to seek a better understanding of the physical
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processes that control the mixtures, such as gravity and convection.

Other notable missions will include the COVID-19 drug research experiment,
which will be conducted for the first time in space. There’s also an experiment
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to examine changes in human hearts using tissue chips to observe how
microgravity causes changes in the shape of the heart. The payload also
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includes 40 mice, according to AP, for bone and eye study.

a
r
i
p

SpaceX had launched a crew of four to the ISS earlier this year on November
15. Once the new capsule reaches the ISS, it will mark the first time that two
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Dragon capsules are docked to the space station.

Here’s what the Artemis astronauts will try and learn when
they land on the Moon in 2024
The US space agency NASA is gearing up for the next Moon landing with
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the Artemis III mission, which will put the next man and first woman on the
Moon in 2024. Now NASA has identified science priorities for the Artemis III
mission and what these astronauts will study when they land on the lunar
surface.
The astronauts will land on the South Pole of the Moon, which remains a
mystery for scientists. The aim will be to understand the potential resources
and the risks involved in the Moon’s South Pole, as NASA plans to establish
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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its Artemis Base Camp concept here in the next 10 years.
The agency hopes to understand the fundamental planetary processes that
take place across the Solar System by these investigations on the lunar South
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Pole.
There are seven objectives laid out in NASA’s report for the Artemis III mission.
These are follows:
#

Understanding

planetary

processes
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# Understanding the character and origin of lunar polar volatiles
#

Interpreting

the

impact

history

of
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the

Earth-Moon

system,

# Revealing the record of the ancient sun and our astronomical environment
# Observing the universe and the local space environment from a unique location,
#

Conducting
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experimental

science

in

# Investigating and mitigating exploration risks.
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the

lunar

environment,

“Even before Artemis III lands, our agency’s science and human exploration
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teams are working together as never before to ensure that we leverage each
other’s strengths. This report helps outline a path forward toward the compelling
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science we can now contemplate doing on the lunar surface in conjunction
with human explorers,” Thomas Zurbuchen, Associate administrator for
NASA’s Science Mission Directorate said in a press statement.
The new report mentions the agency’s priorities and a set of activities for the
mission. The team began meeting in September to decide on compelling and
achievable science objectives, with the intention to cover all aspects of the

Science,
Tech and
Environment

mission including field surveys and sampling strategies.
NASA has decided to plan every second of the astronaut’s stay on the Moon.
The Science program at the Moon, will include activities related to field
geology, sample collection and return, and deployed experiments, which will
address the highest science priorities at the lunar South Pole.
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Test flight of SpaceX’s Starship aborted at last second
The first high-altitude test flight of SpaceX’s futuristic Starship was aborted
at the last second in Texas . SpaceX came close to launching a prototype of
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the rocketship that company Chief Elon Musk is designing to carry people to
Mars.
But an automatic engine abort occurred with just 1.3 seconds remaining in the
countdown. SpaceX announced on its web broadcast it was done for the day,
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and there was no word on when it might try again.
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SpaceX already has conducted five Starship test flights, but these earlier,
simpler models have gone no higher than 490 feet (150 metres.) The stainless
steel version on the launch pad Tuesday was the first to feature a nose cone,
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body flaps and three Raptor engines.

SpaceX has taken over Boca Chica in the far southeastern corner of Texas,
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near the Mexican border, to build and test its Starships. The company intends

a
r
i
p

to use Starships the upper stage atop Super Heavy boosters to deliver massive
satellites into orbit around Earth, and send people and cargo to the moon and
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Mars.

Solar Eclipse 2020 Date, Timings in India: Everything we know
about last solar eclipse of the year
Solar Eclipse 2020 Date and Time in India: On December 14, the last of the
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eclipses of the year, the total solar eclipse will occur. A celestial event occurs
when the new Moon passes between the Sun and the Earth and totally blocks
out the Sun. The previous solar eclipse which was an annular solar eclipse
occurred on June 21. So far, we have also seen four penumbral lunar eclipses
in the year 2020.
According to timeanddate.com, the partial eclipse will begin at 19:04 IST on
December 14 whereas the full eclipse will begin at 20:02 IST. The solar eclipse
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will peak at 21:43 and end at 00:23 IST on December 15.
Unlike, the annual solar eclipse, the total solar eclipse will not be visible
in India. The celestial event will be visible in a select few cities including
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Temuco, Villarrica, Sierra Colorada situated in Chile and Argentina. On the
other hand, the Pacific Ocean, Antarctica and south of South America will
witness a partial solar eclipse.
A maximum of five solar eclipses can take place in a year. However, in most
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years we witness only two solar eclipses. The number of solar eclipses
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reaching five is very rare as according to the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA), the last time it took place was in 1935 and the next
time it is projected is in 2206. Also, in the last 5,000 years, we have seen five
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solar eclipses in a year only 25 times.

The last lunar eclipse occurred on November 30. The penumbral lunar
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eclipse was not visible in India as it took place below the horizon.
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Not all Indian droughts are caused by El Nino
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Droughts in India have historically been associated with El Nino, an
anomalous warming of the equatorial Pacific, but scientists from Bengaluru
suggest other culprits too.
The study that appears in journal Science says that nearly six out of 10
droughts, in non-El Nino years, that occurred during the Indian summer-
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monsoon season in the past century may have been driven by atmospheric
disturbances from the North Atlantic region.
The study was led by researchers at the Centre for Atmospheric and Oceanic
Sciences (CAOS), Indian Institute of Science (IISc), Bengaluru.
In an El Niño year, abnormally warm equatorial Pacific waters pull moistureladen clouds away from the subcontinent, but the IISc study shows that in
non-El Nino years, these droughts are a consequence of a sudden and steep
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drop in rainfall in late August.
“As early as the 1980s, people have looked at these droughts individually.
But they have not collated and pooled them together, and deduced that these
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droughts may all have a different type of evolution than El Niño droughts,” V.
Venugopal, Associate Professor at CAOS, says in a statement by the IISc.
Decline in rainfall
In an El Nino year, the rainfall deficit departure from a long-term average will

m
o

set in early around mid-June and progressively worsen. However, a non-El
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Nino-year drought will see rainfall and will similarly weaken in mid-June. But
from mid-July to mid-August, usually the rainiest period of the monsoon, the
monsoon will appear to recover. However, around August third week, there
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was a sudden steep decline in rainfall, resulting in drought conditions.
“We tried to see if we could trace this [August] drought back to a forcing agent
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or system that influences the behaviour over India. We looked at the winds
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that were prevalent in these non-El Niño drought years.”
Rossby wave
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It seems, the researchers note, that winds in the upper atmosphere are
interacting with a deep cyclonic circulation above the abnormally cold North
Atlantic waters. The resulting wave of air currents, called a Rossby wave,
curved down from the North Atlantic squeezed in by the Tibetan plateau and
hit the subcontinent around mid-August, suppressing rainfall and throwing
off the monsoon that was trying to recover from the June slump. The wave’s

Science,
Tech and
Environment

usual course is to go from west to east, but not towards the equator, explains
Jai Sukhatme, Associate Professor at CAOS and co-author.
Thus beyond looking at the Pacific Ocean it is important to consider other
influences on the Indian monsoon from outside the tropics.
“The Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean seem to be at the forefront of all
discussions surrounding Indian monsoon droughts,” says Mr. Venugopal.
“It is perhaps time to focus just as much on midlatitude influences, which
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might aid in getting a better handle on enhanced predictability of monsoon
variability.”
Independent scientists say that while the link in the research paper is “novel” it
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is yet early days to be able to predict an impending drought in India from this
paper alone. The Indian Ocean, says Roxy Mathew Koll, a climate scientist
at the Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology, too plays an important role in
determining the monsoon’s performance and several other factors will have
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to be considered to develop a reliable model to forecast a potential shortfall in
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the absence of El Nino.

In 2014, India saw a 14% rainfall deficit — or a drought — that wasn’t linked
to El Nino and before that in 1986 and 1985. “The sheer size of the Pacific
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means that it influences global climate much more than the Atlantic or other
oceans. Therefore, the latter links aren’t easily discoverable. But this study
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shows that we do need to look at such links closely,” Mr. Koll told The Hindu.
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Before NASA’s Raja Chari, the astronauts who took India into
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space

Indian-American US Air Force Colonel Raja Jon Vurputoor Chari made
history this week, when he was named among 18 astronauts who have been
selected by NASA for its ambitious manned mission to the moon and beyond
on December 9.
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The 43-year-old is the sole Indian-origin member of NASA’s diverse Artemis
Team, which is set to land the first woman and next man on the Moon in 2024
and establish a sustainable human presence on the lunar surface by the end
of the decade, the American space agency said.
With this, Chari will become the fourth person of Indian origin to go to outer
space. The first Indian to enter space was Rakesh Sharma, when he flew
aboard the Soviet rocket Soyuz T-11 in 1984.
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While India is yet to launch a manned space flight, four Indian astronauts
will soon complete their training at Russia’s Gagarin Cosmonaut Training
Center near Moscow in preparation for the country’s first crewed Gaganyaan
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project.
In 1984, former Indian Air Force pilot Rakesh Sharma became the first Indian
citizen to travel into space. He was selected as a cosmonaut for a space
mission launched jointly by the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO)
and the Soviet Intercosmos space programme.
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On April 3, 1984, he flew aboard the Soviet Soyuz T-11 rocket to the space
station Salyut 7. When then-Prime Minister Indira Gandhi asked him what

u
r
fo

India looked like from outer space, Sharma famously said, “Saare Jahaan
se Achcha”.

t
n

Soon after he returned from space, he was conferred with the ‘Hero of Soviet

a
r
i
p

Union’ award, making him the first Indian to receive the prestigious honour. He
also received India’s highest peacetime gallantry award, the Ashok Chakra.
Prior to becoming a cosmonaut, the seasoned IAF test pilot had flown 21
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combat missions in a MiG-21 during the Bangladesh war of 1971.
Kalpana Chawla

On February 1, 2003, the space shuttle Columbia flight STS-10 disintegrated
over Texas during its re-entry into the earth’s atmosphere, killing all seven
astronauts who were aboard the craft. Amongst them was Kalpana Chawla,
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the first Indian woman to travel to space, who quickly became a national hero
and icon.
Born in Karnal, Chawla received a degree in aeronautical engineering from
Punjab Engineering College before moving to the United States for her
masters and PhD. In 1994, she was selected as an astronaut candidate at
NASA.
Chawla first travelled to space aboard the ill-fated space shuttle Columbia
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flight STS-87. The shuttle made 252 orbits around the Earth in a little over
two weeks, before the tragic accident that took place in February while it was
returning to Earth.
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Sunita Williams
NASA astronaut and former US Navy test pilot Sunita Williams has set
many records over the course of her career. During her two flights to the
International Space Station (ISS), she has logged more than 321 days in
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space, making her one of the most experienced female astronauts in the
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United States.

She holds the record of longest spaceflight (195 days) for a female space
traveller as well as the most spacewalking time by a woman — at 50 hours

u
r
fo

and 40 minutes over seven career excursions.

She famously participated in the Boston Marathon while in space by running
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approximately 42.2 km on the ISS’ treadmill.
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Ravish Malhotra

While Rakesh Sharma became a household name after he became the
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first Indian to enter space, Air Commodore (Retd) Ravish Malhotra’s story
is often forgotten. He was the man who was trained alongside Sharma as
his backup astronaut for the Indo-Soviet space mission. However, despite
rigorously preparing for the journey, the Kirti Chakra recipient did not get to
go to space.
Raja Chari
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Indian-American US Air Force colonel Raja Chari is among 18 astronauts,
who will form NASA’s Artemis Team and help pave the way for the next lunar
missions. He was selected by NASA to join the 2017 Astronaut Candidate
Class.
After completing the initial astronaut candidate training, Chari is now eligible
for a mission assignment. Before his NASA career, he was an Air Force pilot
with over 2,000 hours of flying time.
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The Gaganyaan team
A team of four Indian Air Force pilots have been undergoing intense training
at Russia’s Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Center near Moscow for India’s
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maiden manned mission ‘Gaganyaan’.
“We have selected 4 IAF pilots for our first manned space mission in 202122. Three of them will go into space to orbit around the earth for a week and
conduct experiments in micro-gravity and bio-science,” ISRO chairman K
Sivan announced earlier this year.
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Their training was briefly paused in May due to the ongoing Covid19 pandemic, but has since resumed. However, ISRO officials have said that
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the mission may now be delayed by a year.
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Virus RNA found in sewage samples, says ICMR study
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The detection of the presence of SARS-CoV-2 RNA in sewage samples has
raised the possibility of using environmental water surveillance to monitor
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virus activity in infected areas, researchers have said.
Similar environmental surveillance for the polio virus had played a critical
role in the eradication of wild polio virus globally.
In their paper, titled “SARS-CoV-2 detection in sewage samples:
standardisation of method and preliminary observations”, published recently
in the Indian Journal of Medical Research , researchers claimed to have

Science,
Tech and
Environment

undertaken the study to standardise the methodology for detection of SARSCoV-2 from sewage and explore the feasibility of establishing supplementary
surveillance for COVID-19.
They suggested that SARS-CoV-2 detection in waste water could be used
to understand the epidemiology of COVID-19. “Decreasing concentration or
absence of virus at previously SARS-CoV-2-positive sewage sampling sites
may indicate successful implementation of COVID-19 control strategies and
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populations and confirmation of COVID-19-free zones,” the study noted.
The study, conducted by ICMR-National Institute of Virology, (Mumbai unit)
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and Division of Epidemiology and Communicable Diseases, ICMR, Delhi,
said the virus was also detected in stool samples of patients, indicating active
infection of the gastrointestinal tract.
For the study, sewage samples were collected from six sites in Mumbai.
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Solar Eclipse 2020: Everything you need to know about the
last solar eclipse of the year
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The total solar eclipse on December 14, Monday will be the last eclipse of the
year. A total solar eclipse occurs when Moon aligns in a way that blocks the
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Sun completely. For a total of two minutes and 10 seconds, people living in
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parts of Chile and Argentina in South America will be able to witness the total
solar eclipse.

Apart from Chile and Argentina, people living in southern parts of South
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America, south-west Africa and Antarctica will be able to witness a partial
solar eclipse.

The second solar eclipse of the year will not be visible in India as it occurs
late in the evening. As per timeanddate.com The celestial event will begin at
7:03 PM and will peak at 9:43 PM before ending at 12:23 AM on December
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15. If you still wish to watch the solar eclipse from India, you can do it online
by accessing the live link provided by the National Aeronautics Space
Administration (NASA).
The first solar eclipse of the year took place on June 21, 2020, and was visible
from Earth. The next solar eclipse is projected to occur on June 10, 2021. As
per solareclipse.info, the next total solar eclipse that will be visible from India
is projected to occur on March 20, 2034.
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
In this Covid-19-affected year, we also witnessed four penumbral lunar
eclipses with the last one taking place on November 30. The fourth
penumbral lunar eclipse was not visible from India too. According to NASA,
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a maximum of five total solar eclipses can be recorded in a year with the
minimum number being two. The last time five solar eclipses occurred in a
year was in 1935 and it is likely to happen again in 2206.
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China’s Chang’e-5 probe carrying lunar samples begins
journey back to Earth

A Chinese spacecraft carrying rocks and soil from the moon has begun its
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journey back to Earth, the official Xinhua news agency reported , putting
China on course to become the first country to successfully retrieve lunar
samples since the 1970s.
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Engines on the Chang’e-5 probe were ignited 230 km (143 miles) from the
lunar surface early , Beijing time, before being shut down after 22 minutes
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with the craft on a trajectory towards Earth, Xinhua said, citing a China
National Space Administration statement.
A successful landing in Inner Mongolia would make China only the third
country to have retrieved lunar samples after the United States and the
Soviet Union. The plan was to collect 2 kg (4.4 lbs) of samples, although it
has not been disclosed how much was actually gathered.
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The Chang’e-5 was launched on November 24 and a lander vehicle touched
down on the moon on December 1. The mission was expected to take around
23 days in total.

Solar Eclipse 2020 Live Updates: Glimpses of last solar
eclipse of the year
Earth witnessed its last solar eclipse of the year on December 14.
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Unfortunately, the total solar eclipse was not visible from India. The total solar
eclipse began at 7:03 PM for IST, peaked at 9:43 PM and came to an end at
12:23 AM on December 15 as per timeanddate.com.
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However, the total solar eclipse was visible for people living in parts of Chile
and Argentina in South America. In southern parts of South America, SouthWest Africa and Antarctica, people witnessed a partial solar eclipse. The total
solar eclipse occurs when the moon completely blocks the sun. The celestial
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event lasted for a total of two minutes and 10 seconds.
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The previous solar eclipse of the year was an annular solar eclipse that
occurred on June 21, 2020. Even though the total solar eclipse was not visible
in India, people were able to watch it online on the National Aeronautics and
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Space Administration’s (NASA) website.

The next solar eclipse will be visible on June 10, 2021. However, as per
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solareclipse.info’s projections, the next total solar eclipse visible from India

a
r
i
p

will occur on March 20, 2034.
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Indian-American Raja Chari among 3 astronauts selected by
NASA for SpaceX Crew-3 mission
Indian-American US Air Force Colonel Raja Chari has been selected as the
Commander of the SpaceX Crew-3 mission to the International Space Station
(ISS) by NASA and the European Space Agency.
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Chari, 43, will serve as the commander while NASA’s Tom Marshburn will
be pilot and ESA’s Matthias Maurer will serve as a mission specialist for
the SpaceX Crew-3 mission to the ISS, which is expected to launched next
year.
A fourth crew member will be added at a later date, following a review by
NASA and its international partners, NASA said in a statement .
“Excited and honored to be training with @astro_matthias and @
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AstroMarshburn in prep for a trip to the @Space_Station,” Chari said in a
tweet .
“Proud to be working and training with Matthias Maurer and Thomas Henry
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Marshburn in preparation for a mission to the International Space Station
aboard the SpaceX Crew Dragon,” he posted on his Facebook page.
This will be the first spaceflight for Chari, who became a NASA astronaut
in 2017. He was born in Milwaukee, but considers Cedar Falls, Iowa, his
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hometown, NASA said.
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He is a colonel in the US Air Force and joins the mission with extensive
experience as a test pilot. He has accumulated more than 2,500 hours of
flight time in his career. Chari was selected earlier this month as a member

u
r
fo

of the Artemis Team and is now eligible for assignment to a future lunar
mission, it said in a statement.
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Chari’s father Srinivas Chari came to the US at a young age from Hyderabad
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for an engineering degree.

“It’s official… next stop: International @Space_Station! In late 2021, I’ll fly to
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humankind’s orbital outpost for the first time, continuing our quest to discover
more in space for #Earth. Get ready for #cosmickiss a declaration of love for
space,” Maurer tweeted.

Maurer comes from Sankt Wendel, in the German state of Saarland. Like
Chari, Maurer will be making his first trip to space with the Crew-3 mission.
Before becoming an astronaut, Maurer held a number of engineering and
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research roles, both in a university setting and at European Space Agency
(ESA).
Marshburn is a Statesville, North Carolina, native who became an astronaut
in 2004. Prior to serving in the astronaut corps, the medical doctor served
as a flight surgeon at NASA’s Johnson Space Center in Houston and later
became medical operations lead for the International Space Station. The
Crew-3 mission will be his third visit to the space station and his second
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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long-duration mission.
When Chari, Marshburn, and Maurer arrive at the orbiting laboratory, they
will become expedition crew members for the duration of their six-month
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stay. The crew will have a slight overlap with the Crew-2 astronauts, who are
expected to launch in the spring of 2021.
This will not be the first commercial crew mission to overlap. The Crew-1
astronauts, who are currently on the station, and the Crew-2 astronauts, also
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are expected to coincide in their sojourns for a short time. Increasing the
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total number of astronauts aboard the station is allowing the agency to boost
the number of science investigations conducted in the unique microgravity
environment, NASA said.
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This will be the third crew rotation mission of SpaceX’s human space
transportation system and its fourth flight with astronauts, including the
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Demo-2 test flight, to the space station through NASA’s Commercial Crew
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Program.

The goal of the programme is to provide safe, reliable, and cost-effective crew
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access to the space station and low-Earth orbit in partnership with American
aerospace industry.

NASA’s contract with SpaceX is for six total crew missions to the orbiting
laboratory. Commercial transportation to and from the station will provide
expanded utility, additional research time, and broader opportunities for
discovery on the orbital outpost, the US space agency said.
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For more than 20 years, humans have lived and worked continuously
aboard the International Space Station, advancing scientific knowledge
and demonstrating new technologies, making research breakthroughs not
possible on Earth.
As a global endeavour, 242 people from 19 countries have visited the unique
microgravity laboratory that has hosted more than 3,000 research and
educational investigations from researchers in 108 countries and areas, the
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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The station is a critical test bed for NASA to understand and overcome the
challenges of long-duration spaceflight. As commercial companies focus on
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providing human transportation services to and from low-Earth orbit, NASA
is free to focus on building spacecraft and rockets for deep space missions
to the Moon and Mars, it said.

ISRO launches satellite for communications
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The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) successfully placed into
a transfer orbit India’s 42nd communications satellite, CMS-01, carried on

u
r
fo

board the PSLV-C50, from the second launch pad of the Satish Dhawan
Space Centre, Sriharikota Range, .

t
n

India’s workhorse launch vehicle, the PSLV, in its 52nd mission, configured
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in its ‘XL’ version with six strap-on motors, rose into the skies at 3.41 p.m.
The satellite was placed into a precise geosynchronous transfer orbit (GTO)
roughly 20 minutes after lift-off.
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CMS-01 is a communications satellite envisaged for providing services in
extended C Band of the frequency spectrum and its coverage will include the
Indian mainland and the Andaman & Nicobar and Lakshadweep islands, the
ISRO said. The satellite is expected to have a life of over seven years.
“The satellite was injected precisely into its pre-defined sub-GTO orbit. The
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satellite is functioning very well and in another four days from now, it will be
placed into its specified slot in the geosynchronous orbit after a series of
manoeuvres,” ISRO Chairman K. Sivan said. He said the satellite would act
as a continuation of the GSAT-12 launched 11 years ago.
Mr. Sivan said the next launch, the PSLV-C51, would be a special mission
for ISRO and the entire country as the vehicle would carry the country’s first
private sector satellite under the space reforms programme announced by
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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the Indian government.
“Recently, we have brought in space reforms to unlock India’s potential in
the space sector, which the Government of India has initiated. Within eight
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months [of the announcement], the first satellite, from Pixxel India named
‘Anand’, will be launched on board the PSLV-C51. This is the first among a
series of satellites to be launched,” Mr. Sivan said.
He said two more satellites, ‘Satish Sat’ from Space Kidz India and ‘Unity
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Sat’ from a consortium of universities will also be launched.
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The ISRO Chairman said the PSLV-C51 launch will mark a new era of space
reforms in India.
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ISRO’s PSLV-C50 rocket successfully places communication

t
n

satellite into orbit
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The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) Thursday announced that
its PSLV-C50 rocket has successfully placed communication satellite CMS01 into orbit.
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“Satellite is functioning very well and will be placed in a specified slot
in another 4 days. Teams worked very well and safely under COVID19 pandemic situation,” ISRO Chairman Dr K Sivan announced.
The communication satellite is envisaged for providing services in ExtendedC Band of the frequency spectrum covering India, Andaman and Nicobar and
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Lakshadweep islands. It is the 42nd communication satellite of the space
agency.
PSLV-C50 is the 22nd flight of PSLV in ‘XL’ configuration (equipped with six
strap-on motors), and it was the 77th launch vehicle mission from Sriharikota,
about 120 km from Chennai.
It follows the successful launch of PSLV-C49 (EOS-01) earth observation
satellite and nine customer spacecraft on November 7 which was ISRO’s
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first mission of the year amid the Covid-19 pandemic.
According to ISRO, the satellite has a life span of seven years.
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China’s mission to the Moon returns with samples to study
The return capsule of China’s Chang’e-5 probe has come back to Earth,
bringing with it the country’s first samples collected from the moon, according
to a Xinhua report.
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The development marks a successful conclusion of China’s three-step lunar
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exploration program, which began in 2004, of orbiting, landing and bringing
back samples, according to the report.
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The capsule is set to be airlifted to Beijing for opening, and the moon samples
will be delivered to a research team for analysis and study, the China National
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Space Administration said.
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China will make some of the samples available to scientists in other countries,
Pei Zhaoyu, the deputy director of the Lunar Exploration and Space Program
Center of CNSA, was quoted as saying.
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Chang’e-5 touched down on the moon earlier this month after being launched
on Nov. 24. The landing took place on the north of the Mons Rumker in
Oceanus Procellarum, also known as the Ocean of Storms, on the near side
of the moon.
That site was chosen because it has a younger geological age than where
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samples collected by the U.S. and the Soviet Union were taken more than
40 years ago.

Bezos’ Blue Origin to deliver first flight-ready rocket engines
next summer
The chief executive of United Launch Alliance (ULA), a joint rocket venture
between Boeing Co and Lockheed Martin Corp, said it expects to receive two
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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new rocket engines from billionaire Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin by next summer.
ULA, the Pentagon’s top launch contractor for national security satellites, had
initially expected the shipment in 2020 for a debut flight in early 2021, but this
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was delayed by development hurdles.
The installation of Blue Origin’s reusable BE-4 engines into ULA’s nextgeneration Vulcan rocket will keep it on track for the debut launch of a moon
lander dubbed Peregrine at the end of 2021, ULA Chief Executive Tory Bruno
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said.
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The Vulcan rocket has won a slate of key US defense missions through
2027.”That is now our expectation, that Peregrine will go to space in the 4th
quarter of 2021,” Bruno told reporters during a call .
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ULA picked Blue Origin’s BE-4 in 2018 to power Vulcan, a two-stage heavylift rocket that will succeed ULA’s Atlas 5 workhorse.
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The delivery of Blue Origin’s BE-4 was delayed over an issue with the engine’s
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complex single-shaft turbopump, the part of a rocket engine that injects
flammable propellants during ignition with forces of 80,000 horsepower.
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Those challenges are “all behind us now and we are very confident in the
final configuration,” Bruno said.

Aliens calling? First potential radio signal from exoplanet
detected
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An international team of scientists has collected the first possible radio signal
from a planet beyond our solar system, emanating from an exoplanet system
about 51 light-years away. Using the Low Frequency Array (LOFAR), a radio
telescope in the Netherlands, the researchers uncovered emission bursts
from the Tau Bootes star-system hosting a so-called hot Jupiter, a gaseous
giant planet that is very close to its own sun.
The team led by researchers from the Cornell University in the US also
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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constellation Cancer and Upsilon Andromedae systems.
However, the study published in the journal Astronomy & Astrophysics found
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that only the Tau Bootes exoplanet system exhibited a significant radio
signature, a unique potential window on the planet’s magnetic field. “We
present one of the first hints of detecting an exoplanet in the radio realm,”
said Cornell postdoctoral researcher Jake D Turner. “The signal is from the
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Tau Bootes system, which contains a binary star system and an exoplanet.

c
.
m

We make the case for an emission by the planet itself, he said.

If confirmed through follow-up observations, the researchers said, this radio
detection opens up a new window on exoplanets and provides a novel way
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to examine alien worlds that are tens of light-years away. Observing an
exoplanet’s magnetic field helps astronomers decipher a planet’s interior and

t
n

atmospheric properties, as well as the physics of star-planet interactions,
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said Turner.

Earth’s magnetic field protects it from solar wind dangers, keeping the planet
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habitable. “The magnetic field of Earth-like exoplanets may contribute to their
possible habitability by shielding their own atmospheres from solar wind and
cosmic rays, and protecting the planet from atmospheric loss, Turner said.
Two years ago, Turner and his colleagues examined the radio emission
signature of Jupiter and scaled those emissions to mimic the possible
signatures from a distant Jupiter-like exoplanet. Those results became the
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template for searching radio emission from exoplanets 40 to 100 light-years
away.

Jupiter-Saturn great conjunction: How to watch ‘once in a
lifetime’ celestial event tonight
Jupiter-Saturn Conjunction: Skygazers should be ready for the last and most
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prominent celestial event of the year 2020 as Jupiter and Saturn align in a
way that they will appear as one bright star in the night sky on December
21, Monday. What makes this conjunction great is that the two planets of our
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solar system will come close to the point that they will be separated by just
one-tenth of a degree.
The two planets have not come closer than this since almost four centuries
ago. On July 16, 1623, the two planets were 5’10” (five minutes 10 seconds)
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from each other compared to 6’06” of arc on December 21. There have been
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only two more instances where Jupiter and Saturn have come nearly as close
as what we will witness this year.

“Conjunctions like this could happen on any day of the year, depending on
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where the planets are in their orbits,” said Henry Throop astronomer in the
Planetary Science Division at National Aeronautics and Space Administration
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(NASA) Headquarters in Washington.
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“The date of the conjunction is determined by the positions of Jupiter, Saturn,
and the Earth in their paths around the Sun, while the date of the solstice is
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determined by the tilt of Earth’s axis. The solstice is the longest night of the
year, so this rare coincidence will give people a great chance to go outside
and see the solar system.”
How to watch Jupiter-Saturn conjunction?
To be able to witness this event, one does not need to have special equipment
as it will be visible to the naked eye. You just need to wait for the sun to
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set, find an obstructed view of the sky and then look towards the southwest
direction. To be able to view properly, make sure that the place you choose
does not have too much light around.
As per NASA, Saturn will be slightly fainter as it will appear to be above
the largest planet of our solar system towards the left. The positions will be
reversed after December 21. To get a better view of the event, you will need
binoculars or a place where there is a small telescope. This will not only give
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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you a better view of the planets but the four moons orbiting around Jupiter.
If you are still not able to get a good look of the event, you can watch the live
stream on NASA’s website or its Facebook and YouTube channels.
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Jupiter-Saturn Great Conjunction as it happened: People
glimpse ‘Christmas Star’ across the world
Winter Solstice Jupiter-Saturn great conjunction: People across India and the
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rest of the world witnessed a rare celestial phenomenon, the great conjunction
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of Saturn and Jupiter. The celestial event made Jupiter and Saturn appear as
one bright star in the night sky. The event is visible to the naked eye as well,
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though those with a telescope would have enjoyed a better view.

This is the first time in over 400 years that the two appeared so close to
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each other, though regular conjunctions take place every 20 years. This is
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the closest these two planets have been recorded since 1623. That Great
Conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn took place more than a decade after the
telescope was invented. Before 1623, the Great Conjunction took place in
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1226.

The “great conjunction” is popularly referred to as the “Christmas Star.” On
December 21, almost all the viewers across the world were able to see the
two gas giants very close to each other, while they were still hundreds of
millions of miles apart in space.
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A conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn is called a great conjunction. The two
planets will be about 0.1 degrees or 06’06” (six minutes and six seconds)
arc from each other. For comparison, the angle between the two sides of
the moon is 0.5 degrees. This is the second closest conjunction of the two
giants since the invention of the telescope in 1609. On 16 July, 1623, the two
planets were 5’10” from each other.
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Three government surveys debunk Swachh Bharat’s 100%
ODF claim
What is the share of the rural population in India that is not defecating in
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the open? The answer depends on which government survey is being
referenced. On October 2, 2019, all the villages in the 36 States and U.T.s
of India were declared open defecation-free (ODF), according to the data
from The Swachh Bharat Mission: Gramin (SBM) portal. However, three
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government surveys/reports released since the declaration, including the
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latest NFHS-5, have not only disputed the ODF status of most States but
also showed persisting levels of poor sanitation in many.

u
r
fo

1. The NSO Survey

First, when the National Statistical Office (NSO) survey data from October
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2018 were compared with the SBM data from the same month, there were
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discrepancies. For instance, in the SBM data, villages in M.P. and T.N. were
declared 100% ODF by October 2018. However, according to NSO data,
only 71% and 62.8% of rural households in M.P. and T.N., respectively, had
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access to some form of latrine (own, shared, public). Such discrepancies
were found in many other States too.
NSO survey v SBM portal
2. The National Annual Rural Sanitation Survey
The second comparison is between the SBM data on individual household
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latrine (IHHL) coverage as of March 2019 and the National Annual Rural
Sanitation Survey (NARSS) data on rural households with access to their
own toilets between Nov. 2019 and Feb. 2020. The SBM data claimed that
in 24 States/U.T.s, over 99% of rural households had IHHL, whereas the
NARSS data recorded six months later showed that in 24 States/U.T.s less
than 90% of the rural households had access to their own toilets.
NARSS v SBM portal
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3. The National Family Health Survey
Discrepancies persist if the SBM data on IHHL % as of March 2019 are
compared to the NFHS-5 data on the % of the population who lived in rural
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households that used their own toilets in 2019-20. For instance, according
to SBM data, in Gujarat, 99.4% of rural households had individual latrines
in March 2019. However, according to the NFHS data, in the second half of
2019, only 63.3% of the population living in rural households used individual
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toilets. So, if both data are accurate, about 36% of people in Gujarat have
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individual toilets but are not using it.
NFHS-5 v SBM portal
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Aurobindo Pharma signs pact with Covaxx for COVID-19
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vaccine
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Drugmaker Aurobindo Pharma

said it has entered into an agreement to

develop, commercialise and manufacture U.S. firm COVAXX’s COVID-19
vaccine candidate for India and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
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agency.

It is the first multitope, synthetic peptide-based vaccine candidate in clinical
trials, and does not require special cold storage facilities. Normal refrigeration
facilities (no freezing required) would suffice, a release said. This is expected
to make the distribution process easier.
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The Phase 1 clinical trial for UB-612, the vaccine candidate, by COVAXX is
underway. Phase 2/3 trials are expected to begin early in the first quarter of
2021 in Asia, Latin America and the U.S.
Aurobindo and COVAXX have signed an exclusive license agreement
under which the Hyderabad-based firm will develop, commercialise and
manufacture the vaccine for India and UNICEF. Besides the exclusive rights,
Aurobindo, under the agreement, has also got non-exclusive rights for other
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The release said Aurobindo will be produced the finished doses at its facilities
in Hyderabad. The company has a capacity to manufacture 220 million doses
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in multi-dose presentation and building additional facilities that will more than
double the capacity, to nearly 480 million doses, by June 2021.
Managing Director N. Govindarajan said: “We are proud to partner with
COVAXX in developing the first-ever synthetic peptide-based vaccine to
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combat the COVID-19 pandemic. This vaccine has immense potential in
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eliminating shedding and hence containing, the spread of the pandemic.”

COVAXX co-founder and CEO Mei Mei Hu said his company is committed
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to equitable distribution of UB-612 by prioritising emerging markets where
the unmet need is greatest. “During this global health crisis response, we
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must establish partners with the strongest capabilities, like Aurobindo, to
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prioritise the development and the delivery of our vaccine,” he said, while
describing Aurobindo as the ideal partner to advance UB-612 in India and
other emerging countries.
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First data from Chandrayaan-2 out
The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) said it had released the
first set of data from the country’s second mission to the Moon, Chandrayaan2, for the general public.
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Chandrayaan-2 was launched on July 22, 2019 from the Satish Dhawan
Space Centre at Sriharikota in Andhra Pradesh.
The orbiter which was injected into a lunar orbit on September 2, 2019,
carries eight experiments to address many open questions on lunar science.
“All experiments have been performing well and the data received suggest
excellent capability to deliver on the pre-launch promises,” the ISRO said.
In the period since the launch, payload teams tuned on-board systems for
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
optimal instrument configurations, derived essential in-flight calibration
data, revised / updated data processing steps / software and have started to
publish early results, it said.
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The first set of data were released for all users, the ISRO said.
Has to be peer reviewed
The public release data archived at the Indian Space Science Data Centre
in Bylalu, near Bengaluru, are prepared in the standard, globally followed
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Planetary Data System 4 (PDS4) format for public release, it added.
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The Indian Space Science Data Centre (ISSDC) is the nodal centre of
planetary data archive for the planetary missions of the ISRO.

The Chandrayaan-2 data are required to be in the Planetary Data System-
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4 (PDS4) standard, and required to be peer reviewed scientifically and
technically before acceptance as PDS archives and declared ready for
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sharing with the global scientific community and the general public, the
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ISRO said.

This activity has been completed and hence the first set of data from the
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Chandrayaan-2 mission is now being released for the wider public use
through the PRADAN portal hosted by the ISSDC.
The ISRO Science Data Archive (ISDA) currently holds data sets acquired
by Chandrayaan-2 payloads from September-2019 to February-2020 from
seven instruments.
Data sets from the Imaging Infra-Red Spectrometer (IIRS) payload will be
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added to this shortly, it said, adding that this release has Level-0 and Level1 basic data sets prepared using Planetary Data System (PDS) version 4
standards.
The Chandrayaan-2 mission was India’s first attempt to land on the lunar
surface.
Third mission under way
The ISRO had planned the landing on the South Pole of the lunar surface.
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However, the lander Vikram hard-landed in September last year. Its orbiter,
which is still in the lunar orbit, has a mission life of seven years.
ISRO Chairman K. Sivan had recently said the work on the Chandrayaan-3
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mission, comprising a lander and a rover, was in progress. “We have not yet
fixed the schedule [for the Chandrayaan-3 launch],” the Chairman said.
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Is the first wave coming to an end in India?
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Though the total number of coronavirus cases in India has crossed 10.1

c
.
m

million, the number of daily fresh cases has been steadily dropping from a
peak of nearly 98,000 cases on September 16 to below 25,000 daily cases
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in the last few days; December 25 recorded 22,350 fresh cases. The steady
drop in cases has been seen nationally without much of a spike since mid-
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September notwithstanding the festival season, winter and large gatherings,
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whether political or otherwise. The absence of a spike is all the more surprising
as strict adherence to non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) has been far
from good. Does the steadily declining trend in daily cases and absence of
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a spike nationally then suggest that the first wave is slowly coming to an end
in India?

“It would be inaccurate to infer at the national level while some of the northeastern States have a cumulative test positivity rate above 8%. Even at national
level, the cumulative test positivity rate is 6.1% as on December 23, which
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suggests we aren’t near the end immediately,” Dr. Giridhara Babu, Professor
of Epidemiology at the Public Health Foundation of India, Bengaluru, and a
member of the Karnataka COVID-19 Technical Advisory Committee says in
an email.
The cumulative test positivity rate should be less than 5% to say that
transmission has been contained. The reason: the seven day or monthly
positivity rate only indicates active surge in cases as seen now in some
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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north-east States, while the cumulative test positivity rate reflects the overall
containment in transmission.
Note of caution
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Gautam Menon, Professor of Physics and Biology at Ashoka University
and co-author of COVID-19 modelling studies cautions in an email that test
positivity is large in a number of States, including Kerala and Maharashtra,
which were hard hit earlier as well. “This suggests that the disease is still
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spreading, although more slowly. I think this is mainly evidence that COVID-
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19 is no longer primarily spreading in more urban areas, so this should be
expected to mark a qualitative change. In that sense, it can be thought of as
an end to the ‘first wave’,” he says.
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“The decline has been steady and prolonged, with the fall somewhat slower
than the rise. Within this fall in national figures there are small regional
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spikes and that will continue to happen in the days to come,” says virologist
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Dr. Shahid Jameel, Director of the Trivedi School of Biosciences at Ashoka
University.
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Explaining that natural infection (both detected and undetected) has not
reached the level to confer herd immunity and cause a slowdown in daily
cases, Dr. Menon says: “My own guess would be that about 40–50% of
urban India, in particular tier-1 and tier-2 cities has been infected at this
point, while an India-wide number is more likely in the range of 30-40%. This
is still below what might be a herd immunity threshold, although it would be

Science,
Tech and
Environment

consistent with a decrease in the number of daily cases, as is being seen.”
Dr. Jameel too feels only about 30% of people across India have been
infected while positivity is somewhere in the range of 50% in large dense
cities. “It is hard to say [if natural infection has come close to providing herd
immunity] unless another more representative serosurvey is carried out,” Dr.
Jameel says.
Reasonable explanation
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The only reasonable explanation for a drop in daily cases without any spike
even after Durga pooja and Diwali is that besides other factors, the threshold
for population immunity attributed to has been reached, inefficient testing
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strategy, better compliance to regulations or a combination of these, feels Dr.
Babu.
Sufficient adherence
“My only guess is that adherence to NPIs, although not ideal, was sufficient to
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slow down the spread and state governments did institute some reasonable
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measures to curb spread during festivals. Certainly, anecdotal evidence
suggests that although crowds did build up in festival season, mask wearing
was reasonably common,” says Dr. Menon. “The other possibility is that in
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regions which saw the largest crowds, as for example Kolkata’s Durga Puja
pandals, this was in the background of a large fraction of people with prior
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infections already, so this would have also hampered unrestricted spread.”
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Explaining why daily cases in Kerala are still high while other States including
Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka that had earlier
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reported high number of cases have seen a sharp drop, Dr. Menon says: “I
would attribute this to the fact that the spread in Kerala started somewhat later
than other regions and the fact that Kerala is fairly urbanised in comparison
to most other states.”
Dr. Babu feels the sharp drop in Maharashtra and the three southern States
is mostly because a reasonable proportion of people living in urban areas
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have been infected. He attributes the relatively high daily cases in Kerala to
effective control of virus spread from the beginning. “This meant that a large
proportion of people in Kerala remained uninfected in the initial stages. It
is supported by the seroprevalence rate of 0.8% which is much lower than
other States. It meant getting infected at some point,” Dr. Babu explains. “The
tests done in Kerala are 2,08,100 per million, and is among the States with
the best rates. It is because of this that the State is detecting more cases.
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Reporting more cases should not be seen as a problem.”
Though the numbers of cases appear to be dropping in the three southern
States, the test positivity rate is still avove 5%. As on December 23 the
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cumulative test positivity rates in Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh
were 7%, 5.78% and 8%, respectively.
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Ramanujan: from his last letter to the lost notebook
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In honour of “magical” mathematician, Srinivasa Ramanujan who died exactly
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a hundred years ago, in 1920, Vigyan Prasar organised events under the
name “Ramanujan Yatra” which included a series of talks held monthly on

u
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Ramanujan’s work.

“Ramanujan’s life carries the message that perseverance leads to results, and

t
n

that one should not give up in the face of adversity,” says T.V. Venkateswaran
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of Vigyan Prasar.

Chance discovery

In 1976, almost entirely by chance, George E. Andrews, who is Evan Pugh

s
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professor of mathematics, Pennsylvania State University, found Ramanujan’s
notes written during his last few years in England. Prof. Andrews, along with
Bruce C. Berndt went on to compile the contents of this lost notebook into
a five-volume book entitled Ramanujan’s Lost Notebook. This book, which
is a mathematical treasure trove, took them twenty years to bring out, such
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was its complexity. Prof. Andrews gave a lecture in the Ramanujan Yatra
wherein he described how he discovered the lost notebook – and the gems
embedded in it.
“We wanted to invite noted Ramanujan scholars from all over the world, with
the idea that undergraduate students would be inspired by Ramanujan’s
mathematics, and hopefully study more on their own,” says R. Ramanujam,
computer scientist from The Institute of Mathematical Sciences, Chennai,
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who co-organised the lecture series.
Last letter
In Ramanujan’s last letter to G H Hardy, dated January 12, 1920, he had
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written, “I discovered very interesting functions recently, which I call ‘mock
theta-functions’. Unlike the ‘false’ theta-function (studied partially by Prof
Rogers in his interesting paper) they enter into mathematics as beautifully
as the ordinary theta-function.” He proceeds to give some examples and
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relationships. He proceeds to give some examples and relationships, and in
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the last page of the letter, lists three functions, calling them third order, fifth
order and seventh order and ends with a cryptic statement – “these functions
are not related to one another.”
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Ramanujan died on April 26, 1920. As Prof. Andrews observed, the notes
Ramanujan had made when still in England around the years 1918-1919
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may have been handed over by his mentor G.H. Hardy to mathematician
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G.N. Watson for editing and compiling.

In 1965, Prof. Watson died, and in 1976, when Prof Andrews visited the
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family, he was invited to look at the collection that the former had left behind
and to take his pick. The collection “covered the floor of a fair-sized room to
the depth of a foot and were to be incinerated in a few days,” observed Prof.
Andrews. It consisted of mathematical documents, but also receipts, tokens
etc. Prof Watson was an avid collector.
With his “lucky dip” Prof. Andrews came up with a set of notes. The equations
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there were written without any introduction or explanation – just numbers
and bare equations. As luck would have it, Prof. Andrews had studied the
mock theta functions earlier and recognised them despite the unconventional
notation. Having read Ramanujan’s last letter, he recognised this was the
latter’s last work. He held in his hand Ramanujan’s lost notebook!
The pages were full of equation after equation, some related, many not related,
some pages in organised form and nearly 40% were chaotic, according to
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Prof Andrews, who also narrated an interesting story of how Ramanujan had
worked in advance on conjectures made later by other mathematicians, such
as Freeman Dyson.
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Dyson’s conjectures
In 1944, Freeman Dyson had made an extremely unusual conjecture related
to Ramanujan’s partition congruences. This was called the “crank” of the
partition function. Australian-born mathematician Frank Garvan, presently at
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University of Florida, who was Prof. Andrews’s PhD student resolved this
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problem in his PhD thesis.

As Prof. Andrews noted, “Frank Garvan’s thesis is devoted to an expanded
study of this page [from the Lost Notebook ] and proof of the identities.” Garvan
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showed that a later proof of Dyson’s conjecture by Atkin and Swinnerton
Dyer was equivalent to what Ramanujan had noted. He also revealed that

t
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the function Ramanujan had noted down was indeed the “crank” famously
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predicted by Dyson

Anticipating maths

s
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Thus, according to Prof. Andrews, “Ramanujan not only anticipated Dyson’s
conjecture, but also anticipated his conjecture about conjectures.” Prof.
Andrews in his talk went on to highlight several other gems from the Lost
Notebook that reiterated that Ramanujan had anticipated the mathematics
that came later. On a personal note, Prof. Ramanujam says, “The fellowship
Ramanujan received in Cambridge was meagre, but he had so few needs that

Science,
Tech and
Environment

he saved half of the money and sent it home, with instructions that a substantial
part of it be used to support indigent students of Madras university.”

Nanomicelles: using nanoparticles for cancer treatment
With the advance in nanotechnology, researchers across the globe have
been exploring how to use nanoparticles for efficient drug delivery.
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Similar to nanoshells and nanovesicles, nanomicelles are extremely small
structures and have been noted as an emerging platform in targeted therapy.
Nanomicelles are globe-like structures with a hydrophilic outer shell and a
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hydrophobic interior. This dual property makes them a perfect carrier for
delivering drug molecules.
Drug delivery
Now a multi-disciplinary, multi-institutional team has created a nanomicelle
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that can be used to deliver a drug named docetaxel, which is commonly used
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to treat various cancers including breast, colon and lung cancer.

“The ideal goal for cancer therapy is destroying the cancer cells without
harming healthy cells of the body, and chemotherapeutics approved for
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treatment of cancer are highly toxic. The currently used docetaxel is a highly
hydrophobic drug, and is dissolved in a chemical mixture (polysorbate-80
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and alcohol). This aggravates its toxic effects on liver, blood cells, and lungs.

a
r
i
p

So, there was an urgent and unmet need to develop effective drug delivery
vehicles for docetaxel without these side effects,” explains Avinash Bajaj,
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from the Laboratory of Nanotechnology and Chemical Biology at the Regional
Centre for Biotechnology, Faridabad. He is one of the corresponding authors
of the paper recently published in Angewandte Chemie .
Small but active
The nanomicelles are less than 100nm in size and are stable at room
temperature. Once injected intravenously these nanomicelles can easily
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escape the circulation and enter the solid tumours where the blood vessels
are found to be leaky. These leaky blood vessels are absent in the healthy
organs. “Chemical conjugation would render the phospholipid-docetaxel
prodrug to be silent in the circulation and healthy organs. But once it enters
the cancer cells, the enzymes will cleave the bond to activate the drug, and
kill the cancer cells,” adds Dr. Bajaj.
The team tested the effectiveness of the nanomicelles in a mice breast tumour
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model and was found to help in tumour regression. Its toxicity was compared
with the currently used FDA approved formulation and found to be less toxic.
Similar promising results were seen when tested in higher model organisms
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including rats, rabbits and rhesus monkeys.
The team further studied the mode of action of the nanomicelles and found
that they work by enhancing the expression of tumour suppressor genes.
“We are currently working to develop a nanomicelle which can carry multiple
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drugs and increases the effectiveness of individual drugs.
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Previously we developed a hydrogel drug delivery system to carry a
combination of three drugs. These nanomicelles are extremely cost-effective
and can prove to be next-generation chemotherapeutic,” adds Ujjaini
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Dasgupta from the Amity Institute of Integrative Sciences and Health, Amity
University, Gurgaon.
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How coronavirus interacts with human cell proteins
Scientists have charted the first atlas showing how the genetic material
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of the novel coronavirus interacts with the proteins in human cells, which
may provide a starting point for the development of new treatments against
COVID-19.

According to the researchers, one of the most urgent tasks is to understand
all the molecular interactions between the virus and the cells it infects.
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They explained that a detailed understanding of these interactions will help
identify the processes in host cells which favour the multiplication of the
virus, and the ones which activate the host immune system.
While the SARS-CoV-2 virus uses host proteins to replicate, the scientists
said until now, there has been no detailed understanding of all the proteins
occurring in human cells which interact with the viral genetic material – its
RNA.
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In the research, published in the journal Nature Microbiology, the scientists
created the first global atlas of direct interactions between the SARS-CoV-2
RNA and the proteins present in human cells.

DECEMBER
2020

VOL.76

Based on the findings, the researchers also identified important regulators of
viral replication.
The scientists said the atlas of RNA–protein interactions offers unique insights
into SARS-CoV-2 infections, enabling the systematic breakdown of factors
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influencing the replication of the virus, and host defense strategies – a crucial
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prerequisite for the development of new therapeutics.

From the results, the scientists identified 18 host proteins that play an
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important role during SARS-CoV-2 infection, and found 20 small molecules
that may inhibit these proteins.
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They believe the two proteins CNBP and LARP1 are particularly interesting.
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The researchers also identified target sites in these proteins that could be
used to inhibit its replication.
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Mystery behind diamond-studded meteorite that hit Sudan in
2008 revealed

The mystery behind a diamond-studded meteorite that exploded over Sudan
in 2008 has been somewhat revealed as per researchers at Southwest
Research Institute based in Texas, US. The study suggests that the meteorite
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was part of a giant asteroid in our solar system, which was the same size as
the dwarf planet Ceres. The latter is the largest celestial object in the asteroid
belt.
When the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) had first
spotted the meteorite before impact, as per the calculations, it was 13 foot in
diameter and weighed 8,200 kg. A sample of 50 grams analysed by a team
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under an infrared microscope has found that the meteorite had a unique
mineral makeup, including ‘amphibole’ which requires prolonged exposure
to water in order to develop.
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The mineral also only once appeared on a meteorite known as Allende which
fell in Chihuahua, Mexico half a century ago.
“Some of these meteorites are dominated by minerals providing evidence
for exposure to water at low temperatures and pressures,” study co-author
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Vicky Hamilton, a planetary geologist at the Southwest Research Institute in
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Boulder, Colorado, said in the statement. “The composition of other meteorites
points to heating in the absence of water.”

The meteorite belongs to the category of 4.6 per cent of meteorites that
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have been found and researched on Earth. These black rocks are known
as Almahata Sitta (AhS) and are made of a material called carbonaceous
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chondrite. The space rock also contains organic compounds along with a
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variety of minerals and water.

The scientists are also pinning their hopes on samples collected by Japan’s

s
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Hayabusa2 and NASA’s OSIRIS-REx spacecraft from asteroids Ryugu and
Bennu. The OSIRIS-REx is due to return to Earth in 2023 whereas Hayabusa2
has returned already.

“If the compositions of the Hayabusa2 and OSIRIS-REx samples differ from
what we have in our collections of meteorites, it could mean that their physical
properties cause them to fail to survive the processes of ejection, transit and

Science,
Tech and
Environment

entry through Earth’s atmosphere, at least in their original geologic context,”
Hamilton, who also serves on the OSIRIS-REx science team, added.
“However, we think that there are more carbonaceous chondrite materials in
the Solar System than are represented by our collections of meteorites.”

Mystery behind diamond-studded meteorite that hit Sudan in
2008 revealed
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The mystery behind a diamond-studded meteorite that exploded over Sudan
in 2008 has been somewhat revealed as per researchers at Southwest
Research Institute based in Texas, US. The study suggests that the meteorite
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was part of a giant asteroid in our solar system, which was the same size as
the dwarf planet Ceres. The latter is the largest celestial object in the asteroid
belt.
When the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) had first
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spotted the meteorite before impact, as per the calculations, it was 13 foot in
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diameter and weighed 8,200 kg. A sample of 50 grams analysed by a team
under an infrared microscope has found that the meteorite had a unique
mineral makeup, including ‘amphibole’ which requires prolonged exposure
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to water in order to develop.

The mineral also only once appeared on a meteorite known as Allende which
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fell in Chihuahua, Mexico half a century ago.
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“Some of these meteorites are dominated by minerals providing evidence
for exposure to water at low temperatures and pressures,” study co-author
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Vicky Hamilton, a planetary geologist at the Southwest Research Institute in
Boulder, Colorado, said in the statement. “The composition of other meteorites
points to heating in the absence of water.”
The meteorite belongs to the category of 4.6 per cent of meteorites that
have been found and researched on Earth. These black rocks are known
as Almahata Sitta (AhS) and are made of a material called carbonaceous
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chondrite. The space rock also contains organic compounds along with a
variety of minerals and water.
The scientists are also pinning their hopes on samples collected by Japan’s
Hayabusa2 and NASA’s OSIRIS-REx spacecraft from asteroids Ryugu and
Bennu. The OSIRIS-REx is due to return to Earth in 2023 whereas Hayabusa2
has returned already.
“If the compositions of the Hayabusa2 and OSIRIS-REx samples differ
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from what we have in our collections of meteorites, it could mean that their
physical properties cause them to fail to survive the processes of ejection,
transit and entry through Earth’s atmosphere, at least in their original geologic
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context,” Hamilton, who also serves on the OSIRIS-REx science team, added.
“However, we think that there are more carbonaceous chondrite materials in
the Solar System than are represented by our collections of meteorites.”

INCOIS launches ‘Digital Ocean’
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Union Minister for Science and Technology Harsh Vardhan launched the
‘Digital Ocean’ platform of Indian National Centre for Oceanic Information
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Services (INCOIS) here as a one stop-solution for all data related needs of
a wide range of users, including research institutions, operational agencies,
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strategic users, academic community, maritime industry, and the public.
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“Digital Ocean (www.do.incois.gov.in) is expected to bring a sea-change in
how the oceanographic data is served for a better understanding of oceans
surrounding us. It will play a central role in sustainable management of our
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oceans and expanding our ‘Blue Economy’ initiatives,” informed INCOIS
Director T. Srinivasa Kumar.
Dr. Harshvardhan virtually unveiled the web platform in the presence of
secretary of Ministry of Earth Science M. Rajeevan, Joint Secretary Vipin
Chandra and others from New Delhi.
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This first of its kind platform for ocean data management has a set of
applications that present heterogeneous oceanographic data with geospatial
technology.
“It will facilitate an online interactive web-based environment for data
integration, 3D and 4D data visualization, data analysis to assess the
evolution of oceanographic features obtained from multiple sources like on
site monitoring devices, remote sensing and model data,” said the Director.
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INCOIS provides ocean information and advisory services to various
stakeholders in the country, including Potential Fishing Zone (PFZ)
advisories, Ocean State Forecast (OSF), high wave alerts, tsunami early
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warnings, storm surge and oil-spill advisories, among others, using state-ofthe-art technologies and tools to get real time information on oceanographic
and marine meteorological data.
The institute has been serving as the National Argo Data Centre and Regional
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Argo Data Centre of the International Argo Programme, he added, in a press
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release.
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South Korea’s ‘artificial sun’ achieves 100 million degrees
for 20 seconds, breaks world record
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Reaching an ion temperature of over 100 million degrees Celsius for 20
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seconds, South Korea’s magnetic fusion device, the Korea Superconducting
Tokamak Advanced Research (KSTAR) has set a new world record for fusion.
The magnitude of the experiment can be understood from the fact that the
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Sun burns at 15 million degrees Celsius. By comparison, the KSTAR was
able to achieve a temperature of over 6.6 times more than that of Sun’s.
The KSTAR has often been referred to as South Korea’s “artificial sun”. It
achieved the same temperature in 2018 too, but only for one and a half
seconds. In 2019, it reached that temperature for eight seconds. This is also
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a great achievement because no one has been able to sustain a plasma
nearly as hot as this for a long period of time. The feat was achieved on
November 24, 2020.
The newly developed Internal Transport Barrier Mode was crucial to
achieving this record-breaking time. Starting from August 2020 and ending
on December 10, a total of 110 plasma experiments were conducted to test
what the device can do. This included various methods and techniques to
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inject and try to stabilise the plasma.
“The technologies required for long operations of 100 million-degree plasma
are the key to the realization of fusion energy,” said Si-Woo Yoon, director
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of the KSTAR Research Center at the Korea Institute of Fusion Energy, said
in a statement. “[T]he KSTAR’s success in maintaining the high-temperature
plasma for 20 seconds will be an important turning point in the race for
securing the technologies for the long high-performance plasma operation, a
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critical component of a commercial nuclear fusion reactor in the future.”
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The KSTAR which is placed at the Korean Institute of Fusion Energy (KFE) is
also a part of joint research conducted with Seoul National University (SNU)
and Columbia University of the US.
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In the future, the aim to increase the time and work on a fusion reactor that
takes less energy than it produces. According to a report by IFLScience, KFE
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is targetting 300 seconds mark by 2025.
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Mount Everest ‘grows’ taller; China, Nepal announce new
height
8,848 metres — the answer to one of the most widely popular quiz questions,
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and a number drilled into the minds of school students around the world
for decades, is set for a revision, with the world’s tallest mountain getting a
new official height that adds a few centimetres to its already lofty peak.
Nepal and China jointly announced the new height of Mount Everest as
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8,848.86 metres in a high-profile virtual ceremony, with their Presidents
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exchanging letters and the Foreign Ministers in attendance, all aimed at
showcasing both a deepening strategic relationship and the amicable
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resolution of a long-running debate.

Everest — also known as Sagarmatha in Nepal and Mount Qomolangma in
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China — was “an important symbol of the China-Nepal friendship”, China’s
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President Xi Jinping said, calling it a “peak of China-Nepal friendship”.
The mountain lies on the border between Nepal and Tibet and the summit
can be accessed from both sides, although the Nepal route is more
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popular.

Three-metre difference

Mr. Xi said survey teams from both countries had spent more than a year
on the project and had “overcome all kinds of difficulties, solidly carried out
their work, and finally reached a conclusion on the snow-covered height
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based on the International Height Reference System”.
China’s State media reported that the previous calculation by China in
2005 placed the peak at 8,844 metres, while Nepal said it was closer to
8,847 metres. Resolving the three-metre difference, attributed to China
calculating the “rock height” underneath the snow and Nepal using the
“snow height” which included the snowcap, was the aim of the joint project,
with both sides agreeing to reach a consensus when Mr. Xi visited Nepal
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A Chinese team made a journey to the peak on May 27, the Beijingbased Global Times reported, adding that they were aided by “end-to-end”
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5G technology.
Advantage China
For Nepal and China, the height of Everest wasn’t merely an academic
debate. It also had ramifications for a lucrative tourism industry. Officials told
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the Kathmandu Post the slightly higher “snow height” was “one of the key
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reasons why Nepal had been drawing Everest aspirants in droves”.

Ang Tsering Sherpa, former president of the Nepal Mountaineering Association,
told the newspaper that climbers from Nepal “started to swell from 2007
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when China started issuing Everest climbing certificates stating the height as
8,844.57 metres against 8,848 metres in certificates issued by Nepal for the
same peak”.
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“Now, there will be a common height which will end all debates,” he said, but
it would give China an advantage in the climbing stakes because “climbing
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Everest through the northern side is much cheaper than climbing from the
southern side”. Nepal, he added, had other advantages, such as offering a
more scenic and “life changing” trek as opposed to China, where you can
drive up to the base camp.
According to the Post , Nepal generates $4 million from permits alone,
besides others revenues generated from climbers. The change could also
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impact livelihoods in Nepal. “China is producing a lot of high-altitude climbing
guides. The government trains them for at least two years,” Mr. Sherpa was
quoted as saying. “Within a few years, China will not require Nepali Sherpa
climbing guides although the majority of climbing guides on the Chinese side
are Sherpas now.”
Beyond tourism, the end of the debate is also politically symbolic of two
increasingly close neighbours.
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The new height of 8,848.86 metres replaced the long-associated 8,848
metre-height, which was, newspapers in Beijing and Kathmandu noted, a
legacy from 1954, and a measurement carried out by the Survey of India.
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