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    About the ‘CRUX’

Introducing a new and convenient product, to help the aspirants for the various 
public services examinations. The knowledge of the Current Affairs constitute 
an indispensable tool for all the recruitment examinations today.However, an 
aspirant often finds it difficult to read and memorize all the current affairs, from 
an exam perspective.The Newspapers and magazines are full of information, that 
may or may not be useful for the exams. Thus, acandidate is forced to spend a 
substantial amount of his time in selecting and maintaining notes for the current 
affairs. Another problem is that it is difficult to get every bit of information, 
relevant from the exam perspective at oneplace. Thus, candidates are often found 
wasting their time in search of current affairs material. It is with this problem in 
mind that we have come up with the GIST of The Hindu and Press Information 
Bureau(PIB). The whole concept of the CRUX is to provide you with a summary 
of the important news and current affairs,from an exam point of view. By reading 
the CRUX, you will be able to save your precious time and effort, as you get all 
the relevant matter in a summarized and convenient form. The Crux is particularly 
helpful for the Civil Services, Banking, SSC and other exams that have a current
affairs section.The material is being provided in such a manner that it is helpful 
for both- objective and descriptive sections. Our aim is to help the candidates in 
their effort to get through the examinations. Your efforts and dedication inspire us 
to keep going. It is our sincere effort to make your journey easier.

Best Wishes
Editorial Board
Team Aspirant Forum

   Courtesy:
   The Hindu
   Press Information Bureau (PIB)
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Farmers threaten to step up protest
Farmer groups   said they would intensify their protest if the Centre did not take a 

firm decision on the repeal of the three farm laws during the next round of talks.

Speaking to media persons after an internal meeting, Samyukt Kisan Morcha 

(SKM) leaders threatened to shut down malls and petrol pumps in Haryana, hold 

a tractor rally on the Kundli-Manesar Highway, and march further towards Delhi 

on the highway from Jaipur unless their demands were met. Tens of thousands of 

farmers have been protesting on the borders of Delhi for 37 days in a row.

After six rounds of talks with the Centre, they have reached in-principle agreements 

on issues related to stubble burning and power subsidies, but are deadlocked on 

the major demands to repeal the three laws and provide a legal backing for the 

procurement of crops at minimum support prices.

‘Govt. taking us lightly’

“The government seems to be taking the farmers’ protest lightly. In Shaheen Bagh, 

they were able to disperse the protesters, so they think they can do the same 

thing with us. But that will not happen,” said Bharatiya Kisan Union-Tikait group 

general secretary Yudhvir Singh. “If the government does not take a decision on 

January 4, then the farmers will have to take a decision,” he added.

Bhartiya Kisan Sangharsh Samiti leader Vikas Sisar said the protesters would 

announce the dates to shut down malls, petrol pumps and toll plazas in Haryana 

if the deadlock continued. He added that the leaders of the BJP and its ally, the 

Jannayak Janata Party, would face continuous protests in the State.

This is part of the SKM’s strategy to target the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) 

members and pressure them to quit the alliance and sever ties with the BJP in 

support of the farmers, they said.

‘India still at risk of a biased citizenship regime’
Though the COVID-19 pandemic overtook the anti-Citizenship (Amendment) 
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Act (CAA) movement last year, India is still in danger of having an undemocratic 

and biased citizenship regime and there was no room for complacency, N. Ram, 

Director, The Hindu Group of Publications, and former Editor-in-Chief of The 

Hindu , said  .

Addressing an online event organised by a diaspora group from Washington DC, 

Mr. Ram spoke about “Citizenship, the Constitution and Muslims in the time of 

Hindutva”.

He said though the pandemic had trumped the issue of citizenship, there was “no 

room for complacency”.

“It’s very clear we are in danger of having a citizenship regime that is arbitrary, 

undemocratic, biased and surveillance-oriented,” he said.

Constituent Assembly

Mr. Ram said there had been arguments made in the Constituent Assembly in 

favour of according citizenship on the basis of religion, but they were put down by 

leaders like Jawaharlal Nehru, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar and Alladi Krishnaswamy Iyer. 

Today, he said, some of the same themes have cropped up.

He said the anti-CAA protests and the ongoing farmers’ agitation had “shown the 

limits of power of those who seek to seize more” at a time of crisis such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic.

Speaking about the Muslim population, which is estimated to be 207 million, or 

14.6% of the total population, in 2021, he said, “It’s not as if the Muslim population 

as a whole is threatened. There are many States where Muslims and Hindus, 

and people belonging to other religious groups live in perfect harmony. But the 

Hindutva project is to divide and target the so-called other.”

He said the political project of Hindutva had been around for a long time. “They 

have bided their time. They have played the long game,” he said.

‘Collective failure’

On the citizenship issue, he said, “At the heart is the question whether Hindu 
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communal majoritarianism — the concept of Hindutva put into practice — will be 

allowed to trump the secular character of the Constitution.”

He said political parties, including the Congress, could not escape accountability. 

For instance, they could not explain why the exercise of compiling a National 

Register of Citizens (NRC) in Assam was conducted.

The proposed all-India NRC and the National Population Register (NPR), coupled 

with the CAA, which gives a path to citizenship to Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, 

Christians, Parsis and Jains from Afghanistan, Pakistan and Bangladesh, while 

leaving out Muslim refugees, posed a direct challenge to India’s secular polity and 

political stability,Mr. Ram said.

While there has been no timeline for the NRC, the NPR was supposed to have 

started in 2020, but was pushed back due to the pandemic.

Air India pilot unions object to director’s continuation due to 
‘conflict of interest’
Air India’s pilot unions IPG and ICPA   urged the airline to replace Director 

(Commercial) Meenakshi Mallik as her continuation amounted to “conflict of 

interest” as she had submitted a bid for the company as head of the employee 

consortium. Responding, Ms. Mallik said she had already recused herself from the 

board meet on disinvestment.

India to aim at ‘reformed multilateralism’
India was approaching its two-year term on the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) with “a strong commitment to reformed multilateralism”, India’s Permanent 

Representative to the UN, T.S. Tirumurti said  . The Ambassador was speaking at 

a ceremony to install the national flags of countries who will be UNSC members 

for 2021-22.
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“India comes into the Security Council as the largest democracy representing 

one-sixth of humanity and with a strong commitment to reformed multilateralism, 

rule of law, a fair and equitable international system and to peace, security and 

development,” Mr. Tirumurti said.

He said India would be a voice for the developing world and use its tenure to foster 

“human-centric and inclusive” solutions to issues of peace and security.

“We will not shy away from raising our voice against the common enemies of 

humanity like terrorism,” Mr. Tirumurti said, highlighting India’s priorities at the 

Security Council.

“Peace-keeping, peace-building, maritime security, women and youth, especially 

in conflict situations, and technology with a human face, will receive our attention 

while on the Council,” he said.

Mr. Tirumurti quoted Swami Vivekananda and the idea of Vasudhaiva 

Kutumbakam (universal family). “We look forward to our collective pursuit for an 

ideal where the World is One Family, ‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’,” he said.

Monday’s ceremony was opened by the special representative of Kazakhstan, 

which instituted the ceremony in 2018.

The incoming members whose flags were installed this year are India, Ireland, 

Mexico, Kenya and Norway.

SC to study anti-conversion laws of Uttarakhand and U.P.
The Supreme Court   agreed to examine the constitutional validity of laws enacted 

by States, such as Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand, that criminalise religious 

conversion via marriage and mandate prior official clearance before marrying into 

another faith.

A Bench led by Chief Justice of India Sharad A. Bobde, however, did not stay the 

implementation of the Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Ordinance, 
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2020 and the Uttarakhand Freedom of Religion Act, 2018, despite fervent pleas 

by petitioners that “rampaging mobs are lifting off people in the middle of wedding 

ceremonies,” buoyed by the enactment of the laws.

‘Horrifying move’

“What we have here is multiple States like Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh 

enacting these laws which are absolutely horrifying. They require prior permission 

to marry,” senior advocate C.U. Singh submitted.

Mr. Singh argued that the burden of proof was on those who married to show they 

were not doing so to get converted.

“Those who are found guilty under these laws stare at a 10-year prison sentence. 

The offences are non-bailable. We are getting reports that people are being picked 

up in the middle of weddings on suspicion of religious conversion,” he said.

However, the Bench, which asked the petitioners to go to the respective State High 

Courts with their challenge, did not stay the implementation of the laws.

“This is the problem. We have already issued notice. You have come here under 

Article 32 of the Constitution...” Chief Justice Bobde said and resisted the plea for 

stay.

Mr. Singh said the laws concerned violation of the fundamental rights of dignity 

and liberty enshrined under Article 21. They had been enacted despite a series of 

judgments by the Supreme Court, including in the Hadiya case, that right to marry 

a person of one’s choice was part of an adult’s privacy.

“Under the laws, a person marrying into another faith should give a month’s prior 

notice to the authorities. There will be an inquiry. The provisions are oppressive,” 

he argued.

Hearing soon

The court fixed a hearing in four weeks.

The petition filed by advocates Vishal Thakre and A.S. Yadav and researcher 

Pranvesh, who were represented by advocates Sanjeev Malhotra and Pradeep 
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Kumar Yadav, said the laws were against public policy and society at large.

Grave injustice: petition

“These laws will create fear in society and become a potent tool in the hands of 

bad elements to falsely implicate anyone. A grave injustice will be done by the 

ordinances... They will create a chaotic situation,” it said.

A series of Supreme Court verdicts underline that the choice of a life partner, 

whether by marriage or outside it, was part of an individual’s “personhood and 

identity”.

‘Indian vaccines ready to save humanity’
Amid the global pursuit of coronavirus vaccines, Prime Minister Narendra Modi   

said India was ready to save humanity by providing to the rest of the world two 

Indian-manufactured vaccines, Covishield and Covaxin, cleared for emergency 

use.

“India used to import PPE kits, masks, ventilators and testing kits from outside but 

today our nation is self-reliant. Today, India is ready to save humanity with two ‘Made 

in India’ coronavirus vaccines,” Mr. Modi told the Indian diaspora, inaugurating 

the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas over videoconference, in which Suriname President 

Chandrikapersad Santokhi was chief guest.

Mr. Modi lauded Indian-origin citizens around the world, who he said were at the 

forefront of the fight against the coronavirus pandemic. He also said that Indian-

origin leaders were trusted in their countries for social and political leadership. In 

his speech, he also praised India’s “vibrant and strong democracy”, and its role as 

a leading pharmaceutical and vaccine producer.

“Being the pharmacy of the world, India has supplied important medicines to all 

those in need in the world in the past and is also doing so now. The world is 

not only waiting for Indian vaccines but also watching how India runs the world 
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biggest vaccination programme,” Mr. Modi said, referring to India’s plans to roll out 

a vaccination programme that the government says will begin by mid-January and 

inoculate 300 million people by July 2021.

The Drugs Controller General of India on January 3 approved two vaccines — 

Covishield, the vaccine developed by U.K.’s AstraZeneca and Oxford University, 

being manufactured by Serum Institute of India (SII), and Covaxin, manufactured 

by Bharat Biotech.

However, the government has not yet announced any purchase contract with 

either of the two, nor is it clear how soon the production capacity for both internal 

consumption and export orders will be reached. Last week, the SII said it had 

stockpiled 50 million doses, while Bharat Biotech said it had readied 10 million 

doses.

Global interest

Mr. Modi’s statement comes even as various countries have expressed their 

interest in procuring vaccines from Indian companies.

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar announced that Sri Lanka would be given 

priority for the vaccines after a meeting with Sri Lankan President Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa, who had asked India for supplies.

Myanmar leader Aung San Suu Kyi said in a New Year’s address to her nation that 

the contract for Indian vaccines had been signed, and her government was ready 

to import them once India issued the necessary clearances for their export.

Next week, Nepal Foreign Minister Pradeep Gyawali is expected to discuss 

procurement of the Indian vaccines and possibly sign a contract for them. 

Meanwhile, Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro has written a letter to Mr. Modi, 

asking India to expedite the export of two million vaccine doses that had been 

ordered from SII .

“There is understandably interest in many countries to access vaccines from India,” 

said External Affairs Ministry spokesperson Anurag Srivastava  .
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“India sees international cooperation in this field, particularly with neighbours, as 

its duty. In our neighbourhood, we have already provided medicines and other 

essentials and training assistance for experts. As we roll out vaccines, the Prime 

Minister’s announcement needs to be noted,” he added.

PM CARES Fund: Centre seeks dismissal of review petition
The Union government   sought dismissal of a review petition seeking information 

about funds received by the Prime Minister’s Citizens Assistance and Relief in 

Emergency Situation (PM CARES) Fund.

The Centre told the Nagpur Bench of the Bombay High Court that the audit 

statement of receipt and payment accounts of the fund for 2019-20 was available 

on the trust’s website.

An affidavit was filed by Pradeep Srivastava, Under Secretary in the Prime Minister’s 

Office, before a Division Bench of Justices Sunil Shukre and Anil Kilor in response 

to a petition filed by advocate Arvind Waghmare.

Challenging HC order

Mr. Waghmare had sought a review of the high court’s August 2020 order dismissing 

his plea for declaration of the funds received by PM CARES, a charitable trust set 

up by the Union government amid the pandemic.

In December 2020, Mr. Waghmare filed a review petition before the high court, 

claiming that the Public Charitable Trusts Act was not applicable in Delhi and 

sought the court to direct the government to disclose details of the funds received 

and expenditure so far.

The Centre, in its affidavit, stated that the review petition was completely 

“misconceived and is nothing but another attempt at seeking publicity”. It added 

that no new grounds have been raised in the review petition.

‘Available on website’



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     FEBRUARY
     2021
     VOL.78

    
National

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

“Audit statement of receipt and payment accounts of PM CARES Fund for the 

financial year 2019-20 is available on the website of the trust. As such, the petitioner 

cannot be said to have any grievances about disclosure of income and expenditure 

of the funds,” the affidavit said. It further stated that the high court has already 

dismissed Mr. Waghmare’s petition and should now dismiss his review petition with 

exemplary cost.

The high court   heard arguments of all parties and reserved its order on the review 

plea.

‘No industrial policy will work without peace effort’
Senior National Conference leader and Member of Parliament Hasnain Masoodi   

said “no policy would fetch any result without taking into cognisance political 

aspirations” of people of Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh, while referring to recently 

introduced Rs. 28,400-crore industrial policy in Jammu and Kashmir.

“It is to be realised that there can be no islands of prosperity in a sea of pain and 

agony. The new industrial policy would not fetch any result without taking into 

cognisance political aspirations of people of Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh,” Mr. 

Masoodi, also coordinator of the Gupkar alliance, said.

He said the national-level trade bodies, which welcomed the Jammu and Kashmir 

industrial policy, must realise that peace and development go hand in hand. “Peace 

would not be possible without political aspirations respected and addressed,” he 

added.

Calling for an “aggressive peace initiative to address the political aspirations,” the 

MP said, “Earlier announcements, like the Rs. 6,165 crore package announced by 

the late Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee in 2002 and Rs. 80,000 crore package 

announced by Prime Minister Narendra Modi in 2015, have not changed anything 

on the ground.”
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He said the alienation, despite such announcements, had been ever increasing in 

Jammu and Kashmir.

“The unconstitutional measures of August 5, 2019, nothing less than a misadventure, 

have further widened the gulf. Hundreds of lives have been lost in about a hundred 

encounters, quite a few in urban areas of Srinagar and Jammu. The preventive 

detention law, an anathema to the Constitution, continues to be invoked with 

impunity and young and old detained hundreds of miles away from their homes,” 

Mr. Masoodi said.

He asked the government to “undo the August 5, 2019 decisions, restore autonomy 

provided under the Delhi Agreement 1952, initiate dialogue with all the stakeholders 

for lasting peace.”

Know why you shouldn’t ignore 143(1) intimation from tax 
department
In case you have filed your income tax return (ITR) for the financial year 2019-20 

and your tax return has been processed, you must have received intimation under 

section 143(1) from the tax department on your mail. This is intimation from the tax 

department stating that your return has been processed.

The processing of the tax returns is done by the income-tax department at the 

Centralized Processing Centre (CPC) in Bengaluru through computerized 

processing without any human interference. The processing of all income-tax 

returns involves verification and fixing the errors in relation to tax calculation and 

tax payments. The income-tax department processes the return to ascertain if any 

tax or interest is due or refund is due to the taxpayer, which is determined after 

rectifying the arithmetical error or incorrect claim in the ITR.

Therefore, it is important to check the 143(1) intimations as the tax department will 

convey the same to the taxpayer through this intimation. It is important to reply to 
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this intimation within particular time limit.

“The taxpayer can check from the intimation if there is any demand raised (payment 

due) or any refund receivable from the income tax department. If any demand is 

raised, the taxpayer should check for issues highlighted in the intimation and submit 

a response through his income-tax e-filing account by visiting e-proceedings tab or 

submitting a revised ITR,” said Tarun Kumar, Delhi-based chartered accountant.

“Taxpayer should never ignore such intimation as it contains the details for any tax 

payable by him or any refund due to him after allowing the credit of tax deducted at 

source, tax collected at source, advance tax, foreign tax credit and self-assessment 

tax paid. If any adjustment is proposed in income-tax return, the taxpayer has the 

opportunity to take the necessary action and steps for resolution of such issues 

within the time provided by the income-tax department,” he added.

In case the taxpayer doesn’t respond in time, the tax department may levy interest 

or penalty.

“If there is some discrepancy between the return filed and intimation received 

and taxpayer fails to file response within 30 days or fails to pay the tax demand 

as mentioned in the intimation then the return will be processed after making 

adjustment(s) u/s 143(1), without providing any further opportunity in this matter. 

Besides the tax demand, interest, penalty may also be levied. If there is a refund 

claimed in the return of income, then such refund may be delayed/declined. If the 

assessee is having any refund in the previous years due to be received from the 

department, then such refund would automatically be adjusted by the department 

with tax demand determined in intimation u/s 143(1),” said Kapil Rana, founder 

and chairman, HostBooks Ltd.

SC ‘intends’ to stay farm laws
The Supreme Court   said it intended to stay the implementation of the controversial 
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agricultural laws while proposing to form an independent committee chaired by 

a former Chief Justice of India to “amicably resolve” the stand-off between the 

farmers and the Union government.

A three-judge Bench, led by Chief Justice of India Sharad A. Bobde, underlined 

its “disappointment” at the Centre’s handling of the protest, including the string 

of failed talks, States “up in rebellion”, suicides among protesters and the sight of 

aged farmers, women and children suffering in the biting cold amid the pandemic.

“We don’t want to make any stray observations against you... But we are extremely 

disappointed in the way you are handling this situation. You [Centre] made a law 

without enough consultation, resulting in a strike. Many States are up in rebellion 

against you... The whole thing has been going on for months... You say you are 

negotiating, talking... What negotiating? What talking? What is going on?” Chief 

Justice Bobde told Attorney-General K.K. Venugopal and Solicitor-General Tushar 

Mehta. The court will pass orders  .

Citing law and order situation, Centre moves SC against 
tractor march on R-day
The Centre   moved the Supreme Court seeking an injunction against the “proposed” 

tractor march by those protesting against the new farm laws saying it was an effort 

to “disrupt the august gathering and celebrations of the nation on Republic Day”.

“It has come to the knowledge of the security agencies through various sources 

that the small group of protesting individuals/organisations have planned to carry 

out a tractor/trolley/vehicle march on Republic Day” and that the “proposed march 

is slated to disturb and disrupt the august celebrations of nation on Republic Day 

and would be bound to create a massive law and order situation”, the Centre’s 

application said, seeking directions from the court.

The Centre said that the Republic day function “has its own Constitutional as well 
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as historical significance. The…ceremony is not an isolated standalone ceremony 

rather a grand rehearsal takes place on 23 January where everything which is to 

happen on 26 January of each year is rehearsed.”

It pointed out that on January 28, there is a ceremonial function called NCC Rally 

followed by the Beating the Retreat ceremony on January 29 and Martyr’s day on 

January 30, which brings the ceremonial functions to an end.

“Any disruption or obstruction in the said functions would not only be against the law 

and order, public order, public interest but would also be a huge embarrassment for 

the nation,” the Centre said urging the court to pass an order of injunction to stop 

“anyone to conduct any protest march either in the form of tractor march, trolley 

march, vehicle march or any other mode [or any protest in any form] by entering 

into the National Capital Region Territory of Delhi”.

Asserting that the security apparatus during days of national celebrations is 

strengthened, the Centre said the march, “which is bound to create a serious law 

and order situation and will cause an embarrassment to the nation”.

Stipulating that the right to protest is subject to the countervailing public interest and 

law and order, the government added that “the right to protest can never include 

maligning the nation globally”.

The government further said that a similar protest had been carried out in Delhi 

recently and that this time, the authorities have earmarked a route that can be 

used.

“This fact is pointed out to satisfy this Hon’ble Court that while the security agencies 

and police department would do everything possible to avert and prevent any law 

and order situation, peaceful protest has always been permitted recognising the 

same as fundamental right”, the plea said.

The application further said that due to the protests, seven roads in and around the 

National Capital Region territory, are fully blocked and four other roads are partially 

blocked [from one side].
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Staying the law: courts have been very cautious
How the Supreme Court operationalises its suggestion to stay the operation of 

the three farm laws and open fresh talks via a committee will be evident in its 

order Tuesday. However, a line of precedents shows that courts have been very 

cautious while passing interim orders to stay laws passed by the Legislature.

“In matters involving the constitutionality of any legislation enacted by the legislature 

and rules, courts should be extremely loath to pass an interim order,” a two-judge 

Supreme Court bench had said in a 2013 ruling on the validity of the Cigarettes 

and Other Tobacco Products Regulation Act, 2003.

“At the time of final adjudication, the court can strike down the statute if found ultra 

vires of the Constitution. However, operation of the statute cannot be stultified by 

granting an interim order except when the court is convinced that the law is ex-

facie unconstitutional,” the bench of Justices G S Singhvi and V Gopala Gowda 

had said.

Given that Parliament represents the will of the people, the starting presumption 

is that a law passed by Parliament is constitutional unless a court reviews it and 

strikes it down. The Parliament’s power to legislate, drawn from Article 254(1) of 

the Constitution, can only be restricted if the law violates the Constitution.

Even in 2019, the Supreme Court refused to stay amendments made in 2018 to 

the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes Atrocities Prevention Act saying that 

a law made by Parliament cannot be stayed.

The court also refused to stay the Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019, which was 

also challenged after it drew protests across the country.

Even strongly contested legislation such as the National Judicial Appointments 

Commission (NJAC) and Aadhaar were not stayed by the Supreme Court but 

were, instead, stalled by the government for the duration of the protracted legal 

battles in court.

While the NJAC Act, which contemplated a significant role for the executive in 
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judicial appointments, was struck down as being violative of basic structure, the 

SC upheld the Aadhaar Act.

However, there are instances of staying the operation of a law indirectly by staying 

a ruling of the High Courts. As happened in September last year when the Supreme 

Court referred to a larger bench a batch of petitions challenging a Bombay High 

Court ruling that upheld the Maharashtra law granting reservation to Marathas in 

jobs and educational institutions.

The implementation of a law can be halted on three narrow grounds. The first 

ground is legislative competence, that is, if the court finds that the Parliament has 

no power to legislate on a subject matter.

The other two grounds are if the law violates fundamental rights or any other 

provisions of the Constitution respectively. Attorney General K K Venugopal argued 

Monday that none of the pleas filed challenging the three farm laws invokes these 

grounds.

The government’s opposition to the possibility of a stay against the farm laws 

foreshadows another faultline that could emerge from the Supreme Court’s 

intervention – formation of a committee to discuss the law with protesting 

farmers.

The Supreme Court has previously set up committees, delegating some of its 

powers to the members to implement or oversee a law or an order of the court.

For example, in 2017, in a judgment that drew criticism and was subsequently 

rolled back, the SC had directed setting up of family welfare committees to assess 

complaints of domestic violence before being investigated by the police.

However, a committee to recommend whether a law must be stayed or repealed 

or, as Chief Justice S A Bobde said, to decide if the laws are in “public interest,” is 

new territory for the judiciary.

Supreme Court enters uncharted territory; in Aadhaar, poll 
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bonds, took another stand
With its interim order staying the implementation of the three new farm laws, the 

Supreme Court has entered into uncharted territory. This is perhaps the first time 

the apex court has stayed a law passed by Parliament without sparing even a 

single hearing to examine its constitutionality — the court’s primary function.

Although the court’s order acknowledges that there is a presumption in favour 

of Constitutionality of any legislation, it is, effectively, blurring the boundaries of 

Parliament’s power to legislate, and the court’s powers of judicial review.

“This Court cannot be said to be completely powerless to grant a stay of any 

executive action under a statutory enactment,” the court noted in its order. It 

also cited the instance of the court staying the operation of the Maharashtra law 

granting reservation to Marathas in jobs and educational institutions through an 

interim order in September 2020. However, that law was stayed after the Bombay 

High Court had examined the constitutionality of the statute and the ruling was 

appealed before the Supreme Court.

 Even that order, by a two-judge bench of Justices Ravindra Bhat and L Nageswara 

Rao, quotes precedents on exercising caution while staying legislation and states that 

an interim stay can be granted only on an explicit finding of unconstitutionality.

The court has justified its stay by arguing that this will create “confidence” and 

“trust” to help farmers come to the talks table. However, with farmer groups openly 

refusing to engage with the Supreme Court panel, the order risks undermining not 

only Parliament but the apex court as well.

 In the batch of petitions in the case, a majority seek directions to implement the 

laws and another category seeks the court’s intervention to quell the protests. 

Even where the laws have been challenged on grounds they are unconstitutional, 

notably in the plea by the Punjab government, the court has declined to hear that 

and, instead, chosen to hear pleas related to the protests.

The court’s stand on the farm laws is in stark contrast to its position in previous 
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instances when it underlined the presumption of constitutionality even in executive 

orders without the backing of legislation. This despite the fact that petitioners 

argued that refusal to stay would result in irrevocable loss of fundamental rights.

 This argument was made in 2015 in the challenge to Aadhaar when only an order of 

the Planning Commission backed the scheme. The court had referred the challenge 

to a larger bench but refused to stay the implementation of the scheme.

In the challenge to the electoral bonds scheme, in which the petitioners in 2017 

argued that it would irreversibly change the landscape of political funding, the 

court refused to stay the law holding that it has to first test the laws against the 

cornerstone of the Constitution.

Setting up of the committee is also fraught with questions over the court’s delegation 

of its primary role of reviewing laws to a “panel of experts”.

 While the court has directed the committee to submit its recommendations after 

holding consultations with the government as well as the representatives of 

the farmers’ bodies, and other stakeholders, its mandate is unclear. The court 

has left the next steps open-ended by giving the panel eight weeks to make its 

recommendations. How long the stay will last is another question altogether. 

Restrictions for Section 80DD deduction need to be eased
With the budget around the corner, the Mint Money team is highlighting some pain 

points in taxation that the government may want to address. Today, we will look at 

two aspects under Section 80DD of the Income-tax Act against which taxpayers 

can claim a deduction. First, the definition of disability and, second, relaxation 

for taxpayers to get maturity benefit while securing the life of a differently-abled 

dependant.

Section 80DD provides a deduction to resident individuals or Hindu Undivided 

Family (HUF) in respect of expenditure incurred for disabled dependants.
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 The deduction is available on any expenditure incurred on the medical treatment, 

training and rehabilitation of the dependant, subject to conditions.

It is also available for life insurance premium paid to LIC or any other insurer, subject 

to the following conditions:

1) The insurance plan should provide for payment of an annuity or lump sum amount 

for the benefit of the dependant in the event of the death of the individual in whose 

name the subscription to the scheme has been made. According to tax experts, 

generally, the lump sum amount received by the disabled person is tax-free but 

there is ambiguity about the tax status of the annuity. According to Archit Gupta, 

founder and CEO, ClearTax, “Any amount received as annuity is taxable.” Sudhakar 

Sethuraman, partner, Deloitte India, said, “Section 80DD is silent on this case. It 

only talks in the context when the individual receives annuity on the death of the 

disabled person.”

2) The individual nominates either the dependant, being a person with disability or 

any other person or a trust to receive the payment for the dependant’s benefit.

3) The individual is required to furnish a copy of the certificate issued by the medical 

authority along with the income tax return in the assessment year in which the 

deduction is claimed.

While Section 80DD allows the benefit of deduction towards insurance premium, 

in case the dependant dies before the individual, the amount of premium paid or 

deposited is deemed to be the income of the individual in the financial year in which 

such amount is received and is taxable at the slab rate. In case the dependant is 

alive, the individual doesn’t get the maturity benefit because there is a condition 

which says that the policy must provide annuity or lump sum amount only in case of 

the death of the individual.

Sethuraman said, “The condition imposed under Section 80DD, that the policy must 

provide annuity or lump sum amount only in case of death of the person needs a 

review and relaxation for taxpayers. Also, the taxability of the insurance amount 

received upon the death of the dependant defeats the essence of Section 80DD. 
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In this regard, the provisions of Section 80DD should be revisited to permit receipt 

of an annuity or lump sum payout during their lifetimes and such conditions should 

get imposed to permit either an early withdrawal or withdrawal post attainment of a 

specified age to meet the expenses of the dependant.”

Besides, more diseases should be included under Section 80DD, said Gupta.

The taxability of the annuity received by the dependant should also be clarified.

‘Publication of notice of marriage not mandatory’
The Allahabad High Court has ruled that the provision of publication of notice of 

intended marriage under the Special Marriage Act, 1954, is not mandatory.

The court, in a significant judgment delivered on January 12, said making such 

publication mandatory “would invade the fundamental rights of liberty and privacy, 

including within its sphere the freedom to choose for marriage without interference 

from state and non-state actors, of the persons concerned”.

A Bench of Justice Vivek Chaudhary mandated that while giving notice under Section 

5 of the Act, it shall be optional for the parties to the intended marriage to make a 

request in writing to the marriage officer to publish or not to publish a notice under 

Section 6 and follow the procedure of objections as prescribed under the Act.

Couple’s choice

In case the parties do not make such a request, the officer “shall not publish any 

such notice or entertain objections to the intended marriage and proceed with the 

solemnisation of the marriage”.

The Bench directed the Senior Registrar of the court to send a copy of the order to 

the Chief Secretary of Uttar Pradesh to forthwith communicate the same to all the 

marriage officers in the State and other authorities concerned as soon as possible.

The requirement of publication of notice under Section 6 and inviting or entertaining 

objections under Section 7 can only be read as directory in nature, to be given effect 

only on request of parties to the intended marriage and not otherwise, the court 
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observed in the 47 page judgment.

The interpretation of Sections 6 and 7 read with Section 46 containing the procedure 

of publication of notice and inviting objections to the intended marriage in the Act of 

1954 has to be such that would uphold the fundamental rights and not violate them, 

the court said.

The court was disposing off a habeas corpus writ filed by a Muslim woman who 

married a Hindu man after converting as per Hindu rituals.

Concentration of power in India Inc: Regulator reviews seven 
key sectors
AMID the unprecedented concentration of power in at least seven core sectors in 

corporate India, from pharma and telecom to airports and ports, the Competition 

Commission of India has launched a set of detailed investigations on the market 

dynamics of each sector.

Simultaneously, it has started a review of all model concession agreements — the 

legal contract that forms the basis of the public-private partnership — across four 

key infrastructure sectors: airports, ports, electricity and railways.

The goal is to ensure that competition remains “vibrant” and “there are enough 

players who are able to participate in the award of concessions,” CCI Chairperson 

Ashok Kumar Gupta told The Indian Express.

 “The policy of the government is to make the economy more efficient, and, in that 

process, what the CCI can do is look at whether the dominance is abused or not. If 

there is abuse of dominance, CCI can take action under Section 4 of the Competition 

Act,” Gupta said.

Section 4 bars an enterprise from abusing its dominance and defines abuse through 

a range of steps that include denial of access, predatory pricing, limiting goods or 

services in a particular market.

In sectors such as airports, ports and highways, and electricity, concentration of 
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power by itself was not a concern, the regulator said.

“In this context, we are reviewing some of the Model Concession Agreements in 

these sectors — those with natural monopolies. What is important is that the tender 

design for award of Concessions ensures that competition for the market is vibrant 

— that there are enough players who are able to participate,” Gupta said.

Indeed, as part of the sectoral studies, an interim report on the telecom sector by the 

Indian Council for Research on International Economic Relations (ICRIER) submitted 

to the CCI is currently being “looked at”, an official said. The launch of Reliance Jio 

in September 2016 triggered a fresh wave of consolidation in the telecom sector. 

This resulted in the industry shrinking to just three players from close to a dozen a 

decade ago and Jio emerging as the largest player in less than five years.

The CCI chief said that given the adoption of new technology, the regulator would 

apprise the Department of Telecommunications of the areas that could pose a 

problem from the competition point of view in the future.

An earlier study by the regulator had highlighted new competition dimensions 

including data collection, spectrum acquisition, unbundling of infrastructure and 

service, traffic management and the integration between telecom operators on one 

side and e-com platforms, OTT (Over The Top) players, and solution providers on 

the other.

Given the number of M&A deals in the digital sector, the CCI’s new study is expected 

to come up with possible criteria to capture transactions for scrutiny. “Dependence 

of consumers and enterprises on a few large digital platforms raises many novel 

questions for regulation and regulators,” Gupta said.

While consolidation is a theme that has picked up sharply over the last five years, 

this trend has played out since liberalisation with an ever-expanding list of sectors 

where the top one or two companies account for 80 per cent or more of the profits 

generated.

In paints (Asian Paints, Berger Paints); premium cooking oil (Marico, Adani); 

biscuits (Britannia, Parle); hair oil (Marico, Bajaj Corp); infant milk powder (Nestle); 
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cigarettes (ITC); adhesives (Pidilite), waterproofing (Pidilite); trucks (Tata Motors, 

Ashok Leyland); small cars (Maruti, Hyundai) – one or two companies account 

for 80 per cent of the profits generated in the sector, according to Mumbai-based 

investment advisory firm Marcellus.

Behind farmer-govt trust deficit, misreading of protests
AS the farmers’ protests acquire a new dimension with the Supreme Court’s 

controversial intervention and one of the four members pulling out of the proposed 

resolution committee, the challenge, many in the party and government admit, is to 

address the deep trust deficit between the protesters and the government.

There are voices within who suggest that the government misread the signals on 

the ground in Punjab, indulged in name-calling that misfired, and brushed aside 

farmers’ concerns by attributing political and ideological motives to the protest.

 For six months between May 15, the day Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman first 

announced the government’s intention to enact the three farm laws, and mid-

November, when farmer unions gave a Delhi Chalo call, the government and the 

party, a leader said, didn’t catch the discontentment brewing across Punjab. 

No sooner had the Ordinances been promulgated on June 5 than farmers in villages 

started protests, unions told them these three were ‘kaala kanoon’, the agitation 

spread to towns, groups of 50-100 shouted slogans outside the offices of SDMs (Sub-

Divisional Magistrates) and District Collectors in tehsils and districts. BJP leaders in 

Punjab failed to counter this campaign. 

“They should not have given up in the beginning itself. Local party leaders either 

locked themselves in or joined the protesters. We should have countered the 

arguments. Lekin, hum maidan chodkar bhaag gaye (We fled the battleground),” 

said a senior party leader and a Union Minister.

If the party was missing in action on the ground in Punjab, the government, too, 

didn’t pay much heed and took the farmers for granted.
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Between June 5 and September 14, when the Bills were introduced in Parliament, 

of the 69 press releases issued by the Agriculture Ministry, only seven were related 

to the “landmark and historic decision”.

 One reason, some in the BJP claim, the government was probably lulled into 

complacency with its ally Shiromani Akali Dal backing the Bill until August end. 

Indeed, Sukhbir Badal released Agriculture Minister Narendra Tomar’s letter before 

the start of the Assembly session on August 28 which said procurement and MSP 

would continue and that Chief Minister Amarinder Singh was misleading farmers.

Days before resigning from the Union Cabinet on September 17, Harsimrat Kaur, 

too, supported the pro-farmer ordinances terming them “pro-farmer.”

In Parliament, too, the government rammed through the Bills over the next five 

days, ignoring not just the Opposition who urged these be sent for Parliamentary 

scrutiny, but also parties such as AIADMK and BJD which had raised concerns. Its 

own ally SAD had warned that “the spark that has been lit in Punjab and Haryana… 

don’t allow it to turn into a fire”.

Given the groundswell of support for farmers in Punjab and the intensity of protests, 

the SAD eventually quit the NDA on September 17 and the farmers had started a 

rail roko blocking trains from passing through the state.

As this lingered, the top political leadership still believed this was “instigated” by the 

“usual suspects” of the anti-BJP coalition and underlined how these protests were 

blocking crucial supplies to troops in Jammu & Kashmir and Ladakh. In fact, the 

Government even invoked the 1962 war against China to make this point.

Sources in the BJP now say the party may have been hasty in letting the SAD slip 

out of the NDA fold so easily. “As an ally, we may not have benefited much from 

them; they aren’t very popular in the state and they have dynasty issues but SAD’s 

exit gave the protests a fresh boost and created an impression of this being a 

Punjab vs BJP/Centre issue. Also, SAD giving up power gave credence to farmers’ 

suspicion these laws were harmful,” said another Union Minister, who did not wish 

to be named.
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“So the message went out that even if Parkash Singh Badal was leaving the alliance, 

no one cared at the Centre…that has hurt us,” said a senior BJP leader.

At one stage, the ruling party and the government were “confused” over how to deal 

with the protests led by Sikh farmers – from showing sympathy to branding them as 

Maoists and Khalistanis.

It came a full circle with Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s community outreach during 

his border visits and tributes at Gurdwara Rakab Ganj and Defence Minister Rajnath 

Singh calling them annadatas and regretting the use of labels like Khalistanis or 

Maoists. Ministers engaging with unions — Tomar, Piyush Goyal and Som Parkash 

— made it a point to strike a more conciliatory tone even in photo-ops.

 “Rajnathji’s forceful rejection of what some of his party and ministerial colleagues’ 

attempts to brand the farmers itself was an indication of the confusion in the party. 

Not having a prominent Sikh face in the government team didn’t help either,” said 

a BJP MP.

The RSS is lalso earnt to have reservations with the government’s handling of the 

protests. During the recent three-day meeting in Ahmedabad, the Sangh leadership 

conveyed these “thoughts” to BJP president J P Nadda on the manner in which the 

Bills were brought in, said sources present in the meeting.

 An outreach blitzkrieg of 100 press conferences and meetings with farmer groups 

launched in December, only proved to be too late – the “right thing at the wrong 

place and wrong time,” as a leader admitted. 

Planning for the preventable
If immunisation is insurance against disease, what about insurance for immunisation? 

I just checked my policy and immunisation procedures such as vaccination and 

inoculation are expressly excluded. Some policies exclude them except after a bite, 

as in the case of rabies.

To be fair, it is a hospitalisation policy and does not cover out-patient procedures but 
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listed day-care procedures. Even those have initial waiting periods before coverage 

kicks in.

Many general insurance companies offer vaccination cover only as part of maternity 

benefits under the hospitalisation policy. Vaccination expenses for the new-born, up 

to a limit, typically Rs. 10,000, is covered under the policy.

So, what does one do? If your company offers vaccinations as an add-on cover, it 

makes sense to opt for it. There could be a waiting time for you to become eligible. 

If you are buying health insurance anew, you can try to buy a policy that offers this 

as part of the basic cover and there are options available and here, you can claim 

immediately when the policy commences for some types of vaccines.

When it is a part of the basic cover, the premium is built in and there is a separate 

limit for immunisation costs so it does not cut into your sum assured. Fortunately, 

claim for vaccination will also not affect your no-claim bonus.

Insurance for immunisation is not so much a COVID-19 vaccination requirement, 

because clarity is yet to emerge on it being free or otherwise.

But the thing is, we have largely forgotten vaccinations after that dreaded painful 

shot in our school days that gave us fever and an ugly scar. Only a few of us have 

taken adult vaccinations for Hepatitis, typhoid or rabies and fewer still have had 

even annual flu shots. Exceptions may be when visa applications require it or we 

become concerned after a conversation with our doctor.

Jabs for children

Vaccinations for children has become universal only recently in India and it’s been 

quite an achievement to get rid of small pox, whooping cough, polio and that ilk of 

heart-rending childhood afflictions.

In the same breath, let us see an often-forgotten perk in your hospitalisation policies. 

Once in block of a certain number of claim free years, your insurance company will 

pay for your preventive health check. There is an upper limit, usually pegged to your 

sum assured, and it will defray your expenses partially at least. Availing this too will 

not affect your no-claim bonus.
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Of course, a preventive health check benefits both you and your insurer as you can 

take corrective measures and save yourself major health problems in the future and 

save them a claim.

They should start approaching vaccination also similarly as the benefits will only be 

larger!

Disclosure of interest in info under RTI necessary: Delhi HC
THE DELHI High Court has observed that the disclosure of interest regarding the 

information being sought by an applicant under the RTI law would be necessary to 

establish their bonafides.

“This court is of the opinion that whenever information is sought under the RTI Act, 

disclosure of an interest in the information sought would be necessary to establish 

bonafides of the applicant,” Justice Prathiba M Singh said in a judgment. The single 

bench added that non-disclosure of interest could result in injustice to several other 

affected persons whose information is sought.

The court made the observation while dealing with a petition seeking information 

with regard to appointments made for Multi-tasking Staff of the Presidential Estate, 

Rashtrapati Bhavan. While dismissing the petition, the court imposed a cost of Rs 

25,000 on the petitioner for concealing the fact that his daughter had also applied 

for the post. It said that the fact did not find mention in the petition, and further noted 

that perusal of the writ petition shows that the petitioner himself was earlier working 

in the Presidential Estate on an ad-hoc basis from 2012 to 2017.

“The present writ petition is cleverly quiet about the fact that the petitioner’s daughter 

had applied for being considered for appointment for the post of Multi-tasking Staff 

at the Rashtrapati Bhavan. The seeking of above information, especially after the 

petitioner’s daughter did not obtain employment, clearly points to some ulterior 

motives,” the order read.

The applicant, Har Kishan, had sought information regarding appointments in 2018. 
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While he was provided most of the information, his particular query for information 

pertaining to residential address and father’s name of selected candidates was 

declined on the ground that it was personal information.

Section 6(2) of the RTI Act, 2005, states that “an applicant making request for 

information shall not be required to give any reason for requesting the information 

or any other personal details except those that may be necessary for contacting 

him”.

‘Land under PLA control since 1959’
The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA)   said it was aware of infrastructure 

construction by China in the past several years “along the Line of Actual Control 

(LAC)” and that India has also stepped up its construction. The statement came 

after a report by NDTV showed satellite images of a new Chinese settlement in 

Arunachal Pradesh.

This is the first time the government has acknowledged Chinese construction, 

although official sources say the land has been under the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army’s (PLA) control since 1959.

“The Chinese have been holding the area since 1959 and it is not a new development. 

Prior to that, there was an Assam Rifles post there which was overrun. They have 

been doing construction there on and off. There were some temporary constructions 

few years back. They have now done permanent construction there,” an official 

source said. A second official source said, “They are doing it [the construction] on 

their side and we are doing it on our side.”

Satellite images show the construction of a big village on the banks of Tsari Chu 

river in Upper Subansiri district between November 2019 and November 2020.

Stating that the government remains committed to the objective of creating 

infrastructure along the border areas for the improvement of the livelihood of its 

citizens, including in Arunachal Pradesh, the MEA said in a statement, “Government 
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keeps a constant watch on all developments having a bearing on India’s security 

and takes all the necessary measures to safeguard its sovereignty and territorial 

integrity.”

The MEA said that India, too, has stepped up border infrastructure, including the 

construction of roads and bridges among others, which it added has provided “much 

needed connectivity to the local population along the border.”

Briefing the Parliament in 2019 on the ongoing stand-off in eastern Ladakh, Defence 

Minister Rajnath Singh had said that China continues to be in illegal occupation of 

approximately 38,000 sq. km. in the Union Territory of Ladakh, and Aksai Chin, and 

also claims approximately 90,000 sq. km. of Indian territory in Arunachal Pradesh.

In addition to infrastructure development on the border to improve military movement, 

China has in recent years established civilian settlements closer to the border.

India asks WhatsApp to revoke changes in its privacy policy
The Union government has asked WhatsApp to withdraw the proposed changes to 

its privacy policy, stating that it raised “grave concerns” over the implications of the 

choice and autonomy of Indian citizens.

In a letter to WhatsApp chief executive officer Will Cathcart, the government pointed 

out that by not giving the option to opt out of data-sharing with Facebook companies, 

Indian users were being treated differently from those in Europe.

“Whether this [the new policy] will enable better provision of service to users or not is 

beside the point, the issue is the impact it has on informational privacy, data security 

and user choice,” the letter said, adding that sovereign independence of India’s 

distinct identity and its people must be properly respected and any unilateral changes 

to WhatsApp terms of service and privacy would not be fair and acceptable.

The government also asked the Facebook-owned platform to reconsider its approach 

to respect the informational privacy, freedom of choice and data security of Indian 

citizens.
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“The privacy policy offered by WhatsApp to its European users specifically prohibits 

the use of any information shared with a Facebook company for that companies’ 

own purposes, while this clause is not present in the privacy policy offered to Indian 

users. This differential and discriminatory treatment of Indian and European users is 

attracting serious criticism and betrays a lack of respect for the rights and interest of 

Indian citizens, who form a substantial portion of WhatsApp’s user base,” it said.

Centre writes to WhatsApp CEO to withdraw proposed 
changes to privacy policy
Government of India, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MEITY) 

has written to Will Cathcart, Global CEO of WhatsApp to withdraw the proposed 

changes to the Privacy Policy of the Facebook-owned messaging application for 

Indian users.

Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology has written to WhatsApp CEO 

Will Cathcart, over the recent changes to the privacy policy of the Facebook-owned 

messaging application.

The CEO has been asked to furnish responses to the government’s query regarding 

the privacy, data transfer and sharing policies, sources said today.

The Ministry raised concerns of information security of the users as the new policy 

of WhatsApp proposes to share the metadata of users’ chat with Business accounts 

with other Facebook companies. It would create a honeypot of information about 

users with Facebook group which can create security risks and vulnerabilities for 

the users.

MEITY further objected to the “all-or-nothing” approach of WhatsApp that forces 

users to accept the new service terms and privacy policies, without giving an option 

to the users to opt-out of this proposed change of integrating user data with other 

Facebook companies.

Here the Government has reminded WhatsApp about the principles of privacy and 
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consent laid down by Supreme Court in the Puttaswamy vs. Union of India (2017) 

judgment.

Ministry has further asked WhatsApp as to why they have brought about such 

significant changes when the Parliament of India is already considering the Personal 

Data Protection Bill.

This Bill, which is at an advance stage of consideration by the Joint Select Committee 

of both houses of the Parliament strongly follows the principle of “purpose limitation” 

with regard to the data processing. Purpose Limitation simply means that companies 

can use the data of users only for that specific purpose which it has taken the consent 

of the users. This wide integration of data of Indian users with other Facebook 

companies would make it difficult for WhatsApp to follow this principle, if this Bill 

becomes a law soon.

The Ministry has also objected to the differential privacy policies for European Union 

and India.

Given that India has the largest user base for WhatsApp in the world, this 

discriminatory treatment to Indian users shows lack of respect for interests of Indian 

citizens by WhatsApp. In this context, Government reminds WhatsApp that it has a 

sovereign right to protect the interests of Indian citizens and it shall not compromise 

on that at any cost.

Government has also sent a list of 14 questions to WhatsApp seeking response on 

various privacy and data security concerns.

The key questions are:

* Disclose the exact categories of data that WhatsApp application collects from 

Indian users.

* Give details of the permissions and user consent sought by WhatsApp app and 

utility of each of these with respect to the functioning and specific service provided.

* Does WhatsApp conduct profiling of Indian users on the basis of their usage of 

application? What nature of profiling is conducted?

* Details of difference between WhatsApp privacy policies in other countries and 
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India.

* Details of Data Security Policy, Information Security Policy, Cyber Security Policy, 

Privacy Policy and Encryption Policy.

* Does the WhatsApp app share data with any other app or business unit of the 

same company or associated companies? Share details of the data flow among 

these apps, business units or associated companies.

* Does the WhatsApp app capture the information about the other apps running on 

the mobile device of the user? If yes, what information is being captured by the app 

and what purpose is it being collected and used?

* Details about the server when data of Indian users is transmitted or hosted.

* Has the company or application provided any access to a third party to access a 

user’s personal data? If yes, then share those details.

SC rules out review of Aadhaar order, with one dissent: on 
money Bill
The Supreme Court has dismissed petitions seeking a review of its 2018 judgment 

upholding the constitutional validity of the Aadhaar Act, with Justice D Y Chandrachud 

dissenting saying the Court should wait till a larger Bench decides the question of 

certification of a Bill as money Bill before deciding the review petitions.

The Aadhaar Bill had been certified by the government as a money Bill, enabling it 

to get it cleared without getting the assent of a majority in the Rajya Sabha. A five-

judge Bench headed by then Chief Justice Dipak Misra had upheld the Aadhaar Act 

in a 4:1 ruling on September 26, 2018.

The January 11 order was given by a five-judge Bench, comprising apart from 

Justice Chandrachud, Justices A M Khanwilkar, Ashok Bhushan, Abdul Nazeer and 

B R Gavai. The majority judgment said, “We have perused the review petitions 

as well as the grounds in support thereof. In our opinion, no case for review of 

judgment and order dated 26.09.2018 is made out. We hasten to add that change 
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in the law or subsequent decision/judgment of a coordinate or larger Bench by itself 

cannot be regarded as a ground for review. The review petitions are accordingly 

dismissed.”

In his dissenting judgment, Justice Chandrachud said two of the “critical questions” 

dealt with by the Aadhaar ruling were “whether the decision of the Speaker of the 

House of People… to certify a bill as a ‘Money Bill’ under Article 110(1) is final and 

binding, or can be subject to judicial review; and… if the decision is subject to judicial 

review, whether the Aadhaar (Targeted Delivery of Financial and Other Subsidies, 

Benefits and Services) Act, 2016 (the Aadhaar Act), had been correctly certified as 

a ‘Money Bill’”.

The issue whether judicial review can be exercised over a decision of the Speaker 

had arisen subsequently before another Constitution Bench in Rojer Mathew 

v South Indian Bank Ltd. This was in the context of whether some provisions of 

the Finance Act, 2017 (relating to appointments to tribunals and the conditions of 

service of members), could have been certified as a money Bill. That judgment had 

said that the Speaker’s decision was not beyond judicial review though the scope 

was extremely restricted. It had also said that the 2018 Aadhaar verdict had not 

answered conclusively the question as to what constitutes a money Bill under Article 

110 (1) and had directed that it be referred to a larger Bench.

Justice Chandrachud referred to this, saying the larger Bench to decide what 

constitutes a money Bill and the extent of judicial review over a certification by the 

Speaker was yet to be constituted. “Dismissing the present batch of review petitions 

at this stage — a course of action adopted by the majority — would place a seal 

of finality on the issues in the present case, without the Court having the benefit of 

the larger Bench’s consideration of the very issues which arise before us… With 

the doubt expressed by another Constitution Bench on the correctness of the very 

decision which is the subject matter of these review petitions, it is a constitutional 

error to hold at this stage that no ground exists to review the judgment,” he said, 

adding that a larger Bench’s determination “would have an undeniable impact” on 
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the validity of reasons given by the Aadhaar ruling pertaining to the certification by 

the Speaker.

Justice Chandrachud also referred to the Sabarimala case where a nine-judge 

Bench in February 2020 had referred certain questions of law arising in the context 

of an earlier decision by a five-judge Bench in September 2019 to a larger Bench 

while keeping the review petitions pending.

“If these review petitions (in the Aadhaar matter) are to be dismissed and the larger 

Bench reference in Rojer Mathew were to disagree with the analysis of the majority 

opinion in Puttaswamy (the Aadhaar case), it would have serious consequences 

— not just for judicial discipline, but also for the ends of justice. As such, the present 

batch of review petitions should be kept pending until the larger Bench decides the 

questions referred to it in Rojer Mathew,” he said.

We have not ‘functionally changed’ privacy policy: FB
At a meeting of the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Information and 

Technology headed by senior Congress leader Shashi Tharoor, Facebook, which 

owns communication platform WhatsApp, clarified that it has not “functionally 

changed” the privacy policy.

Officials of Facebook and Twitter deposed before the committee on the subject of 

“safeguarding citizens’ rights and prevention of misuse of social/online news media 

platforms”.

The Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MEITY) had recently written 

to Will Cathcart, Global CEO of WhatsApp, to withdraw the proposed changes to 

the privacy policy of the Facebook-owned messaging application for Indian users. 

The Ministry demanded that WhatsApp explain if the metadata of users’ chat will be 

shared with other Facebook companies.

The Facebook officials clarified that the privacy policy is “functionally” the same as 

what has been in existence since 2016. “They said that while it is functionally the 
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same as the 2016 policy, the platform has improved transparency standards,” a 

member said.

The committee also questioned Facebook on data security and its monetisation. The 

Facebook officials conceded that the revenue model of the platform is advertising-

driven, though the officials insisted that it does not share the user data with any of 

its advertisers.

Members also asked Facebook to explain whether it is a publisher or merely an 

intermediary. Concerns were raised in the meeting that Facebook is governed solely 

by the U.S. community laws since it is a U.S.-based registered company.

BJP MPs flagged the recent ban of former U.S. President Donald Trump on Twitter. 

A section of BJP MPs criticised Twitter calling it a violation of freedom of expression. 

Another section flagged Twitter for not showing a similar responsiveness in India.

The BJP MPs pointed out ‘temporary suspension’ of Home Minister Amit Shah’s 

account. The Twitter officials said Mr. Shah’s account was not suspended.

Editors Guild slams Gujarat court for arrest warrant against 
journalist
The Editors Guild of India has condemned the non-bailable arrest warrant against 

senior journalist Paranjoy Guha Thakurta by a Gujarat court for an article he co-

authored against the Adani group in 2017. The Guild called it an “attempt to use 

intimidatory tactics by powerful corporate houses against journalists to prevent 

media scrutiny” and urged the Adani group to withdraw the complaint.

World watching new India: PM
Prime Minister Narendra Modi   wondered how Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose would 

have felt had he seen the new India, which is not only becoming self-reliant but also 

giving a befitting reply to those interfering in its territorial sovereignty.

“Netaji had imagined a kind of strong India. Today the world is seeing India in its new 
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avatar; from LAC to LoC wherever anyone is trying to pose any challenge to the 

territorial sovereignty of the country is given a befitting reply,” Mr. Modi said.

The Prime Minister was speaking in Kolkata while participating in the 125th birth 

anniversary celebrations of the iconic freedom fighter.

Addressing a gathering on the lawns of the Victoria Memorial Hall, Mr. Modi said 

Netaji would be satisfied and proud to see the new self-reliant India.

The Prime Minister said, “Today our forces have jets such as Rafale and it is 

manufacturing advanced jets such as Tejas. When he [Netaji] would see that the 

armed forces of his country are so strong and have the advanced equipment which 

he wanted, how would he feel,” the Prime Minister asked.

He went on to say that Netaji would be proud to see that his country had not only 

fought the COVID-19 pandemic and but also developed a vaccine and is helping 

other countries with the technology.

“Netaji once asked people not to lose hope of free India; similarly, no one can stop 

India from being self-reliant,” he added. During his speech of more than 40 minutes, 

Mr. Modi referred to a question that Netaji asked his nephew Sisir Bose before 

executing the daring escape from the country in January 1941. Netaji had asked his 

nephew in Bengali “Amar ekta kaaj korbe (Will you do something for me)?”

Judicial review a remedy to prevent abuse of special powers: 
Justice Surya Kant
The extent of delegation of powers under special statutes to deal with terrorism, 

etc., can be a cause of concern as it creates a situation rife for arbitrary exercise 

of powers which can endanger individual liberty and human rights, but judicial 

review provides the remedy to prevent any abuse when harsh measures become 

necessary to deal with extraordinary situations, Supreme Court judge Justice Surya 

Kant said  .

“The remedy undoubtedly lies in the overwhelming and extraordinary power of 
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judicial review vested in every jurisdictional judicial system,” the Supreme Court 

judge said at the launch of the book ‘The Law of Emergency Powers’, authored by 

Senior Advocate AM Singhvi and Prof Khagesh Gautam.

Justice Surya Kant said the world today is a fundamentally different place than what 

it was many decades ago and pointed out that no democratic nation has invoked 

such emergency powers in the 21st century. This, he said, is because conquest and 

colonisation is no longer affordable. Focus of governments, he said, has shifted to 

democratic unrest and terrorism.

Justice N V Ramana recalled that some members of the Constituent Assembly had 

observed that emergency provisions are a necessary evil aimed at resolving crises 

identified under the Constitution. Unveiling the book at a virtual event, he said the 

volume rekindled his memories of the emergency.

Justice Ramana, who is also the second most senior judge of the court, said that 

emergencies leave a long-lasting effect on generations. In his own case, a year of 

academic studies and mental suffering can be attributed to the 1975 Emergency, he 

pointed out.

However, he said that he has no regrets and that he saw many young people sacrificing 

their lives for defending human rights. The experience of the time underlined the 

importance of understanding the concept of emergency, he said.

Justice D Y Chandrachud said that the book comes at the most opportune time as 

just last year saw the executive in many countries adopting exceptional powers to 

tackle the Covid -19 pandemic.

He said that his transformative years as a student were deeply impacted by the 

Emergency that lasted 21 months and that on account of the fact that his father late 

Justice Y V Chandrachud was in the SC then, he gained personal insight into the 

tribulations of a judge grappling with the situation.

History, said Justice Chandrachud, has several instances of civil liberties being 

collateral damage of national emergency and referred to the Jabalpur ADM’s decision 

to uphold suspension of fundamental rights during Emergency.
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Stating that real law is developed in district courts and High Courts, Justice 

Chandrachud reminisced that it was the High Courts, including the judgment of 

MP High Court that stood out in ADM Jabalpur case – the HC had said that the 

suspension of fundamental rights can be challenged – as also the the judges who 

had to face transfer due to their judgments during Emergency.

SC judge Justice S K Kaul said the judicial error in the ADM Jabalpur case was 

corrected by the judgment in the Aadhaar case which laid down that certain rights 

were merely recognised by the Constitution and not conferred by it.

Singhvi flagged the lacunae in the country’s legal education system and underlined 

the glaring absence of genuine legal research. He rued the lack of quality control 

and said the negative impact of stratification of law colleges ought to be addressed 

urgently.

While central universities run their law faculties as law schools, state universities 

mostly act as affiliating universities, he said, adding that this affiliation system has 

institutionalised mediocrity, diluted academic standards and is one of the biggest 

problems plaguing the country’s legal education.

The Madras High Court, he said, had once said that a majority of the existing law 

colleges must be shut if the sanctity of the legal profession has to be maintained.

Draft policy to help grow nano, micro enterprises
A new policy on the anvil, the Udyog Sahayak Enterprises Network (USENET), 

may give a major fillip to the growth-stunted nano and micro-enterprises in India’s 

informal sector.

The proposed framework, whose draft was jointly put together by the Azim Premji 

University, the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI), 

and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS), is aimed at providing a slew of 

growth-driven services to over 62 million nano and micro-enterprises that currently 

employ over 100 million people.
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By enabling scale-up, the draft claims, USENET can aid in the creation of an 

additional 10.3 million jobs over five years, going up to nearly 56.9 million jobs over 

10 years. Each of these small enterprises currently has one to three employees, and 

if given a boost, they have the potential to grow and create a large number of jobs, 

says the draft.

If the value-added per worker can be computed, according to the draft, it could bring 

in a 12% nominal growth in GVA (gross asset value), amounting to an economic 

value of Rs. 2.16 lakh crore in five years and over Rs. 19 lakh crore at the end of 

10 years.

T. Muralidharan, chairman, FICCI, Telangana State Council, and co-author of the 

report said, “Through USENET, we are trying to create a countrywide entrepreneurial 

network. The platform will give millions of nano and micro-enterprises, which are 

facing harassment and growth challenges, information on policies, schemes and 

credit options, and visibility to lenders and customers, thereby help them grow and 

go digital.”

Report co-author and faculty member at Azim Premji University, Amit Basole, noted 

that rather than creating more nano-entrepreneurs, the country has to help existing 

MSEs grow in size. “We can do this by creating a support system which enables them 

to go digital, avail of government schemes, adopt new technologies, and increase 

productivity. This will create millions of new jobs,” he said.

According to co-authors of the proposal, the draft is currently under review by the 

group of ministers and the PMO. The Union government is likely to sanction upto Rs. 

5,000 crore to part-fund CAPEX to set up at least 19 lakh USENET centres. Each of 

these centres will be headed by a Udyog Sahayak, who will have a mandate to help 

and monitor the growth of 15 to 50 enterprises.

Bombay HC overturns conviction under POCSO Act
The Nagpur Bench of the Bombay High Court recently acquitted a man charged 
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under the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act and convicted 

him for a “minor offence” under the Indian Penal Code (IPC). The Bench said, “There 

is no direct physical contact i.e. skin to skin with sexual intent without penetration.”

On December 14, 2016, the mother of a minor lodged a complaint with the Gittikhadan, 

Nagpur police station, stating that on “the pretext of giving her [the minor] a guava in 

his house, Satish Ragde pressed her breast and attempted to remove her salwar”. 

The mother reached the spot and rescued her daughter who was found crying. The 

child told her mother that when the man tried to remove her salwar, she started 

crying but he put his hand on her mouth.

The police registered an FIR under Sections 354 (assault or criminal force to woman 

with intent to outrage her modesty); 363 (punishment for kidnapping); and 342 

(punishment for wrongful confinement) of the IPC; and Section 8 (punishment for 

sexual assault) of the POCSO Act.

The special court framed charges under Section 361 (kidnapping from lawful 

guardianship) of the IPC, along with the above-mentioned charges.

A single judge Bench of Justice Pushpa Ganediwala was hearing a criminal appeal 

filed by Mr. Ragde challenging an order passed by the Additional Sessions Judge, 

Nagpur, who convicted him and sentenced him to three years of imprisonment.

Justice Ganediwala took into consideration the submission of the prosecution, and 

said, “It is not the case of the prosecution [that] Mr. Ragde removed her top and 

pressed her breast.” He was charged with sexual assault and the punishment for the 

same was not less than three years and might extend up to five years, he said.

The High Court said, “Considering the stringent nature of punishment provided for 

the offence, in the opinion of the court, stricter proof and serious allegations are 

required. The act of pressing breast of the child aged 12 years, in the absence of 

any specific detail as to whether the top was removed or whether he inserted his 

hand inside the top and pressed her breast, would not fall in the definition of sexual 

assault.”

“It is the basic principle of criminal jurisprudence that the punishment for an offence 
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shall be proportionate to the seriousness of the crime,” the court said.

The Bench acquitted Mr. Ragde under the POCSO Act and convicted him under the 

IPC. “In this case, having regard to the nature of the alleged act by Mr. Ragde and 

having regard to the circumstances, in the opinion of this court, the alleged act fits 

into the definition of the offence under Section 354 of the IPC,” the order read.

Elections should be bereft of intimidation, says SEC
Enforcing unanimous elections in panchayats is nothing but an attempt to stifle the 

voice of the Backward Classes and the spirit of social justice, Andhra Pradesh State 

Election Commissioner N. Ramesh Kumar has said.

Addressing the media after paying tributes to Mahatma Gandhi on his death 

anniversary here  , Mr. Ramesh Kumar said the percentage of unanimous elections 

had come down to 20 in 2013 from 30 earlier. “In the ensuing elections, the figure 

should come down further, signalling the victory of democracy,” he said.

The powers that be had, in their “last attempt,” tried to stop the election process by 

filing over 10 writ petitions in the High Court, he said. It was a “happy moment” for 

him as the court stood by the Constitution and the State Election Commission by 

ruling that “no power can stop the elections”.

‘Constitution supreme’

Stating that he was the “prime witness” in several CBI cases, Mr. Ramesh Kumar 

said, “I enjoy protection under the Witness Protection Act. It is my nature to be bold, 

true and discharge my duties in accordance with the Constitution. I shall continue 

to do this.

“Elections should be guided by the spirit of truth, which has its roots in the Constitution 

that envisages the vision of B.R. Ambedkar. The ruling of the Supreme Court 

becomes the law of the land. It is the bounden duty of all to follow the Constitution 

and the systems guided by it and the law of the land. When the apex court said the 

Election Commission was correct, the attempts to discourage and demoralise the 
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election process are unconstitutional and ridiculous,” Mr. Ramesh Kumar said.

“When ‘unanimous election’ is a far cry in the Assembly and Lok Sabha elections, 

why should it be enforced in the panchayat elections?” he asked.

Free and fair elections, away from intimidation, would give ample scope to the 

downtrodden sections, make them a part of the governance, he observed.

“The forces that pitch for unanimous election will be grounded. Shadow parties will 

be after those who go hunting for candidates filing their nominations,” Mr. Ramesh 

Kumar said.
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‘India must raise the bar on anti-money laundering systems’
With the global money laundering and terror funding watchdog expected to undertake 

a review of India’s mechanisms to deal with suspicious transactions and financial 

crimes in 2021, State Bank of India’s compliance head has stressed the need for 

financial institutions to raise the bar on monitoring such activity.

The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) had deferred its once-a-decade evaluation 

of India’s anti-money laundering regime scheduled for this year, citing the COVID-

19 pandemic, and indicated that the onsite review to be conducted by global experts 

may now take place in early 2021.

The FATF undertakes peer reviews of each member on an ongoing basis to assess 

the implementation of its recommendations and provides a detailed analysis of each 

country’s system for preventing criminal abuse of the financial system.

“The FATF review of India will happen [in 2021]. That is all the more reason why 

we should get our act together. We want to have a good image of India when the 

FATF [review] happens,” SBI’s group compliance officer and deputy MD Soma 

Sankar Prasad said at a conference on anti-money laundering and combating terror 

financing  .

A major challenge in identifying suspicious transactions was the sheer volume in 

India’s banking system, he pointed out. “SBI itself has 43 crore accounts, so the 

number of transactions is 15 crore to 20 crore a day. The load is immense, so 

the quality of transaction monitoring does suffer. Going forward, it is inevitable as 

technology develops, that we dig deeper so as to play a more effective role against 

money laundering,” he said.

India’s banks, he said, had already begun using artificial intelligence and machine 

learning tools to identify transactions that don’t follow the usual pattern.

They are also trying to improve the compliance culture among frontline staff who 

often fail to get details under the Know-Your-Customer norms.

FATF worked on Pak.
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The SBI official said the FATF’s work had been ‘fantastic’ as it had been able to do 

what UN Security Council resolutions had failed to achieve in terms of taming terror 

activities in Pakistan.

“The FATF has been really successful in putting Pakistan on a tight leash. After 

the FATF put restrictions, Pakistan was forced to take a number of steps including 

putting the main terrorist leaders behind bars. Maybe it was a cosmetic measure, but 

they were forced to undertake it because they would have been in a huge financial 

problem otherwise,” he said.

Fiscal deficit shoots up to 135% of target
India’s fiscal deficit shot up to 135.1% of the Budget target of nearly Rs. 8 lakh crore 

for 2020-21, in the 8 months from April to November 2020, as per data released by 

the Controller General of Accounts. The figure had stood at 114.8% a year earlier.

Revenue deficit, which had crossed 125% in the first half of the year, almost touched 

140% of the Budget target by November, with just about 40% of the annual estimated 

revenue receipts coming in. The fiscal deficit had reached 120% of the year’s 

target, or Rs. 9.53 lakh crore by the end of October. It rose to Rs. 10.8 lakh crore in 

November.

Government spending, including capital expenditure considered critical to revive the 

economy, remained lower than a year earlier, though there was a month-on-month 

uptick in November.

Only 62.7% of the budgeted expenditure for the year had been spent by November, 

lower than the 65.3% recorded a year earlier. Capital expenditure fared even worse, 

touching 58.5% of target by November, compared to 63.3%. “With four months to go 

in the year, a lot depends on how the government manages its expenditure,” said 

Madan Sabnavis, chief economist at CARE Ratings. “If all the allocations mentioned 

in the Atmanirbhar programmes are executed, then fiscal deficit will increase to around 

9% of GDP — a deficit of around Rs. 17-18 lakh crore.” ICRA principal economist 
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Aditi Nayar said the fiscal deficit for the year will reach Rs. 14.5 lakh crore or 7.5% 

of its nominal GDP estimate; she saw some encouragement from public spending in 

November.

Monthly outgo expanded year-on-year by “32% for revenue expenditure and nearly 

250% on a small base for capital expenditure. A sustenance of this trend will bolster 

economic activity, and help the Indian economy exit the recession in the coming 

quarter,” she said.

Mr. Sabnavis said higher government spending was seen in the health and consumer 

affairs Ministries, but several allocations announced may not finally be invoked this 

year, which can lower the deficit by Rs. 1 lakh-Rs. 2 lakh crore. “We do not expect 

compensations on the revenue side where tax revenue at best is maintaining the 

monthly target.”

Lower receipts to blame

Sunil Kumar Sinha, principal economist at India Ratings and Research — which 

expects FY21 fiscal deficit at 7% of GDP: “The expenditure pattern suggests that 

expansion in fiscal deficit is not due to increased expenditure which has been muted 

so far. The higher fiscal deficit is primarily originating from lower receipts.”

Corporate tax collections were Rs. 1.03 lakh crore lower year-on-year and income 

tax collections were down Rs. 33,000 crore. Non-tax revenue has also been lower so 

far at just about 32% of budgeted amount, Mr. Sabnavis pointed out.

‘ED, RBI may train lens on e-com firms’
The Commerce Ministry has forwarded representations of alleged violations by 

Amazon and Flipkart to the Enforcement Directorate (ED) and the Reserve Bank for 

‘necessary action,’ according to traders’ grouping CAIT.

The Confederation of All India Traders (CAIT) had alleged that the e-commerce 

players violated FEMA and FDI rules.

The complaints pertain to alleged violation of the Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 
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policy in the deal between Flipkart and Aditya Birla Fashion and Retail and alleged 

misuse of FDI policy in manufacturing for multi-brand retailing of grocery by leading 

e-commerce players.

‘Pakistan’s theatrics at the UN pose no challenge to India’
Counter-terror cooperation and United Nations reform are at the top of the agenda, 

says India’s Permanent Representative at the UN, T.S. Tirumurti , in a written interview 

as India takes its seat for the next two years at the UN Security Council, its eighth 

stint as a non-permanent representative from Friday.

As a member of the UNSC beginning January 1, what will India’s first intervention 

be?

The Security Council, being the primary organ responsible for peace and security, is 

theoretically supposed to work round the clock. So, in a way, the clock starts ticking 

after midnight of December 31. That said, the Tunisian Presidency of the Security 

Council has planned for two High-Level events in the first two weeks — one on 

Peace and Security in Fragile Contexts and the other on International Cooperation in 

Combating Terrorism, where we expect to participate at a high level.

Would India use the UNSC tenure to push for the adoption of the Comprehensive 

Convention on International Terrorism? What kind of resolutions do you hope to see 

the UN adopting on the issue of countering terrorism, and in the application of the 

1267 committee on ISIL/Al Qaeda?

Counter-terrorism is a major priority area for India when we are on the Security 

Council. As for the 1267 Sanctions Committee on ISIL (Da’esh), it is important that 

its decisions are taken in an impartial and apolitical manner and those that refuse to 

implement its decisions are held accountable. We should guard against attempts by 

certain member states to politicise the work of the 1267 Committee thereby, again, 

diluting our fight against terrorism.

The inability of the United Nations to agree on a Comprehensive Convention on 
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International Terrorism (CCIT) remains one of the glaring shortcomings in the 

international legislative framework which could have boosted enforcement efforts to 

destroy safe havens of terrorists, their financial flows and their support networks.

Could tensions between India and China at the LAC at present spill over into UNSC 

as well?

Bilateral issues are best handled bilaterally. As far as we are concerned, we are 

entering the Security Council with a positive and progressive agenda. We look 

forward to working constructively with all members and we do hope that we can do 

so with all members in a similar spirit of constructive cooperation.

In the past year, the UN Secretary General and UN agencies have expressed concern 

over a number of India’s internal matters such as Jammu & Kashmir, Citizenship 

Amendment Act, the Hathras rape case, restrictions on NGOs, etc. Will India’s 

position at the UNSC curb such activism from UN agencies or will there be a greater 

spotlight on India?

These issues concern India’s internal affairs. The officials who have made comments 

on these matters were obviously overstepping their mandates. However, we have 

never hesitated to explain our position on all such issues in detail when questioned 

since we are dispelling ill-informed pronouncements, motivated or otherwise. We 

sincerely hope that irrespective of whether we are in the Security Council or not, 

these UN agencies restrain themselves and deal only with those matters which are 

within their mandate.

Pakistan has also forwarded a “dossier” of allegations against India on the issue of 

terrorism in the run up to the UNSC term. How much of a challenge are such actions 

by Pakistan?

No country or international organisation would humour anyone inciting terrorism and 

encouraging separatism within UN member states under whatever justification. The 

laughable attempt of Pakistan submitting a “dossier”, is yet another farce played out 

on the international community. A delegation that is universally acknowledged as the 

epicentre of global terror and refuses to take any action against the terror factories 
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that it continues to churn out has absolutely no credibility. There are, for obvious 

reasons, no takers in the international community for what is obviously another one 

of its anti-India propaganda exercises.

As far as India is concerned, such theatrics do not pose any challenge.

Can UNSC reform, which India has called for, be achieved during India’s two-year 

tenure at the UNSC?

The reality is that, while the overwhelming majority of UN member states firmly support 

the comprehensive reforms of the Security Council, a handful of status-quoists have 

consistently opposed any reform. Of course, the reform of the Security Council 

is not driven by the Security Council but through the so-called Intergovernmental 

Negotiation (IGN) process under the General Assembly.

We are determined to work towards immediate and time-bound text-based 

negotiations. India’s credentials are known to all. However, our two years in the 

Council will be one more opportunity to demonstrate to the global community how 

important it is for the Security Council to be more representative and reflective of 

contemporary realities.

If there is one single outcome/resolution that you hope more than others will be 

achieved by the end of India’s UNSC tenure in 2022, what would that be?

While questions like these don’t have easy answers, if there is a single objective 

which I would like to achieve by 2022 – it is to show the world the importance of 

“reformed multilateralism” and inevitably the important place that India enjoys in that 

construct for promoting international peace and security.

RBI’s digital payments index unveiled
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has constructed a composite Digital Payments 

Index (DPI) to capture the extent of digitisation of payments across the country.

The RBI-DPI has been constructed with March 2018 as the base period. The DPI for 

March 2019 and March 2020 work out to 153.47 and 207.84 respectively, indicating 
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appreciable growth.

“The RBI-DPI comprises five broad parameters, including Payment Enablers, 

Payment Infrastructure – Demand-side factors and Supply-side factors, Payment 

Performance and Consumer Centricity,” the banking regulator said.

‘ Rabi foodgrain output likely to exceed previous record’
The country’s Rabi foodgrain production, including wheat, in the ongoing 2020-21 

crop year is expected to be better than the previous year’s record of 153.27 million 

tonnes, according to Agriculture Minister Narendra Singh Tomar.

Sowing of Rabi (winter) crop is under way. The Rabi sowing begins from October 

immediately after the harvest of Kharif (summer) crops. Wheat and mustard are 

major crops.

The crop year runs from July to June.

Speaking to PTI , Mr. Tomar said the country’s agriculture sector performed well 

during 2020 as foodgrain production rose to a record in the Kharif season with farmers 

working hard despite the COVID-19 pandemic and proving their relevance.

“This year, we hope better foodgrain production in the Rabi season than last year 

(same season),” he said.

Total target

For the 2020-21 crop year, the Centre has set a target of a record foodgrain output 

of 301 million tonnes, out of which it expects 151.65 million tonnes to come from 

the Rabi season.

Further, the Minister said progress to be made in the recent government initiatives, 

including two new farm laws on marketing, formation of 10,000 FPOs (Farmer 

Producers Organisations ), Rs. 1 lakh-crore Agriculture Infrastructure Fund, will also 

benefit farmers and boost the sector.

‘Tatas likely to be serious bidder for AI’
As the bidding process for Air India’s disinvestment enters its next phase in the 
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coming week, the Tatas are expected to emerge as a serious bidder for the carrier.

For, with Air India (AI) they could potentially become a significant player in the aviation 

sector by consolidating AirAsia India and Vistara with Air India, analysts said.

The winning bidder for Air India will also acquire its profit-making and low-cost 

subsidiary, Air India Express.

‘Vacuum left by Jet’

“No Indian carrier so far has filled the void created by the closure of Jet Airways,” said 

Jitender Bhargava, aviation author and former executive director of Air India.

“India needs a strong carrier that can have significant presence in international routes. 

The Tatas have that potential,” he added.

“By acquiring Air India, they can get into the league of major carriers once they 

combine AirAsia India and Vistara under its fold. Vistara on its own will take a long 

time to have any major presence in international sectors but with Air India, there will 

be a vast difference. Air India only needs a professional management to make a 

turnaround,” he said.

A spokesperson for Tata Sons declined comment on the matter.

 The Tatas raised their stake in AirAsia India to 83.67% from 51%, for Rs. 280 crore.

Ansuman Deb, research analyst, ICICI Securities, said in a report that the Tata group 

had demonstrated its commitment to aviation as its portfolio includes majority stakes 

in Vistara and AirAsia India and it remains a possible bidder of AI.

Stage 1 of the bidding process for AI has begun. Multiple bidders including the Tatas, 

and a section of Air India employees backed by U.S.-based fund Interups Inc. have 

submitted expressions of interest and they will be shortlisted based on eligibility 

criteria. “In stage 2, starting January 5, shortlisted bidders will be provided with a 

request for proposal and then, there will be a... bidding process,” he said.

‘Four-player arena’

If the Tatas acquire Air India and consolidate Vistara and AirAsia India under it, the 

sector will change from a six- player to a four-player industry comprising the Tatas, 

IndiGo, SpiceJet and Go Air, Mr. Deb added.
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The Tatas would then have domestic market share of 23.2% (Air India 10.3%, Vistara 

6.3% and AirAsia India 6.6% as at November 2020). IndiGo is the dominant player 

with 53.9% share.

In 1953, Tata Airlines, which was founded by JRD Tata, was nationalised and became 

Air India.

‘Economy is on fast recovery track’
With GST collections hitting a record in December 2020, Finance Secretary Ajay 

Bhushan Pandey is confident that the economy is recovering fast and will bounce 

back over 2021. The ‘Vivaad se Vishwas’ scheme for resolving tax disputes has 

already helped settle cases worth Rs. 83,000 crore out of an estimated Rs. 8 lakh 

crore, he says.

How much of a role did improved compliance play in the record GST collections last 

month?

The economy is undoubtedly on the fast recovery track.

We have also been working on improving compliance for over a year now. We now 

have a very close data exchange between Income tax, Customs, banks and GST 

[Goods and Services Tax], and are able to undertake data analytics, using artificial 

intelligence (AI).

We are able to trace all dubious transactions from the inception of GST — if someone 

has issued or availed a fake bill in July 2017, we are able to detect that as well. Even 

if the bill may have passed through multiple layers of intermediaries, we are in a 

position to create a network diagram quickly through our AI tools and we are able to 

identify who all have been partners in the tax fraud and we are able to take action 

against them.

You are bringing in more changes in the GST system from this month. Do you expect 

these to help sustain the collections and compliance levels seen in December?

This is our endeavour. We have taken certain steps for improving overall compliance. 
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For instance, earlier, any taxpayer could claim input tax credit. Now, we are actually 

showing to him at the time of filing returns, that he is entitled to only ‘x’ amount of 

credit, calculated based on the returns filed by his suppliers. Therefore, any excess 

input tax credit (ITC) claim and thereby, understating tax dues, will become very 

difficult.

Till the last month, we had a rule that said one could not take ITC more than 10% of 

what is available from his suppliers. Now that is reduced to 5%. What it means, in 

turn, is that we have now 95% of invoices being matched.

So these are the systemic changes we have made that is leading to easier compliance 

for honest taxpayers and deterring those who used to be on the fringe and were 

looking for an opportunity to game the system. Now, things are getting harder and 

harder for them.

Revenue receipts stood at 40% of the Budget target by November 2020, corporate 

tax collections are sharply down ...

I wouldn’t like to go into the exact numbers because we are amidst the budgetary 

exercise. We will present our revised estimates at the time of the Budget. So, it will 

be very premature for us to say what the deficit could be ... If you look at total direct 

tax collections in the current year, we are down by 9.9%, which also has to be seen 

in the backdrop of the severe impact of the first two quarters.

Direct Tax collection is not always proportionate to turnover. If the turnover is below 

a certain level, one may go into losses and may not pay any direct tax at all. We will 

see the impact of this factor.

In addition, we had also taken a series of steps to provide certain benefits to the 

taxpayers. The TDS amount that constitutes a major part of our collections, we 

reduced that by 25%. So, despite the 25% reduction in TDS and the abolition of 

dividend distribution tax and COVID, we are seeing only a 9.9% reduction in the 

direct tax collection by December, which shows an improvement in trends.

Do you expect more shortfalls in compensation revenue for States over 2021-22?

We will have to watch. Considering the current measures we have taken, the revenue 
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position should improve. But how much, and to what extent it will meet the 14% 

compounded growth (in revenues payable to States), is something we will have to 

see.

What has been the response to the Vivaad se Vishwas Scheme (VSVS) for resolving 

tax disputes?

The VSVS dispute settlement scheme got a little setback at the outset as it was 

launched on March 15, 2020, and then we were immediately struck by the novel 

coronavirus pandemic. We have received 96,000 cases worth Rs. 83,000 crore out of 

5 lakh appeals pending in various appellate forums. Now, we have further extended 

the last date till January 31 seeing the good response and we hope we will get many 

more cases by then.

India’s economic recovery bucks global trend: FinMin
While the global economic recovery has been hit by second waves of infections and 

more stringent lockdowns in several countries, India’s economy is ‘riding against the 

COVID-19 wave’ with persistent improvements in economic indicators showing a V-

shaped recovery, the Finance Ministry said  .

“The new year has dawned with the approval of long-awaited COVID-19 vaccine and 

initiation of vaccination drives in various countries. This gives strength to the optimism 

on both health and economic fronts despite continuing surge in global cases and the 

potential challenge of a mutant strain,” the Department of Economic Affairs said in its 

monthly economy review for December.

“In the global economy, rise in lockdown stringency following second waves has 

slowed... recovery, as seen in tapering Purchasing Managers’ Index estimates, 

decline in port traffic activity, and stagnating commercial flight activity…,” the review 

noted, contrasting that trend with India’s recovery path.

‘Sustained improvement’

“The effective management of the COVID-19 spread despite the festive season and 
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onset of winter season, combined with sustained improvement in high-frequency 

indicators and V-shaped recovery, along with easing of lockdown restrictions 

distinguish Indian economy as one riding against the COVID-wave,” it said.

Stressing that the agriculture sector — which clocked 3.4% growth in the first two 

quarters of FY21 — remained the bright spot of the Indian economy, the review 

pointed to a 2.9% rise in rabi sowing this year, along with accelerating tractor sales 

suggesting rural distress had been successfully addressed by the PM Garib Kalyan 

Yojana (PMGKY).

“Rise in minimum support prices accompanied by record procurement, and accelerated 

wage employment generation through MGNREGS, bodes well for rural incomes and 

bears testimony to PMGKY’s success in alleviating rural distress... This rise in rural 

incomes is mirrored in the healthy, though moderated, sales in passenger vehicles, 

two- and three-wheelers and tractors, and a rebound in vehicle registrations for the 

first time after March 2020,” it said.

Mega vaccination drive

Asserting that the government was well-prepared to undertake a mega vaccination 

drive, following the emergency use approval for two vaccines in India, the Finance 

Ministry said a blueprint was ‘ready with priority for health workers among others, real-

time Intelligence Network Co-WIN in place, upgradation of cold-chain infrastructure 

for last-mile delivery, and ongoing dry runs’.

Global, India output set to expand in FY22: World Bank
Global economic output is projected to grow by 4% in 2021 assuming widespread 

roll-out of a COVID-19 vaccine throughout the year, as per the World Bank’s Global 

Economic Prospects (GEP) report released.

This projection is still 5% below pre-pandemic levels. India is expected to grow at 

5.4% in fiscal year 2021-22 and 5.2% in fiscal 2022-23 after an expected contraction 

of 9.6% in fiscal 2020-21.
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India’s expected contraction in the current fiscal is due to a sharp decline in household 

spending and private investment. There was severe income loss in the informal sector 

which accounts for four-fifths of employment.

However, recent data indicated that recovery in manufacturing and services was 

gaining momentum.

In 2021, the rebound from the low base is expected to be countered by subdued 

private investment growth due to financial sector weakness, the report said.

The global recovery has been dampened by the resurgence of the coronavirus but 

is expected to strengthen as confidence, trade and consumption start improving, 

supported by vaccinations. After an estimated 3.6% contraction in 2020, U.S. GDP 

is expected to grow at 3.5% in 2021 and the Euro area at 3.6%. Emerging market 

and developing economies (EMDEs) are expected to grow at an average of 4.6% 

in 2021-22 reflecting the above-average rebound in China (forecasted at 7.9% and 

5.2%, this year and the next).

‘Dramatic’ inequality

Key elements to the strength of the economic recovery would be investment that 

embraces the changed economic environment and an ability to reduce inequality, 

World Bank Group President David Malpass told reporters on a briefing call  . “The 

inequality of the downturn and the likely recovery is dramatic,” he said, adding that 

those with the lowest incomes were worst hit by the downturn and would likely take 

the longest to regain jobs, healthcare, vaccines and so forth in the post-COVID 

economy.

“Without course correction investment could remain feeble for years to come,” Mr. 

Malpass said, calling for governments, households and firms to respond to the new 

economic realities — protecting the most vulnerable and supporting policies that 

allow capital, labour, skills and innovation to shift to new purposes (such as green 

sectors).

There has been a “massive increase” in global debt because of the pandemic with 

EMDE government debt set to increase by 9 percentage points of GDP in 2020, the 
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report noted. India’s government debt is expected to rise by 17 percentage points 

of GDP while service output shrinks over 9%. Private sector debt is also expected 

to rise sharply.

The South Asian region’s economy is expected to contract 6.7 % in 2020 due to the 

pandemic. This was led by India’s deep recession, where the economy was already 

weakened by the stress in non-bank financial companies, the report said.

‘Rise in credit may not always result in higher investments’
An increase in credit may not always find its way towards investments as businesses 

may use credit lines to finance current liabilities, a Reserve Bank paper said.

The paper further says that banks respond to changes in money market spreads 

faster and better than changes in policy rates, which are announced by the RBI bi-

monthly. “In addition to slow or lagged monetary policy transmission, an increase in 

credit may not always find its way towards increasing investments. Firms may use 

their credit lines to finance their current liabilities rather than undertaking capital 

formation,” said the paper written by Saurabh Ghosh and Abhinav Narayanan, both 

officials of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI).

Monetary policy transmission has remained a pivotal topic of interest across all 

central bankers. Empirically, however, it is hard to disentangle the effects of a policy 

change on firms’ investment demand, banks’ credit supply and their interactions.

The findings indicate monetary policy transmission works with a lag for bank 

lending.

No high-value transactions sans LEI: RBI
Entities making transactions of Rs. 50 crore and above using the Reserve Bank-run 

payment systems RTGS and NEFT will have to quote the 20-digit unique Legal Entity 

Identifier (LEI) from April 1. The LEI is used to uniquely identify parties to financial 

transactions worldwide. It was conceived to improve the quality and accuracy of 
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financial data systems.

‘NBFCs may see growth revive in FY22’
Growth in assets under management (AUM) of non-banking financial companies, 

or NBFCs (excluding infrastructure NBFCs), and housing finance firms will revive in 

FY22 to about 7-9% vis-a-vis a flat performance during FY21, said ICRA.

The findings were based on a survey conducted across 60 NBFCs, which together 

account for more than 50% of the sectoral AUM and about 23 investors.

“Growth in FY22 is envisaged to be driven by the improvement in demand from all 

the key target segments vis a vis current fiscal, which was impacted by the COVID-

19 lockdown,” said A. M. Karthik, V-P, sector head financial sector ratings, ICRA.

SEBI moots entry norms to set up stock exchanges
The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has floated a discussion paper 

on review of ownership and governance norms to facilitate new entrants to set 

up stock exchanges and depositories, otherwise called as market infrastructure 

institutions (MIIs).

As per the key proposals, a resident promoter setting up an MII may hold up to 

100% shareholding, which will be brought down to not more than (either 51% or 

26%) in 10 years.

A foreign promoter from Financial Action Task Force FATF member jurisdictions 

setting up an MII may hold up to 49% shareholding, which shall be brought down to 

not more than (either 26% or 15%) in 10 years.

Foreign individuals or entities from other than FATF member jurisdictions may 

acquire or hold up to 10% in an MII.

Any person other than the promoter may acquire or hold less than 25% 

shareholding.
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At least 50% of ownership of the MII may be represented by individuals or entities 

with experience of five years or more in the areas of capital markets or technology 

related to financial services.

New freight corridor a big boost: PM
Prime Minister Narendra Modi   inaugurated the New Rewari-New Madar section of 

the Western Dedicated Freight Corridor and flagged off the world’s first 1.5-km-long 

electrified double stack long haul container train.

Mr. Modi said the project was part of the mission to modernise the country’s 

infrastructure and was being seen as a game changer for the India of 21st century. 

The section, which became operational after a hard work of five to six years, would 

be beneficial to farmers, industrialists and businessmen in the National Capital 

Region, Haryana and Rajasthan.

More jobs, investment

The corridor would lead to the development of growth centres and points in several 

cities, creation of job opportunities and conditions attracting more investments. It 

would give a new fillip to the local industries and manufacturing units by providing 

them faster and cheaper access to the national and international markets. They 

would get easy access to the ports in Gujarat and Maharashtra, he noted.

A portion of the Eastern Dedicated Freight Corridor, the New Bhaupur-New Khurja 

section, was started last month and through it, farm produce were being transported 

from Punjab and coal from Jharkhand was being supplied to the National Capital 

Region, Haryana and Punjab. Compared to the previous freight train average speed 

of 25 km/hour, the maximum of 90 km/hour had now been achieved, Mr. Modi 

pointed out.

In all, 133 railway stations in nine States would be impacted by the Dedicated 

Freight Corridor. New multi-model logistic parks, freight terminals, container depots/

terminals and parcel hubs would be developed at these places. It would not only 
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benefit villages, farmers, the poor and the small businesses, but also attract big 

manufacturers, he said.

With the launch of the double stack long haul container train between New Ateli 

in Haryana and New Kishanganj in Rajasthan, India had also entered the club of 

nations with such high capabilities, he stated.

Northeast link

Given the rapid infrastructural expansion, all the Northeast State capitals would 

soon be linked to the national rail network. The work of indigenously developing 

high-speed tracks was also under way.

Earlier, Mr. Modi listed several initiatives, including a digital payment of Rs. 18,000 

crore to farmers under the direct benefit transfer scheme, taken by the government 

in the past couple of weeks, to highlight the speed with which important projects 

were being implemented despite the COVID-19 induced crisis.

RBI to resume normal liquidity management operations in 
phased manner
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI)   said it had decided to restore normal liquidity 

management operations in a phased manner and would conduct variable rate reverse 

repo auction of Rs. 2 lakh crore on January 15. In February, RBI had announced a 

revised Liquidity Management Framework, but had temporarily suspended it in view 

of the COVID-19 outbreak.

Looking for lithium toehold, India finds a small deposit in 
Karnataka
Alongside a move to tap into the global lithium value chain, India has initiated a 

concerted domestic exploration push for the alkali metal, a vital ingredient of the 

lithium-ion rechargeable batteries that power electric vehicles (EVs), laptops and 

mobile phones.
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Preliminary surveys by the Atomic Minerals Directorate for Exploration and Research 

(AMD), an arm of the Department of Atomic Energy, are learnt to have shown the 

presence of 1,600 tonnes of lithium resources in the igneous rocks of the Marlagalla-

Allapatna region of Karnataka’s Mandya district.

A government official said the AMD is carrying out surface and sub-surface 

exploration for lithium in potential geological domains of the country. The find in 

Mandya is extremely small in quantitative terms, but it marks some initial success 

in the attempt to domestically mine the silver-white metal by way of hard-rock 

extraction of the ore.

The domestic exploration push, which also includes exploratory work to extract 

lithium from the brine pools of Rajasthan and Gujarat and the mica belts of Odisha 

and Chhattisgarh, comes at a time when India has stepped up its economic offensive 

against China, a major source of lithium-ion energy storage products being imported 

into the country. The Marlagalla-Allapatna area, along the Nagamangala Schist 

Belt, which exposes mineralised complex pegmatites (igneous rocks), is seen as 

among the most promising geological domains for potential exploration for lithium 

and other rare metals, officials said.

There are, however, two caveats. First, the new find is categorised as “inferred”, 

one of the three categories into which mineral resources are subdivided, in order 

of increasing geological confidence. The ‘inferred’ mineral resource is the part of 

a resource for which quantity, grade and mineral content are estimated only with 

a low level of confidence based on information gathered from locations such as 

outcrops, trenches, pits, workings, and drill holes that may be of limited or uncertain 

quality, and also of lower reliability.

Second, the lithium find is comparatively small, considering the size of the proven 

reserves in Bolivia (21 million tonnes), Argentina (17 million tonnes), Australia (6.3 

million tonnes), and China (4.5 million tonnes).

Lithium can be extracted in different ways, depending on the type of the deposit 

– it is generally done either through solar evaporation of large brine pools or by 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     FEBRUARY
     2021
     VOL.78

    
Economy

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

hard-rock extraction of the ore. In India, alongside the rock mining at Mandya, there 

is some potential for recovering lithium from the brines of Sambhar and Pachpadra 

in Rajasthan, and Rann of Kachchh in Gujarat. The major mica belts in Rajasthan, 

Bihar, and Andhra Pradesh, and the pegmatite belts in Odisha and Chhattisgarh 

apart from Karnataka, are the other potential geological domains.

In the middle of last year, India, through a newly-floated state-owned company, 

had signed an agreement with an Argentinian firm to jointly prospect lithium in the 

South American country that has the third largest reserves of the metal in the world. 

The new company, Khanij Bidesh India Ltd, was incorporated in August 2019 by 

three state-owned companies, NALCO, Hindustan Copper, and Mineral Exploration 

Ltd, with the specific mandate to acquire strategic mineral assets such as lithium 

and cobalt abroad. The company is learnt to be also exploring options in Chile and 

Bolivia.

India is seen as a late mover in attempts to enter the lithium value chain, coming at a 

time when EVs are predicted to be a sector ripe for disruption. 2021 is likely to be an 

inflection point for battery technology – with several potential improvements to the 

li-ion technology, and alternatives to this tried-and-tested formulation in advanced 

stages of commercialisation.

Over 165 crore lithium batteries are estimated to have been imported into India 

between 2016-17 and 2019-20 (up to November 30, 2019), at an estimated import 

bill of upwards of $3.3 billion.

Retail vehicle sales grow for first time in FY21 on pent-up 
demand: FADA
Domestic retail vehicle sales across categories grew for the first time in the current 

financial year in December with registrations rising 11% year-on-year (YoY) to more 

than 18.44 lakh, driven by a double-digit growth in sales of passenger vehicles (PV) 

as well as two-wheelers, according to data released by Federation of Automobile 
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Dealers Associations (FADA)  .

While retail sales of PVs grew 24% last month, sales of two-wheelers were up by almost 

12% mainly due to spillover of festive demand coupled with consumers advancing 

purchase decisions following price hikes announced by most manufacturers January 

onwards.

However, the dealers’ body expects demand in January to be ‘bleak’ for PVs on 

account of price increases and supply-side issues.

As per the data, PV sales rose 24% to more than 2.71 lakh, while two wheeler sales 

increased by almost 12% to 14.24 lakh. Commercial vehicles (CV) sales continued 

to drop, falling by 13.52% to 51,454 units. The tractor segment continued to see 

positive sales growth with an almost 36% increase to 69,105 units.

“Automobile registrations for the first time witnessed YoY growth in this financial 

year,” said Vinkesh Gulati, president, FADA.

Good crop season

“A good crop season, better offers in the two wheeler segment, new launches and a 

fear of price increase in January kept the demand going,” he added.

However, supply side issues in PVs continued for the second straight month, pushing 

waiting period for select models to as high as eight months, he added.

On the near-term outlook, FADA said, demand for vehicles in January appeared to 

be ‘bleak.’

“PVs may witness growth if demand-supply mismatch is resolved. With recent hikes 

announced by all OEMs, FADA expects a temporary blip in demand as customers 

will take time to absorb the same.”

Hope for CVs

The dealers’ body added that with the gradual opening of educational institutes 

and colleges, demand for two wheelers should slowly start coming back, while the 

government’s approval for Rs. 12,000 crore worth infrastructure projects would have 

a positive effect in the CV space.

“Though full recovery is only expected in all the segments of the industry April 2021 
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onwards, with no further price-hike shocks, demand-spurring Budget by the Central 

government, COVID-19 vaccine’s effectiveness to fight the current and the new 

strain of virus with no/minimal side effects, FADA remains guarded in its optimism 

for auto sales during the last quarter of this fiscal year,” it said.

‘Stretched valuations threaten stability’
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Governor Shaktikanta Das has flagged the growing 

disconnect between exuberant equity markets and real economic activity and warned 

that the ‘stretched valuations of financial assets’ threaten overall financial stability.

“The disconnect between certain segments of financial markets and the real economy 

has been accentuating in recent times, both globally and in India,” Mr. Das wrote 

in his foreword to the RBI’s biannual Financial Stability Report (FSR), which was 

released.

“Stretched valuations of financial assets pose risks to financial stability,” he 

cautioned.

Pointing to the interconnected nature of the financial system, the RBI Governor urged 

banks and financial intermediaries to be cognisant of the risk. India’s stock markets 

have been on a tear since plunging to their lowest levels in more than three years in 

March in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic’s outbreak and ensuing lockdowns.

As of Monday’s close, the benchmark S&P BSE Sensex had appreciated almost 

90% from its March 23, 2020, low.

The pandemic could also trigger balance sheet impairments and capital shortfalls, 

especially as regulatory reliefs are rolled back, Mr. Das cautioned.

‘Obscure true picture’

“Congenial liquidity and financing conditions have shored up the financial parameters 

of banks, but it is recognised that the available accounting numbers obscure a true 

recognition of stress,” Mr. Das wrote.

As per the FSR, the gross non-performing assets (GNPA) and net NPA (NNPA) 
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ratios of banks fell to 7.5% and 2.1%, respectively, by September 2020. But the RBI 

warned that the withdrawal of pandemic-triggered reliefs could see a jump in bad 

loans at lenders.

“The improvements were aided significantly by regulatory dispensations extended 

in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Macro-stress tests for credit risk show 

that SCBs’ GNPA ratio may increase from 7.5% in September 2020 to 13.5% by 

September 2021 under the baseline scenario,” the RBI observed.

‘Ratio may escalate’

“If the macroeconomic environment deteriorates, the ratio may escalate to 14.8% 

under the severe stress scenario. These projections are indicative of the possible 

economic impairment latent in banks’ portfolios,” it said.

“Consequently, maintaining the health of the banking sector remains a policy priority 

and preservation of the stability of the financial system is an overarching goal,” Mr. 

Das said.

‘42% of firms will continue to invest in cybersecurity’
Security is no more a choice, but a necessity for CTOs and CIOs, and therefore 

enterprises in 2021 will aggressively embrace digital transformation to protect and 

manage critical data, Dell Technologies said in its ‘Data Protection Trends for 2021’ 

report.

Data protection has transformed itself into a top priority and organisations are 

investing heavily to safeguard their IT architecture against any kind of cyber threat 

or malware attack.

In 2021, some 42% of organisations in India and globally, will continue to invest in 

cybersecurity and privacy solutions to steer away from the rising cyberattacks in the 

era of remote working, as per the data protection trends released by Dell.

According to the report, to stay competitive and continue with their growth trajectory 

amid the current situation, organisations need to digitally transform their IT 
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infrastructure.

They need to accelerate their data mining and extract maximum insights available 

from the collected data sets.

Inflation slows to 4.59% as food prices ease
India’s retail inflation decelerated appreciably to 4.59% in December, from 6.93% 

in November, dipping below 6% for the first time since March 2020 as food prices 

cooled. Other data released by the National Statistical Office (NSO)  , however, 

showed that a nascent industrial recovery, which had begun in September, retreated 

in November as industrial output shrank 1.9%.

The lowest consumer price inflation (CPI) print in 14 months was driven by an 

sharp slowdown in food price inflation, which eased to 3.4% in December, from the 

preceding month’s 9.5% .

India’s index of industrial production (IIP) for November was dragged lower by 

mining and manufacturing, which both shrank, as per quick estimates. Mining 

output contracted 7.3% in the month, while manufacturing declined 1.7%, indicating 

an unwinding of inventory build-ups with the quenching of pent-up and festive 

demand.

Electricity production grew for the third month in a row, rising 3.5% year-on-year. The 

NSO also revised upwards the index for the preceding three months by incorporating 

more production data. As per the final data for August 2020, the IIP had shrunk 7.1% 

in the month, narrower than the 8% estimated earlier.

In September, industrial output had edged up 0.5% — higher than the 0.2% growth 

estimated earlier — after shrinking for six months. Industrial output grew 4.19% in 

October, higher than the 3.6% quick estimate.

“The November data once again shows that the uptick witnessed in the month of 

September and October was due to a combination of festive and pent-up demand 

and the recovery is still shallow and fragile,” said Sunil Kumar Sinha, principal 
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economist at India Ratings & Research. “The unevenness and fragility of the current 

recovery is evident with only 10 out of 23 industry group showing positive growth in 

November,” he pointed out.

Inflation surprise

Vegetable prices witnessed a 10.4% deflation in December, compared with inflation 

of 15.5% inflation in November. An accompanying moderation in the inflation rates 

for meat and fish, eggs and pulses, helped the consumer food price index record its 

slowest pace of increase in 16 months at 3.4%.

Core inflation too eased marginally to 5.5% in December, helping overall inflation 

moderate after having remained above the central bank’s tolerance band for price 

gains — of plus or minus two percentage points from its medium-term target of 4% 

— for a prolonged period.

“While the considerable softening in the CPI in December 2020 offers welcome 

relief, it is unlikely to prove adequate to allow for rates to be eased in the upcoming 

policy review, as the headline inflation may only record a limited further decline 

before resuming an uptrend,” said Aditi Nayar, principal economist at ICRA.

Initial data for this month also suggest a continued plunge in vegetable prices, but 

point to a broad-based rise in prices of other food items, especially edible oils, 

Ms. Nayar observed. “Additionally, the hardening prices of crude oil, and its partial 

transmission into domestic retail prices, remain a concern,” she added.

RBI forms working group on digital lending
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has constituted a working group on digital lending 

— including online platforms and mobile apps — to study all aspects of digital lending 

activities in the regulated financial sector as well as by unregulated players.

This is to ensure that an appropriate regulatory approach is put in place.

“Digital lending has the potential to make access to financial products and services 

more fair, efficient and inclusive. From a peripheral supporting role a few years 
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ago, FinTech-led innovation is now at the core of the design, pricing and delivery of 

financial products and services,” the RBI said in a notification. “While penetration of 

digital methods in the financial sector is a welcome development, the benefits and 

certain downside risks are often interwoven in such endeavours,” the RBI said.

“A balanced approach needs to be followed so that the regulatory framework supports 

innovation while ensuring data security, privacy, confidentiality and consumer 

protection,” banking regulator added.

The working group consists of both internal and external members. The internal 

members include Jayant Kumar Dash, Executive Director, RBI (Chairman); Ajay 

Kumar Choudhary, Chief General Manager in-charge, Department of Supervision, 

RBI; S.P. Vasudevan, Chief General Manager, Department of Payment and 

Settlement Systems, RBI; and Manoranjan Mishra, Chief General Manager, 

Department of Regulation, RBI (Member Secretary).

The external members are Vikram Mehta, co-founder, Monexo Fintech; and Rahul 

Sasi, cyber security expert and founder of CloudSEK.

The working group will evaluate digital lending activities and assess the penetration 

and standards of outsourced digital lending activities in RBI regulated entities; 

identify the risks posed by unregulated digital lending to financial stability, regulated 

entities and consumers; and suggest regulatory changes to promote orderly growth 

of digital lending.

It will also recommend measures for expansion of specific regulatory or statutory 

perimeter and suggest the role of various regulatory and government agencies. It 

will also recommend a robust fair practices code for digital lending players.

The group will submit its report within three months.

 Paytm Money to offer futures and options trading
Online investment platform Paytm Money   unveiled futures and options (F&O) 

trading on its platform with an aim to reach a daily turnover of Rs. 1.5 lakh crore and 
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one million trades in the next 18-24 months.

The platform, which is a wholly owned subsidiary of Paytm, currently offers wealth 

management services. For F&O trading, the company said it would charge a 

competitive brokerage of Rs. 10 for all trades.

“Our pricing of Rs. 10 flat per order without any contracts/commitments/conditions 

brings the overall cost of trading significantly lower and makes it super transparent,” 

Varun Sridhar, CEO, Paytm Money said.

“With this, Paytm Money is taking one step further to become India’s most 

comprehensive and number 1 digital wealth management platform,” Mr. Sridhar 

added.

Paytm Money currently has more than seven million users, he said, adding that 

almost 50% of mutual funds and stocks investors on the platform were new to the 

market and more than 60% were from tier II, tier III cities. Initially, the company 

will give early access to a select user base on Android and Web to receive their 

feedback and roll out commercially to all traders and iOS users over the next few 

weeks.

Indian economy ‘weak,’ credit growth bottoming out: BofA
American brokerage BofA Securities said the Indian economy continues to be 

‘weak,’ pointing to activity indicators tracked by it.

On the positive side, the brokerage said credit demand is bottoming out and the real 

lending rates, adjusted for wholesale price inflation, are falling.

It can be noted that there has been a slew of reports lately about a stronger recovery 

being underway after the jolt caused by the pandemic. The government expects the 

GDP to contract 7.7% in financial year 2021 because of the reverses.

“The bad news is that the continued drop in our BofA India Activity Indicator reinforces 

our view that the economy still remains weak,” the brokerage said in a note.

The indicator fell by 0.6% in November on top of the 0.8% decline in October, 
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and 4.6% drop in the September quarter, it said, adding, “this supports our call of 

GVA (gross value added) contractions of 1% in the December quarter and 6.7% in 

FY21.”

The credit growth for FY22 will come at 12%, it said. It can be noted that credit 

growth had been declining for the last few years, in sync with a dip in the overall 

economic growth which has been on a downward spiral since demonetisation in 

late 2016 as borrowers went slow on expansion.

The real lending rates adjusted for WPI will be one of the prime reasons for the 

faster credit growth estimate in financial year 2022, the brokerage said.

 Trade with China shrank in 2020, deficit at five-year low
India’s trade with China declined last year to the lowest level since 2017, with the 

trade deficit narrowing to a five-year low as the country imported far fewer goods 

from its northern neighbour.

Bilateral trade slid 5.6% to $87.6 billion, according to new figures from China’s 

General Administration of Customs (GAC). India’s imports from China shrank by 

10.8% to $66.7 billion, marking the lowest level of inbound shipments since 2016.

India’s exports to China, however, jumped 16%, crossing the $20 billion-mark for 

the first time to a record high of $20.86 billion.

The trade deficit, a source of friction in bilateral ties, shrank to $45.8 billion, the 

lowest level since 2015.

While there was no immediate break-up of the data for 2020, India’s biggest import 

in 2019 was electrical machinery and equipment, worth $20.17 billion. Other major 

imports in 2019 were organic chemicals ($8.39 billion) and fertilisers ($1.67 billion), 

while India’s top exports that year were iron ore, organic chemicals, cotton and 

unfinished diamonds.

Appetite for iron ore

The last 12 months saw a surge in demand for iron ore in China, as a slew of new 
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infrastructure projects aimed at reviving growth after the COVID-19 slump lifted 

consumption of steel. Total iron ore imports in Asia’s largest economy rose 9.5% in 

2020.

The drop in India’s imports from China largely mirrored a decline in overall inbound 

shipments last year as domestic demand slumped in the wake of the pandemic. 

That makes it difficult to determine whether 2020 is an exception or marks a turn 

away from the recent pattern of India’s trade with China, especially since there is, 

as yet, no evidence to suggest India has replaced its import dependence on China 

by either sourcing those goods elsewhere or manufacturing them at home.

The dip in exports to India bucked a strong year for Chinese exports, which surged 

10.9% in December and grew 4% in 2020, aided by the economic recovery in China 

while many countries worldwide remained in various stages of lockdown.

The full year’s export performance marked a sharp turnaround for the world’s 

second-largest economy, which saw its GDP contract 6.8% during the height of the 

COVID-19 outbreak in the first quarter, while foreign trade fell 4.9% year-on-year 

over the first five months through May. With a stringent lockdown containing the 

outbreak in China by the summer, the economy rebounded to grow 3.2% in the 

second quarter and 4.9% in the third, with China’s industries humming back to life 

even as much of the rest of the world remained in varied states of lockdown.

‘Positive growth’

China was “the world’s only major economy to have registered positive growth in 

foreign trade in goods,” said Li Kuiwen, spokesperson of the GAC, with China’s 

foreign trade and exports in the first 10 months of the year accounting for a record 

12.8% and 14.2% share of the global totals, respectively.

That was reflected in the annual export figures, as China posted sharp increases 

with most of its major trading partners. Exports to the ASEAN bloc, China’s largest 

trading partner last year with bilateral trade amounting to $684 billion, rose 6.7%, 

while exports to the EU, China’s second-largest trading partner, also rose 6.7% as 
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total trade reached $649 billion.

Despite the trade war with the U.S. and the pandemic, two-way trade was up 8.3% 

to $586 billion, with China’s exports rising 7.9% to reach a record $451 billion. The 

trade surplus with the U.S. expanded to $317 billion in 2020, compared with the 

$288 billion figure at the end of President Donald Trump’s first year in office in 2017, 

underlining the limited impact of his tariff measures as he ends his presidency.

‘Refine quality of expenditure to aid fiscal sustainability’
Maintaining and improving the quality of expenditure would help address the 

objectives of fiscal sustainability while supporting growth, RBI Governor Shaktikanta 

Das said  .

“As per IMF’s calculations, the total fiscal support in response to COVID-19 

amounted to about 12% of global GDP by mid-September 2020,” Mr. Das said while 

delivering the Nani Palkhivala Memorial Lecture online on the subject, ‘Towards a 

Stable Financial System’. “Global public debt is said to have reached 100% of GDP 

in 2020. As a result, most economies are expected to emerge from the pandemic 

with higher deficits and debt vulnerabilities.”

He said although the scale of fiscal spending was expected to breach the quantitative 

targets of fiscal prudence across most economies in the short-run, it was crucial in 

the context of the pandemic from the perspective of the welfare aspect of public 

expenditure.

‘Multiplier effect’

“Expenditure on physical and social infrastructure including human capital, science 

and technology is not only welfare-enhancing, it also paves the way for higher 

growth through their higher multiplier effect and enhancement of both capital and 

labour productivity,” Mr. Das said.

“Going forward, it becomes imperative that fiscal road maps are defined not only 

in terms of quantitative parameters like fiscal balance to GDP ratio or debt to GDP 
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ratio, but also in terms of measurable parameters relating to quality of expenditure, 

both for the Centre and States.”

While conventional parameters of fiscal discipline will ensure medium- and long-term 

sustainability of public finances, measurable parameters of quality of expenditure 

would ensure that welfarism carries significant productive outcomes and multiplier 

effects, Mr. Das added.

He also said that the principal objective of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) during 

the pandemic was to support economic activity.

“Looking back, it is evident that our policies have helped in easing the severity of the 

economic impact of the pandemic,” he said.

He reiterated that the RBI “remains steadfast to take any further measures, as may 

be necessary, while at the same time remaining fully committed to maintaining 

financial stability.”

Responding to a question, he said the RBI was open to examining any proposal for 

setting up a bad bank. “It is up to the government and the private sector to put up 

such a proposal,” the RBI Governor added.

 ‘Farmers want legal guarantee for MSP, repeal of farm laws’
Swaraj India President Yogendra Yadav   voiced his support to the farmers’ protest 

in Delhi and sought to know if the Union government was even listening to them.

“From day one, protesting farmers have been demanding that all three laws be 

repealed and that legal guarantee be provided for minimum support price for farm 

products. But the Union government is not listening to them,” he said at a press 

conference   following an open consultation meeting on farm laws organised by the 

Aikya Horata Samiti, a coalition of farmers.

Farmers’ leaders from States including Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, and 

Telangana took part in the meeting.

Mr. Yadav said farmers had given an ultimatum to the government to meet their 
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demands by January 26. If it fails to do so, then lakhs of farmers across the country 

would participate in a ‘Kisan Parade’ on January 26 in Delhi in a peaceful manner, he 

said. Karnataka farmers, who cannot come to Delhi on January 26, can participate 

in a tractor rally on the same day in Bengaluru. The rally will be conducted after the 

Republic Day parade.

“We are in the middle of a truly historic farmers’ agitation of a kind that this country 

has never seen. Farmers have come from all over the country and their resolve is 

unmatched. They have been protesting for over 50 days in the cold. The government 

had thought that the numbers would dwindle after a few days, but they have only 

risen,” he added.

He pointed out that protesters were getting support from people who have got 

nothing to do with farming. “This has become an iconic movement in the country,” 

he told the media.

Mr. Yadav accused the Union government of resorting to “dirty tricks” by labelling 

the protest as a local uprising by rich farmers, Khalistanis, and so on.

“Nothing has worked because in India one cannot villainise farmers,” he said.

He accused the Centre of not being serious about demands of farmers and holding 

talks only to create an impression in the media that it is listening to them. “Nothing 

is happening in those meetings; the government is not willing to acknowledge what 

the farmers really want. That is why the farmers have had no option but to intensify 

the movement going forward,” he said.

Sugar output rises 31% to 142.7 lakh tonnes: ISMA
The country’s sugar output rose by 31% to 142.7 lakh tonnes in the first three-

and-a-half months of the 2020-21 marketing year that started in October, industry 

association ISMA said  .

Production in India, the world’s second-largest sugar-producing country, had been 

recorded at 108.9 lakh tonnes till January 15 of the 2019-20 marketing year (October-
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September).

The Indian Sugar Mills Association (ISMA) has projected sugar output to rise 13% 

to 310 lakh tonnes in the 2020-21 marketing year on likely higher availability of 

sugarcane, as against 274.2 lakh tonnes last year.

Releasing the latest production update, ISMA said the country’s sugar output is 

higher by 33.76 lakh tonne so far this year as compared to last year’s production for 

the corresponding period.

It said 487 sugar mills were in operation in the said period as against 440.

Sugar production in U.P., the country’s leading sugar- producing State, remained 

slightly lower at 42.99 lakh tonnes till January 15, as against 43.78 lakh tonne in the 

year-earlier period.

SC upholds threshold for filing insolvency plea against realty 
developers
The Supreme Court   upheld amendments in the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code 

which prescribe that at least 100 allottees from the same real estate project should 

support the initiation of corporate insolvency resolution process in the National 

Company Law Tribunal (NCLT) against their property developer.

The Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (Amendment) Act of 2020 had introduced a 

threshold that required a minimum of 100 allottees, or 10% of the total allottees of a 

project, whichever was less, to jointly apply for corporate insolvency resolution in the 

NCLT. The allottees should be from the same real estate project. Aggrieved allottees 

drawn from different projects of the same developer cannot form the 100.

A third amendment had given a 30-day deadline for existing applicants to find the 

requisite number of supporters to meet the threshold of 100, else their plea pending 

in the tribunal even before the commencement of the 2020 Act would be deemed 

as withdrawn.

Under the erstwhile regime, even a single allottee could initiate the corporate 
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insolvency resolution process against his property developer. There was no need 

to garner support from other allottees.

A three-judge Bench led by Justice Rohinton F. Nariman found none of the 

amendments vague or arbitrary.

The court agreed with the legislature that having a single allottee approach the tribunal 

would be risky, considering that a corporate insolvency resolution may also entail a 

complete overhaul or replacement of the developer’s company management.

Such an initiative by a lone allottee would derail the plans of other allottees, who still 

had faith in the existing developer or were pursuing other legal remedies.

‘Against others’ interest’

“There can be hundreds or even thousands of allottees in a project. If a single 

allottee, as a financial creditor, is allowed to move an application, the interests of 

all the other allottees may be put in peril... Other allottees may have a different take 

of the whole scenario. Some of them may approach the Authority under the Real 

Estate (Regulation and Development) Act of 2016. Others may, instead, resort to 

the Consumer Protection Act. The remedy of a civil suit is, no doubt, not ruled out,” 

Justice K.M. Joseph, who authored the judgment for the Bench, reasoned.

The court said allottees of a real estate project are a heterogenous group. A majority 

of them may want to give more time to the developer to complete the project.

‘India must remain a part of global economy, open’
India must remain an integral part of the global economy if it has to grow at 9-10% 

over the next three decades, NITI Aayog CEO Amitabh Kant said.

Speaking at the 15th India Digital Summit, he said India needs to become a major 

global exporting nation. Without it, it will not be possible to become richer and create 

wealth for its people over the next three decades.

“If India has to grow at 9-10% over a three-decade period, it must be open, it must 

be an integral part of the global economy. It must be an integral part of the global 
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supply chain,” he said. Mr. Kant further pointed out the government’s Aatmanirbhar 

Bharat initiative is not about protectionism, it is about making India part of the global 

supply chain. According to the NITI Aayog CEO, post-COVID-19 pandemic, only 

those countries will grow who will use digital ecosystem.

“Post-pandemic, global supply chain will be restructured, and you can be only 

competitive if you can use the power of technology.”

On the production-linked incentive (PLI) plan, Mr. Kant said the scheme in electronics 

and mobile manufacturing has received very good response.

States’ FY21 fiscal deficit to hit peak of Rs. 8.7 lakh crore: 
Crisil
The States are headed for a fourfold expansion in their revenue deficit this fiscal over 

the last year due to far lesser tax collections, Crisil Ratings said in a report.

Collections had been impacted on account of the lockdowns and the consequent 

slump in economic activity, it added.

“This will not only expand States’ aggregate gross fiscal deficit (GFD) to an all-time 

high of Rs. 8.7 lakh crore, or 4.7% of GSDP, but also skew its composition towards 

revenue deficit which is relatively less value-accretive towards future tax potential,” 

it said.

Collections may improve

Tax collections may slowly recover with improving economic outlook. However, 

higher interest burden because of high debt funding of this year’s GFD, coupled with 

sticky revenue expenditures, may keep revenue deficits high for States and GFD 

composition skewed over the next 2-3 years, it added.

This will, in turn, increase the credit risk for States, the agency said. Manish Gupta, 

senior director, added, “Composition of GFD, apart from its level, is one of the critical 

indicators of credit quality of States. Higher contribution of capital expenditure in a 

State’s GFD composition is viewed positively as it supports capital formation, which 
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improves the State’s tax potential.”

“In this fiscal, revenue deficit of States would contribute 70% of GFD, sharply higher 

than the average 15% seen over the past five fiscals,” he said.

That is because of the 15% on-year decline in revenue this fiscal, the ratings agency 

added.

‘Weak reform push, financial sector woes may damp growth’
Fitch Ratings   said India’s medium-term growth potential is at about 6.5% but weak 

implementation of reforms, combined with continued financial sector problems, 

could lower its potential.

It said the revival of the reform agenda is among the Indian government’s policy 

responses to the COVID-19 pandemic shock.

‘Partially offset’

“If implemented effectively, we believe these reforms may help to support India’s 

medium-term growth and partially offset downside pressures to investment from 

renewed asset-quality challenges in the financial sector and damaged corporate 

balance sheets,” the ratings agency said.

“We expect India’s central government to remain generally reform-minded over the 

next few years, and potential areas for further reform seem plentiful, in our view. 

However, the process of reform in India remains complex, and implementation at 

times has proven difficult,” Fitch said.

“Our projected annual medium-term GDP growth is relatively high, nevertheless, 

at around 6.5% reflecting above-trend growth rates needed to close the output 

gap.” Fitch estimates medium-term growth potential to be some 1.7 percentage 

point lower than otherwise as a result of the scarring effects of the health crisis and 

financial sector weaknesses.

The ratings agency last week said India’s gross domestic product (GDP) would 

expand by 11% in the financial year 2021-22, after witnessing a 9.4% contraction in 
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the current fiscal period ending in March 2021.

‘GDP within striking distance of growth’
The economy is within striking distance of attaining positive growth, officials of 

the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) wrote, adding that the letter ‘V’ in the V-shaped 

recovery stood for vaccine.

The Centre unveiled a vaccination drive on January 16 to protect people from 

COVID-19.

“What will 2021 look like? The shape of the recovery will be V-shaped after all and 

the ‘V’ stands for vaccine,” wrote the authors of an article on the ‘state of economy’ 

in the RBI’s January Bulletin.

India’s vaccination drive is backed by its comparative advantage of having the 

largest vaccine manufacturing capacity in the world and a rich experience of mass 

inoculation drives against polio and measles.

“If successful, it will tilt the balance of risks upwards,” wrote the article’s authors, 

including RBI Deputy Governor Michael Debabrata Patra.

The views expressed in the article do not necessarily represent the central bank’s 

views, the RBI said.

E-commerce and digital technologies will likely be the bright spots in a recovery in 

a world in which there will be rebounds for sure, but pre-pandemic levels of output 

and employment are a long way off, they said.

“Recent shifts in the macroeconomic landscape have brightened the outlook, with 

GDP in striking distance of attaining positive territory and inflation easing closer to 

the target,” Mr. Patra and others observed. India’s GDP is estimated to contract by a 

record 7.7% during 2020-21 as the pandemic severely hit the key manufacturing and 

services segments, as per government projections released earlier this month.

The economy shrank by 23.9% in the first quarter and 7.5% in the second quarter 

on account of the pandemic.
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The article’s authors further said that in the first half of 2021-22, GDP growth will 

benefit from statistical support and is likely to be mostly consumption-driven.

With rabi sowing surpassing the normal acreage way before the end of the season, 

bumper agriculture production is expected in 2021.

Innovative ways needed

The authors note that slippage ratios have been falling and loan recoveries are 

improving even as provisioning coverage ratios have risen above 70%. Capital 

infusion and innovative ways of dealing with loan delinquencies will occupy policy 

attention in order to ensure that finance greases the wheels of growth on a durable 

basis before the demographic dividend slips away, they said.

“It will take years for the economy to mend and heal, but innovative approaches 

can convert the pandemic into opportunities. Will the Union Budget 2021-22 be the 

game-changer?,” the central bank officials wondered.

RBI moots scale-based tighter regulatory framework for 
NBFCs
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has suggested a tougher regulatory framework for 

the non-banking finance companies’ (NBFC) sector to prevent recurrence of any 

systemic risk to the country’s financial system.

The banking regulator   released a discussion paper on the revised regulatory 

framework which is formulated on a scale-based approach, and sought comments 

within a month.

The regulatory and supervisory framework of NBFCs will be based on a four-layered 

structure — the base layer (NBFC-BL), middle layer (NBFC-ML), upper layer (NBFC-

UL) and the top layer.

If the framework is visualised as a pyramid, the bottom of the pyramid, where least 

regulatory intervention is warranted, can consist of NBFCs currently classified as 

non-systemically important NBFCs (NBFC-ND), NBFCP2P lending platforms, 
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NBFCAA, NOFHC and Type I NBFCs.

Moving up, the next layer may comprise NBFCs currently classified as systemically 

important NBFCs (NBFC-ND-SI), deposit-taking NBFCs (NBFC-D), HFCs, IFCs, 

IDFs, SPDs and CICs.

“The regulatory regime for this layer shall be stricter compared to the base layer. 

Adverse regulatory arbitrage vis-à-vis banks can be addressed for NBFCs falling 

in this layer in order to reduce systemic risk spill-overs, where required,” the RBI 

said in the discussion paper. The next layer may consist of NBFCs identified as 

‘systemically significant’. This layer will be populated by NBFCs having a large 

potential of systemic spill-over of risks and the ability to impact financial stability.

“The extant regulatory framework for NBFC-NDs will now be applicable to base 

layer NBFCs, while the extant regulatory framework applicable for NBFC-NDSI 

will be applicable to middle layer NBFCs. NBFCs residing in the upper layer will 

constitute a new category,” the paper said.

The revisions applicable to lower layers of NBFCs will automatically be applicable to 

NBFCs in the higher layers, unless there is a conflict or otherwise stated, the paper 

added.

The current threshold for systemic importance, which is Rs. 500 crore now, is 

proposed to be revised to Rs. 1,000 crore.

As per the proposals, the extant NPA classification norm of 180 days will be reduced 

to 90 days. “The regulatory framework for NBFCs needs to be reoriented to keep 

pace with changing realities in the financial sector,” the RBI said.

Why SIPs are brain-friendly
Emotions are good for your overall well-being, but those can sometimes get in the 

way of your financial decision making.

For instance, the possibility of a negative future outcome from an investment could 

prompt you to not take a decision today even though that investment may be required 
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to achieve your life goal. It is, therefore, important that you distance yourself from 

your investment decisions.

Here, we discuss how systematic investment plans (SIPs) help moderate emotions 

and improve your chances of achieving life goals. The possibility of regret in the 

future because of a bad outcome prompts many to postpone taking a decision 

today. Suppose you want to accumulate money to make down payment for a house 

7 years hence. You know that investing in bank deposits is not enough; lower post-

tax returns would mean you have to save more to achieve your goal. But investing 

in equity could lead to losses.

That is why SIPs are helpful.

First, SIPs eliminate the need for you to take a decision every month. The more 

active decisions you take, the more regret you could experience! An SIP is set 

up as an automatic debit from your designated bank account into your preferred 

investment.

Such active distancing from an investment decision reduces regret. It also offers 

a disciplined approach to saving. How? Analytical thinking as opposed to intuitive 

thinking consumes energy and can be tiring. That is why our brain typically applies 

mental shortcuts (heuristics in behavioural psychology) to take decisions. You order 

food from a restaurant that has good reviews. You do not ‘analyse’ this restaurant 

before placing the order. Investment decisions are different. A wrong decision could 

reduce your chances of achieving a life goal. So, you cannot risk applying heuristics 

to choose investment products. But applying analytical thinking each time you make 

a decision can be overwhelming and stressful. We, therefore, often tend to avoid 

taking such decisions.

By setting up an SIP, you eliminate the need to apply analytical thinking each month 

you make the investment.

Active distancing

Active distancing works well if the entire process is mechanical. First, set up a savings 

account in a bank other than the one where your monthly income is credited. We 
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call this the master investment account. This savings account is the one designated 

for all our equity SIPs. It can also be used to set up a recurring deposit with the same 

bank. Second, every month, transfer your monthly savings from your salary account 

to this master investment account. This should be set up to happen on the day your 

salary is credited. Third, your equity SIP should be preferably invested equally over 

two dates every month if you are allocating 50% or more of your monthly savings to 

equity.

Note that redemptions and dividends from your investments will be credited into 

this master account, making it easy for you to use the money only for the intended 

purpose. We cannot set aside emotions when we take decisions. But we can set up 

a process that can help us moderate the negative effects of emotions when we take 

financial decisions. SIPs for all your life goals are the best way to temper inertia and 

regret. Note that an SIP can be set up for all your investments — equity, bonds and 

even real estate (EMIs). The active decision you have to make is when you set up 

the SIP — how much to invest, which product to choose and the days of the month 

the investment should be made. Thereafter, you have to engage your analytical brain 

only for redemption requests.

‘RBI proposals for NBFCs don’t address key issues’
The Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) recent discussion paper proposing tighter 

regulations for non-bank finance companies (NBFCs), if implemented, would result 

in the companies becoming more resilient to credit shocks.

However, the proposals do not address NBFCs’ funding and liquidity, the key credit 

weakness of the sector, Moody’s Investors Service said in a report.

It said the proposal would commit the largest 25-30 NBFCs to regulations similar to 

banks in terms of capital, credit concentration and governance.

“The proposed new regulations would result in largely harmonised rules between 

banks and NBFCs on capital and leverage, which would reduce the regulatory 
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arbitrage opportunities for NBFCs against the banks in their lending decisions,” 

Moody’s said.

“However, no changes are proposed to the NBFCs’ current lighter liquidity rules,” it 

added.

Stating that banks are subject to strict regulations on maintaining a minimum cash 

reserve ratio and statutory liquidity reserve, the Moody’s Investors Service report 

said that these conditions had not been imposed on NBFCs.

India set to grow 11.5% in 2021: IMF
The IMF   projected an 11.5% growth rate for India in 2021, making the country the 

only major economy to register double-digit growth this year amidst the COVID-19 

pandemic.

The International Monetary Fund’s growth projections for India reflected a rebound 

in the economy, which is estimated to have contracted by 8% in 2020 due to the 

pandemic.

China is next with 8.1% growth in 2021 followed by Spain (5.9%) and France (5.5%). 

The IMF said that in 2020 China is the only major country which registered a positive 

growth rate of 2.3%.

India’s economy, the IMF said, is projected to grow 6.8% in 2022 and that of China 

by 5.6%.

IMF Chief Economist Gita Gopinath, during a virtual press conference to release the 

update, said that India had a somewhat faster pace of recovery, but cumulatively by 

the end of 2022, its GDP is expected to be 9% below its pre-pandemic projected 

level. “We are seeing India come back to its 2019 levels, but it’s still below... Why 

do we have these upgrades (in IMF’s growth projections for India)... because the 

activity and mobility particularly came back much faster than expected in India. We 

have not seen another wave,” Ms. Gopinath said.

‘Faster pace of recovery’
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“In fact, we are seeing a very strong decline in cases, which is again a bit different 

from other parts of the world. So, these factors, including what we’re seeing in terms 

of high frequency indicators, point to [a] somewhat faster pace of recovery. But 

again, there is still some distance to go,” she added.

Earlier this month, IMF MD Kristalina Georgieva had said India “actually has taken 

very decisive action, very decisive steps to deal with the pandemic and to deal with 

the economic consequences of it”.

‘Data privacy can take form of non-price competition’
Data privacy can take the form of non-price competition and abuse of dominance 

can lower privacy protection, a study by the Competition Commission of India (CCI) 

has said.

The study also made observations about other non-price factors such as quality of 

service (QoS), data speeds and bundled offerings, which are likely to be the new 

drivers of competitive rivalry between service providers in telecom sector in addition 

to just price.

CCI noted that an aspect of data in the context of competition in digital communications 

market is the conflict between allowing access and protecting consumer privacy.

“Privacy can take the form of non-price competition,” it said. Abuse of dominance 

can take the form of lowering the privacy protection and therefore fall within the 

ambit of antitrust as low privacy standard implies lack of consumer welfare. On 

other non-price factors of competition, CCI found that consumers ranked network 

coverage at the top followed by customer service, tariff packaging and lower tariffs 

as the most important factors for the preference of a particular network.

India only key nation with double-digit growth in FY22: IMF
The Indian economy will stage a strong rebound and grow as much as 11.5 per cent 

on year in FY22, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) said, revising up its earlier 
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forecast of an 8.8 per cent expansion.

With this, India will emerge as the only key nation to record a double-digit growth and 

reclaim the status of the world’s fastest-growing major economy, it added. India’s 

real gross domestic product (GDP) shrank as much as 8 per cent in FY21 due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic, the multilateral body said. In FY23, the economy will likely 

grow 6.8 per cent, it added.

In its latest World Economic Outlook Update, released Tuesday, the IMF predicted 

that China would grow 8.1 per cent in 2021, followed by Spain (5.9 per cent) and 

France (5.5 per cent). China, which was the only major country to register a growth 

rate of 2.3 per cent in 2020, will expand 5.6 per cent in 2022, the IMF said.

Last October, it had projected an 8.8 per cent real GDP growth for India in FY22, 

highest globally. For the current fiscal, however, the IMF had forecast a record 10.3 

per cent contraction. IMF Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva this month said 

India “actually has taken very decisive action, very decisive steps to deal with the 

pandemic and to deal with the economic consequences of it”.

“What we see is that transition, combined with policy support, seems to have worked 

well. Why? Because if you look at mobility indicators, we are almost where we were 

before Covid in India, meaning that economic activities have been revitalized quite 

significantly,” Georgieva had said.
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The Finance Ministry had also exuded confidence that India would recover at a fast 

pace and reach pre-Covid levels by the end of this fiscal unless a second wave of 

cases was triggered by a fatigue with social distancing.

Committee approves hike in MSP for copra
The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs   approved an increase in the Minimum 

Support Price (MSP) for copra, Information and Broadcasting Minister Prakash 

Javadekar said.

The decision would benefit copra farmers in 12 coastal States, he added.

The MSP for Fair Average Quality of milling copra was increased by Rs. 375 to Rs. 

10,335 a quintal for 2021 from Rs. 9,960 last year, an Agriculture Ministry statement 

said.

‘High debt burden could hamper India’s ability to provide 
stimulus’
India’s high government debt could limit its ability to give a fiscal stimulus to the 

economy, Moody’s Investors Service noted in a report on credit conditions in Asia.

Job losses, income shocks and the gaps in health infrastructure pose ‘highly 

negative risks’ for the country’s growth prospects, Moody’s added. “In India, a 

high government debt burden will limit the extent of fiscal support, although the 

government has undertaken a number of measures to improve policy transmission 

and broader structural reforms,” it pointed out.

It warned that the sheer magnitude of the recession would lead to a degree of 

economic scarring in the more vulnerable Asian economies, which was likely to 

have persistent effects on potential output.

Moody’s expects income and social inequality to widen in 2021, while the number 

of people falling into poverty will rise significantly, erasing three to four years’ gains 

on poverty reduction.
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The ratings agency said the traditional emphasis on infrastructure spending to 

support growth may now have to expand to include social spending on healthcare 

and pensions.

‘Plug GST gaps, cut wasteful spending to lift fiscal support’
India should propose a credible privatisation plan for public sector firms, plug gaps 

in GST collections and cut wasteful expenditure from the Budget in order to contain 

borrowing costs while enhancing fiscal support for the economy, International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) chief economist Gita Gopinath said.

‘Expand job guarantees’

Stressing that there is a risk of a sharp rise in inequality, with millions entering extreme 

poverty, Ms. Gopinath said India must continue to provide support to the weaker 

sections and increase outlays for the national employment guarantee scheme this 

year as well.

“The policies of in-kind and in-cash support that were deployed in 2020 and expired 

in 2020, should be deployed again this year. And also, the employment guarantee 

scheme (MGNREGS) should be expanded again this year like last year, so that 

you are able to prevent this rise in inequality,” she said, delivering a lecture at the 

National Council for Applied Economic Research (NCAER).

On the IMF’s forecast for India’s economy to grow by 11.5% in 2021-22, Ms. Gopinath 

said most of the expansion would be ‘mechanical’ as “you are coming off an 8% 

estimated collapse in the previous year”.

“If we do a simple adding up — over two years, we are looking at India being about 

2% bigger, where it would have grown 12% normally. We still have a 9% to 10% gap 

that has to be filled.”

Responding to concerns about high government debt, Ms. Gopinath said any 

tightening of fiscal policies in the middle of the pandemic while people are still being 

asked to stay home would be ‘damaging’.
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“Every time you communicate your fiscal plans from now, you provide confidence 

that you have a medium-term fiscal framework that will bring the deficit under control 

once we are out of the pandemic and in a durable growth phase. That can be done 

by talking about specific plans,” she said.

“For instance, In India, more effectiveness in GST collections, there are still gaps 

there... more credible disinvestment plans, there’s always been the intention but it 

hasn’t happened as intended. So credibility on all these fronts will give confidence 

to the markets and keep borrowing costs low during the transition,” Ms. Gopinath 

observed.

“A perennial problem is that there is a lot of wasteful spending that gets done in 

Budgets, so this is a great time to think of how you can get rid of those,” the IMF 

chief economist concluded.

India’s gold demand fell to 25-year low in 2020: WGC
Gold demand in India hit a 25-year low at 446.4 tonnes in 2020, compared with 

690.4 tonnes in 2019 due to the COVID-19 induced lockdown and on account of 

record high prices, the India office of the World Gold Council said.

Total jewellery demand in India for 2020 was down by 42% at 315.9 tonnes compared 

with 544.6 tonnes in 2019. The value of jewellery fell 22% to Rs. 1,33,260 crore, 

from Rs. 1,71,790 crore in 2019.

Total investment demand for the calendar year was down by 11% at 130.4 tonnes in 

comparison with 145.8 tonnes in the previous year.

“India’s gold demand dropped by over a third in 2020 settling at 446.4 tonnes, on the 

back of COVID-induced lockdowns and lifetime high prices,” Somasundaram P.R., 

managing director, India, World Gold Council, said.

Economic Survey predicts 11% growth next fiscal
India’s economy is firmly in the middle of a V-shaped recovery and will bounce back 
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to record 11% growth in 2021-22 after an estimated 7.7% contraction this year, as 

per a “conservative” estimate in the Economic Survey for 2020-21, which termed 

this a “lockdown dividend” from the country’s stringent response to the COVID-19 

pandemic.

Making a strong pitch for the government to loosen its purse strings to spur the 

economy with a “counter-cyclical fiscal push” till the country returns to its pre-COVID-

19 growth path, the Survey, tabled in Parliament, defended the conservative fiscal 

stimulus during the initial phase of the pandemic, stating that pushing down on the 

accelerator while the brakes are clamped “only wastes fuel”.

Comparing the Indian economy’s resurgence from the collapse in the first two 

quarters of the year to the country’s recent cricketing fortunes, which recovered 

swiftly from the lows of being bowled out for 36 in the Adelaide Test to register a 

series win against Australia, Chief Economic Adviser Krishnamurthy Subramanian 

indicated that it was time to switch fiscal gears to a more aggressive approach.

‘Timing matters’

“Like in cricket, even in the economy, timing matters. When the ball is swinging 

around a lot, there’s a lot of uncertainty, you need to play carefully and focus on 

survival and the essential items… you play like (Cheteshwar) Pujara. Once the 

swing is gone, you bat like (Rishabh) Pant, which is what the Indian economy and 

policy makers are now focused on,” he said.

“Wait for one day, I am sure you will see both Pujara and Pant in action,” he said at 

a conference after the Survey was tabled, indicating that the Union Budget for 2021-

22 could be cautiously expansionary.

“The V-shaped economic recovery while avoiding a second wave of infections make 

India a sui generis case in this unique, synchronised global recession,” the Survey 

said. It added that a rapid vaccination roll-out this year could boost recovery in the 

services sectors as well as stir up private consumption and investment.

While absolute growth numbers may be remarkable in 2021-22 due to the low base 
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effect, returning to pre-pandemic growth and output levels would take longer.

‘High out-of-pocket expenses for health can lead to poverty’
India has one-of-the highest level of Out-Of-Pocket Expenditures (OOPE) 

contributing directly to the high incidence of catastrophic expenditures and poverty, 

notes the Economic Survey.

It suggested an increase in public spending from 1% to 2.5-3% of GDP — as 

envisaged in the National Health Policy 2017 — can decrease the OOPE from 65% 

to 30% of overall healthcare spend.

The Survey states about 65% of deaths in India are now caused by non-

communicable diseases (NCDs) with ischemic heart diseases, chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disease (COPD) and stroke being the leading causes.

The Survey observes that the health of a nation depends critically on its citizens 

having access to an equitable, affordable and accountable healthcare system. 

The OOPE, as a share of total health expenditure, drops precipitously when public 

health expenditure increases.

The Survey also underlines that OOPE for health increases the risk of vulnerable 

groups slipping into poverty because of catastrophic health expenditures. The 

life expectancy in a country correlates positively with per capita public health 

expenditure, it notes.

Private healthcare

The Economic Survey observed that bulk of the healthcare in India is provided by 

the private sector. “Private hospitals charge much higher than government hospitals 

for treatment of same ailment and higher charges do not assure better quality,,’’ it 

said.

The Survey added that for enabling India to respond to pandemics, the health 

infrastructure must incorporate flexibility as events requiring healthcare attention 

may not repeat in identical fashion in future.
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India’s ratings don’t reflect economy’s fundamentals: CEA
India’s sovereign credit ratings do not reflect the economy’s fundamentals, Chief 

Economic Adviser Krishnamurthy Subramanian said  , while pitching for sovereign 

credit ratings methodology to be made more transparent and less subjective.

“Never in the history of sovereign credit ratings has the fifth-largest economy in the 

world been rated as the lowest rung of the investment grade (BBB-/Baa3). Reflecting 

the economic size and thereby the ability to repay debt, the fifth-largest economy 

has been predominantly rated AAA. China and India are the only exceptions to this 

rule,” the CEA said.

The Economic Survey, tabled in Parliament, added that while sovereign credit ratings 

do not reflect the Indian economy’s fundamentals, “noisy, opaque and biased credit 

ratings” damage FPI flows.

“Sovereign credit ratings methodology must be amended to reflect economies’ 

ability and willingness to pay their debt obligations by becoming more transparent 

and less subjective.

‘Must address bias’

“Developing economies must come together to address this bias and subjectivity 

inherent in sovereign credit ratings methodology to prevent exacerbation of crises 

in future,” it said.

The CEA also pointed out that the problems of India’s administrative processes 

derive less from lack of compliance to processes or regulatory standards, but from 

over-regulation.

‘India overregulates’

“It is not possible to have complete regulations in a world which has uncertainty as it 

is not possible to account for all possible outcomes. The evidence, however, shows 

that India over-regulates the economy.

“This results in regulations being ineffective even with relatively good compliance 

with process,” Dr. Subramanian said in the Survey.
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The Chief Economic Adviser also pitched for simplification of regulatory processes 

by avoiding substitution of supervision with more complex regulation, along with 

transparent decision-making processes.

The CEA also highlighted that given the problem of asymmetric information between 

the regulator and the banks, which gets accentuated during the forbearance 

regime, an Asset Quality Review exercise must be conducted immediately after the 

forbearance is withdrawn.

‘Focus on growth than on alleviating inequality’
India must keep its focus on economic growth, rather than trying to alleviate inequality, 

says the Economic Survey, arguing given India’s current stage of development, 

redistribution of wealth is not feasible without growing the overall pie.

Unlike the developed world, in India, economic growth and inequality both have 

similar correlations with socio-economic indicators such as health, education, fertility 

rates, crime and drug usage.

The Survey also draws on the Chinese experience to suggest in countries with high 

growth rates and high levels of absolute poverty, there is no trade-off between growth 

and inequality. It said questions regarding conflict between growth and inequality 

become more pertinent “especially because of the inevitable focus on inequality 

following the COVID-19 pandemic.”

An Oxfam report had showed Indian billionaires increased their wealth by 35% 

during the lockdown at a time when a quarter of the country was earning less than 

Rs. 3,000 per month.

‘Businesses must ramp up R&D spending to boost 
innovation’
To become the third-largest economy in terms of GDP at current dollar rates, India 

needs to significantly ramp up investment in R&D, driven by the business sector, 
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according to the Economic Survey.

India is currently the fifth-largest economy and lags behind most other large 

economies on most indicators of innovation.

“R&D investment is a key input in innovation,” the Survey said. “India needs greater 

thrust on innovation to catapult itself to a higher growth trajectory and become 

the third-largest economy in GDP current US$ in the near future,” it said, adding 

that mere reliance on ‘Jugaad innovation’ risks missing the crucial opportunity to 

innovate.

India’s gross domestic expenditure on R&D (GERD), which is currently the lowest 

amongst other large economies at about 0.65% of GDP, needs to go up to at least 

the average level of GERD in other top ten economies of more than 2%.

The survey attributed India’s low GERD mainly to the disproportionately lower 

contribution from the business sector.

The business sector in India, it said, contributed much less to gross expenditure 

on R&D (about 37%) compared with businesses in each of the top ten economies 

(68% on average).

“This is despite the fact that tax incentives for R&D were more liberal in India when 

compared to those in the top ten economies. The government does a disproportionate 

amount of heavy-lifting on R&D by contributing 56% of the gross expenditure on 

R&D, which is three times the average contributed by governments in the top ten 

economies.”

‘Electricity will be the backbone of our entire energy 
system’
What is the grid of the future?

The grid of the future is all about renewable penetration and increased electricity 

consumption. The Railways has an ambition to electrify their entire network; 

besides, electric vehicles (EVs) will be one of the biggest growth drivers spurring 
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electrification in the country. There will be growing electrification of utilities, industry 

and buildings. In addition, we will see a rise in sustainable energy carriers such as 

green hydrogen which will transform our energy systems.

This is what the future of the grid, the future of power systems looks like. It means 

that electricity will soon be the backbone of our entire energy system.

How will it be different from what it is today?

The grid has been there, and it has been there since electricity was invented 200 

years back. We now see smart grids transforming ways utilities communicate with 

their customers. Supported by digital technologies, power grids can quickly respond 

to demand/supply changes and enable electricity producers to enhance power 

reliability, availability and efficiency. They can also bring cost savings, not only for 

utilities but also for customers. Besides, an efficient grid will allow faster restoration 

of power outages and support better integration of large-scale renewable energy 

sources, bringing environmental benefits.

What is the way ahead?

Every penny that goes into the system now needs to be future ready. That means, 

if you invest one dollar in an asset today, you must think about how this asset will 

serve you in the long term. That means taking care of your grid’s future aspects such 

as digitalisation, optimisation at the time of buying itself.

What are the challenges?

Regulation is one challenge for digitalisation. The second challenge is availability of 

technology and the right skill sets. We must also consider the environmental costs 

as we strive to achieve carbon neutrality.

We need to have very clear, holistic ways of investment as well.

What are the benefits of an efficient grid?

The main benefits are reliability and flexibility. Today, so much renewable energy 

is getting added that there has to be predictability in generation and supply. Say, 

the government is now planning to put 7.5 GW of solar capacity in Leh, Kargil. 
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What would happen when suddenly there is a cloud for a few minutes? The 7.5 GW 

capacity would go out of your energy system. How do you manage the flexibility? 

These are the challenges.

Besides, in India, we are at a nascent stage of e-mobility. Once it catches on, just 

imagine the number of cars that will need to be powered and the strain they will put 

on the grid. A smart grid can better handle this.

How has COVID-19 enabled faster transformation in the sector?

COVID-19 has directed everyone to look at sustainability, the way society is working, 

from a carbon-neutral lens. The whole power ecosystem is adapting. We are now 

talking about 3 Ds: decentralisation, de-carbonisation, and digitalisation on the 

whole. COVID-19 brought about an increased utilisation of digital technologies, 

remote technologies in particular.

Take us for example; we went for remote commissioning of projects which was 

unheard of previously. We commissioned a large substation without any of our 

people going to the site; even the client was not present physically.
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‘Truck bomb detonates near Russia base in Syria’
A car bomb detonated near a Russian military base in northeastern Syria   in the first 

such jihadist attack in the area against the ally of Damascus, a war monitor said.

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights monitoring group reported several 

wounded in the attack after midnight in the Tal Saman area in Raqa province, but 

did not give an exact figure.

There was no immediate Russian report of the incident, which occurred in a broader 

area controlled by Kurdish-led forces but where the Syrian regime and its ally Russia 

are also present.

A statement circulated on social media and attributed to the al-Qaeda-linked Hurras 

al-Deen jihadist group claimed the attack.

The Observatory said two men parked an explosives-laden pickup truck outside the 

base and fled, in what was a rare such assault by Hurras al-Deen in the area.

“It’s the first such direct attack against a Russian base in northeastern Syria,” 

Observatory chief Rami Abdel Rahman said.

Hurras al-Deen has fighters in the country’s last major rebel bastion in the northwestern 

region of Idlib, but very rarely operates outside that area.

Russia entered Syria’s war in 2015, and its Air Force has backed Damascus regime 

forces.

U.K. in ‘eye of storm’ as cases surge
British hospitals around the country face a perilous situation in January, medical 

workers warned Friday amid surging coronavirus infections blamed on a new virus 

variant. Authorities pressed to reactivate field hospitals previously mothballed just to 

handle the crush of new patients.

Concerns are mounting about the ability of the already stretched National Health 

Service to cope with the anticipated increase in people seeking treatment for COVID-

19 infections.
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 , the U.K. recorded another 53,285 new infections, down slightly from the previous 

day’s record high of 55,892. Although comparisons with the outset of the pandemic 

are difficult given that testing was limited in the spring, the U.K. has recorded its four 

highest daily new infection numbers over the past four days — all above 50,000 and 

around double the daily number of a few weeks ago.

The Royal College of Nursing’s England director, Mike Adams, said that the U.K. 

was in the “eye of the storm” and that it was “infuriating” to see people not following 

social distancing guidance or wearing masks.

A leading physician also warned of burnout among health workers on the front line 

of the outbreak in hospitals, while also urging people to follow the rules.

“I am worried,” Adrian Boyle, vice-president of the Royal College of Emergency 

Medicine, said. “We are very much at battle stations.”

New infections have more than doubled in recent weeks after a new variant that is 

said to be around 70% more contagious was found to be behind a big spike in cases 

around London and the southeast of England.

Around 1 million people have received the first dose of the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine, 

with a small minority also getting the second dose as planned after 21 days.

We hope to join you again, Scottish leader tells EU
Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon   told the European Union “we hope to join 

you again soon” as an independent nation following Britain’s full departure from the 

bloc.

“As an independent member of the European Union, Scotland would be a partner 

and a bridge-builder,” she wrote on her party’s website.

A comfortable majority of Scots voted to remain in the European Union during the 

2016 Brexit referendum, giving fresh impetus to the movement pushing for Scotland 

to leave the United Kingdom.

After losing the 2014 independence vote, Scottish National Party (SNP) leader 
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Sturgeon is spearheading the push for another referendum and hopes to rejoin the 

EU should she fulfil her dream.

“More and more people in Scotland believe our aspirations can best be met by 

continuing to contribute to the shared endeavour and solidarity that the EU 

represents,” she wrote.

“Because of Brexit, we can now only do this as an independent member state in our 

own right.

“We didn’t want to leave and we hope to join you again soon as an equal partner,” 

she added.

Recent polls have shown consistent support for independence, with the coronavirus 

outbreak further driving a wedge between the devolved governments and London.

But readmission to the EU would not be a formality, with Scotland running a heavy 

annual fiscal deficit. Ms. Sturgeon would also have to rely on British Prime Minister 

Boris Johnson agreeing to a referendum in the first place. He has ruled out such a 

vote, but the SNP will likely claim a mandate and heap pressure on Johnson should 

the party perform well in upcoming local elections.

Iran plans to enrich uranium to up to 20%, says IAEA
Iran has informed the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) that it intends to 

produce uranium enriched to up to 20% purity, well beyond the threshold set by the 

2015 Vienna accord, the UN nuclear watchdog said  .

“Iran informed the agency of its intention to enrich uranium at a rate of up to 20% in 

its Fordow underground plant, to comply with a law recently passed by the Iranian 

parliament,” an IAEA spokesperson told AFP.

The letter dated December 31 “did not state exactly when this enrichment activity 

would begin”, the spokesperson added.

Russian Ambassador to the IAEA Mikhail Ulyanov reported the information earlier 

on Twitter, citing a report submitted by IAEA chief Rafael Grossi to the board of 
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governors.

“It is an additional blow,” a diplomat based in Vienna told AFP, as Tehran continues to 

retaliate to U.S. sanctions by progressively abandoning limits on its nuclear activity 

laid down in the deal.

According to the latest report available from the UN agency, published in November, 

Tehran was enriching uranium to levels greater than the limit provided for in the 

Vienna agreement (3.67%) but not exceeding the 4.5% threshold, and still complied 

with the Agency’s very strict inspection regime.

But there has been turmoil since the assassination in late November of Iranian 

nuclear physicist Mohsen Fakhrizadeh.

In the aftermath of the attack, blamed on Israel, hardliners in Tehran pledged a 

response and Parliament passed a controversial law calling for the production and 

storage of “at least 120 kg per year of 20% enriched uranium” and to “put an end” to 

the IAEA inspections intended to check that the country is not developing an atomic 

bomb.

The Iranian government had opposed the initiative at the time.

China amends defence law to boost war preparedness
China’s President Xi Jinping has signed an order that has amended China’s National 

Defence Law, giving the Central Military Commission (CMC), which he heads, 

greater power in mobilising resources to protect a new and broader definition of 

what constitutes the national interest.

The revised regulations on military equipment, which are effective as of January 

1, focus on “war preparedness and combat capabilities”, the official Xinhua 

news agency reported  , adding that they “define the basic tasks, contents and 

management mechanisms for military equipment work under the new situation and 

system.” The document, which State media said comprised 100 stipulations in 14 

chapters, follows “the general principle of the CMC exercising overall leadership, 
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theater commands responsible for military operations and the services focusing on 

developing capabilities.”

Draft amendments released last year noted that “when China’s sovereignty, unity, 

territorial integrity, and security and development interests are under threat, the 

country can conduct nationwide or local defense mobilisation”. The phrase 

“development interests” was a new addition to the law, with experts noting this also 

included the protection of China’s economic activities and assets overseas, such as 

those under the Belt and Road Initiative, as a reason for defence mobilisation.

Expanded scope

The amendment broadened the scope of key security fields beyond land borders, 

maritime and air defence, to include outer space and electromagnetic networks. 

The amendment also said China “will participate in global security governance, join 

multilateral security talks and push for and set up a set of international rules that is 

widely accepted, fair and reasonable”, State media reported.

Greater control

The amendments, experts said, were also aimed at increasing the control exercised 

by the CMC and transferring some decision-making previously exercised by the 

State Council, or Cabinet, that runs the government, to the CMC. The broader goal 

is to speed up the modernisation plans for the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).

After Mr. Xi assumed the role of General Secretary of the Communist Party in 2012 

and as President the following year, a number of measures have restructured the 

Party-State apparatus, handing back greater political control to Party bodies that 

previously had left decision-making to the government machinery. In 2016, Mr. Xi 

pushed sweeping reforms of the PLA and brought its various departments under more 

direct control of the CMC, which he heads. Seven military regions were reorganised 

into five integrated theater commands. The Western Theater Command, the largest, 

is responsible for the border with India.

The revised regulations would push Chinese military development “in two major 

aspects”, according to Song Zhongping, a military expert in Beijing, who told the Party-
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run Global Times the amendments would push faster research and development 

as well as improve management of existing military equipment. Mr. Song said the 

theater commands would be given a greater role “to provide the direction for the 

future development of weaponry based on the demand of winning a future war.”

The change comes amid a push for closer civil-military fusion, with a target to make 

the PLA a “world class” military, or on par with the United States military, by 2049, 

when the People’s Republic of China turns 100. The South China Morning Post 

reported the amendment underlines the need “to build a nationwide coordination 

mechanism for the mobilisation of state-owned and private enterprises to take part 

in research into new defence technologies covering conventional weapons, as well 

as the non-traditional domains of cybersecurity, space and electromagnetics.”

The new moves, the Post said, have “ expanded the power” of the CMC “to mobilise 

military and civilian resources in defence of the national interest, both at home and 

abroad” and would also “weaken the role of the State Council” in “formulating military 

policy” by “handing decision-making powers to the CMC.”

“The CMC is now formally in charge of making national defence policy and principles, 

while the State Council becomes a mere implementing agency to provide support 

to the military,” Zeng Zhiping, a former PLA colonel who is a military law expert at 

Soochow University, told the paper.

China threatens retaliation for NYSE delisting telecom firms
China said Saturday that it would take necessary countermeasures after the 

New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) began delisting securities of three Chinese 

telecommunications companies.

The NYSE announced earlier this week that it would halt the trading in shares of 

China Mobile Ltd., China Unicom Hong Kong Ltd. and China Telecom Corp Ltd. by 

January 11.

The stock exchange said it took the decision because of an executive order from US 
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President Donald Trump that barred Americans from investing in firms with ties to the 

Chinese military.

The move has further strained ties between Washington and Beijing, who have 

butted heads over trade and the coronavirus pandemic during Trump’s time in the 

White House.

What was China’s response?

A Chinese Commerce Ministry spokesperson said in a statement that the NYSE 

delisting will “greatly weaken all parties’ confidence in the US capital market.”

The ministry said the decision to delist the three telecom firms was an abuse of 

national security and inconsistent with market rules.

China “will take the necessary countermeasures to resolutely safeguard the legitimate 

rights and interests of Chinese companies,” the ministry spokesperson said, without 

naming specifics.

Will the NYSE delisting affect the Chinese firms?

All three telco companies are state-run enterprises that operate under Beijing’s firm 

control. They are the only three companies in China that are allowed to provide broad 

telecommunication services, an industry the government believes should remain 

under state control.

Losing their listing is unlikely to have much of an effect on the firms. Beside state 

funds, the three companies can still attract international investment by selling shares 

in Hong Kong.

But the delisting is another tie severed between the world’s two biggest economies. 

The Trump administration has already blacklisted electronics giant Huawei and has 

fought to ban the social media platform TikTok.

In December, US Congress passed a bill that would close American markets to 

Chinese firms that don’t comply with US oversight or financial audits.

Iran steps up uranium enrichment, seizes tanker
Iran   began enriching uranium up to 20% at an underground facility and seized a 
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South Korean-flagged oil tanker in the crucial Strait of Hormuz, further escalating 

tensions in West Asia between Tehran and the West.

The announcement of enrichment at Fordo came as Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 

seized MT Hankuk Chemi, alleging the vessel’s “oil pollution” sparked the move. 

However, hours earlier, Tehran said a South Korean diplomat was expected to visit 

in the coming days to negotiate the release of billions of dollars in its assets now 

frozen in Seoul.

The dual incidents come amid heightened tensions between Iran and the U.S. in the 

waning days of President Donald Trump’s term in office. During Mr. Trump’s tenure, 

the U.S. leader unilaterally withdrew from Tehran’s nuclear deal with world powers 

in 2018 and set off months of tense episodes that increasingly strained relations 

between the countries.

Iranian state television quoted spokesman Ali Rabiei as saying that President Hassan 

Rouhani had given the order for the move at the Fordo facility.

Iran’s decision to begin enriching to 20% purity a decade ago nearly triggered an 

Israeli strike targeting its nuclear facilities, tensions that only abated with the 2015 

atomic deal. A resumption of 20% enrichment could see that brinksmanship return 

as that level of purity is only a technical step away from weapons-grade levels of 

90%.

Israeli PM Benjamin Netanyahu criticised Iran’s enrichment decision.

China denies entry to WHO experts
The World Health Organisation (WHO) has said it was “very disappointed” that China 

had not allowed a team of international experts to go ahead with a visit to study the 

origins of COVID-19 that was planned for this week.

China’s decision to not permit the trip appeared to come at the last minute and catch 

the WHO by surprise, with some of the experts already having left home and in 

transit when told the visit would not take place.
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‘Very disappointed’

WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said he was “very 

disappointed” the visit could not go forward. “Today, we learned that Chinese officials 

have not yet finalised the necessary permissions for the team’s arrival in China,” he 

said in Geneva. “I have been in contact with senior Chinese officials and I have once 

again made it clear the mission is a priority for the WHO.”

The comments marked a rare instance of the WHO head expressing some 

displeasure with China’s government, which he has consistently praised from the 

start of the pandemic.

He travelled to Beijing in January 28 last year, a week after authorities first revealed 

publicly that a pneumonia outbreak in Wuhan could spread between people 

following three weeks of delays by local authorities. In a meeting then with President 

Xi Jinping, the WHO chief “praised the seriousness with which China is taking this 

outbreak, especially the commitment from top leadership, and the transparency 

they have demonstrated”.

Beijing   defended its decision to delay the visit. Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua 

Chunying said the issue of origin-tracing was “very complicated”. “To ensure the 

work of the international expert team in China goes smoothly, we have to carry out 

necessary procedures and make relevant arrangements,” Ms. Hua said, adding that 

China had in February and July last year invited WHO experts to come to China on 

the issue of tracing origins.

The WHO, however, said in December it had been granted permission for a visit 

of a team of 12-15 experts this month to study the origins of the outbreak. But how 

much the investigation will be able to achieve and how much access the team will 

have, more than one year after the coronavirus outbreak began in Wuhan, has been 

debated by experts.

Chinese authorities have suggested they will exert control over how much access 

international scientists will have and have also controlled research within China on 

the origins. In recent weeks, the State media in China has increasingly backed a 
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narrative suggesting the virus came to China from elsewhere.

Chinese scientists have been told that any studies into the origins of the coronavirus 

will have to be vetted by the authorities, while some scientists in China have put 

forward studies suggesting the virus was circulating in other countries, such as Italy, 

before it came to China. One pre-print, later withdrawn, suggested the first human 

transmission took place on the Indian subcontinent.

In November, 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 

disease did not emerge in China”.

‘Alarming’ U.K. virus variant needs bolder response: WHO
The World Health Organization’s European branch   said more needed to be done 

to deal with the alarming situation brought on by a recently discovered variant of the 

novel coronavirus.

The WHO’s regional director for Europe, Hans Kluge, called the current situation “a 

tipping-point in the course of the pandemic”.

“This is an alarming situation, which means that for a short period of time we need to 

do more than we have done and to intensify the public health and social measures 

to be certain we can flatten the steep vertical line in some countries,” Mr. Kluge said, 

referring primarily to the new variant first discovered in the U.K..

While it is natural for viruses to change over time and the variant is not believed to 

cause more severe symptoms, its “increased transmissibility” still raises concerns, 

according to WHO Europe. “Without increased control to slow its spread, there will 

be an increased impact on already stressed and pressurised health facilities,” Mr. 

Kluge said.

China compares U.S. violence to 2019 Hong Kong protests
Commenting on the violence in Washington and storming of the U.S. Capitol, China   
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said it “hopes the people in the U.S. can enjoy peace” as it compared Wednesday’s 

events with the protests in Hong Kong.

“We believe that the people of the United States want stability and peace, and 

hope they can soon enjoy security and stability, especially amid the grim situation 

brought about by the pandemic,” said China’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson Hua 

Chunying.

The Foreign Ministry as well as state media in China compared the developments 

in Washington to protests in Hong Kong, where in 2019 protesters had stormed the 

legislative headquarters.

Ms. Hua also tweeted a video of that incident  .

“While U.S. mainstream media denounced the protesters at the U.S. Capitol as 

‘mobs’, they had called the violent protesters in Hong Kong ‘democratic heroes’, 

saying that the U.S. people were standing with them,” the official Xinhua news 

agency quoted Ms. Hua as saying.

‘Thought-provoking’

“The stark contrast in the reactions and choice of words are thought-provoking and 

worthy of our reflection,” she said.

“What words did they use about Hong Kong? ... The mainstream media in the U.S. 

are condemning the incident, calling it ‘violence’, ‘thugs’, ‘extremists’, and ‘disgrace’. 

What words did they use to describe Hong Kong? ‘Beautiful sight’, or ‘fighters of 

democracy’,” added Ms. Hua.

Similarity with the protests in Hong Kong was a common theme in China’s state 

media’s coverage, even if the difference in contexts — between protesters who were 

looking to overturn a fairly contested election and those who were calling for direct 

elections and universal suffrage to be introduced in China’s Special Administrative 

Region — was left unsaid.

“Double standards are rampant,” said the Communist Party-run Global Times in an 

editorial.

“In Hong Kong, violent actions are described as a ‘beautiful sight’, in the U.S., people 
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involved in this chaos are called ‘mobs’,” it said.

Biden picks Sumona Guha for key role on South Asia at 
NSC
The Biden-Harris transition team announced the appointment of Indian-American 

Sumona Guha to the role of Senior Director for South Asia at the National Security 

Council. Ms. Guha co-chaired the South Asia foreign policy working group on the 

Biden-Harris campaign, and was a member of the transition team. She will succeed 

the Trump administration’s Lisa Curtis in the role.

Ms. Guha, a former Foreign Service officer, has been a senior vice-president since 

mid-2018 at the Albright Stonebridge Group, whose chair is former Secretary of 

State Madeleine Albright. She has also worked at the U.S.-India Business Council 

and, prior to that, in the Secretary of State’s Policy Planning Staff with responsibility 

for South Asia.

The transition team also announced other NSC appointments and roles, as part of 

Mr. Biden’s restructuring of the Council, which will be headed by Jake Sullivan, who 

said Mr. Biden had asked him to “reimagine” national security. The new positions 

include Coordinator for democracy and human rights (Shanthi Kalathil) and Senior 

Director for technology and national security (Tarun Chhabra).

U.S. modifies H-1B visa selection process
The outgoing Trump administration   modified the selection process for H-1B visa, 

giving priority to salary and skills instead of the current lottery procedures.

The notification was published in the Federal Register. It would come into force in 

60 days.

The H-1B visa is a non-immigrant visa that allows U.S. firms to employ foreign 

workers in speciality occupations that require theoretical or technical expertise. The 

technology companies depend on it to hire tens of thousands of employees each 
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year from countries like India and China.

The next H-1B visa filing season is slated to start on April 1. The notification is the 

latest effort to bar the entry of immigrants to the U.S.

The siege of a historical power centre
The grand U.S. Capitol building in Washington, home to the Senate and House of 

Representatives, has hardly been immune to attacks historically, but on January 6, 

many across the country and the world watched with disbelief as the beating heart 

of the world’s oldest democracy was subjected to a siege by a violent mob. Earlier 

that day, outgoing President Donald Trump appeared to incite hundreds of his 

supporters, gathered on the National Mall close to the Capitol, into taking imminent 

action by marching on the Capitol. The result was as dramatic as it was an ominous 

sign of the extent of hate permeating American society today — the mob attacked 

Capitol police, smashed windows, vandalised and stole public assets within the 

building, and ransacked and posed for selfies in lawmakers’ offices, including that 

of House Speaker Democrat Nancy Pelosi. It appeared to be a dire warning and 

uncontrolled venting of rage that came with the election results — the loss of Mr. 

Trump by margin of nearly 7 million despite his garnering around 74 million votes 

— following which the Republicans also lost control of the Senate after a runoff 

election in Georgia on January 5 led to two seats of the upper chamber flipping to 

Democrats.

The violence triggered by these events, and also the evident desire of the mob to 

disrupt Congressional proceedings to formally certify the win of President-elect Joe 

Biden — an act for which lawmakers boldly reconvened and voted on the same 

day — only demonstrates the importance of the Senate and House as parallel 

repositories of legislative power to counterbalance the executive power of the White 

House. It is undoubtedly for this reason that the Capitol building, as the locus of 

legislative power, has faced multiple security threats and assaults over many years 
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since it was built.

It all began in with the “Residence Act” passed by Congress in 1790, when erstwhile 

President George Washington zeroed in on modern-day District of Columbia out of 

land ceded by the State of Maryland. After three commissioners surveyed the site, 

as they also oversaw the design and construction of the national capital and its 

many awe-inspiring government buildings, French engineer Pierre Charles L’Enfant 

was hired to flesh out the detailed blueprint. It was L’Enfant who proposed situating 

the Capitol building at the elevated east end of the National Mall, a location he then 

described as “a pedestal waiting for a monument.”

Ironically, a year later L’Enfant was dismissed before any construction even began, 

for refusing to produce design drawings for the building on the grounds that he 

had memorised them, and also for not submitting to the commissioners’ authority 

with regard to the planning. The planners quickly improvised, however, and a 

competition with an award of $500 was announced for whoever could produce “the 

most approved plan” for the Capitol building by mid-July. While 17 plans submitted 

failed to make the mark, it was a proposal by Dr. William Thornton, a Scottish-

trained physician in Tortola, British West Indies, that won approval. Thornton’s plan 

was for the building to comprise three sections, including a central section topped 

by a low dome, and flanked on the north and south by two rectangular wings, one 

for each chamber of Congress.

While the cornerstone of the building was laid by President Washington in 1793, 

construction using sandstone transported from Virginia by boat took a long time, so 

much so that despite the subsequent involvement of renowned architect Benjamin 

Henry Latrobe, rooms on the third floor of the extant structure remained incomplete 

in late 1800 when the U.S. Congress, Supreme Court, Library of Congress, and 

courts of the District of Columbia occupied the Capitol building.

The building faced its first major attack, a fire set off by British troops in August 

1814, during the 1812 War. The incident, in the words of Mr. Latrobe, left the 

Capitol, “a most magnificent ruin.” The troops were said to have “ignited a giant 
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bonfire of furniture” in the Hall of the House of Representatives that was so intense 

it destroyed a life-size marble statue of Liberty.

Even as work on various extensions continued through the early 1800s under the 

guidance of Boston architect Charles Bullfinch and later Philadelphia architect 

Thomas Walter, the project cost soared to over $2.4 million by 1827.

A history of attacks

The first major incident of violence at the Capitol came on January 30, 1835, 

when Richard Lawrence, a British immigrant, attempted to assassinate President 

Andrew Jackson while he was leaving the building from a Congressional funeral. 

The attempt failed when the powder from his pistol did not ignite and he was taken 

down by bystanders.

Next, a setback to the Capitol construction came in the form of a gas explosion and 

fire in the north wing on November 6, 1898, underscoring in the architects’ minds 

the urgent need for fireproofing, a task completed by 1902.

Less than two decades later, in 1915, a German-born Harvard University professor 

set off a dynamite explosion near the Senate Reception Room — miraculously 

there were no injuries. While the assailant reportedly wrote that he had done it as 

“an exclamation point in my appeal for peace,” he was detained. He later committed 

suicide while in custody.

In 1954, when the Capitol building had considerably less security than it does 

now — and no metal detectors — four armed Puerto Rican nationalists entered 

the House gallery, and opened fire indiscriminately as they waved a Puerto Rican 

flag, apparently for in protest for independence for the commonwealth. Five House 

members were injured, and the attackers served long prison terms that were 

ultimately commuted by President Jimmy Carter in 1979.

On March 1, 1971, a violent anti-war extremist outfit, Weather Underground, set off 

a bomb inside a bathroom on the Senate side of the Capitol. While there were no 

injuries, hundreds of thousands of dollars in damage was incurred.

International flavour
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Capitol attacks took on an international flavour a little more than a decade later, in 

1983, when a leftist group calling itself the Armed Resistance Unit set off a bomb 

hidden under a bench outside the Senate chamber, apparently to protest the U.S. 

military’s actions in Grenada and Lebanon. There were again zero casualties but 

seven persons were charged for the attack.

Following this incident, the House and Senate chambers took the precautionary step 

of adding metal detectors and heightened security, both of which were breached by 

the pro-Trump mob on January 6. Given the bitter polarisation of the U.S. electorate 

at this time, it may be wise for the administrators of the Capitol building to fortify its 

defences further.

U.S. removes restrictions on diplomatic contact with Taiwan
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo announced   that the State Department is voiding 

longstanding restrictions on how U.S. diplomats and others have contact with their 

counterparts in Taiwan, another move that is expected to upset China as the Trump 

administration winds to an end.

The Trump administration has sought to strengthen bilateral relations with Taiwan. 

It announced   that UN Ambassador Kelly Craft would go to Taiwan, a move that 

sparked sharp criticism from Beijing and a warning that the U.S. would pay a heavy 

price. In August, Health and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar became the first 

Cabinet member to visit Taiwan since 2014.

Mr. Pompeo said that the State Department has created complex restrictions when 

it comes to contacts between the two parties. He said those actions were taken to 

appease the Communist regime in Beijing.

“No more,” Mr. Pompeo declared in a statement. “Today I am announcing that I am 

lifting all of these self-imposed restrictions.”

Mr. Pompeo said the U.S. maintains relationships with unofficial partners around 

the world, and Taiwan is no exception.
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“Our two democracies share common values of individual freedom, the rule of law, 

and a respect for human dignity,” Pompeo said. “Today’s statement recognizes that 

the U.S.-Taiwan relationship need not, and should not, be shackled by self-imposed 

restrictions of our permanent bureaucracy.”

Taiwan Foreign Minister Joseph Wu welcomed the move.

“I’m grateful to @SecPompeo & @StateDept for lifting restrictions unnecessarily 

limiting our engagements these past years,” Wu said in a retweet of a Pompeo 

tweet about the announcement.

China hits back at U.S.

China’s state media lashed out at Mr. Pompeo , accusing the Secretary of State of 

“seeking to maliciously inflict a long-lasting scar on China-U.S. ties.”

The Chinese government maintains that mainland China and Taiwan are parts of 

“one China.” China has been stepping up its threats to bring the self-governing 

island under its control by military force with frequent war games and aerial patrols. 

It has been using its diplomatic clout to stop Taiwan from joining any organisations 

that require statehood for membership.

U.K. urges China to grant UN access to Xinjiang
Britain’s government   pressed China to allow UN rights inspectors to visit Xinjiang 

after raising anew allegations of “appalling” human rights abuses against the Uighur 

minority people.

Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab last week introduced import controls on firms that 

may have sourced goods from the region in northwest China using forced labour 

from the mainly Muslim Uighur community.

Speaking on the BBC, he decried reports of “slave labour effectively, forced 

sterilisation, appalling human rights abuses”.

“Whether or not it amounts to genocide has to be determined by a court. The bar 

has been set incredibly high,” Mr. Raab said.
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“And frankly we shouldn’t be engaged in free-trade negotiations with countries 

abusing human rights well below the limit of genocide,” he added, implicitly attacking 

the European Union for securing an investment pact with China last month.

Mr. Raab’s government opposes efforts underway in Parliament to give U.K. courts 

the power to declare a genocide in Xinjiang, which would bar the government from 

proceeding with any free-trade agreement with China.

China’s economy grows 2.3%, slowest pace in 44 years
China said   the nation’s economy expanded in 2020 by 2.3% , the slowest pace of 

growth since the end of Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution in 1976.

China will, however, likely be the only major economy to have avoided a contraction 

in a pandemic-hit year, underlining its strong recovery after weeks of lockdown at the 

start of the year brought economic activity in the Asian giant to a near-standstill.

Post-lockdown rebound

China’s economy contracted 6.8% in the first quarter. The stringent lockdown did, 

however, allow the country to broadly curb the spread of COVID-19 at home by the 

summer. The economy recovered to grow 3.2% in the second quarter, 4.9% in the 

third and 6.5% in the last quarter of 2020.

While China is currently dealing with the return of clusters of local outbreaks, the 

fact that the spread was limited and controlled meant the impact on the economy 

would be “controllable”, the head of China’s National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) in 

Beijing, Ning Jizhe, told reporters.

100-trillion yuan mark

The NBS noted that the economy had also crossed the landmark of 100 trillion yuan 

($15.4 trillion) for the first time in 2020.

If the last quarter’s strong growth brought some cheer to China, Monday’s data 

showed that it had come at a cost. The government’s long-term plan to rebalance 

growth and rely more on domestic consumption rather than state-led investment, 
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ended up taking a step backward, as did its efforts to trim the ballooning national 

debt.

A range of stimulus measures, largely led by spending on infrastructure projects, 

was the main driver of growth in 2020 along with a rebound in exports, which grew 

10.9% in December and 4% last year.

Retail sales shrink

Value-added industrial output was up 2.8%, as the last quarter saw growth of 7.1%. 

Fixed asset investment grew 2.9%. Retail sales, however, contracted by 3.9% last 

year, after expanding 8% in 2019.

The other bright spot for the economy was on the jobs front.

The post-pandemic government support measures helped create 11.86 million new 

urban jobs, beating the 9 million target and marking a turnaround after the first 

quarter’s massive job losses. One report had estimated that as many as 80 million 

people had lost work as of March in the wake of the lockdown measures.

Biden respects successful India-U.S. ties: WH
U.S. President Joe Biden respects and values the successful bipartisan relationship 

the country has with India, White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki has said.

“President Biden, who, of course, has visited India many times, respects and values 

the long, bipartisan, successful relationship between leaders in India and the United 

States. He looks forward to a continuation of that,” Ms. Psaki told reporters in the 

White House Press Briefing room   evening.

Mr. Biden visited India in 2008 — the year the U.S. Congress approved the civil 

nuclear deal between the two countries. As Chairman of the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee, he played a key role in pushing the deal through. During the 

presidential campaign last year, this was a focus of the messaging targeting Indian- 

American voters.

In 2013, Mr. Biden visited India again — this time as Vice-President. In 2014, he 
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chaired a joint session of the U.S. Congress that Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

addressed.

Ms. Psaki’s comments   also referred to the Indian origin of Kamala Harris, the 

country’s new Vice-President. “Obviously, he selected — and yesterday she was 

sworn in — the first Indian-American to serve as Vice-President, a historic moment 

for all of us in this country, but a further... cementing of the importance of our 

relationship.”

EU–Russia-US-Nuclear Treaty
Russia said   it welcomed a proposal by U.S. President Joe Biden to extend New 

START, a landmark nuclear arms reduction agreement due to expire next month. 

The accord is the last arms control deal between the former Cold War rivals.

Biden govt. to review U.S.-Taliban deal
The Biden administration said it will review a landmark U.S. deal with the Taliban, 

focusing on whether the insurgent group has reduced attacks in Afghanistan, in 

keeping with its side of the agreement.

Washington struck a deal with the Taliban in Qatar last year, to begin withdrawing 

its troops in return for security guarantees from the militants and a commitment to 

kickstart peace talks with the Afghan government.

But violence across Afghanistan has surged despite the two sides engaging in those 

talks since September.

President Joe Biden’s newly appointed National Security Adviser, Jake Sullivan, 

spoke with his Afghan counterpart Hamdullah Mohib and “made clear the United 

States’ intention to review” the deal, said National Security Council spokeswoman 

Emily Horne in a statement late  .

Specifically, Washington wants to check that the Taliban is “living up to its 

commitments to cut ties with terrorist groups, to reduce violence in Afghanistan, 
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and to engage in meaningful negotiations with the Afghan government and other 

stakeholders,” she said.

It added that Mr. Sullivan “underscored that the U.S. will support the peace process 

with a robust and regional diplomatic effort, which will aim to help the two sides 

achieve a durable and just political settlement and permanent ceasefire.”

Mr. Sullivan also discussed the U.S.’s support for protecting recent progress made 

on women and minority groups’ rights as part of the peace process.

When contacted, the Taliban said they remained “committed to the agreement and 

honour our commitments”.

“We expect the other side to remain committed to the agreement too,” Mohammad 

Naeem, the group’s spokesman in Qatar, said.

Kabul welcomes move

Washington’s move was met with a sigh of relief from officials in Kabul after months 

of speculation over how the new administration would potentially recalibrate the 

Afghan policy.

Mr. Mohib tweeted that during the call the two sides “agreed to work toward a 

permanent ceasefire and a just and durable peace” in the country.

Another top Afghan government official lambasted the Taliban’s failure to live up 

to the February 2020 deal, saying the agreement had failed to achieve its stated 

goals.

“The agreement so far, did not deliver a desired goal of ending Taliban’s violence 

and bringing a ceasefire desired by the Afghans,” Sediq Sediqqi, Deputy Interior 

Minister and former spokesman to President Ashraf Ghani said on Twitter.

“The Taliban did not live up to its commitments.”

Deadly attacks and high-profile assassinations have increased in recent months, 

particularly in Kabul where several journalists, activists, judges and politicians have 

been murdered in brazen daylight attacks.

The Taliban have denied responsibility for these killings, but Afghan and U.S. officials 
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have blamed the group for the murders.

U.S. interfering in domestic affairs: Russia
The Kremlin   accused the U.S. Embassy of interfering in Russia’s domestic affairs 

after the mission distributed a “demonstration alert” to U.S. citizens in Russia 

recommending they avoid protests.

Nearly 3,500 protesters were arrested at demonstrations in support of jailed Kremlin 

critic Alexei Navalny  , a monitor reported, as Russian authorities probed violence on 

the part of both protesters and police.

Police clashed with demonstrators in Moscow as tens of thousands took to the streets 

across the country   following Mr. Navalny’s call to demonstrate against President 

Vladimir Putin’s 20-year rule.

Ahead of the demonstrations, the U.S. Embassy issued a safety warning to Americans 

based in Russia.

“Of course, these publications are inappropriate,” President Vladimir Putin’s 

spokesman Dmitry Peskov told a state TV channel.

“And of course indirectly, they are absolutely an interference in our domestic affairs,” 

he added.

He accused the U.S. Embassy of “indirectly” supporting the violation of Russian 

legislation and backing “unauthorised protests”.

The Russian Foreign Ministry   said the representatives of the U.S. Embassy would 

be summoned and would have to “explain themselves”.

A U.S. mission spokeswoman earlier   said U.S. Embassies and consulates around 

the world routinely issue safety messages to U.S. citizens. “This is a common, 

routine practice of many countries’ diplomatic missions,” she told AFP.

 , the U.S. Embassy in Moscow also said it was following the rallies, adding that 

Washington supported “the right of all people to peaceful protest, freedom of 

expression”.
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“Steps being taken by Russian authorities are suppressing those rights,” embassy 

spokeswoman Rebecca Ross said on Twitter.

Washington   rebuked Moscow over its use of “harsh tactics“ against protesters 

demanding the release of jailed opposition leader Alexei Navalny

“The United States strongly condemns the use of harsh tactics against protesters and 

journalists this weekend in cities throughout Russia,” State Department spokesman 

Ned Price said in a statement.

“We call on Russian authorities to release all those detained for exercising their 

universal rights and for the immediate and unconditional release of Navalny,” Mr. 

Price said, using an alternative spelling.

France said   that mass arrests of Russian demonstrators posed “an intolerable 

affront” to the rule of law and indicated a drift towards authoritarian rule. “We urge 

Russia to fully cooperate with the international community’s investigation into the 

poisoning of Aleksey Navalny and credibly explain the use of a chemical weapon 

on its soil.”

Russia hits out at U.S. over Navalny rallies
Russia formally protested to the U.S. Embassy in Moscow   over social media 

posts it said promoted anti-Kremlin demonstrations and accused U.S. tech giants of 

interfering in its internal affairs.

 , tens of thousands rallied in support of jailed Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny.

Russia’s Deputy Foreign Minister held talks with the U.S. Ambassador to register 

dissatisfaction over the Embassy’s messages, Ministry spokeswoman Maria 

Zakharova said.

She said Sergei Ryabkov expressed “strong protest” over the U.S. Embassy 

“spreading posts supporting illegal rallies in a number of Russian cities on social 

networks and on their Internet platforms”.

Ahead of the rallies, Russia’s media watchdog Roskomnadzor ordered several 
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social media platforms, including YouTube and Instagram, to delete calls for 

demonstrations that were posted on their platforms.

At Davos forum, Xi warns world leaders against ‘new Cold 
War’
Chinese President Xi Jinping warned global leaders at an all-virtual World Economic 

Forum (WEF) at Davos   against starting a “new Cold War”, and urged global unity 

in the face of the coronavirus pandemic.

Having largely curbed the spread of the pandemic within its borders, Mr. Xi wants to 

position China as a key player in a new multilateral world order as the U.S. remains 

crippled by the pandemic.

“To build small cliques or start a new Cold War, to reject, threaten or intimidate 

others... will only push the world into division,” said Mr. Xi, adding that confrontation 

will lead to a “dead end”.

In a swipe at moves targeting China launched by the previous U.S. government, 

Mr. Xi said confrontation “will always end up harming every nation’s interests and 

sacrificing people’s welfare”.

The Chinese leader also reaffirmed Beijing’s ambitious climate pledges to slash 

carbon emissions by 65% by 2030 and achieve carbon neutrality by 2060 — both 

significant commitments as China emits a quarter of the world’s greenhouse 

gases.

“Meeting these targets will require tremendous hard work from China. But we 

believe that when the interests of the entire humanity are at stake, China must step 

forward, take action and get the job done,” he said.

In virtual format because of the pandemic, this week’s event is headlined: “A Crucial 

Year to Rebuild Trust.”

The big names from Europe will be German Chancellor Angela Merkel, French 

President Emmanuel Macron and European Commission President Ursula von der 
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Leyen, who heads the European Union executive.

Shift to Singapore

U.S. President Joe Biden will not appear at Davos. John Kerry, the special climate 

envoy, will be attending the virtual event.

Following the first virtual session, Davos will move in May to Singapore, far from the 

luxury Swiss ski resort where it has taken place since it was launched in 1971, the 

brainchild of German professor Klaus Schwab.

The stated reason for the change is health and safety, as the city-state has recorded 

just 29 COVID-19 deaths.

But there is also an economic background to the move underscored by French 

insurance-credit group Euler Hermes, who said in a study this month that the “world’s 

economic centre of gravity” (WECG) has been moving towards Asia since 2002.

Booking growth of 2.3% last year while other major economies slumped, China is 

now on course to equal the size of the U.S. economy in 2030, two years earlier than 

the analysts predicted before the pandemic.

“The COVID-19 crisis could accelerate the shifting global balance towards Asia,” 

Euler Hermes said.

Biden to sign executive order to boost ‘Buy American’ rules
U.S. President Joe Biden will sign an executive order   requiring the federal government 

to increase its purchases of American goods, relative to foreign goods.

Monday’s order asks agencies to update the existing ‘Buy American’ government 

procurement rules — including by requiring an increase in the amount of domestic 

content that has to go into products being sold to the federal government and updating 

how the composition of products is measured. It also increased the government’s 

price differential for American products relative to foreign ones. The order also 

mandates the creation of a new senior position to oversee the “Buy American” 

programme and a website to publish any waivers to the sourcing requirements.
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Mr. Biden has been undoing a number of his predecessor Donald Trump’s policies 

— such as those that were viewed as divisive, or harmed particular minority groups, 

or promoted American retrenchment from the world. However, Monday’s order is 

in the same thematic direction as at least some of Mr. Trump’s policies that sought 

to use the power of the federal government — $600 billion a year in contracts — to 

promote domestic rather than foreign industry. Some two-thirds of the purchases 

were made by the Defense Department.

Manufacturing jobs have been on the decline in the U.S. over the last two decades, 

not just because sourcing abroad was more cost effective but also due to a significant 

increase in automation.

Mr. Trump ran a campaign in 2016 promising a manufacturing resurgence. In 

the first 30 months of the Trump administration, U.S. manufacturing added just 

under 5,00,000 jobs — a stronger record in this respect than the last 30 months 

of the Obama administration. However, Mr Trump’s trade war with China followed 

by the pandemic was bad news for manufacturing job growth. There are some 

60,000 fewer manufacturing jobs now in the U.S. than when Mr. Trump took office, 

according to AP Fact Check.

“This order is deeply intertwined with the President’s commitment to invest in 

American manufacturing, including clean energy and critical supply chains, grow 

good-paying, union jobs, and advance racial equity,” an announcement from the 

White House said.

Impact on India

While the order will impact several countries that trade with the U.S. government, 

Indian manufacturers are not likely to be impacted in a significant way.

“I seriously doubt there will be a significant impact on Indian exporters,” Mark 

Linscott, a former Assistant U.S. Trade Representative told The Hindu .

“U.S. procurement is already very restricted for India because India is not part 

on any trade agreement with the U.S. covering government procurement. U.S. 

statistics show that India is not among the top 20 foreign suppliers to the U.S. 
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procurement market,” he said.

‘Inclusive reforms must for UNSC to be effective’
India has said that the UN Security Council is finding itself unable to act effectively 

to address increasingly complex issues of international peace and security as it 

lacked inclusivity of those who need to be members of the powerful organ of the 

world body.

India, along with Brazil, Japan and Germany are pressing for urgent reform of the 

UN Security Council and for a permanent seat in the reformed 15-member top organ 

of the world body.

“It has been nearly 13 years since the Intergovernmental Negotiations (IGN) started,” 

said India’s Permanent Representative to the UN, Ambassador T.S. Tirumurti. “The 

Security Council is being called upon to address increasingly complex issues of 

global security. Yet, it finds itself unable to act effectively, for it is lacking inclusivity 

of those who need to be there, and therefore lacking legitimacy and credibility,” he 

added.

Russia moots West Asia meet as U.S. resets Palestinian ties
Russia backed a Palestinian proposal for a West Asia peace conference, suggesting   

it could be held at ministerial level in spring or summer, as the U.S. said it would 

move towards renewing ties with the Palestinians under Joe Biden.

The U.S. — which had sided with Israel under the administration of Donald Trump 

— said   it intended to “restore credible U.S. engagement with Palestinians as well 

as Israelis.”

Recalling that Moscow had backed Palestinian leader Mahmud Abbas’ idea for 

international talks in early 2021 when he first proposed it in September, Russia’s 

Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov offered ideas about who could be invited.

“We propose holding an international, ministerial-level meeting in spring-summer 
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2021,” Mr. Lavrov told a UN Security Council meeting held by videoconference.

The roughly 10 participants would include Israel, the Palestinians, the four members 

of the so-called West Asia diplomatic quartet (Russia, the UN, the U.S. and the 

EU), along with four Arab states — Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan and the United Arab 

Emirates, Mr. Lavrov said.

“It would also be important to invite Saudi Arabia, which is behind the Arab peace 

initiative,” he added.

China voiced its support for Russia’s idea at the UN meeting, but most other 

participants did not offer an opinion on the proposal.

Iran says Israel is waging a ‘psychological war’
A top Iranian official   said Israel was waging a “psychological war” after the Jewish 

state’s Army said new “offensive options” were being drawn up in case they were 

needed against the Islamic republic.

Mahmoud Vaezi, Iranian President Hassan Rouhani’s chief of staff, also vowed that 

his country was ready and willing to defend itself. “We have no intention of going to 

war, but we are serious about defending the country,” he said.

Israel, a close U.S. ally, accuses Iran of seeking to build a nuclear bomb, a charge 

Tehran denies.

Israel’s military chief General Aviv Kochavi said   he had ordered new plans be 

drawn up this year to counter Iran’s nuclear capabilities, in case political leaders 

decided to target the country.

“The power to initiate them lies with the political echelon,” Gen. Kochavi stressed. 

“However, the offensive options need to be prepared, ready and on the table.”

Mr. Vaezi shot back  , accusing Israel of “conducting a psychological war.”

Iran’s recent military manoeuvres, testing missiles and drones, Mr. Vaezi added, 

showed that “our armed forces are trained” to defend Iran.

Gen. Kochavi’s remarks came nearly a week after the inauguration of U.S. President 
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Joe Biden, who has signalled he wants to return to dialogue with Iran.

‘U.S. will rejoin deal if Iran is compliant’
On his first full day on the job, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken confirmed the 

administration’s position that if Iran were to become compliant with the terms of the 

now defunct Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA, or the “Iran deal”), the 

U.S. would re-enter it too. The Trump administration had pulled out of the deal in 

2018.

“With regard to Iran, President Biden has been very clear in saying that if Iran comes 

back into full compliance with its obligations under the JCPOA, the United States 

would do the same thing and then we would use that as a platform to build, with our 

allies and partners, what we called a longer and stronger agreement and to deal 

with a number of other issues that are deeply problematic in the relationship with 

Iran,” Mr. Blinken told reporters during his first briefing as Secretary.

Out of compliance

“But we are a long way from that point. Iran is out of compliance on a number of 

fronts. And it would take some time, should it make the decision to do so, for it to 

come back into compliance in time for us then to assess whether it was meeting 

its obligations,” Mr. Blinken said. The Secretary said he would constitute a team of 

experts to advise on how to engage with Iran, should Iran come back into compliance 

with the JCPOA.

Mr. Bliken, who had said at his confirmation hearing that America would approach 

the world with “humility and confidence”, told reporters that the new team would 

be “ constantly questioning our own assumptions and premises” , not engaging in 

groupthink and that there would be self-reflection and self-criticism when confronted 

with foreign policy issues.
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India urges China to help stranded sailors
India   urged China to provide “urgent” assistance to 39 crew members of the 

stranded cargo vessels m.v. Jag Anand and m.v. Anastasia . Both the ships have 

been stuck for months near the Jingtang and Caofeidian ports.

The statement came soon after the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) 

took suo motu cognisance of the condition of the stranded sailors and asked the 

External Affairs Ministry “to ensure immediate relief” for the crew.

A Ministry official said the men were in “increasingly difficult conditions” as Chinese 

rules did not permit change of crew because of the pandemic.

“We have noted the statements of the Chinese side expressing their willingness to 

extend their assistance in this matter. We expect that this assistance will be provided 

in an urgent, practical and time-bound manner, given the grave humanitarian 

situation that is developing on board the ships,” said the official spokesperson of 

the External Affairs Ministry, Anurag Srivastava.

The Indian comments came a day after Ji Rong, spokesperson of the Chinese 

Embassy here, said that Beijing had been in “close communication with Indian side 

and provided timely assistance and necessary supplies to Indian sailors”.

Several months

The exchanges began as m.v. Jag Anand with 23 Indian sailors has been stranded 

on anchorage near Jingtang port in Hebei province of China since last June 13; m.

v. Anastasia with 16 Indian crew has been stuck on anchorage near Caofeidian 

port since September 20 of last year.

The official said the Chinese authorities had conveyed to India that in view of 

various COVID-19-related restrictions imposed by the local authorities, the vessels 

were not being allowed change of crew.

India’s S-400 deal with Russia may trigger US sanctions: 
Report
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In October 2018, India had signed a USD 5 billion deal with Russia to buy five 

units of the S-400 air defence missile systems, despite a warning from the Trump 

administration that going ahead with the contract may invite US sanctions.

The Russian-built S-400 Triumf — identified by NATO as the SA-21 Growler — is 

the world’s most dangerous operationally deployed modern long-range surface-

to-air missile system. (Source: Wikimedia Commons)

India’s multi-billion-dollar deal to purchase the Russian-made S-400 air defence 

system may trigger US sanctions on New Delhi, a US Congressional report has 

warned.

The Congressional Research Service (CRS) – an independent and bipartisan 

research wing of US Congress – in its latest report to Congress, said India is 

“eager for more technology-sharing and co-production initiatives, while the United 

States urges more reforms in India’s defence offsets policy and higher Foreign 

Direct Investment caps in its defence sector.”

Prepared for the members of the Congress for them to take informed decisions, 

the report went on to warn that “India’s multi-billion dollar deal to purchase the 

Russian-made S-400 air defence system may trigger US sanctions on India under 

the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act.”

The CRS’ reports are neither an official report of the US Congress nor reflect 

the view of Congressmen. They are prepared by independent experts for the 
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lawmakers to take informed decisions.

In October 2018, India had signed a USD 5 billion deal with Russia to buy five 

units of the S-400 air defence missile systems, despite a warning from the Trump 

administration that going ahead with the contract may invite US sanctions.

In 2019, India made the first tranche of payment of around USD 800 million to Russia 

for the missile systems.

The S-400 is known as Russia’s most advanced long-range surface-to-air missile 

defence system.

Last month, Russia had said that implementation of its ongoing defence deals with 

India including the supply of a batch of S-400 missile systems is advancing well 

notwithstanding the threat of US sanctions.

At a press conference in New Delhi last month, Russian ambassador to India Nikolay 

Kudashev appeared to criticise the US sanctions on Turkey for procuring the S-400 

missile systems under a USD 2.5 billion deal, saying Moscow does not recognise 

such unilateral actions.

“We do not recognise or welcome unilateral sanctions as a language or tool 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 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).

India, Pak. repatriate two youths who crossed LoC
India and Pakistan   repatriated two youths, who had “inadvertently crossed the Line 

of Control” in December last year in Jammu’s Poonch Sector, to their respective 
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territories.

“With the support of the Jammu and Kashmir police and the civil administration, 

Ali Haider, a 14-year old boy from PoK’s Mirpur, was repatriated to Pakistan via 

the Poonch-Rawalakot crossing point. The Pakistan authorities also handed over 

Mohammed Bashir, after staying in Pakistan’s custody for 16 days,” an Army 

spokesman said.

The spokesman said Haider had “inadvertently” crossed over to India in Poonch 

district on December 31, 2020. “The boy seemed innocent and was immediately 

provided with clothing, food and shelter,” the Army said.

On January 3, the Army made a request with the Pakistani authorities to repatriate 

him. “The Pakistan authorities were also reminded of our request to repatriate an 

Indian boy, Mohammed Bashir, who had inadvertently crossed over to Pakistan 

from the Poonch Sector on December 24,” the Army said.

Chinese soldier crosses LAC south of Pangong Tso, in Army 
custody
A Chinese soldier, who had crossed the Line of Actual Control south of Pangong 

Tso in eastern Ladakh, was apprehended by the Indian Army in the early hours of 

Friday.

In a statement Saturday, the Army said the “PLA soldier had transgressed across 

the LAC and was taken into custody by Indian troops” deployed in the area.

“Troops from either side are deployed along the LAC since friction erupted last 

year due to unprecedented mobilisation and forward concentration by Chinese 

troops. The PLA soldier is being dealt with as per laid down procedures, and the 

circumstances under which he had crossed the LAC are being investigated. Further 

details are awaited,” the Army said.

South Pangong Tso is one of the areas where only a few hundred metres separate 

troops of the two countries.
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In August last year, Indian troops surprised the Chinese by occupying dominating 

heights on the south bank of Pangong Tso, and in the larger Chushul sub-sector.

Indian troops positioned themselves on Gurung Hill, Magar Hill, Mukhpari, Rechin 

La and Rezang La. They now have direct view of China’s Moldo Garrison, and the 

strategic Spanggur Gap, which can be used to launch offensives — as the Chinese 

did in 1962.

Indian troops also readjusted their positions on the north bank of the Pangong 

lake, occupying features to dominate Chinese positions on the ridgeline connecting 

Finger 3 and Finger 4. This scramble for heights led to warning shots being fired by 

the two sides.

This is the second time since the start of the military standoff last May that a Chinese 

soldier has been apprehended on the Indian side of the LAC in eastern Ladakh.

PLA Corporal Wang Ya Long was apprehended in the Demchok sector on October 

19 after he had strayed across the LAC. The Army, which received a request from 

the PLA on his whereabouts, returned him two days later. The two countries have 

around 50,000 troops each in the area, along with additional air defence assets, 

artillery and tanks. With no headway in talks on disengagement, troops remain 

deployed on either side, battling extreme winter conditions.

Pakistan, China form potent threat, ready to meet any 
eventuality: Army Chief
Army Chief General M M Naravane Tuesday said Pakistan and China formed a 

“potent threat”, and the “threat of collusion” could not be wished away. Addressing 

an annual press conference in New Delhi, General Naravane said Indian forces 

would have to be prepared to deal with a “two-front” threat scenario as there was 

“increasing cooperation” between China and Pakistan in both military and non-

military sectors.

“Last year we had to walk the talk and rise to the occasion in dealing with challenges. 
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We are fully prepared to deal with any threat facing the nation,” General Naravane 

was quoted as saying by news agency PTI. He added, “Pakistan and China together 

form a potent threat, and the threat of collusion cannot be wished away.”

Amid the standoff with China, General Naravane said India has maintained high alert 

level along the Line of Actual Control (LAC). “We are ready to meet any eventuality; 

our operational preparedness is of very high order,” he said.

General Naravane said he hoped an agreement for disengagement and de-escalation 

would be reached with China. “We will hold on to our positions in eastern Ladakh 

and hope for a solution based on mutual and equal security,” he said.

Naravane also accused Pakistan of continuing to use terrorism as “an instrument of 

state policy”.

— With PTI

In his first speech at UNSC, Jaishankar slams China and 
Pak.
Urging UN Security Council members not to make false distinctions of “good” 

terrorists and “bad” terrorists, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar made indirect 

references to both China and Pakistan for delaying the process of designating 

terrorist individuals and entities, as well as failing to stop the funding of terror.

In a speech to the UNSC that convened a session to mark two decades since 

the 1373 anti-terror resolution was passed after the 9/11 attacks in the U.S., Mr. 

Jaishankar called for “zero tolerance to terrorism”.

“The practice of placing blocks and holds on listing requests without any rhyme or 

reason must end. This only erodes our collective credibility,” Mr. Jaishankar told 

UNSC members, in a reference to a number of blocks and holds China placed on 

designating Pakistan-based terrorists including Jaish-e-Mohammad Chief Masood 

Azhar before agreeing to put him on the UNSC’s 1267 sanction list in May 2019.

Without directly identifying Pakistan, Mr. Jaishankar also referred to States that 
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are “clearly guilty of aiding and supporting terrorism, and wilfully provide financial 

assistance and safe havens” to them, and in a reference to underworld don and 

terror financier Dawood Ibrahim, spoke of “five- star treatment” he reportedly enjoys 

in Pakistan.

“We, in India, have seen the crime syndicate responsible for the 1993 Mumbai 

bomb blasts not just given state protection but enjoying five-star hospitality,” Mr. 

Jaishankar said listing an eight-point “action plan” to “credibly” address the menace 

of terrorism.

Mr. Jaishankar also made a call for “enhanced UN coordination with the FATF”, 

just ahead of a meeting of the Task Force’s Asia Pacific Joint Group (APJG), 

which will review Pakistan’s performance in countering terror financing and money 

laundering.

A strong India would act as ‘counterbalance’ to China: U.S.
With days to go before its end, the Trump administration has declassified a sensitive 

document on the U.S. strategic framework for the Indo-Pacific’ from 2018. The 

10-page document outlines objectives and strategies with regard to China, North 

Korea, India and other countries in the Indo-Pacific region.

Maintaining “U.S. strategic primacy” in the region and promoting a “liberal economic 

order” while stopping China from establishing “illiberal spheres of influence” is 

the U.S.’s first national security challenge, as per the document. The other two 

challenges are ensuring that North Korea does not threaten the U.S. and advancing 

U.S. economic leadership globally.

With regard to India, one of the ‘desired end states’ of the U.S.’s strategy is for the 

U.S. to be India’s preferred partner on security issues and for the two countries to 

“cooperate to preserve maritime security andcounter Chinese influence” in South 

Asia, Southeast Asia and other regions of “mutual concern”. Several sentences in 
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the document — including in sections on India — have been redacted.

Border dispute

The U.S. aims to help India become a net security provider in the region, solidify a 

lasting strategic partnership with India “underpinned by a strong Indian military able 

to effectively collaborate with” the U.S and its regional partners. These objectives 

it plans to achieve via enhanced defence cooperation and interoperability; working 

with India “toward domestic economic reform” and greater leadership roles for India 

in the East Asia Summit and ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus.

Consequently, the U.S.’s to-do list has on it offers of support to India via military, 

diplomatic and intelligence channels “to help address continental challenges such 

as theborder disputewith China and access to water,including the Brahmaputra and 

other rivers facing diversion by China.”

Last year, India and China were engaged in their deadliest border dispute in decades 

along the Line of Actual Control, in which 20 Indian soldiers and an unknown number 

of Chinese soldiers were killed. Just last week U.S. Ambassador to India Kenneth 

Juster had said that the U.S. cooperated with India to counter China’s “aggressive” 

actions along the LAC, but did not g this cooperation.

Act-East policy

The U.S. also seeks to bolster common principles, including the peaceful resolution 

of disputes and the transparent infrastructure-debt practices (a reference to 

alternatives to financing by China’s Belt Road Initiative, which has led to untenable 

debt positions in borrowing countries), as per the strategy. The U.S. aims to 

supportIndia’s “Act East” policyand “its aspiration to be a leading global power, 

highlighting its compatibility with the U.S., Japanese and Australian vision” of the 

Indo-Pacific.

“A strong India, in cooperation with like-minded countries, would act as a 

counterbalance to China,” is one of the underlying assumptions of the strategy, 

which expects Chinese military, economic and diplomatic influence will continue to 

increase in the short term.
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“China aims to dissolve U.S. alliances and partnerships across the region. China 

will exploit vacuums and opportunities created by these diminished bonds,” the 

document says.

On Russia, it says the country will “remain a marginal player” in the region relative 

to the U.S., China and India.

On North Korea, a stated U.S. objective is to, “Convince the Kim regime that the 

only path to its survival is to relinquish its nuclear weapons.”

The official reason for the early declassification of the document, 20 years ahead of 

time, was “ to communicate to the American people and to our allies and partners, 

the enduring commitment of the U.S. to keeping the Indo-Pacific region free and 

open long into the future,” said national Security Advisor Robert C O’ Brien in a 

covering note.

“Frankly, the early declassification doesn’t tie the Biden administration’s hands,” 

Ankit Panda, a senior fellow in the Nuclear Policy Program of the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, told The Hindu .

“I suspect it’s an attempt by some in the outgoing administration to make their 

mark on policy clear and public, but it’s not a document that speaks to tremendous 

strategic foresight,” he said.

“There’s a considerable bit of dissonance across this document, however, in its 

professed goal of spreading American and liberal values and the complete lack of 

any language on human rights. That again isn’t particularly surprising given how 

the administration has gone about things,” Mr. Panda wrote in a post analysing the 

document.

Farm bills have potential to represent significant step forward 
for agricultural reforms in India: IMF
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) believes the farm bills passed by the Indian 

government have the potential to represent a significant step forward for agricultural 
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reforms, a spokesperson of the organisation said here.

There is, however, a need to strengthen the social safety net for those who might 

be adversely affected by the transition to the new system, Gerry Rice, Director of 

Communications at IMF, said at a news conference in Washington  .

 “We believe the farm bills do have the potential to represent a significant step 

forward for agricultural reforms in India,” Rice said. 

Nepal raises Kalapani boundary issue with India
Nepal has raised the Kalapani boundary dispute with India during the Joint 

Commission meeting, visiting Foreign Minister Pradeep Kumar Gyawali said here  . 

The Minister said that the Indo-Nepal boundary dispute exists in “two segments” and 

Kathmandu wishes to find a solution to the matter urgently. Mr. Gyawali also took up 

Nepal’s requirement for vaccines to fight the COVID-19 pandemic as Kathmandu 

approved Serum Institute of India’s (SII) Covishield vaccine.

Mapping of territory

“We started the demarcation and mapping of the boundary since 1981. At that time, 

Joint Technical Committee was founded which had tenure till 2007. It produced 182 

strip maps which depicts the border... but for various reasons [work on] two segments 

— Susta and Kalapani — were not completed. If we talk of the overall boundary 

between Nepal and India, it is a smaller segment. However, it is an unfinished work 

and that’s why we are talking of the need and urgency of finalising and finishing 

those segments as well,” said Minister Gyawali, addressing a gathering at the Indian 

Council of World Affairs (ICWA).

This is the first time that the Foreign Minister of Nepal has presented the dispute on 

the boundary front from the Indian capital since the issue erupted in November 2019 

prompting Nepal to unveil a new political map that showed the Kalapani-Lipulekh-

Limpiyadhura region of Pithoragarh district as part of the country’s sovereign 

territory.
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The Hindu had reported earlier citing informed sources that the Indian side was 

aware the Nepalese delegation would raise the boundary issue in Friday’s interaction 

but said that India will not discuss the matter at the Joint Commission level as the 

boundary dispute has a dedicated Foreign Secretary-level mechanism which is yet to 

meet. Addressing the bitterness that was witnessed in India-Nepal relations in 2020, 

Mr. Gyawali said there were “ups and downs” and there were differences on some 

issues. “But overall partnership and relation moved smoothly and we should take 

this momentum ahead by drawing lessons from that,” said Mr. Gyawali highlighting 

that Nepal Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

shared “very personal” ties.

A statement issued by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Nepal said “boundary and 

border management” was part of the discussion. In contrast, a statement issued 

by the Ministry of External Affairs said “border management” was part of the 

discussion.

The statement from Nepal said that both the teams “discussed the review of the 

Peace and Friendship Treaty of 1950”.

It is understood that the review has been recommended by the Eminent Persons 

Group (EPG) constituted by Mr. Modi and Mr. Oli in 2016. The EPG report, which has 

been completed, is yet to be submitted to the Indian Prime Minister. The Nepalese 

statement said the issue of “submission” of the report was also raised during the 

meeting.

India ‘intervened’ on Jaffna varsity memorial issue
A message from India to the Sri Lankan leadership on the controversial demolition 

of a memorial for war victims at the Jaffna University appears to have contributed to 

authorities’ decision to “rebuild” the structure on campus.

A day after news of the late-night destruction of the monument broke, Indian High 

Commissioner to Sri Lanka Gopal Baglay met Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa. 
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The meeting was kept under wraps, amid murmurs in Colombo of India intervening. 

“The Indian High Commissioner met the PM [last weekend] and they discussed 

the Jaffna University memorial matter,” PM Rajapaksa’s media secretary Rohan 

Welivita told The Hindu  .

Sharp criticism

It all began late evening on January 8, when Jaffna University authorities bulldozed 

a memorial erected two years ago, to commemorate the scores of civilians killed in 

the final phase of Sri Lanka’s civil war in Mullivaikkal, in 2009. The sudden, overnight 

removal of sculpture — of several hands held out of water — set off spontaneous 

student protests, and drew sharp criticism of the attempt to stifle Tamils’ right to 

remember their loved ones lost in war.

In a complete U-turn by early morning  , the University’s Vice-Chancellor, who had 

earlier given order for the demolition, met students on a hunger strike, and promised 

to “rebuild” a monument at the same spot, and even laid the foundation stone for the 

structure. The change in his stance raised questions, as other protests by Tamils 

in Sri Lanka’s post-war context — by students, by families of forcibly disappeared 

persons, or those trying to reclaim military-held land — rarely saw such a swift 

response from authorities.

VC S. Srisatkunarajah, who earlier told The Hindu that his demolition order followed 

instructions from “defence, intelligence, Education Ministry, everyone”, later said 

authorities wanted him to “diffuse the situation”. Speaking of reactions abroad, he 

said “Tamil Nadu is boiling.”

Tamil Nadu leaders, including Chief Minister Edappadi K. Palaniswami, DMK 

president M.K. Stalin and MDMK general secretary Vaiko, had condemned the 

move. Pointing to the development a day after External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar 

concluded his visit to Sri Lanka — during which time he urged the Sri Lankan 

government to address Tamils’ concerns — Mr. Stalin urged Prime Minister Modi to 

“strongly condemn” the demolition. While New Delhi made no official comment on 

the development, diplomatic channels were activated, it appears.
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Colombo-based weekend newspaper Sunday Times reported that High 

Commissioner Baglay told Premier Rajapaksa that the demolition “could lead to 

protests erupting in the southern Indian State of Tamil Nadu.” “Premier Rajapaksa 

went into action promptly,” according to the newspaper’s political column  .

Prof. Srisatkunarajah has said the rebuilt monument would commemorate “peace” 

rather than war. “We have a constituted a committee, including student members, 

to look into erecting the structure,” he told The Hindu  .

‘India, China may take lead in Asia’s Covid vaccination 
plans’
India and China are expected to take the lead in driving Asia’s vaccination plans 

efforts, even as third waves of infections and stringent measures to curb fresh 

COVID-19 cases in Japan, South Korea and some South-East Asian Nations 

remain a dampener for Asia’s uneven economic recovery, Moody’s Analytics said 

in a note.

Terming India’s beginning of the vaccination programme a ‘crucial development’ for 

Asia, the firm said that the country’s advances on this front would soften the severity 

of the pandemic in Asia, especially as India is the second most-impacted country 

after the U.S.

“As the largest producer of vaccines in the world, with 60% of the global share, India 

is well-positioned to use its existing manufacturing capabilities to contribute to mass 

vaccine production and distribution needs for other countries in addition to meeting 

its domestic requirements,” the note said.

“With exports of the COVID-19 vaccines expected to begin soon, India [along with 

China] look set to take the lead in driving the region’s distribution efforts in the 

months ahead,” the note added. Indonesia’s approval of China’s COVID-19 vaccine 

Sinovac for emergency use, the first country outside China to do so, could open 

the door for other Asian economies to follow suit. However, mixed reports on the 
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vaccine’s effectiveness have set back vaccination plans in countries considering its 

use, the firm said.

Aware of Chinese construction on LAC: MEA
The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA)   said it was aware of infrastructure construction 

by China in the past several years “along the Line of Actual Control (LAC)” and that 

India had also stepped up its construction, after a report by NDTV showed satellite 

images of a new Chinese settlement in Arunachal Pradesh.

This is the first time the government has acknowledged Chinese construction, 

although official sources say the land has been under the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army’s (PLA) control since 1959. “The Chinese have been holding the 

area since 1959 and it is not a new development. Prior to that, there was an Assam 

Rifles post there which was overrun. They have been doing construction there on 

and off. There were some temporary constructions a few years back. They have 

now done permanent construction there,” an official source said.

China defends new village in Arunachal Pradesh
China   said its construction of a village across the Line of Actual Control (LAC) 

in Arunachal Pradesh was “beyond reproach” because it had “never recognised” 

Arunachal.

India’s Ministry of External Affairs said earlier this week it was aware of the 

construction “along the LAC”. This followed a report showing satellite images of the 

village, built between November 2019 and November 2020 and located a couple 

of kilometres across the LAC, beyond what India sees as the border separating 

Arunachal Pradesh and Tibet, on the banks of the Tsari Chu river in Upper Subansiri 

district in Arunachal.

Indian officials said this area has been under Chinese control since 1959. There are 

close to two dozen spots along the entire length of the LAC in all sectors where India 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     FEBRUARY
     2021
     VOL.78

    India and 
the World

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

and China do not agree on its alignment. Indian officials said China had earlier built 

a permanent construction of military barracks in this area. The construction of the 

village has been seen by analysts as a move to bolster China’s claim to the area, 

and part of a broader recent push by China to build civilian settlements in disputed 

frontier areas, which it has also done with Bhutan.

‘Clear position’

The Chinese Foreign Ministry   said at a press briefing, to a question about the 

construction, that China’s “position on Zangnan [or South Tibet, as China refers 

to Arunachal] region is consistent and clear”. “We never recognised the so-called 

Arunachal Pradesh,” spokesperson Hua Chunying said. “China’s development and 

construction activity within our own territory is normal. This is beyond reproach as it 

is in our territory.”

The Communist Party-run Global Times newspaper, in a report earlier this week, 

said the area “has never been recognised by the Chinese government”. “China and 

India haven’t demarcated the border line of this area yet. So they cannot accuse 

China of building a village on the Indian side,” Qian Feng, director of the research 

department at the National Strategy Institute at Tsinghua University, was quoted as 

saying.

That is in large part because China has refused to exchange maps showing its LAC 

perception in the eastern sector, leaving unclear the extent of its claims on what is 

under its control.

Zhang Yongpan, a research fellow at the Institute of Chinese Borderland Studies at 

the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), told the Global Times “there is no 

doubt that the Tsari Chu basin is an inherent part of China’s territory”.

The site of the village is close to where China had attacked an Assam Rifles post in 

1959, in what is known as the Longju incident, said south India-based Tibet scholar 

Claude Arpi. He said it is at least 2 km south of the McMahon Line, which China 

doesn’t recognise. After the 1962 war, India stopped patrolling the area.

Mr. Arpi said the construction appeared to be part of a programme by China to build 
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what it calls “poverty alleviation” villages. He estimates that under the initiative, 

launched after a Tibet economic work conference in 2015, some 600 villages have 

been built, of which around 100 are in border areas. “While the government calls them 

poverty alleviation villages, some of the villages in border areas are very remote with 

little economic activity there, so they appear to have a strategic purpose,” he said, 

adding that people had been moved to some of the new villages from other parts 

of Tibet, including families of herders, to occupy the newly built houses. Another 

village built last year, called Pangda, was built 2-3 km inside what Bhutan sees as 

its territory, in another disputed area.

The new village in Arunachal is around 30 km from another well-known border village 

called Yumai, which made headlines in China in 2017 when President Xi Jinping 

sent a letter to its residents saying he hoped they “will motivate more herders to 

set down roots in the border area like galsang flowers, and become guardians of 

Chinese territory”.

In 2015, the Chinese National Geography magazine reported that “the Tibetan 

family’s residence there had helped China maintain control of the territory”, said a 

report in the South China Morning Post . “Yumai would be occupied by India already 

if the family had decided to leave,” the village’s head was quoted as saying.

Mr. Arpi notes at the time of Mr. Xi’s letter, Yumai had around 30 residents. Today, 

he said, there are some 200 people living there.

‘Sukhoi helped maritime security’
The resurrection of 222 Squadron at Thanjavur with Sukhoi-30 aircraft has paved the 

way for strengthening maritime security in the southern peninsula and maintaining 

Indian interests in the Indian Ocean region, Air Marshal Amit Tiwari, Air Officer 

Commanding-in-Chief, Southern Air Command (SAC), has said.

Speaking at a Commanders’ Conference held at the SAC, Akkulam,  , he outlined 

efforts by the command in fast-tracking infrastructure development for fighters, 
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deployment of radars, and successful conduct of Combined Guided Weapons Firing 

at Suryalanka on varied firing platforms.

The Air Marshal expressed satisfaction over the induction of an additional indigenously 

built LCA (light combat aircraft) Tejas aircraft squadron at Sulur. The Air Force is in 

a highly accelerated growth stage and induction of indigenous systems is in tandem 

with the government’s ‘Make in India’ initiative, he said.

At the conference, the Air Marshal reviewed the operations, maintenance, and 

administration activities undertaken by the SAC during the past year. He provided 

the Commanders with a vision for maritime operations in peninsular India for the next 

decade. He also emphasised the need to maintain a very high level of operational 

preparedness and orientation. Air Officers Commanding and Station Commanders 

of all Air Force Stations under the Southern Air Command attended the day-long 

conclave.

India, China troops clashed at Naku La
Responding to questions on the Naku La incident, Mr. Zhao said, “We urge the 

Indian side to work in the same direction with us and refrain from actions that might 

escalate or complicate the situation along the border. We hope both will take proper 

actions to manage the differences and take concrete actions to safeguard the peace 

and stability along the border.”

The Communist Party-run Global Times quoted Chinese military sources as saying 

that reports of injuries on both sides were “fake”. “There is no record of this incident 

in the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) front line patrol logs,” the newspaper 

said. “In recent days, the focus of the military’s top leaders on both sides has been 

the ninth round of corps commander-level talks, not a new border clash… There 

have been minor frictions between the front line forces of the two countries, but 

if there had been friction involving casualties, it is impossible for them not to be 

recorded in the Chinese patrol logs.”
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China slams apps ban, urges India to ‘correct discriminatory 
measures’
China   called on India “to immediately correct its discriminatory measures” over the 

decision to extend a ban on 59 Chinese apps.

The Indian government recently sent notices to Chinese firms, informing them that 

the ban, announced in June, would continue. India had banned the 59 Chinese 

apps including TikTok, WeChat and UC Browser, citing national security concerns in 

the wake of the stand-off in Ladakh. Another 118 apps were banned in September 

and 43 more in November.

The recent notice was sent after reviewing the responses from the Chinese firms, 

which had been given a chance to respond to the June move.

The Ministry of Electronics and IT had said in its order last year that it had received 

“credible inputs that such apps pose [a] threat to sovereignty and integrity of India” 

and that it had taken the measure “in view of information available they are engaged 

in activities which are prejudicial to sovereignty and integrity of India, defence of 

India, security of state and public order.”

“Since last year, the Indian side has repeatedly used national security as an excuse 

to prohibit some mobile apps with Chinese background,” the Chinese Embassy in 

New Delhi said in a statement.

“These moves [are] in violation of WTO’s non-discriminatory principles and fair 

competition principles of a market economy and severely damage the legitimate 

rights and interests of Chinese companies,” said Ji Rong, a spokesperson for the 

Embassy. “The Chinese side firmly opposes them.

‘Comply with local laws’

“The Chinese government always asks Chinese companies to observe international 

rules and local laws and regulations when doing business overseas,” the Embassy 

said. “The Indian government has the responsibility to follow WTO rules and market 

principles and protect the legitimate rights and interests of international investors 
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including Chinese companies.”

The moves had “hindered the improvement of the Indian business environment 

and the innovative development of related Indian industries,” the Chinese Embassy 

said. “China-India economic and trade cooperation is mutually beneficial by nature,” 

it said. “We urge the Indian side to immediately correct its discriminatory measures 

and avoid causing further damage to bilateral cooperation.”

‘India’s UNSC seat a matter of discussion’
In response to a question on whether India, Germany and Japan should become 

permanent members of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), U.S. President 

Joe Biden’s pick for UN Ambassador Linda Thomas-Greenfield said discussions on 

the subject were under way.

She noted that there were arguments for and opinions against these countries 

becoming permanent members.

“There are some strong arguments for that but I also know that there are others 

who disagree within their regions that they should be the representative of their 

region. That too is an ongoing discussion,” she said during her Senate confirmation 

hearing.

UFC group

Ms. Thomas-Greenfield was presumably referring to the opposition that the Uniting 

for Consensus (UFC) group — Pakistan, South Korea, Italy and Argentina — has 

to the G4 (Brazil, Germany, Japan and Italy) becoming permanent members. In 

addition, China opposes permanent membership for India and Japan.

The U.S. has for some years supported India’s permanent membership to the 

Council — with former President Barack Obama declaring his country’s support in 

his address to Parliament in 2010.

In 2017, former President Donald Trump reaffirmed the U.S.’s support for the idea in 

a joint communique issued during Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to the White 
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House.

“Recognizing India’s growing role on the world stage, the Obama-Biden 

Administration formally declared U.S. support for India’s membership in a reformed 

and expandedUnited Nations Security Council,” Mr Biden’s campaign website had 

said. India has just embarked on a two-year non-permanent term at the UNSC.

Ms. Thomas-Greenfield, a former Ambassador, who is likely to be confirmed soon, 

was grilled by Senators on a speech she gave in 2019 at the Savannah State 

University, which was sponsored by the Confucius Institute, established by the 

Chinese government to promote Chinese culture and language abroad.

She expressed regret at having given the talk and said she was surprised by the 

Institute’s predatory activities — which she discovered later — in high schools and 

elementary schools.

“We know that China is working across the UN system to drive an authoritarian 

agenda that stands in opposition to the values of the institution,” Ms. Thomas-

Greenfield said.

China is still largest source of critical imports for India
China still remains the largest source of critical imports for India, from mobile phone 

components to pharmaceutical ingredients, and India is working on a multi-pronged 

strategy to reduce this reliance, which is a bigger concern than the imbalance in 

trade.

“The trade deficit is not in dollars, it is in overdependence,” said Sanjay Chadha, 

Additional Secretary in the Ministry of Commerce and Industry, speaking at the All 

India Conference of China Studies (AICCS), organised by the Institute of Chinese 

Studies (ICS) Delhi and Indian Institute of Technology Madras (IIT-M).

“A mobile phone requires 85% content coming from one country. If China were to 

stop the active pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs) for penicillin, we would not be 

able to produce it in this country. When somebody controls your production, that is 
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a sentiment which raises concern.”

PLI scheme

Mr. Chadha said that India was working on a multi-pronged strategy to reduce this 

dependence, ranging from the Production Linked Incentive (PLI) scheme to boost 

domestic manufacturing, a global effort involving India’s foreign missions to find 

alternatives to China, and the use of free trade agreements (FTAs) with other trading 

partners.

COVID-19 had helped accelerate this change. When production in China was hit 

early in 2020, although its economy would recover by the summer and become 

the only major economy to avoid contraction last year, India shared with its foreign 

missions lists of items critically dependent on China, following which the missions 

linked up with suppliers in their countries.

Mr. Chadha, however, sounded a note of caution, suggesting this process was at the 

beginning, not the end. “We have to keep in mind China is still our largest source of 

imports for critical items,” he said, “and our pharmaceuticals and electronics sectors 

are hugely dependent on China.”

What offered opportunities for India was the push from many countries to not 

necessarily relocate from China - which still remains integral to global supply chains 

- but to diversify, with future capacity expansion up for grabs. The PLI scheme is 

hoping to capture that diversification.

“If 85% of my components [for mobile phones] is dependent on one country, should 

I not have a production linked incentive to have the big companies come here? We 

have seen Apple start manufacturing in India. The PLI is going to accelerate that 

investment.”

Mr. Chadha said this was “not so much a China obsession as it is to try and make 

supply chains resilient, either by way of adding or diversify sources”.

China still remained the biggest source of India’s imports, but imports last year fell 

10.8%, the lowest since 2016. Two-way trade in 2020 reached $87.6 billion, down 

by 5.6%, while the trade deficit declined to a five year-low of $45.8 billion.
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Mr. Chadha noted that steel imports had fallen from a high of $2.8 billion to less than 

$1 billion, with China replaced by South Korea in part because of an FTA. India in 

2019 withdrew from the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), 

which would have put India and China in the same trading bloc. “The FTA,” he said 

referring to the example of steel, “is resulting in diversification for free.”

On the trade front with China, he said India’s exporters had struggled for years 

but made little headway because of a number of non-tariff barriers. In 2018, both 

sides signed a number of protocols, including for rice and tobacco, but “none of this 

materialised in substantial trade”. India’s exports to China did, however, cross $20 

billion for the first time last year.
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‘Technolgy, skilling vital for aerospace, defence’
India needs to focus on deploying latest technology and skilling its workforce to 

become the next major powerhouse in aerospace and defence sectors, according to 

David Ziegler, vice-president of aerospace and defense, Dassault Systemes.

“To make sure India will be one of the next major powerhouses in aerospace and 

defence, I think there are three parts to that. First, there needs to be people, there 

needs to be education and workforce of the future. So, the government can do a little 

bit more in this space.”

The second pillar, he said, was to have governmental programmes where he said 

he believed India to be on the right track with specific investments in defence and in 

space sectors.

The third pillar, he said, was about technology. “I think here India may still have a long 

way to go in order to adopt the latest technology,” he said.

“That would be my recommendation — focus on people, focus on technology,” he 

said.

Assam gives a lifeline to its only Ramsar site
The Kamrup (Metropolitan) district administration has prohibited community fishing 

in Deepor Beel, a wetland on the south-western edge of Guwahati and Assam’s only 

Ramsar site.

The prohibition order under Section 144 of the Cr.P.C. underlines the possibility of 

community fishing on January 3 and will remain beyond the mid-January Magh or 

Bhogali Bihu that is preceded by mass fishing in many parts of the State.

“Some people from the villages around and adjoining Deepor Beel Wildlife Sanctuary 

such as Keotpara, Mikirpara, Paspara, Azara, Tetelia, in tandem with people from 

various fringe parts of Guwahati city are likely to venture out to organise community 

fishing on January 3, 2021 and even after that also,” said an order from Deputy 

Commissioner of Police (West), Guwahati.
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“And whereas such ventures are absolutely illegal under the Wildlife (Protection) 

Act, 1972, which will also cause irreparable as well as irretrievable damage to the 

ecosystem of the sanctuary as presented by the divisional forest officer (Guwahati 

Wildlife Division),” said the order effective from January 1-31.

Officials said the order was necessary to prevent fishing, excavation and construction 

in and around the wetland that has been shrinking over the years.

Shrinking in size

Deepor Beel was designated a Ramsar site in 2002 for sustaining a range of aquatic 

life forms besides 219 species of birds. A Ramsar site is a wetland designated to be 

of international importance under the Convention on Wetlands on February 2, 1971, 

in the Iranian city of Ramsar on the Caspian Sea shore.

According to hydrological experts, the area of the wetland was about 6,000 hectares 

in the late 1980s. Satellite imagery has revealed that its area has shrunk by at least 

35% since 1991. “One of the reasons is that it is losing connectivity with small rivers 

such as Kalmoni, Khonajan and Basistha that used to flow via the Mora Bharalu 

channel through Guwahati,” said Bibhav Talukdar of green group Aaranyak.

Expansion of the city, encroachment upon the natural channels through Guwahati 

and from the hills around, and a municipal waste dump at Boragaon almost on the 

edge of the wetland were the other factors, he added.

Sunquakes may originate more than 1,000 km beneath Sun’s 
surface, says NASA
Scientists at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) have a 

new theory about the seismic activity on the Sun during solar flares, which are also 

known as sunquakes. Earlier, scientists used to believe that the reason behind it 

is the magnetic forces or heating of the outer atmosphere of the Sun. However, a 

new study based on data provided by NASA’s Solar Dynamics Observatory (SDO) 

suggests that sunquakes are a result of something that lurks beneath the surface 
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of the Sun.

As per NASA, sunquakes “release acoustic energy in the form of waves that ripple 

along the Sun’s surface, like waves on a lake, in the minutes following a solar flare 

– an outburst of light, energy, and material seen in the Sun’s outer atmosphere”.

In July 2011, SDO observed an sunquake with unusual traits as it had sharp ripples 

produced from a somewhat average flare. These waves were furthered tracked by 

the scientists using helioseismic holography, a technique that has earlier been used 

by scientists to measure other phenomenons with the help of SDO’s Helioseismic 

and Magnetic Imager.

The results from observations found that the acoustic source of these sunquakes 

lies nearly 700 miles (1126.5 km) below the Sun’s surface, which contradicts 

what scientists used to believe before. These results have been published in the 

journal Astrophysical Journal Letters.

Two asteroids as big as Eiffel Tower to zoom past Earth 
today
We are just six days into 2021 and there are several asteroids approaching Earth 

already. National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has cautioned 

about six asteroids, including two which are as big as the Eiffel Tower. A total of six 

asteroids will zoom past Earth on January 6.

The first one is the 2021 AC, which already went past our planet in the morning. It 

has an average diameter of 73.5 metres and moved at a speed of 50,652 kmph. The 

second one is named 2016 CO247, which has an average diameter of 340 metres. 

It went past Earth soon after the 2021 AC at a speed of 60,228 kmph. It was 7.4 

million km away from our planet.

The smallest of the six asteroids, 2021 AJ which is not more than 20 metres in 

diameter will go past the planet in the evening (5 PM IST approx). Almost two hours 

later, the 32-metre 2018 KP1 will follow which is can be 41 metres in diameter and 
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will be 3.1 million km away from Earth at a speed of 15,948 kmph. 2021 AU will 

be just 1.42 million kms away from Earth. The estimated diameter is around 60 

metres.

The last asteroid of the lot is the largest to approach the Earth. As per IST, it will 

go past Earth around 2:30 AM on January 7. The 2008 AF4 is nearly 500 metres in 

diameter and if it was to hit Earth, its impact would be the equivalent of the largest 

nuclear bombs. It is travelling at a speed of 39,654 kmph. Thankfully, it is over 15 

million km away from Earth and does not pose a threat.

As per NASA, none of the asteroids going past the Earth poses a threat. Only Near-

Earth Objects (NEOs) pose a threat to Earth and that also depends on the size as 

the celestial objects burn upon entering the atmosphere. Most of them are blow to 

small pieces before hitting the ground.

NASA’s Boeing moon rocket cuts short ‘once-in-a-generation’ 
ground test
NASA’s deep space exploration rocket built by Boeing briefly ignited all four engines 

of its behemoth core stage for the first time  , cutting short a crucial test to advance 

a years-delayed U.S. government program to return humans to the moon in the 

next few years.

Mounted in a test facility at NASA’s Stennis Space Center in Mississippi, the Space 

Launch System’s (SLS) 212-foot tall core stage roared to life at 4:27 p.m. local time 

(2227 GMT) for just over a minute — well short of the roughly four minutes engineers 

needed to stay on track for the rocket’s first launch in November this year.

“Today was a good day,” NASA administrator Jim Bridenstine said at a press 

conference after the test, adding “we got lots of data that we’re going to be able to 

sort through” to determine if a do-over is needed and whether a November 2021 

debut launch date is still possible.

 The engine test, the last leg of NASA’s nearly year-long “Green Run” test campaign, 
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was a vital step for the space agency and its top SLS contractor Boeing before a 

debut unmanned launch later this year under NASA’s Artemis program, the Trump 

administration’s push to return U.S. astronauts to the moon by 2024.

It was unclear whether Boeing and NASA would have to repeat the test, a prospect 

that could push the debut launch into 2022. NASA’s SLS program manager John 

Honeycutt, cautioning the data review from the test is ongoing, told reporters the 

turnaround time for another hot fire test could be roughly one month.

 To simulate internal conditions of a real liftoff, the rocket’s four Aerojet Rocketdyne 

RS-25 engines ignited for roughly one minute and 15 seconds, generating 1.6 million 

pounds of thrust and consuming 700,000 gallons of propellants on NASA’s largest 

test stand, a massive facility towering 35 stories tall.

The expendable super heavy-lift SLS is three years behind schedule and nearly $3 

billion over budget. Critics have long argued for NASA to retire the rocket’s shuttle-

era core technologies, which have launch costs of $1 billion or more per mission, in 

favor of newer commercial alternatives that promise lower costs.

By comparison, it costs as little as $90 million to fly the massive but less powerful 

Falcon Heavy rocket designed and manufactured by Elon Musk’s SpaceX, and some 

$350 million per launch for United Launch Alliance’s legacy Delta IV Heavy.

While newer, more reusable rockets from both companies – SpaceX’s Starship and 

United Launch Alliance’s Vulcan – promise heavier lift capacity than the Falcon 

Heavy or Delta IV Heavy potentially at lower cost, SLS backers argue it would take 

two or more launches on those rockets to launch what the SLS could carry in a single 

mission.

 Reuters reported in October that President-elect Joe Biden’s space advisers aim to 

delay Trump’s 2024 goal, casting fresh doubts on the long-term fate of SLS just as 

SpaceX and Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin scramble to bring rival new heavy-lift capacity 

to market.

NASA and Boeing engineers have stayed on a ten-month schedule for the Green 

Run “despite having significant adversity this year,” Boeing’s SLS manager John 
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Shannon told reporters this week, citing five tropical storms and a hurricane that hit 

Stennis, as well as a three-month closure after some engineers tested positive for 

the coronavirus in March.

NASA’s TESS Mission discovers exoplanet in our galaxy 
older than Sun
National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA) Transiting Exoplanet 

Survey Satellite (TESS) has discovered an exoplanet in the Milky Way galaxy. 

Researchers believe it is 10 billion years old, more than twice as old as our Sun. 

The planet named TOI-561b orbiting outside our solar system is 1.5 times the size 

of the Earth, has more mass than Earth, but almost the same density. The planet 

orbits around its sun, which is located in the galactic thick disk, very quickly and 

completes it in about 12 hours.

The discovery of the planet was made public in the 237th meeting of the American 

Astronomical Society and later accepted for publication in Astronomical Journal. 

The meeting was held virtually due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

The study also mentions that the temperature on the planet’s surface reaches 1,726 

degrees Celsius which makes it not suited for habitation.

As per a report by CNN, the rocky planet’s mass, radius and density were calculated 

with the help of data collected at the WM Keck Observatory in Hawaii. “TOI-561b is 

one of the oldest rocky planets yet discovered,” University of Hawaii postdoctoral 

fellow and team lead Lauren Weiss said in a statement. “Its existence shows that 

the universe has been forming rocky planets almost since its inception 14 billion 

years ago.”

What makes this ‘Super-Earth’ more intriguing is its density, considering the size 

in comparison to Earth. However, older planets are less dense owing to the less 

quantity of heavy metals found on them. These elements are found on our planet 

because it was formed after the Sun exploded in Supernova and distributed these 
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elements into space.

Researchers are also interested in the history of the rocky planet as it could have 

been habitable at some point in its existence. “Though this particular planet is 

unlikely to be inhabited today, it may be a harbinger of many rocky worlds yet to be 

discovered around our galaxy’s oldest stars,” said Stephen Lane, the lead author of 

the study at the University of California, Riverside.

Missing: One black hole with 10 billion solar masses
Written by Dennis Overbye

Astronomers are searching the cosmic lost-and-found for one of the biggest, baddest 

black holes thought to exist. So far they haven’t found it.

In the past few decades, it has become part of astronomical lore that at the center 

of every galaxy lurks a giant black hole into which the equivalent of millions or even 

billions of suns have disappeared. The bigger the galaxy, the more massive the 

black hole at its center.

So it was a surprise a decade ago when Marc Postman, of the Space Telescope 

Science Institute, using the Hubble Space Telescope to survey clusters of galaxies, 

found a supergiant galaxy with no sign of a black hole in its center. Normally, the 

galaxy’s core would have a kink of extra light in its center, a kind of sparkling cloak, 

produced by stars that had been gathered there by the gravity of a giant black 

hole.

On the contrary, at the exact center of the galaxy’s wide core, where a slight bump in 

starlight should have been, there was a slight dip. Moreover, the entire core, a cloud 

of stars some 20,000 light-years across, was not even in the middle of the galaxy.

“Oh, my God, this is really unusual,” Tod Lauer, an expert on galactic nuclei at the 

National Optical Astronomy Observatory in Tucson, Arizona, and an author on the 

paper, recalled saying when Postman showed him the finding.

That was in 2012. In the years since, the two researchers and their colleagues have 
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been looking for X-rays or radio waves from the missing black hole.

The galaxy is the brightest one in a cluster known as Abell 2261. It is about 2.7 

billion light-years from here, in the constellation Hercules in the northern sky, not 

far from the prominent star Vega. Using the standard rule of thumb, the black hole 

missing from the center of the 2261 galaxy should be 10 billion solar masses or 

more. Comparatively, the black hole at the center of the Milky Way galaxy is only 

about 4 million solar masses.

So where has nature stashed the equivalent of 10 billion suns?

One possibility is that the black hole is there but has gone silent, having temporarily 

run out of anything to eat. But another provocative possibility, Lauer and his 

colleagues say, is that the black hole was thrown out of the galaxy altogether.

‘A Pit in Every Peach’

Proving the latter could provide insight into some of the most violent and dynamic 

processes in the evolution of galaxies and the cosmos, about which astronomers 

have theorized but never seen — a dance of titanic forces and swirling worlds that 

can fling stars and planets across the void.

“It’s an intriguing mystery, and we’re on the case,” Postman said in an email. He 

added that the upcoming James Webb Space Telescope would have the capability 

to shed light, so to speak, on the case.

“What happens when you eject a supermassive black hole from a galaxy?” Lauer 

asked.

Lauer is part of an informal group who call themselves Nukers. The group first came 

together under Sandra Faber of the University of California, Santa Cruz, in the early 

days of the Hubble Space Telescope. Over the past four decades, they have sought 

to elucidate the nature of galactic nuclei, using the sharp eye of Hubble and other 

new facilities to peer into the intimate hearts of distant galaxies.

“The story of A2261-BCG,” he said, referring to the galaxy’s formal name in literature, 

“is what happens with the most massive galaxies in the universe, the giant elliptical 

galaxies, at the end point of galaxy evolution.”
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Black holes are objects so dense that not even light can escape their gravitational 

clutches. They are invisible by definition, but the ruckus — X-rays and radio screams 

— caused by material falling into its grasp can be seen across the universe. The 

discovery in the 1960s of quasars in the centers of galaxies first led astronomers to 

consider that supermassive black holes were responsible for such fireworks.

By the turn of the century, astronomers had come to the conclusion that every galaxy 

harbored a supermassive black hole, millions to billions of times more massive than 

the sun, in its bosom. Where they came from — whether they grew from smaller 

black holes that had formed from the collapse of stars, or formed through some 

other process early in the universe — nobody is sure. “There is a pit in every peach,” 

Lauer said.

But how do these entities affect their surroundings?

In 1980, three astronomers, Mitchell Begelman, Martin Rees and Roger Blandford, 

wrote about how these black holes would alter the evolution of the galaxies they 

inhabit. When two galaxies collided and merged — an especially common event 

in the earlier universe — their central black holes would meet and form a binary 

system, two black holes circling each other.

Begelman and his colleagues argued that these two massive black holes, swinging 

around, would interact with the sea of stars they were immersed in. Every once 

in a while, one of these stars would have a close encounter with the binary, and 

gravitational forces would push the star out of the center, leaving the black holes 

even more tightly bound.

Over time, more stars would be tossed away from the center. Gradually, starlight 

that was once concentrated at the center would spread out into a broader, diffuse 

core, with a little kink at the center where the black-hole binary was doing its mating 

dance. The process is called “scouring.”

“They were way ahead of the game,” Lauer said of the three astronomers.

A Knotty Problem

A scoured core was the kind of situation that Lauer and Postman thought they had 
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encountered with Abell 2261. But instead of a peak at the center of the core, there 

was a dip, as if the supermassive black hole and its attendant stars had simply been 

taken away.

This raised the more dramatic possibility that the scenario envisioned by Begelman 

and his colleagues had played out: The two black holes had merged into one gigantic 

mouthful of nothing. The merger would have been accompanied by a cataclysmic 

burst of gravitational waves, space-time ripples predicted to exist by Einstein in 

1916 and finally seen by the LIGO instruments a century later, in 2016.

If that burst was lopsided, it would have sent the resultant supermassive black 

hole flying through the galaxy, or even out of it, something astronomers had never 

observed. So finding the errant black hole was of the utmost importance.

Further scrutiny of A2261-BCG revealed four little knots of light within the diffuse 

core. Could one of them be harboring the black hole?

A team led by Sarah Burke-Spolaor of West Virginia University took to the sky 

with Hubble and the Very Large Array radio telescope in Socorro, New Mexico. 

Spectroscopic measurements by Hubble could tell how fast the stars in the knots 

were moving, and thus whether some massive object was needed to keep them 

together.

Two of the knots, they concluded, were probably small galaxies with small internal 

motions being cannibalized by the big galaxy. Measurements of the third knot had 

such large error bars that it could not yet be ruled in or out as the black hole’s 

location.

The fourth, very compact knot near the bottom edge of the core was too faint 

for Hubble, Burke-Spolaor reported. “Observing this knot would have required 

an overblown amount of time (hundreds of hours) observing with Hubble Space 

Telescope,” she said in an email, and so it also remains a candidate for the hiding 

spot.

The galaxy core also emits radio waves, but they didn’t help the search, Burke-

Spolaor said.
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“We were originally hoping the radio emission would be some kind of literal smoking 

gun, showing an active jet that points directly back to black-hole location,” she 

said. But the radio relic was at least 50 million years old, according to its spectral 

characteristics, which meant, she said, that the large black hole would have had 

ample time to move elsewhere since the jet turned off.

Next stop was NASA’s orbiting Chandra X-ray Observatory. Kayhan Gultekin of the 

University of Michigan, another veteran Nuker who was not on the original discovery 

team, aimed the telescope at the cluster core and those suspicious knots. No dice. 

The putative black hole would have to be feeding at one-millionth of its potential rate 

if it were there at all, Gultekin said.

“Either any black hole at the center is very faint, or it isn’t there,” he wrote in an email. 

The same goes for the case of a binary black-hole system, he said; it would need to 

be eating very little gas to stay hidden.

In the meantime, Imran Nasim, of the University of Surrey, who was not part of 

Postman’s team, has published a detailed analysis of how the merger of two 

supermassive black holes could reform the galaxy into what the astronomers have 

found.

“Simply, gravitational wave recoil ‘kicks’ the supermassive black hole out of the 

galaxy,” Nasim explained in an email. Having lost its supermassive anchor, the 

cloud of stars around the black-hole binary spreads out, becoming more diffuse. The 

density of stars in that region — the densest part of the entire giant galaxy — is only 

one-tenth the density of stars in our own neighborhood of the Milky Way, resulting in 

a night sky that would appear anemic compared with our own.

All this is another reason that astronomers eagerly await the launch of the James 

Webb Space Telescope, the long-awaited successor to Hubble, which is now 

scheduled for the end of October. That telescope will be able to examine all four 

knots at the same time and determine whether any of them are a supermassive 

black hole.

“Here you see our great sophistication,” Lauer said. “Hey, maybe it’s in the knots! 
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Hey, maybe it isn’t! Better search everything!”

Sunderbans is home to 428 species of birds, says ZSI
The Indian Sunderbans, which is part of the largest mangrove forest in the world, is 

home to 428 species of birds, a recent publication of the Zoological Survey of India 

(ZSI) states.

The publication, Birds of the Sundarban Biosphere Reserve , released earlier this 

month by the ZSI, not only documents the avifauna of the Sunderbans, but also 

serves as a comprehensive photographic field guide, with detailed distribution and 

locality data for all the species from the region.

Authors of the publication said the book, with photographs of the males and females 

of various species, is aimed to kindle interest and spread knowledge about birds 

among people from all walks of life — from forest staff to tourists to amateur 

birdwatchers.

The Indian Sunderbans, which covers 4,200 sq. km, also includes the Sunderban 

Tiger Reserve of 2,585 sq. km — home to about 96 royal Bengal tigers (as per the 

last census in 2020). It is a world heritage site and a Ramsar site (a wetland site 

designated to be of international importance). The publication has been compiled by 

three scientists — Kaliash Chandra, Director, ZSI, Gopinathan Maheshwaran, head 

of the bird section of the ZSI, and Amitava Majumdar.

The scientists said of the 428 birds listed, some, like the masked finfoot and the 

Buffy fish owl, are recorded only from the Sunderbans. The area is home to nine out 

of 12 species of kingfishers found in the country as well rare species such as the 

Goliath heron and the spoon-billed sandpiper.

Highlighting the significance of the publication, Dr. Chandra said India has over 

1,300 species of birds and if 428 species of birds are from the Sunderbans, it means 

that one in every three birds in the country is found in the unique ecosystem.

“The publication not only highlights the ecological and conservation aspect of the 
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Sunderbans, but through detailed description of bird species and localities where 

they are found we want to encourage birdwatching,” Dr. Chandra said.

Pointing out that scientists and nature lovers are observing the 125th birth anniversary 

year of Salim Ali, the Birdman of India, the ZSI Director said birdwatching not only 

brings people closer to nature, but also creates awareness and livelihood opportunities 

for the locals.

Principal Chief Conservator of Forest and Head of Forest Force, West Bengal, Ravi 

Kant Sinha said the Sunderbans are the most diverse of natural landscapes and 

accounts for 60% of all mangrove forests in the country.

“The mudflats exposed in the low tides, rich in microorganism deposited during 

tidal activity, are ideal feeding for migratory birds. The mudflats and wetlands of the 

Sunderbans act as a stopover site for migratory flight south [southwards] and back,” 

Mr. Sinha added.

Largest sea on Saturn’s moon Titan could be more than 1,000 
feet deep
Saturn’s largest of the 82 moons, Titan’s biggest water body is more than 1,000 feet 

deep near its centre. The Kraken Mare is so deep that its exact depth could not be 

measured. The new findings were obtained from the data collected by the National 

Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA) Cassini mission. Seven years ago, 

it was believed that the depth of the extraterrestrial lake was 115 feet at least.

“The depth and composition of each of Titan’s seas had already been measured, 

except for Titan’’s largest sea, Kraken Mare, which not only has a great name, but 

also contains about 80% of the moon’s surface liquids,” said lead author Valerio 

Poggiali, a research associate at the Cornell Center for Astrophysics and Planetary 

Science (CCAPS).

As a result of the new findings of the mystery moon, researchers believe that they 

can send a robotic submarine to Kraken Mare. The mission is subjected to be funded 
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and approved by NASA. But, if it happens, by the end of the decade we will be 

poised to know more about Saturn’s fascinating moon.

“Thanks to our measurements, scientists can now infer the density of the liquid with 

higher precision, and consequently better calibrate the sonar aboard the vessel and 

understand the sea’s directional flow,” said Poggiali.

The measurement was done using echoes of radar waves sent by the Cassini 

spacecraft from 965 km above Moray Sinus, an estuary located at the sea’s northern 

end. The depth was calculated using the time it took for the radar signal to bounce 

back from the liquid surface of the water body and its bottom. The difference between 

the two was calculated keeping the factors like the composition of the lake’s liquid 

into account as it absorbs the energy of the signal.

Also, scientists were surprised by the composition of the lake which was previously 

believed to be mostly ethane given the lake’s size and location. However, the new 

research unveils that it is a mix of methane and ethane. Researchers believe that 

this may help them understand the precipitation cycle on the moon as well.

They also hope to find out in the future the origins of liquid methane on Titan despite 

being 100 times less energy than Earth and being 10 times away from it.

‘Green’ tax mooted for personal vehicles older than 15 years
Owners of old vehicles will have to pay the government a ‘green’ tax as a penalty 

for polluting the environment, which will be much steeper if you reside in one of the 

more polluted cities in India.

The Union Minister for Road Transport and Highways Nitin Gadkari has approved a 

proposal to levy a ‘green tax’ on old vehicles.

Personal vehicles will be charged a tax at the time of renewal of Registration 

Certification after 15 years. The levy may differ depending on fuel (petrol/diesel) and 

type of vehicle. The proposal will now go to the States for consultation before it is 

formally notified. It includes 10-25% of road tax on transport vehicles older than eight 
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years at the time of renewal of fitness certificate.

The proposal on green tax also includes steeper penalty of up to 50% of road tax 

for older vehicles registered in some of the highly polluted cities in the country. 

The Minister also approved a watered-down policy of deregistration and scrapping 

of vehicles, bringing only those vehicles owned by government departments and 

PSUs and are older than 15 years under its ambit.

‘Effective April 1’

The policy will come into effect from April 1, 2022.

In 2016, the Centre had floated a draft Voluntary Vehicle Fleet Modernisation 

Programme that aimed to take 28 million decade-old vehicles off the road. A panel 

of secretaries suggested the scheme may combine a phased regulatory approach 

for capping the life of vehicles along with stricter emission norms.

Need a lift? SpaceX launches record spacecraft in cosmic 
rideshare program
A veteran rocket from billionaire entrepreneur Elon Musk’s SpaceX aerospace 

company launched 143 spacecraft into space  , a new record for the most spaceships 

deployed on a single mission, according to the company.

The Falcon 9 rocket lifted off at 10 a.m. EST from the Space Launch Complex 40 

at Cape Canaveral Space Force Station in Florida. It flew south along the eastern 

coast of Florida on its way to space, the company said.

The reusable rocket ferried 133 commercial and government spacecraft and 10 

Starlink satellites to space – part of the company’s SmallSat Rideshare Program, 

which provides access to space for small satellite operators seeking a reliable, 

affordable ride to orbit, according to the company.

SpaceX delayed the launch one day because of unfavorable weather. On January 

22 Musk, also chief executive of Tesla Inc ., wrote on Twitter: “Launching many 

small satellites for a wide range of customers tomorrow. Excited about offering low-
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cost access to orbit for small companies!”

SpaceX has previously launched to orbit more than 800 satellites of the several 

thousand needed to offer broadband internet globally, a $10 billion investment it 

estimates could generate $30 billion annually to help fund Musk’s interplanetary 

rocket program, called Starship.

World’s richest men, Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos, fight over 
satellite fleets
The world’s two richest men are duking it out before U.S. regulators over celestial 

real estate for their satellite fleets.

Elon Musk’s SpaceX has asked the Federal Communications Commission for 

permission to operate Starlink communications satellites at a lower orbit than first 

planned.

Jeff Bezos’s Amazon.com Inc. says the move would risk interference and collisions 

with its planned Kuiper satellites, which like Starlink are designed to beam internet 

service from space.

A dispute that would normally be confined to regulatory filings is spilling into public 

view, in a spat that showcases the large personalities involved as billionaires chase 

dreams in the sky.

“It is SpaceX’s proposed changes that would hamstring competition among satellite 

systems,” Amazon tweeted Tuesday from its official news account. “It is clearly in 

SpaceX’s interest to smother competition in the cradle if they can, but it is certainly 

not in the public’s interest.”

The statement followed a tweet from Musk, the richest person according to data 

compiled by Bloomberg.

“It does not serve the public to hamstring Starlink today for an Amazon satellite 

system that is at best several years away from operation,” Musk said in a tweeted 

reply to coverage by CNBC journalist Michael Sheetz.
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Musk’s Space Exploration Technologies Corp. has launched more than 1,000 

satellites for its Starlink internet service and is signing up early customers in the 

U.S., U.K. and Canada. Amazon last year won FCC permission for a fleet of 3,236 

satellites and has yet to launch any.

Amazon earlier urged the FCC to reject SpaceX’s request for lower orbits. It said 

the change would put SpaceX satellites in the midst of the Kuiper System orbits, 

according to filings at the agency.

SpaceX pushed back in calls to the FCC, saying its plans wouldn’t increase 

interference for what it termed Amazon’s “still nascent plans.”

A lower orbit allows quicker internet service because the signal doesn’t travel as 

far. SpaceX told the FCC that having the satellites closer to Earth lessens the 

risk of space debris because they would fall out of orbit more quickly than higher 

spacecraft.

SpaceX eventually plans to operate some 12,000 satellites and has won FCC 

authorization for about 4,400 birds, including 1,584 at 550 kilometers — where its 

satellites currently orbit. The company is seeking permission to stage another 2,824 

satellites at the same approximate altitude, rather than twice as high as originally 

proposed.

The world’s biggest drone, Ravn X will send satellites into 
space on a rocket
Aevum believes its Ravn X drone which is said to be the world’s biggest drone, is 

now capable of sending low-Earth orbit satellites into space, and it will cost less than 

it takes companies like Elon Musk’s SpaceX to do so.

The drone is said to be 80 feet long and 18 feet tall and is said to be driven by 

Aevum’s proprietary software.

According to a report by CNET, the drone would fly itself to a specified altitude, 

where it would launch a rocket that would be carrying a payload of small satellites. 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     FEBRUARY
     2021
     VOL.78

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

Aevum spoke about the launch system being 70 percent reusable and the company’s 

CEO Jay Skylus is hoping to get that close to 100 percent.

Aevum also spoke about the company having secured more than $1 billion in launch 

contracts, which includes a contract with the US Space Force to deliver 360 satellites 

to low Earth orbit. Stylus said that could happen as soon as this year.

The Ravn X is part of Aevum’s autonomous aerial launch system which would involve 

a fully autonomous, self-flying, self-operating, and self-managing intelligent system.

Proposal to stay farm laws stands, says PM
Political leaders, however, have insisted on a separate discussion on farmers issues, 

especially the three laws.

In a meeting held by Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla  , the same demand was kept but 

leaders were told that they could raise these issues during the debate on the Motion 

of thanks to the President for his address to both Houses of Parliament set to be 

initiated after the Budget is tabled.

 , in separate press conferences, Congress leader Rahul Gandhi and Shiromani 

Akali Dal leader Sukhbir Singh Badal extended support to the agitation by farmers 

and Bharatiya Kisan Union (BKU) leader Rakesh Tikait.

Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) leader Sharad Pawar tweeted that his party had 

raised the issue of farmers and discussed the women’s reservation Bill as well. 

“New laws will adversely impact the Minimum Support Price (MSP) procurement 

infrastructure thereby weakening the Mandi system. MSP mechanism has to be 

ensured and strengthened further,” he tweeted after the meeting.

Frequent disruptions

The Prime Minister also pointed out that frequent disruptions of the House were 

detrimental to smaller parties, which got very limited time to speak in Parliament. He 

appealed to the larger parties to help run the House.

As per sources, four days have been allotted to debate the Motion of thanks to the 
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President for his address, 26 news Bills are to be introduced, including six related to 

Finance.

Applications invited for BlockChain courses
Applications have been invited for the BlockChain and Full Stack Development courses 

offered by the ICT Academy and the Kerala BlockChain Academy in association with 

the Kerala State Development Innovation Strategic Council.

Students can apply for the courses online onabcd.kdisc.kerala.gov.intill February 6.

Admission will be based on an entrance test scheduled to be held on February 10.

Engineering and Science graduates, three-year diploma holders, and working 

professionals can apply for the courses. 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     FEBRUARY
     2021
     VOL.78

    Miscellaneous
News and 
Events

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

Miscellenous
News and Events



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     FEBRUARY
     2021
     VOL.78

    Miscellaneous
News and 
Events

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

Now, monolith appears in Ahmadabad but no mystery here
Mystery of India’s first monolith, a triangular prism-shaped structure of shiny steel 

sheets which came up in a garden in a posh locality in Ahmedabad was solved 

after the civic body confirmed that the structure was put up with its permission.

“The monolith has been placed there by the company which takes care of the 

garden. The structure has been installed by the company for the visitors. People 

can see their reflection on the shiny surfaces of the structure and take selfies 

too,” said Jignesh Patel, Director of Garden Department of Ahmedabad Municipal 

Corporation.

The seven-feet tall structure became an instant hit among city dwellers as soon 

as it was spotted in a garden on SG Highway   morning.

The garden where the monolith has come up is jointly managed by the civic body 

and a private company Symphony, the maker of air coolers.

The Ahmedabad monolith is slightly different from the similar structures came up 

elsewhere in the world, as its metal has been engraved with an added detail – a 

code to crack. On one of the sides of the structure has a sequence of numbers, it 

is unclear what they represent.

The first such three-sided steel monolith appeared and disappeared after a few 

days in a remote desert of Utah, United States. Later, similar structures were 

spotted in around 30 countries.

A first: IMF allows winter expedition to Mt Trishul
Breaking away from the tradition, regulatory body for national and international 

mountaineering expeditions has granted permission for a winter climbing expedition 

to Mount Trishul, a 7,120-metre peak in western Kumaon of Uttarakhand.

The Indian Mountaineering Foundation (IMF) has granted a nod to a three-member 

team of mountaineers led by Arjun Vajpayee, the youngest Indian to climb Mount 
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Everest at the age of 16 years in 2010. His two other teammates are mountaineer 

Mohammed Ali and Parth Upadhyaya.

The expedition is scheduled to commence on January 25.

 Mount Trishul is a group of three Himalayan peaks which form the shape of a 

trident. The highest among them is Mount Trishul. It was first scaled in 1907 by 

British mountaineer Tom Georage Longstaff. Sources said, “In India, mountaineering 

expeditions are taken up in pre and post-monsoon period and during summer. 

Winter mountaineering has very few takers. The IMF recently decided to allow 

winter mountaineering expeditions. The permission was given in this context.”

IMF president Brigadier Ashok Abbey, said, “The IMF is encouraging Indian 

mountaineers to follow the concept of winter mountaineering. The pre-monsoon 

and post-monsoon expeditions on the high mountains are normal. There is now 

awakening among Indians to adopt winter mountaineering and climbing. This is the 

first time we have have allowed a winter expedition to Mount Trishul, which turns 

into one of the toughest and challenging peaks during winter. We want to promote 

the concept of winter mountaineering. Besides this expedition, two training camps 

focusing on winter climbing are going on at National Institute of Mountaineering 

(NIM), Uttarkashi, and National Institute of Mountaineering and Allied Sports 

(NIMAS), Arunachal Pradesh.”

Mount Trishul can be assessed from the side of Nanda Devi Sanctuary, which is 

closed these days due to harsh winter and heavy snowfall. Hence, the expedition 

team will take a route from Almora, Kausani, Bedini Bugyal, and Roopkund.

 Arjun Vajpai said that soon after he came to know that the IMF was promoting winter 

climbing, he applied for an expedition and got approval. “There are two motives 

behind this expedition. First, to break the stereotype that Indian mountaineers do 

not do winter mountaineering; and second, to acclimatize ourselves for the next two 

solo expeditions to Mount Annapurana and Mount Everest.”

Sources said the expedition was allowed on some specific conditions including 

compliance of all guidelines related to Covid-19 and maximum insurance of Rs 5 
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lakh for each expedition team members. The IMF will not be responsible for any 

misdemeanor/misconduct/mishap. The expedition leader shall be responsible for 

safety and evacuation in case of any accident.

India proposes to expand research, tourism in the Arctic
India has unveiled a new draft ‘Arctic’ policy that, among other things, commits 

to expanding scientific research, “sustainable tourism” and mineral oil and gas 

exploration in the Arctic region.

The draft policy is open to public comments until January 26 and has been prepared 

after deliberations among several ministries.

India expects the Goa-based National Centre for Polar and Ocean Research 

to lead scientific research and act as a nodal body to coordinate among various 

scientific bodies to promote domestic scientific research capacities by expanding 

“earth sciences, biological sciences, geosciences, climate change and space related 

programmes, dove-tailed with Arctic imperatives in Indian Universities.”

Other objectives of the policy include “...putting in place Arctic related programmes 

for mineral/oil and gas exploration in petroleum research institutes and encouraging 

tourism and hospitality sectors in building specialised capacities and awareness to 

engage with Arctic enterprises,” according to the says the document available online 

atwww.arcticpolicy.nic.in.

“Arctic research will help India’s scientific community to study melting rates of the 

third pole — the Himalayan glaciers, which are endowed with the largest freshwater 

reserves in the world outside the geographic poles,” the document notes.

India launched its first scientific expedition to the Arctic in 2007.

Democrats introduce article of impeachment against Trump
Democrats in the House of Republicans introduced an article of impeachment against 

U.S. President Donald Trump — the “incitement of insurrection” for his role in the 
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attack on the Capitol last Wednesday. The House could vote on this charge  .

House Republicans blocked a measure on asking Vice-President Mike Pence to 

invoke the 25th amendment, a statute by which the President can be removed on 

grounds of incapacitation. The measure will go to the full House floor for a vote.

  evening, House of Representatives Speaker Nancy Pelosi articulated a plan to 

go ahead with the impeachment of Mr. Trump if Vice-President Mike Pence did not 

invoke the 25th Amendment.

“In protecting our Constitution and our Democracy, we will act with urgency, because 

this President represents an imminent threat to both. As the days go by, the horror 

of the ongoing assault on our democracy perpetrated by this President is intensified 

and so is the immediate need for action,” Ms. Pelosi wrote in a letter to her fellow 

House Democrats.

There are ten days left in Mr. Trump’s term and if impeached, he will the first 

President to be impeached twice. If convicted in the Senate, Mr. Trump could be 

barred from running for office again in the future.

Monday’s resolution was introduced by Rhode Island Congressman David Cicilline, 

Maryland’s Jamie Raskin and California’s Ted Lieu. At least 210 of 222 House 

Democrats have signed on to this, as per the New York Times.

Other priorities

While it is theoretically possible for the impeachment articles to be sent to the 

Senate in days — where Mr. Trump will be tried, this is unlikely to happen. The 

new administration and Congress will need to focus on a COVID-19 response and 

Cabinet appointments and House Democrats may delay sending the charges to the 

Senate, where the trial has to begin immediately.

Democratic Whip James E. Clyburn told CNN that House Democrats might not 

send the articles to the Senate until after 100 days of the Biden administration.

Two Senate Republicans — Lisa Murkowski and Pat Toomey — have asked Mr. 

Trump to resign because of the insurrection.
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Police see political conspiracy behind desecration of idols
The police have made a startling revelation that there is a conspiracy by the 

opposition parties to foment communal hatred among different communities by 

directly involving in desecration of temples’ across the State during the last one 

year.

With the arrest of 15 persons belonging to the Telugu Desam Party (13) and the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (2), the police have claimed to have unravelled the mystery 

behind the attacks on temples and also unveiled a pattern of alleged conspiracy 

in spreading religious hatred with ‘malicious design to destabilise the State 

government’.

44 incidents

In the year 2020 and 2021 so far, there were 44 incidents involving temples. In 

connection with them, 29 cases were registered and 84 persons arrested.

Of the 44 incidents, 38 pertained to idol theft and desecration; two were related to 

chariot burning and four to digging of temple premises.

‘Deliberate attempt’

“The police investigation has revealed that 21 persons belonging to different 

political parties were directly involved in nine cases so far. In every other case, the 

conspiracy of political parties was seen as a deliberate attempt to create religious 

hatred and disturb communal harmony,” Director General of Police Gautam Sawang 

told reporters.

“We will not spare them. I am appealing to parties not to indulge in such acts and 

also not to spread rumours on social media,” Mr. Sawang told reporters here  .

Between public health and global politics
It is common knowledge that any international agency is only as powerful or 

important as its funding members want/allow it to be.

The World Health Organization (WHO), catapulted to centre stage by the COVID-
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19 pandemic, is no different. Its funding comes from countries or member states 

paying their assessed contributions (countries’ membership dues), and voluntary 

contributions from member states and other partners. In its 72 years of existence, 

the WHO has seen a lot of ups and downs, and faced a lot of criticism, more so in 

the past year, but it has always been called on to anchor and guide member nations 

in times of a global health crisis.

With its army of specialists and access to information and best practices across the 

world, it remains the world’s best bet — not only to write out prescriptions, but also 

maintain a vigil over inequities and access to health care services.

Its avowed aim is “to promote health, keep the world safe, and serve the vulnerable. 

Our goal is to ensure that a billion more people have universal health coverage, to 

protect a billion more people from health emergencies, and provide a further billion 

people with better health and well-being.” Universal health coverage and health 

emergencies continue to be its two-pronged focus areas.

It was on April 7, 1948, that the WHO came into being with 61 members on board. 

It’s precursor was the Office of International Public Health that was formed in 1907 

conceived with the idea of creating a pan-national outfit that would coordinate 

nations’ responses to public health crises. The WHO works through its country 

offices that report to six regional offices.

Immunisation drive

The seeds for the organisation’s arguably biggest success — the elimination of 

small pox — might have been sown with its efforts to intensify the immunisation 

campaign globally. Small pox, also caused by a virus, was one of the most 

devastating diseases known to humanity before it was eradicated. Edward Jenner 

had developed a vaccine way back in 1796, but vaccination received a boost with 

the WHO prioritising immunisation.

It was in 1980 that the WHO declared that the disease had been eliminated from the 

world, through sheer human effort. If one is looking at reasons for the pre-eminent, 

compelling need for an organisation such as the WHO, technically one need look no 
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further than small pox. Its work on malaria, and neglected tropical diseases, among 

others, also are recognised.

It was as a result of the criticism that it failed to pick up rampaging Ebola in the 

1990s, and delayed picking up HIV/AIDS early enough, that the WHO rolled out the 

Global Public Health Intelligence Network in 1997, to predict potential epidemics 

using information on the Internet, and function as an early warning alert. With the 

growing use of the Internet, such a system gains better traction, and in 2000, it was 

supplemented with the Global Outbreak Alert Response Network (GOARN).

And yet, criticism was laid at the door of the WHO, because of its initial measured 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. On January 23, 2020, Tedros Adhanom 

Ghebreyesus, the WHO’s Director General, said it was early to declare “a public 

health emergency of international concern”.

And yet, a week later, the WHO declared a public health emergency of international 

concern, the highest level of alarm. At that time, there were 98 cases and no deaths 

in 18 countries outside China. Four countries had evidence (eight cases) of human-

to-human transmission outside China.

“For the moment,” Dr. Tedros said, “the WHO does not recommend any broader 

restrictions on travel or trade. We recommend exit screening at airports as part of a 

comprehensive set of containment measures.” The Director General’s lavish praise 

for China in handling the crisis also came in for criticism. “We would have seen many 

more cases outside China by now — and probably deaths — if it were not for the 

government’s efforts, and the progress they have made to protect their own people 

and the people of the world.”

“The speed with which China detected the outbreak, isolated the virus, sequenced 

the genome and shared it with WHO and the world are very impressive, and beyond 

words. So is China’s commitment to transparency and to supporting other countries.” 

Clearly, he had spoken too soon. Outgoing American President Donald Trump tore 

into the WHO with being a China acolyte, cut funding and pulled the U.S. out of the 

organisation.
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Changing statements

Later, changing statements on the use of masks, hydroxychloroquine and even the 

mode of transmission, by the WHO, have raised eyebrows. But it is also necessary 

to understand the nature of the functioning of the WHO and the nature of the beast, 

or the virus, in this case. The WHO works with information shared with it by nations, 

China, in this case. It is bound by these limitations, as also its innate inability to 

police nations, or have them conform with recommendations. Representatives 

of the WHO also repeatedly mentioned, in their defence, that they were guided 

by scientific principles, backed by solid evidence, and in an evolving epidemic, 

instructions must necessarily be dynamic.

Subsequently in March, the WHO issued a consolidated package of existing 

guidance covering the preparedness, readiness and response actions for four 

different transmission scenarios: no cases, sporadic cases, clusters of cases and 

community transmission. It unleashed its armamentarium to help the world handle 

its most unprecedented health crises of all time.

SOLIDARITY trial

The WHO and its partners launched the SOLIDARITY trial, an international clinical 

trial that aims to generate robust data from around the world to find the most effective 

treatments for COVID-19. It was designed to accelerate the process of conducting 

randomised clinical trials which normally take years to design, conduct, and see 

the results of. The organisation also worked with the European Commission and 

multiple partners to launch the ACT Accelerator, to ensure that once a vaccine is 

available, it’s available to everyone — especially those who are at the greatest 

risk.

The battle against COVID-19 is far from over. While vaccines are now available, 

and the administration of the vaccine has begun, challenges continue in monitoring 

this massive immunisation exercise, and ensuring that every one has access to the 

recommended doses.

The WHO also has a duty to counter the fatigue that has set in after prolonged 
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efforts to test, quarantine and treat COVID-19. “This is a defining moment in the 

pandemic, health workers are stretched and we are seeing supplies of oxygen run 

dangerously low in some countries. We must act together as common humanity 

and roll out vaccines to health workers and those highest at risk,” Dr. Tedros said 

recently.

The COVID-19 pandemic that has over 93 million cases and over 2 million deaths 

so far might just have sealed the WHO’s place in the UN firmament, it’s place in 

a world that lives in fear of pathogens, cemented its raison d’être and possibly, 

secured its funding component.

Excavations set to begin in seven sites
Encouraged by the archaeological findings in Keeladi that testified the existence of 

an ancient urban Tamil civilisation, the Department of Archaeology in the State has 

decided to launch excavations in seven more sites and field studies in two places. 


