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Prelims
NATIONAL

Deepor Beel
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: 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.
Dipor Bil Or Deepor Beel
 Being only Ramsar site (List of wetlands of international importance as defined by the Ramsar
Convention) of Assam Dipor Bil (also spelt as Deepor Beel) is located 18 km south west of capital of
Assam Guwhati city, on the National Highway 31, on the Jalukbari Khanapara bypass.
 It is a permanent freshwater lake, in a former channel of the Brahmaputra River, to the south of the main
river.
 Dipor Bil has a total area of 40 Sq. Km of which 4.14 sq. Km declared as a Bird Sanctuary by Assam
Govt. in 1989. In November 2002, it was listed as a Ramsar site due to its rich wetland biodiversity.
 Again, considering the varieties of bird species found in the beel, Birdlife International has also declared
Dipor Bil as an Important Bird Area (IBA).
 The main source of water are Basistha & kalmini rivers. The beel drains into Brahmaputra river 5 Km to
the North , through the Khonajan channel.
 Considered as one of the largest Beels in the Brahmaputra valley of Western Assam, it is categorised as
representative of the wetland type under the Burma Monsoon Forest biogeographic region.
 The Dipor Bil is reported to provide, directly or indirectly, its natural resources for the livelihood of
fourteen indigenous villages (1,200 families) located in its precincts.
 The name Dipor Bil is stated to be derivative of the Sanskrit word 'Dipa' which means Elephant and the
Beel means wetland or large aquatic body in Assamese language, inhabited by elephants.
 It is claimed that Beel was an important dockyard of the Tai-Ahom as well as the Mughals. The
medieval history reports of Ahom-Mughal conflicts.
 It is also stated that Kampitha and Rambrai Syiemship (the supreme political authority is known as the
Syiemship in Meghalaya had control over this area.

Crop Seasons in India
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: 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.
Agricultural Seasons in India:
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1. The Kharif Season:
 Crops are sown at the beginning of south-west monsoon and harvested at the end of the south-west
monsoon.
 Sowing Season: May to July.
 Harvesting Season : September to October.
 Important Crops: Jowar, Bajra, Rice, Maize, Cotton, Groundnut, Jute, Hemp, Tobacco etc.
2. The Rabi Season:
 Crops need cool climate during growth period but warm climate during the germination of seed and
maturation.
 Sowing Season: October to December Harvesting Season: February to April
 Important Crops: Wheat, Barley, Gram, Linseed, Mustard, Masoor & Peas.
3. The Zaid Season:
 These Crops are raised throughout the year due to artificial irrigation.
o Zaid Kharif Crops:
 Sowing Season: August to September
 Harvesting Season: December-January
 Important Crops: Rice, Jowar, Rapeseed, Cotton, Oilseeds.
o Zaid Rabi Crops:
 Sowing Season: February to March.
 Harvesting Season: April-May.
 Important Crops: Watermelon, Toris, Cucumber & other vegetables.

Food Safety and Standards Authority of India
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) has capped the amount of trans fatty
acids (TFA) in oils and fats to 3% for 2021 and 2% by 2022 from the current permissible limit of 5%
through an amendment to the Food Safety and Standards (Prohibition and Restriction on Sales)
Regulations.
Details:
 The revised regulation applies to edible refined oils, vanaspati (partially hydrogenated oils), margarine,
bakery shortenings and other mediums of cooking such as vegetable fat spreads and mixed fat spreads.
 Transfats are associated with an increased risk of heart attacks and death from coronary heart disease.
 According to the World Health Organization, approximately 5.4 lakh deaths take place each year
globally because of the intake of industrially produced trans fatty acids.
 The WHO has also called for the global elimination of transfats by 2023.
The Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI)
 It has been established under Food Safety and Standards Act, 2006 which consolidates various acts &
orders that have hitherto handled food related issues in various Ministries and Departments.
 FSSAI has been created for laying down science based standards for articles of food and to regulate their
manufacture, storage, distribution, sale and import to ensure availability of safe and wholesome food for
human consumption.
Highlights of the Food Safety and Standard Act, 2006
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Various central Acts like Prevention of Food Adulteration Act, 1954 , Fruit Products Order , 1955, Meat
Food Products Order , 1973, Vegetable Oil Products (Control) Order, 1947,Edible Oils Packaging
(Regulation)Order 1988, Solvent Extracted Oil, De- Oiled Meal and Edible Flour (Control) Order, 1967,
Milk and Milk Products Order, 1992 etc are repealed from 5th August 2011 after commencement of FSS
Act, 2006.
The Act also aims to establish a single reference point for all matters relating to food safety and
standards, by moving from multi- level, multi- departmental control to a single line of command.
To this effect, the Act establishes an independent statutory Authority – the Food Safety and Standards
Authority of India with head office at Delhi. Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) and
the State Food Safety Authorities shall enforce various provisions of the Act.

Establishment of the Authority
 Ministry of Health & Family Welfare, Government of India is the Administrative Ministry for the
implementation of FSSAI.
 The Chairperson and Chief Executive Officer of Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI)
have already been appointed by Government of India. The Chairperson is in the rank of Secretary to
Government of India.
FSSAI has been mandated by the FSS Act, 2006 for performing the following functions:
 Framing of Regulations to lay down the Standards and guidelines in relation to articles of food and
specifying appropriate system of enforcing various standards thus notified.
 Laying down mechanisms and guidelines for accreditation of certification bodies engaged in certification
of food safety management system for food businesses.
 Laying down procedure and guidelines for accreditation of laboratories and notification of the accredited
laboratories.
 To provide scientific advice and technical support to Central Government and State Governments in the
matters of framing the policy and rules in areas which have a direct or indirect bearing of food safety and
nutrition .
 Collect and collate data regarding food consumption, incidence and prevalence of biological risk,
contaminants in food, residues of various, contaminants in foods products, identification of emerging
risks and introduction of rapid alert system.
 Creating an information network across the country so that the public, consumers, Panchayats etc receive
rapid, reliable and objective information about food safety and issues of concern.
 Provide training programmes for persons who are involved or intend to get involved in food businesses.
 Contribute to the development of international technical standards for food, sanitary and phyto-sanitary
standards.
 Promote general awareness about food safety and food standards.

Basveshwara
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Karnataka Chief Minister B.S. Yediyurappa on Wednesday laid the foundation stone for the „New
Anubhava Mantapa‟ in Basavakalyan, the place where 12th century poet-philosopher Basaveshwara lived
for most of his life.
Basavanna or Basaveshwara
 Basaveswara (1106–1167) also known as Basava, popularly called as Basavanna was a 12th-century
philosopher, statesman, ‗a great reformer‘ Kannada poet in the Shiva-focussed Bhakti movement, and
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social reformer, fought against social evils of his time such as caste system and the ritual practices of
Hinduism during the reign of the kalyani chalukyaru Kalachuri-dynasty.
He was the Prime Minister of the Southern Kalachuri Empire king Bijjala I in Karnataka, India.
Basavanna was born in the year 1106 into a Shaivite Kamme Brahmin family in the small town of
Ingaleshwar (Bagewadi ) in the Bijapur district of northern Karnataka. He grew up in a strict, religious
household, where he was made to wear a sacred thread known as the Janivara, which he did not accept.
He rejected both the traditional Sanskrit scriptures and the prevailing Hindu rituals. At an early age he
left Bagewadi and spent the next 12 years studying Sangameshwara, at the then-Shaivite stronghold of
Kudala Sangama.
Basavanna spread social awareness through his poetry, popularly known as Vachanaas.
His teachings and philosophy transcend all boundaries and address the universal and eternal. Basava was
a great humanitarian, who advocated a new way of life, in which divine experience was at the center of
life and where caste, gender and social distinctions carried no special importance.
The cornerstone of his movement was the firm monotheistic belief in God as the absolute and universal
supreme Self identified as Lord Shiva, and the equality and dignity of all individual beings irrespective
of their social and gender status.
Many great yogis and mystics of the time joined his movement, enriching it with the essence of divine
experience in the form of Vachanas that define a new way of looking at God and life. Basava's path later
gave birth to a new tradition (sampradaya), which became popular in the south as the Lingavanta
Dharma or Lingayata movement. Other words for lingayata are Basava Dharma, Sharana Dharma,
Vachana Dharma.

Spectrum Auctions
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: 4G spectrums are set to be auctioned in March.
What are spectrums auctions?
 Devices such as cellphones and wireline telephones require signals to connect from one end to another.
 These signals are carried on airwaves, which must be sent at designated frequencies to avoid any kind of
interference.
 The Union government owns all the publicly available assets within the geographical boundaries of the
country, which also include airwaves. With the expansion in the number of cellphone, wireline telephone
and internet users, the need to provide more space for the signals arises from time to time.
 To sell these assets to companies willing to set up the required infrastructure to transport these waves
from one end to another, the central government through the DoT auctions these airwaves from time to
time.
 These airwaves are called spectrum, which is subdivided into bands which have varying frequencies. All
these airwaves are sold for a certain period of time, after which their validity lapses, which is generally
set at 20 years.

Horizontal and Vertical Reservations
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The Supreme Court last month clarified the position of law on the interplay of vertical and
horizontal reservations. The December 18 decision by a two-judge Bench in Saurav Yadav versus State of
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Uttar Pradesh dealt with issues arising from the way different classes of reservation were to be applied in
the selection process to fill posts of constables in the state.
Vertical and horizontal reservations
 Reservation for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes is referred to as
vertical reservation. It applies separately for each of the groups specified under the law.
 Horizontal reservation refers to the equal opportunity provided to other categories of beneficiaries such
as women, veterans, the transgender community, and individuals with disabilities, cutting through the
vertical categories.
How are the two categories of quotas applied together?
 The horizontal quota is applied separately to each vertical category, and not across the board. For
example, if women have 50% horizontal quota, then half of the selected candidates will have to
necessarily be women in each vertical quota category — i.e., half of all selected SC candidates will have
to be women, half of the unreserved or general category will have to be women, and so on.
 The interlocking of the two types of reservation throws up a host of questions on how certain groups are
to be identified. For example, would an SC woman be put in the category of women or SC? Since quotas
are fixed in percentages, what percentage of quota would be attributed to each?
The Saurav Yadav case
 The case was on the technicalities that form a substantial question of law. It was this:
 Sonam Tomar and Rita Rani had secured 276.5949 and 233.1908 marks respectively. They had applied
under the categories of OBC-Female and SC-Female respectively. OBC and SC are vertical reservation
categories, while Female is a horizontal reservation category.
 The two candidates did not qualify in their categories. However, in the General-Female (unreservedfemale) category, the last qualifying candidate had secured 274.8298 marks, a score that was lower than
Tomar‘s.
 The question before the court was that if the underlying criterion for making selections is ―merit‖, should
Tomar be selected under General-Female quota instead of the OBC-Female category for having secured
a higher score?
 The court ruled against the Uttar Pradesh government, holding that if a person belonging to an
intersection of vertical-horizontal reserved category had secured scores high enough to qualify without
the vertical reservation, the person would be counted as qualifying without the vertical reservation, and
cannot be excluded from the horizontal quota in the general category.
 A similar question had arisen in the case of vertical reservations in the past, and the law had been settled
similarly: If a person in the SC category secures a higher score than the cut-off for the general category,
the person would be counted as having qualified under the general category instead of the SC quota.

Bird Flu
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Bird flu has been reported in various Indian States like Himachal Pradesh, Kerala, Haryana and
Rajasthan.
What is avian influenza or bird flu?
 It is a highly contagious viral disease caused by Influenza Type A viruses which generally affects
poultry birds such as chickens and turkeys.
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There are many strains of the virus – some of them are mild and may merely cause a low egg production
or other mild symptoms among chickens, while others are severe and lethal.
Wild aquatic birds such as ducks and geese are the natural reservoir of Influenza A viruses and the
central players in the ecology of these viruses.
Many birds carry the flu without developing sickness, and shed it in their droppings. Since birds excrete
even while flying, they provide ―a nice aerosol of influenza virus, shedding it all over the world‖, in the
words of American virology professor Vincent Racaniello.
From water birds, many of whom migrate and travel long distances, the viruses are thus further spread to
poultry and terrestrial birds. Sometimes, the virus jumps over to mammals such as pigs, horses, cats and
dogs.

Infection to Humans
 Generally, people coming in close contact with infected alive or dead birds have contracted the H5N1
bird flu, and it does not usually spread from person to person, as per the WHO.
 There is also no evidence, the WHO says, that the disease can be spread to people through properly
prepared and cooked poultry food. The virus is sensitive to heat, and dies in cooking temperatures.

Swasth Vayu
(Source: PIB )
Context: Swasth Vayu Non-invasive Ventilator developed by National Aerospace Laboratories (NAL), a
constituent laboratory of the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) receives regulator nod.
The Device
 The Swasth Vayu Non-invasive Ventilator is an indigenously designed and developed non-invasive
bilevel positive airway pressure ventilator.
 The ventilator also has additional features to treat COVID-19 patients.
 It is a microcontroller based precise closed-loop adaptive control system with a built-in biocompatible
―3D printed manifold and coupler‖ with HEPA filter (Highly Efficient Particulate Air Filter).
 These unique features help to alleviate the fear of the virus spread. It has features like CPAP, Bi-Timed,
Spontaneous/AUTO modes with provision to connect oxygen concentrator or enrichment unit externally.
 The performance of the device has been evaluated by the expert committee constituted by the Director
General of Health Services, Ministry of Health & Family Welfare, Government of India.
o The expert committee, after careful evaluation, has concluded that Swasth Vayu may be used on
COVID-19 patients who require oxygen supplementation up to 35%.
 CSIR-NAL has commercialized this technology with six private companies and one of these companies
(which is in the MSME category) has set up production facilities for almost 300 units per week.

Longitudinal Ageing Study of India (LASI)
(Source: PIB )
Context: Union Health Minister releases the Longitudinal Ageing Study of India (LASI) Wave-1, India
Report.
What is LASI?
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LASI is a full–scale national survey of scientific investigation of the health, economic, and social
determinants and consequences of population ageing in India.
It has been undertaken by the National Programme for Health Care of Elderly (Ministry of Health &
Family Welfare) through the International Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS, Mumbai) in
collaboration with Harvard School of Public Health, University of Southern California, USA, Dte.GHS,
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and National Institute on Ageing.
The LASI, Wave 1 covered a baseline sample of 72,250 individuals aged 45 and above and their spouses
including 31,464 elderly persons aged 60 and above and 6,749 oldest-old persons aged 75 and above
from all States and Union Territories (UTs) of India (excluding Sikkim).

Importance:
 It is India‘s first and the world‘s largest-ever survey that provides a longitudinal database for designing
policies and programmes for the older population in the broad domains of social, health, and economic
well-being.
 The evidence from LASI will be used to further strengthen and broaden the scope of the National
Programme for Health Care of the Elderly and also help in establishing a range of preventive and health
care programmes for the older population.
 It is important because the 60+ population accounted for 8.6% of India‘s population according to the
2011 Census.
 Growing at around 3% annually, the number of elderly age population will rise to 319 million in 2050,
and around 75% of them suffer from one or the other chronic disease.

Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS)
(Source: PIB )
Context: 74th foundation day of Bureau of Indian Standards.
About the Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS):
 BIS is the National Standards Body of India established under the Bureau of Indian Standards Act
2016 for the harmonious development of the activities of standardization, marking and quality
certification of goods and for related concerns.
 Through standardization, certification and testing, BIS provides safe reliable quality goods, minimises
health hazards to consumers, promotes exports and imports substitutes, and controls over the
proliferation of varieties, etc.
 The body was formed as the BIS (as a statutory body) in 1986. It was formerly called the Indian
Standards Institution (ISI) which was set up in 1946. The 2016 Act positioned it as the National
Standards Body.
BIS Activities:
 Standards Formulation
 Product Certification Scheme
 Compulsory Registration Scheme
 Foreign Manufacturers Certification Scheme
 Hall Marking Scheme
 Laboratory Services
 Laboratory Recognition Scheme
 Sale of Indian Standards
 Consumer Affairs Activities
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Promotional Activities
Training Services, National & International level
Information Services

Digital life certificate
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: Along with the extension of various tax deadlines recently, the submission of life certificate by
pensioners was also extended to February 28, 2021, from November 30, 2020.
What is a life certificate?
 A life certificate is a proof of existence produced to an authorised pension distributor or agency such as
bank or post office by an individual stating that he/she is alive. The government and insurance
companies insist on this certificate before making pension or annuity payments. This is to ensure that the
organisation doesn‘t continue payments after the death of a pensioner. The certificate is usually required
annually.
 To get this life certificate, the individual drawing the pension is required to be personally present before
the pension disbursing agency. Alternatively, pensioners can have the life certificate issued by the
authority they served earlier (in a prescribed format) and have it delivered to the disbursing agency.
However, with the outbreak of pandemic, digital life certificate (DLC) is sufficient proof for pension
payments.
 A life certificate helps to ensure the credit of pension without any break as it may be the only source of
income for many retired individuals. However, the requirement of physical presence of the pensioner to
the disbursing agency often becomes a major hurdle due to old age or poor health condition.
 To provide relief to pensioners from physical verification, the Centre launched Jeevan Pramaan, or
digital life certificate, for pensioners in 2014 where the entire process gets completed digitally.
 Any pension sanctioning authority, including railways, EPFO, RBI and State/Central government, if onboarded to Jeevan Pramaan, is eligible for obtaining DLC. The list of the authorities can be found in the
Jeevan Pramaan website.
 Similarly, insurance companies such as Bajaj Allianz Life, too, have started accepting DLC and have
made the entire process online.
 DLC, however, is not valid for life. The validity is as per rules specified by the pension sanctioning
authorities and insurance companies. Once the validity period is over, a new DLC needs to be obtained.
Also, in the case of government organisations, a pensioner who is re-employed or re-married is not
eligible for DLC.
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INTERNATIONAL

The Gibraltar
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Spain announced it had struck a deal with the UK to maintain free movement to and from
Gibraltar – a small portion of land on the southern tip of the Iberian peninsula that Britain controls but
Spain claims as its own.
Gibraltar
 Gibraltar, with an area of just 6.8 sq km and a population of around 34,000 people, has been the subject
of intense dispute between Spain and Britain for centuries.
 This is mainly because of its strategic location. The territory, which is connected to Spain by a small
strip of land and surrounded by sea on three sides, serves as the only opening from the Atlantic Ocean
into the Mediterranean Sea, making it a key location on the shortest sea route between Europe and Asia
via the Suez Canal.
 Gibraltar fell into British hands after a war in 1713, and has since remained with Britain despite several
attempts by Spain to retake it.
 Due to its strategic importance, Gibraltar came to be highly fortified by Britain since the 18th century,
thus earning its commonly known name– ―the Rock‖. Even during World War II, Gibraltar‘s port was
critically important for the Allies, and it continues to be a key base for NATO.
 When Britain joined the EU in 1973, Gibraltar was a ―crown colony‖, but was reclassified as a British
Overseas Territory in 2002. In two referendums, one in 1967 and the other in 2002, Gibraltarians
overwhelmingly voted to remain a British territory.
 Currently, the territory is self-governing in all aspects, except for defence and foreign policy, which are
managed by London, and Gibraltarians have British citizenship.

25th Amendment of the US Constitution
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: In the immediate aftermath of Donald Trump supporters storming the US Capitol building, which
houses both the US Senate as well as the House of Representatives, there are calls by many to either
impeach President Trump or invoke the 25th Amendment.
What is the 25th Amendment of the US Constitution?
 This amendment lays out how a US president and vice president may be succeeded or replaced.
 According to Cornell Law School, ―The Twenty-fifth Amendment was an effort to resolve some of the
continuing issues revolving about the office of the President; that is, what happens upon the death,
removal, or resignation of the President and what is the course to follow if for some reason the President
becomes disabled to such a degree that he cannot fulfill his responsibilities.‖
 The amendment has four sections.
o According to Encyclopedia Britannica, while the first section codified the traditionally observed
process of succession in the event of the death of the president—that the vice president would
succeed to the office—it also introduced a change regarding the ascent of the vice president to
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president should the latter resign from office. In the event of resignation, the vice president
would assume the title and position of president—not acting president—effectively prohibiting
the departing president from returning to office- states Britannica.
The second section of the amendment addresses vacancies in the office of the vice president.
The third section of the amendment set forth the formal process for determining the capacity of
the president to discharge the powers and duties of office. If the president is able to declare
his/her inability, then the vice president takes over as the acting president.
In case the president is unable to declare his/her incompetence, the fourth section of the
amendment requires the vice president and the cabinet to jointly ascertain this and if they do so,
then the vice president immediately assumes the position of acting president. It is this fourth
section of the 25th Amendment that many are asking Vice President Pence to invoke
against President Trump.

History of this amendment
 In the aftermath of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, the 25th Amendment was proposed
by Congress on July 6, 1965, and ratified by the states on February 10, 1967.
 The Watergate scandal of the 1970s saw the application of these procedures, first when Gerald Ford
replaced Spiro Agnew as Vice President, then when he replaced Richard Nixon as President, and then
when Nelson Rockefeller filled the resulting vacancy to become the Vice President.
 However, the fourth section of the 25th Amendment has never been invoked.
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Mains
GS I

The importance of social interactions
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: A year of restricting ourselves to the confines of four walls has made us keenly aware of our past
exchanges, not only with our families, but also with the larger society. Of the many victims of the COVID-19
pandemic are social interactions and the millions of friendships that should have formed at schools and
workplaces.
Many inequities
 The religious identities of Hindus and Muslims have shaped their social ties, their political loyalties and
their interaction with the Indian state. The long history of Hindu-Muslim ties in the subcontinent is
marred by grotesque violence fuelled by myths, rumours and prejudice.
 The prevalence of cow-vigilante violence and ‗anti-conversion‘ laws in recent years stands testimony to
the worsening of inter-religious ties and deepening of prejudice by the majority community.
 In fact, tropes used to concoct fear about the Muslim community in the 1920s, such as ‗cow-killers‘ and
‗abductors of Hindu women‘, have found appeal even in the 21st century. The propagation of such
stereotypes and the resulting prejudices allow for, and even normalise, violence against the minority to
‗protect the self‘.
 While it would be an exaggeration to claim that every social encounter between members of the two
groups is troubled, all is certainly not well in India. The display of prejudice need not take a violent form
at all.
 The refusal to grant tenancy to members of the Muslim community pushes them to seek houses in a
more homogenised area, progressively creating ghettos and further fuelling stereotypes. How do you
mitigate a prejudice that is so pervasive and intense?
The Contact Hypothesis
 In 1954, Gordon Allport published The Nature of Prejudice, which contained, among other analyses of
inter-group behaviour, a theory on prejudice.
 Specifically, it contained a hypothesis on how to reduce prejudice among majority and minority groups,
popularly called the ‗Contact Hypothesis‘. The idea was simple: contact (with some caveats) reduces
prejudice.
 Subsequently, decades of social psychology research arrived at a far simpler idea: friendship reduces
prejudice. Could it really be that simple? Could that work in India? The answer to both questions is the
same: yes, to some extent.
 The empirical evidence largely supports the proposition. Multiple studies have noted that frequent
interactions between members of different religious groups vastly reduce negative perceptions and
anxiety towards ‗the other‘. For instance, a youth study in 2017, conducted by Lokniti-CSDS and
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, found that 83% of Hindus who had a non-Hindu friend were comfortable
having a non-Hindu neighbour, compared to 70% of Hindus who did not have a non-Hindu friend.
Another paper discovered that even among people who consume media plentifully, interactions with
people outside their community weakens prejudice.
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Education, however, presents an interesting puzzle. A recent study finds that college-educated Hindus
are more likely than non-literate Hindus to perceive the Muslim community negatively, irrespective of
whether they had a friend from the community or not.
Although close interaction may ‗significantly‘ reduce prejudices, this reduction is minimal at best.
o Firstly, the attitudes of suspicion and negativity towards the Muslim minority are deeply
entrenched in the Indian society.
o Secondly, as this newspaper has reported over the last few years, the ghettoisation of Muslims
continues to define both urban and rural landscapes. This ensures that most instances of quotidian
social interactions — be it an evening tea or meeting at markets — are effectively denied,
thereby limiting the building of lasting friendships at workplaces and schools.
o Thirdly, while Hindu individuals might hold great respect and affection for Muslim friends, they
might not hold the same view about the community as a whole since they would consider a
Muslim friend to be an ‗exception to the rule‘.
o As a result, whilst interactions do take place and reduce prejudice, they do not cross a threshold
already laid down by generations of socialisation and stereotypes.

Redefining the ‘us’
 Prejudice is a peculiar phenomenon. It is sustained through time, remains unaffected by even positive
interpersonal relations, and provides the ammunition for communalism.
 Ashutosh Varshney asks in his book Ethnic Conflict and Civic Life, ―Why do Hindus and Muslims live
peacefully in Calicut but not in Aligarh?‖. The answer, as he notes, lies in civic engagement and
redefining the ‗us‘.
 Ties need to be forged not just between individuals, but also across larger communities such that the
relationships breach the confines of religious identities and encompass a multitude of identities. Be it
local neighbourhood associations, professional unions or linguistic associations, membership of this civil
society creates a new ‗us‘. It allows society to maintain open lines of communication, even during a
pandemic.
 During a year in which students and professionals have remained within the confines of their houses,
what they have missed out on are unencumbered everyday interactions with their peers. Bonds of
camaraderie are built over watercooler chats and rants about bus mates.
 In the absence of such avenues, it behoves parents, teachers and employers to encourage engagement
through social organisations or other forms of safe civic engagement.

GS II

India and vaccine development
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The Prime Minister promised to lead SAARC countries in pandemic response. A mammoth market
for vaccines was readymade for India as SAARC countries represent 21% of world‟s population. India had
the capability to manufacture vaccine on a large scale.
High-rated facilities
 India‘s vaccine manufacturing facilities are highly rated, globally. They have in-house research and
development laboratories. However, they are concerned with research of a practical nature, for refining
processes and products, rather than basic and fundamental research necessary for designing new vaccine
candidates.
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Universities and Institutes of technologies are where such new ideas are incubated. Commercial
manufacturing facilities depend on profit for research funding. Universities and Institutes, funded by
government and private philanthropic trusts, can pursue basic research without financial constraints.
When confronted with urgent need for vaccines, the wise approach would have been to establish a
platform to bring the two groups together for fast-tracking vaccine candidate designs, pre-clinical and
clinical trials, and up-scaling manufacture of promising vaccines.
Unfortunately, during January through March there was no guidance or leadership from the Government
of India for vaccine development. The expertise of the two global initiatives was not adapted for meeting
India‘s needs or for asserting India‘s global leadership.
Filling the vacuum, fortunately, a few private companies, on their own initiative, invested heavily in
vaccine development and up-scaling of vaccine production. Consequently, two made-in-India vaccines
are now under the national regulatory agency‘s assessment for suitability for emergency use
authorisation. Neither vaccine has completed Phase 3 trials.
One foreign vaccine company with a vaccine already registered in a few countries has also applied for
similar approval. The regulatory agency has not yet approved any of them, as of December 31, 2020.
China, by political decision and Russia, by temporary registration, initiated a national vaccination
programme with indigenous vaccines by or before September, even before Phase 3 trials were
completed. By the end of December 2020, thirty-three countries other than China and Russia had already
started vaccinating their citizens with vaccines with proper regulatory agency approvals after they had
completed very large Phase 3 trials.
Four countries began vaccinations in the first half of December and twenty-nine countries began the
process in the second half of December.

India’s position
 India had the unique opportunity not only to lead the world in vaccine development and supply, but also
in designing a vaccination strategy and platform for rolling out vaccine to the public. India‘s model
would have been a guide not only for SAARC countries but also for many Asian and African countries
with rather weak health management systems.
 That opportunity was entirely in the hands of the government. Utilising these two opportunities, India
could have partly overcome the economic downturn due to the pandemic.
 The Government of India, Science Advisory bodies, economic advisors, Academia, Medical and Science
Academies and Biotechnology experts ought to do some serious introspection now, and analyse how and
why India missed this opportunity, in spite of the Prime Minister‘s exhortation to scientists and
entrepreneurs to ―Make in India‖ for wealth creation and prosperity.
 We lacked neither competence nor infrastructure, but lulled ourselves into overconfidence and
complacency. We were slow, but had we been steady, we ought to have won the race.

The Brexit deal
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The story so far: British Prime Minister Boris Johnson signed the post-Brexit trade agreement
with the European Union (EU) on Wednesday. The deal, announced on December 24, sets out the terms for
Britain‟s relationship with the EU after it left the trading bloc on January 31, 2020.
The main features of the agreement
 The UK-EU Trade and Cooperation Agreement, which came into force on January 1, 2021, retains the
‗zero tariffs‘ and quotas trade regime of the past on all imports of goods. It thus averts the potentially
catastrophic consequences for Britain of leaving the bloc without any agreement.
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A hard exit would have resulted in levies of 50% and higher and duties on dairy and food products,
besides tariffs on manufactured goods, as per World Trade Organization rates.
According to the U.K.‘s fiscal watchdog, the Office for Budget Responsibility, the current arrangement
could limit the potential economic impact from Brexit to a loss of 4% of the Gross Domestic Product
over the medium term, compared to a possible 6% reduction had there been no agreement.
Northern Ireland will continue to remain within EU jurisdiction, avoiding a hardening of its border with
the Republic of Ireland. On access for EU fisheries to British seas — a contentious issue — the
agreement ―recognises U.K. sovereignty over our fishing waters‖.

Hurdles for UK
 The latest agreement cannot shield Britain from a costly disruption to the frictionless trade flows during
the past 47 years of its EU membership, because of its decision to leave the EU‘s single market and
customs union.
 An exit from the customs union means the return of customs controls at the U.K. borders and checks on
rules of origin to prevent abuse of the zero-tariffs regime.
 The millions of customs declarations U.K. businesses will have to complete from now onwards are
estimated to cost around £7 billion annually, according to HM Revenue & Customs.
Role of European Union
 The U.K. is free to set its own standards on labour laws and environmental protection. Access to EU
markets could, however, be restricted and tariffs imposed wherever arbitrators rule that businesses have
been granted unfair advantage.
 London has succeeded in breaking free from the jurisdiction of EU law and the European Court of
Justice, which U.K. eurosceptics regard as an affront to national sovereignty.
 British and EU companies will be able to challenge state subsidies awarded to their rivals in relevant
national courts if they suspect any violation of common provisions set out in the agreement.
Exclusion of Services and its impact
 As the services sector accounts for about 80% of the U.K.‘s economy, the fallout from leaving it outside
the purview of the new accord will be hard.
 The agreement covers data flows in some areas of policing and law enforcement, while decisions on
personal data transmissions are to be dealt with separately. Given London‘s status as the premier global
financial hub, the exclusion of financial services from the agreement is likely to cause uncertainty.
 Both sides have reached an understanding that the terms of access to each other‘s markets would be
subject to a unilateral declaration by one party that the regulatory framework of the other was equivalent
to its own.
Future of Britain and the EU
 Ever since the 2016 referendum to quit the EU, European leaders have been unequivocal in their opinion
that any future relationship must entail huge costs of exit for the U.K., just as its 47-year membership of
the bloc brought vast benefits.
 In the four-and-a-half years since the vote, Brussels has largely achieved its overarching objective of
ensuring that Brexit does not set a precedent for other member states.
 Conversely, Britain may discover that striking pragmatic compromises is the way forward to protect
sovereignty and national self-interest. The latest agreement erects new barriers, rather than remove
existing ones, in trade ties between London and Brussels.
 This peculiar and unprecedented character of the deal, as Pascal Lamy, former head of the WTO
underscored, is a necessary and almost inevitable outcome of Brexit.
 Even so, this limited deal is better than a ―no deal‖ for both parties. It lays the foundation for a future
partnership between Brussels and London, based on the stringent terms imposed on Britain under the
2019 U.K. withdrawal agreement.
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Patent (Amendment) Rules, 2020
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The central government recently published the Patent (Amendment) Rules, 2020, amending the
format of a statement that patentees and licensees are required to annually submit to the Patent Office
disclosing the extent to which they have commercially worked or made the patented inventions available to
the public in the country.
Disclosure of information
 In exchange of a 20-year patent monopoly granted to an inventor, India‘s patent law imposes a duty on
the patentee to commercially work the invention in India to ensure that its benefits reach the public.
 In fact, the purpose of granting patents itself is to not only encourage innovation but also ensure that the
inventions are worked in India and are made available to the public in sufficient quantity at reasonable
prices.
 A failure of this duty could trigger compulsory licensing or even subsequent revocation of the patent
under the Patents Act, 1970. Further, courts have refused an interim injunction in cases alleging
infringement of a patent which has not been worked in India.
 Thus, the information on the extent of the working of the invention in India is critical for the
effectiveness of these public interest measures provided by law to check abuse of patent monopoly (e.g.
excessive pricing or scare supply of the invention).
 Accordingly, section 146(2), a unique provision not found in patent laws of most other countries,
requires every patentee and licensee to submit to the Patent Office an annual statement explaining the
extent to which they have worked the invention in India.
 The disclosure is to be made in the Form 27 format as prescribed under the Patent Rules, 2003. This
statement is meant to help the Patent Office, potential competitors, etc. to determine whether the
patentee has worked the invention in India and made it sufficiently available to the public at reasonable
prices.
 Unfortunately, patentees and licensees as well as the Patent Office have blatantly disregarded this
statutory requirement. Also, there has been significant pressure from multinational corporations and the
United States government to do away with this requirement.
The PIL
 The recent amendment to the form was made pursuant to a PIL filed by Shamnad Basheer before the
Delhi High Court in 2015.
 The PIL brought to the Court‘s attention the rampant non-filing and defective filing of Form 27 by
patentees/licensees and sought a direction to the government to strictly enforce the patent working
disclosure rules and take action against the violators.
 The PIL also called for a reform of Form 27, arguing that the information it sought was grossly
insufficient to ascertain the extent of the working of the patent.
Dilution of disclosure
 The government acknowledged that the Form 27 format was problematic and provided an undertaking to
the court to effect appropriate amendments.
 The court accordingly disposed of the PIL in 2018, directing the government to complete the amendment
process within the timelines mentioned in the undertaking.
 However, in non-compliance of the court‘s order, the government published the amended form recently
after a delay of almost two years. More importantly, instead of strengthening the form, the amendment
has significantly weakened it further, thereby defeating the entire purpose of the amendment exercise.
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Instead of calling for more elaborate details of the information already sought in the Form as suggested
in the PIL, the amended form has removed the requirement of submitting a lot of such important
information altogether, thus damaging the core essence of the patent working requirement and the Form
27 format.
The form now requires the patentees and licensees to provide only for the following information:
whether the patent has been worked or not; if the invention has been worked, the revenue or value
accrued in India from manufacturing and importing the invention into India; and if it has not been
worked, reasons for the same and the steps being taken towards working.
They are no longer required to provide any information in respect of the quantum of the invention
manufactured/imported into India, the licenses and sub-licenses granted during the year and the meeting
of public requirement at a reasonable price.
How will the data on merely the revenue/value accrued from manufacturing/importing the invention
enable one to determine the extent to which it has been worked and its public requirement has been met?
The most basic data required for this assessment is the quantum or the total units of the invention
manufactured/imported in India.
It is the disclosure of this data by Bayer in Form 27 that played a crucial role in grant of India‘s first
compulsory license to Natco for the anti-cancer drug Sorafenib/Nexavar. The deletion of the requirement
of its disclosure is thus shocking and defeats the very purpose of this Form.
The removal of the requirement of submitting any licensing information, including the disclosure of
even the existence of licenses (instead of seeking further details such as names of licensees/sub-licensees
and the broad terms of the licenses as suggested in the PIL), means that the patentees/licensees can just
self-certify that they‘ve worked the patent without having to support the claim with the data on how
they‘ve done so, including through licensing/sub-licensing the patent.
Further, the omission to mandate disclosure of details such as the price of the invention, its estimated
demand, the extent to which the demand has been met, details of any special schemes or steps
undertaken by the patentee to satisfy the demand, etc., as recommended in the PIL, makes it extremely
difficult to ascertain whether the invention has been made available to the public in sufficient quantity
and at an affordable price.

Impact on public interest
 To conclude, the government has significantly weakened the critical duty imposed by the law on
patentees/licensees to disclose patent working information, so much so that it has defeated the very
purpose of it.
 The lack of this information could prevent invocation of compulsory licensing and other public interest
measures in cases of patent abuse and make certain inventions inaccessible to the public.
 Such lack of accessibility in case of patented medicines could in turn have adverse consequences for
public health of the country.
 Therefore, the government must reconsider its amendments to the form taking into account the PIL
recommendations and re-amend it to restore as well as strengthen its spirit.

Impact of Nepal crisis on India
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: The crisis triggered by Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli‟s decision to dissolve the Nepalese
Parliament is a strong reminder for India to redefine its historic relationship tied in religion, culture and
assimilation.
What’s special about Nepal and India?
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Nepal is a unique country whose citizens can enrol into the Indian civil services as also the Army, which
bestows an honorary General‘s title to the Nepal Army Chief, a gesture that is reciprocated in equal
terms.
But the ongoing political turmoil with overt Chinese intervention signifies the evolution of a democratic
process in Nepal which had its genesis in the Indian freedom struggle but has now come into its own.
PM Oli‘s cartographic expansion of Nepal‘s territory last year with a new map that included disputed
territory with India symbolises a tendency among Nepalese politicians to use anti-India rhetoric as also
push their two powerful neighbours in covert manoeuvres for domestic political gains.
A clear instance of this trend is Oli‘s conversion of a challenge to his leadership into a larger ploy
involving India and China. Nepal‘s internal political processes are, therefore, significant to India‘s
strategic interests.

How did China encroach on India’s historic advantages?
 India‘s entrenched interests in Nepal suffered a setback in 2015, when a blockade at the borders ensued
following protests by Madhesis and some other ethnic groups against marginalisation of their interests in
the newly-passed Nepalese Constitution.
 The blockade, which Nepal accused India of facilitating, caused a humanitarian crisis in the landlocked
country that was already reeling from the effects of a powerful earthquake that killed nearly 9,000
people.
 Within a month of the lifting of the blockade, Oli visited Beijing and signed a transit agreement that
included access to Chinese ports and construction of rail links between the two countries.
 This signalled a scaling down of Nepal‘s heavy dependence on India. In the subsequent election, China
backed a merger of Oli‘s Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist Leninist with the CPN-Maoist
Centre to form the Nepal Communist Party (NCP) which commanded a two-thirds majority in
Parliament.
 The NCP promoted an anti-India world-view which, alternatively, translated into increased engagement
with China not just through aid, infrastructural projects but also teaching Mandarin in Nepalese schools
and joint military exercises with the People‘s Liberation Army (PLA).
Why did the Nepalese PM dissolve Parliament?
 The power struggle between Oli and his co-chair in the ruling party, Pushpa Kamal Dahal aka
―Prachanda‖, escalated during the Covid-19 pandemic. Oli drummed up Nepalese nationalism on an
anti-India plank to counter his opponents.
 But the attacks were relentless, with Prachanda targeting him for isolating Nepal geopolitically on the
one hand and opposing Oli‘s approval of a $500-million Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC)
initiative, on the other. The political crisis led Oli to dissolve Parliament, a decision that is being
challenged in the Supreme Court of Nepal.
 Since the dissolution, India has subtly contrasted its ostensibly hands-off approach, much appreciated in
Nepal, to the rather proactive engagement of the Chinese envoy Hou Yanqi.
 The Chinese have since abandoned Oli in their effort to save the ruling party from an inevitable split.
India, while ostensibly keeping distance, has cultivated Oli against Prachanda‘s attempts to form an
alternative coalition.
 While protests have continued in the streets against Oli‘s dissolution of Parliament, he is now believed to
be contemplating an alliance with the more India-friendly Nepali Congress because a new government
can still be formed by the majority of a single party or through a new coalition.
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GS III

Banking sector in 2021
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: After losses in two consecutive years, India‟s scheduled commercial banks turned profitable in
2019-20. State-run banks continued to bleed for the fifth year in a row, but their losses were much more
stifled. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) reckons that the first half of 2020-21 saw even greater
improvements in banks‟ vital statistics, with non-performing assets (NPAs) falling to 7.5% of outstanding
loans by September 2020. The RBI attributed this to the resolution of a few large accounts through the
introduction of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) in 2016, and fresh slippages in loan accounts
dipping to just 0.74%.
When were NPAs at dangerously high levels?
 Over the course of 2019-20, India‘s banks were on the mend from a precarious position in March 2018,
when bad loans on their books peaked to over ₹10 lakh crore — around 11.5% of all loans.
 What former Chief Economic Adviser Arvind Subramanian had called India‘s ‗twin balance sheet
problem‘ in the Economic Survey for 2016-17, had sent banks down a slippery slope, beset by
dangerously high levels of non-performing assets.
 A large part of the problem started in the latter half of 2010s, as assumptions of persistently high
economic growth made several large corporates overzealous in their investment ambitions, thus overleveraging themselves in the process.
 And lenders, led by public sector banks, fuelled these plans through easy money on credit. The problem
was particularly acute in the infrastructure sector, where high-stakes bets on several projects unravelled
as growth (and demand) fizzled out following the global financial crisis of 2008.
 The stress from stretched corporate balance sheets infected banks‘ own books and underwhelmed their
capacity for fresh lending. This vicious cycle was interrupted to an extent by the IBC, which, along with
tighter recognition norms for bad loans, helped correct the course over time.
A decline in bad loans is good news. But is it the real picture?
 The problem is that the COVID-19 pandemic and the national lockdown enforced to curb its spread
upended businesses and revenue models across industries, just as it did in the rest of the world. But
unlike most of its peers, India‘s economy had been declining sharply even before the emergence of the
virus.
 The reason bad loans and insolvency proceedings have not surged as multiple businesses went kaput,
taking millions of employees with outstanding retail loans down with them, is the series of regulatory
forbearance steps taken by authorities to help them tide over this unprecedented crisis.
 Interest rates were cut after the onset of the pandemic, a moratorium was offered on loan instalments due
from borrowers, and liquidity was infused into the system to keep the wheels of the economy moving
without a further shock.
 At the same time, the invocation of the IBC was suspended for loans that went into default on or after
March 25, when the lockdown began. While this suspension has now been stretched till March 31, 2021,
a loan restructuring window for borrowers was closed in December 2020.
 Despite all this, life support in the form of adequate credit flows to some productive and COVID-19stressed sectors has been deficient, the central bank has said. More worryingly, the RBI believes that a
real picture of the state of borrowers‘ accounts (and consequently, the banking system in general, and the
economy at large), will emerge once these policy support measures are rolled back.
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Opinion of RBi
 Roughly translated, the central bank is simply repeating the famous Warren Buffet aphorism — ―Only
when the tide goes out do you discover who has been swimming naked‖. Monetary policy language is
more nuanced, of course.
 The modest GNPA ratio of 7.5% at end-September 2020 veils the strong undercurrent of slippage ... The
data on gross non-performing assets (GNPA) of banks are yet to reflect the stress, obscured under the
asset quality standstill with attendant financial stability implications - the central bank has noted in its
annual publication on trends and progress of banking in India released this week.
 Had the central bank‘s normal loan classification norms been followed instead of the COVID-19 relief
measures, bad loans would have been higher, the RBI has argued. ―Given the uncertainty induced by
COVID-19 and its real economic impact, the asset quality of the banking system may deteriorate
sharply, going forward,‖ the report stated.
 It has also warned about large-scale loan defaults looming over housing finance companies, which have
been hit by delays in completion of housing projects, cost overruns due to reverse migration of labourers,
and delayed investments by buyers in the affordable housing sector as incomes shrank and jobs were
lost.
 To make the banking sector healthy in the face of large-scale delinquencies and balance-sheet stress that
the ravages of the pandemic leave behind, it is critical to ―rewind various relaxations in a timely
manner‖, rein in loan impairment and ensure adequate capital infusion into banks, the RBI says. Experts
say more taxpayer money may be needed to shore up public sector banks.
India’s hopes
 Simply put, banks‘ ability to lend is critical for businesses and the economy to grow. A deluge of bad
loans impairs banks‘ ability and willingness to lend, as has been evident in bankers‘ aversion to risk in
recent years.
 It is safer to park their funds in government securities, and public sector banks, that have seen a surge in
deposits after the recent troubles at co-operative and private lenders like the PMC Bank, Yes Bank, and
now Lakshmi Vilas Bank, may prefer to do just that.
 Currency with public surged in response to the COVID-19 induced dash for cash while solvency issues
related to a private sector bank also brought about some reassignment of deposits. During 2020-21 so
far, deposits with PSBs grew at a higher pace than usual, partly reflecting perception of their safe haven
status. Latest data for November suggest a slight uptick in bank credit flows, but lending to industry as a
whole still shrank 0.7%.
 While several private lenders have raised buffer capital to offset shocks from potential loan defaults,
some large state-run lenders have announced plans to raise resources in a staggered manner, depending
on the prevailing market circumstances.
 Since public sector lenders still play a huge role in financing economic activity, it is important that they
raise additional capital from the market or from their majority-owner — the government — before the
stress ‗obscured‘ by the COVID-19 relief measures becomes apparent.
Way forward
 The central bank has said that the Financial Stability Report (FSR) — which should have been released
by now in the usual course of business — will be ―released shortly‖. This report shall present an updated
assessment of the gross NPAs and the capital adequacy of banks ―under alternate macro stress test
scenarios‖.
 Hence, its findings will be critical in determining how gloomy the situation really is. For now, as the
central bank has said, the restoration of the health of banking and non-banking financial sectors depends
on the revival of the real economy and how quickly the animal spirits of entrepreneurship return.
 The Union Budget for 2021-22, which is now just four weeks away, would be critical for banks on two
fronts — in what it does to revive demand and investments, and how much money it can promise to set
aside for recapitalising public sector banks in the coming year.
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Gender Gap in Agriculture
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Eminent agriculture scientist M.S. Swaminathan once said, “Some historians believe that it was
women who first domesticated crop plants and thereby initiated the art and science of farming. While men
went out hunting in search of food, women started gathering seeds from the native flora and began
cultivating those of interest from the point of view of food, feed, fodder, fibre and fuel.”
A common misconception
 In India, whenever we talk about agriculture, we think of men as farmers. However, this is far from the
truth. According to the agricultural census, 73.2% of rural women are engaged in farming activities but
only 12.8% own landholdings. Due to cultural, social and religious forces, women have been denied
ownership of land.
 This stems from the perception that farming is a man‘s profession. The India Human Development
Survey reports that 83% of agricultural land in the country is inherited by male members of the family
and less than 2% by their female counterparts.
 Thus, women are mostly left without any title of land in their names and are excluded from the definition
of farmers. Besides, 81% of women agricultural labourers belong to Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes, and Other Backward Classes, so they also contribute to the largest share of casual and landless
labourers.
 The government too turns a blind eye to their problem of non-recognition and conveniently labels them
as ‗cultivators‘ or ‗agricultural labourers‘ but not ‗farmers‘. Without any recognition, women are
systematically excluded from all the benefits of government schemes.
 Moreover, they are not guaranteed the rights which they would otherwise be given if they were
recognised as farmers, such as loans for cultivation, loan waivers, crop insurance, subsidies or even
compensation to their families in cases where they commit suicide.
 Non-recognition as farmers is only one of their problems. As the Mahila Kisan Adhikaar Manch
(MAKAAM) notes, they have unequal access to rights over land, water and forests. There is gendered
access to support systems such as storage facilities, transportation costs, and cash for new investments or
for paying off old dues or for other services related to agricultural credit. There is also gendered access
to inputs and markets.
 Thus, despite their large contribution to the sector, women farmers have been reduced to a marginal
section, vulnerable to exploitation.
The farm laws
 Now they have a new worry: the farm laws. Since the government‘s policies never aimed to reduce
disparity or alleviate their distress, women farmers fear that the farm laws will further deepen gender
inequality in the sector.
 MAKAAM, in its statement, has highlighted several issues with the laws. The first is the lack of any
mention of MSP (minimum support price) that protects farmers from exploitation.
 It also highlights how women are barely in a position as empowered agents who can either understand or
negotiate (written) agreements with traders and corporate entities who are seeking to enter into
agreements with the farmers to purchase their produce or for other services.
 It is clear that farmers will have no bargaining power in the corporatisatisation of agriculture, where
corporates will decide the price with no safety net or adequate redressal mechanism for the farmers.
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Consequently, the small marginal and medium farmers will be forced to sell their land to big agrobusinesses and become wage labourers.
But while this struggle rages on, we must not forget the troubles of our women farmers. Perhaps that is
why they are at the front line of this protest — to remind us that they are too are farmers and have an
equal stake in this fight.

A solution to urban unemployment
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: More recent data from the Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy, however, point to a gradual
slowdown in employment recovery from the month of July, with the latest numbers pointing to a sharp rise
in the national unemployment rate from 6.51% in November to 9.06% for the month of December.
NREGA outlay
 For labour flocking back to rural India, employment support came in the form of an increased outlay for
the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGA), which witnessed a 243% increase in
person workdays.
 This increased dependency on NREGA, has seen the Rural Development Ministry spend nearly 90% of
its increased ₹86,4000 crore allocation by the month of November, while still being unable to fulfil
demands for nearly 13% of the 75 million households that demanded work.
 In several Indian cities however, shuttered businesses have meant that millions of workers have either
had to leave or have had to take up new forms of work, with some finding the burgeoning gig economy
to be their only source of employment. It is here that the Fairwork Foundation‘s annual review of
platform labour gains prominence.
The metrics used
 The report evaluates the well-being of gig workers on 11 digital platforms and does so by evaluating
them on five metrics of Fair Pay, Fair Conditions, Fair Contracts, Fair Management and Fair
Representation.
 In its findings however, only two firms (Urban Company and Flipkart) score greater than five (out of a
maximum of 10) while seven score only 2 or less. Most concerning perhaps, is the fact that the bottom of
the rankings are rounded off by India‘s four largest platform giants, namely, Uber, Ola, Swiggy and
Zomato.
 With no urban equivalent to the NREGA on the horizon, there must be an increased impetus on
evaluating, regulating and supporting new forms of employment that may currently be serving as an
informal safety net for those desperately in search of work.
 The first and most critical task at hand remains evaluation. Our current understanding of gig work and
workers remains constrained to the limited disclosures made by the platforms themselves. Furthermore,
with very few independent studies evaluating the scale and impact of these platforms, most regulators
continue to remain in the dark on basic questions surrounding platform labour.
 As of now there exists no authoritative estimate on the total number of gig workers in India, though the
centralised nature of the platforms, and the larger platform labour market should make the collating of
this data relatively straightforward for the Labour Ministry.
Issue of regulation
 The next step is significantly more sensitive and involves regulation. The reason for the sensitivity
primarily revolves around the varied nature of gig work. While some workers use these platforms as a
―side hustle‖, for others it continues to serve as a primary source of employment.
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This dynamic is further complicated by the risk of a one-size-fits-all regulatory strategy unintentionally
hurting the similar, yet distinct, market for highly skilled (and highly paid) freelancers, that continues its
rapid growth due to pandemic related full-time staff layoffs.
Perhaps a more viable strategy then would involve conditional government partnerships with platforms
under some of its flagship schemes. Here, the successful pilot of Swiggy‘s Street Food Vendors
programme under the PM SVANidhi, or PM Street Vendor‘s Atma Nirbhar Nidhi scheme, may prove to
be an illustrative example.
While Swiggy has announced the onboarding of 36,000 street food vendors onto the platform under the
scheme this month, it has also looked to ensure that each vendor is registered and certified by the Food
Safety and Standards Authority of India.
The simultaneous creation of jobs, alongside the voluntary adoption of quality standards is an example
of a mutually beneficial partnership between the state and a platform that creates jobs while incentivising
greater levels of compliance.

Urban employment
 Similar collaborations on urban employment, that require labour platforms to comply with disclosure
norms and worker compensation standards to access government support, could be one way for the
government to kill two birds with one stone.
 Current proposals for an Urban Employment Guarantee peg daily worker wages at approximately ₹300,
at a cost of ₹1-lakh crore to the exchequer.
 Collaborating with platforms to employ workers, would not only bring down costs significantly (for both
the state and their partners) but it would also create an environment where firms would be more likely to
cooperate with the state, as opposed to adopting an antagonistic position in what could prove to be a
long-winded legal battle.
Symbiotic ties
 As the new year rolls in, and India looks to convince the world that it has turned the corner on its
economic woes, it must look to step outside the box to tackle the challenge of urban unemployment.
 Limited fiscal space and a growing need to fuel the country‘s consumption base, must push the
government to build symbiotic relationships with new partners.
 With Industry 4.0 platforms absorbing increasing numbers of the urban workforce, evaluation,
collaboration, and regulation must be the government mantra.
 As the pandemic forces India to define its own understanding of the future of work, it falls upon the state
to ensure that this future is defined not only by the quantity of jobs it creates but also by the quality of
livelihoods they provide for .

Energy efficiency
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: India‟s residential electricity consumption is expected to at least double by 2030. As households
buy more electric appliances to satisfy their domestic needs, concerns about the ability of discoms to
provide reliable supply at affordable rates will also rise. Embracing energy efficiency can be a win-win
solution as this can bring down household energy bills and reduce discoms‟ financial stress.
Tryst with energy efficiency
 In recent years, India has seen significant adoption of energy-efficient appliances, especially those
covered under the mandatory labelling programme, according to the India Residential Energy Survey
conducted by the Council on Energy, Environment and Water and the Initiative for Sustainable Energy
Policy.
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The survey, covering nearly 15,000 households across 21 States, found that more than 75% of airconditioners and 60% of refrigerators used in Indian homes were star-labelled. Further, nearly 90% of
Indian homes used LED lamps or tubes.
However, there has been limited uptake of energy-efficient ceiling fans and televisions. While 90% of
homes use fans, only 3% have efficient fans. Similarly, 60% of our television stock comprises the big
old energy-guzzling CRT (cathode ray tube) models.
Desert coolers, used by 15% homes, are not even covered under the labelling programme. Significant
efficiency gains are also possible for other appliances like water pumps and induction cook stoves.

The way forward
 First, we need to improve the availability and affordability of energy-efficient appliances. For instance,
despite a voluntary labelling scheme since 2009, less than 5% of ceiling fans produced in India are starrated. While the Bureau of Energy Efficiency (BEE) plans to bring ceiling fans under mandatory
labelling from 2022, the high upfront cost will be another barrier. At present, the most efficient fans cost
more than double the price of conventional models. We need innovative business models that can attract
manufacturers to produce efficient technology at scale and bring it within purchasing capacity.
 Second, India needs a nationwide consumer awareness campaign on energy efficiency. Only a fourth of
Indian households are currently aware of BEE‘s star labels. While awareness levels are high among
residents of metros and tier-1 cities, the majority in small towns and rural areas remain unaware. To
bridge this divide, we need a decentralised and consumer-centric engagement strategy. State
governments, discoms and retailers need to be at the forefront of our renewed efforts to create mass
awareness about energy efficiency.
 Finally, we need to monitor supply quality and changing consumption pattern on a real-time basis. As
discoms in India deploy smart meters, these must be used to measure actual savings and demonstrate the
benefits of energy-efficient devices to build consumer confidence. The smart metering network would
also be crucial for enforcing consumer rights rules.
 India has tasted success in recent years by embracing energy efficiency. The government‘s UJALA
scheme transformed the market for LED bulbs, while also helping India reduce its annual carbon
emissions by nearly 82 million tonnes. A similar focus towards other energy-efficient appliances would
allow India to ensure 24x7 power for all.

GS IV

Ethics of Vaccine Trials
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: While the recent results of successful vaccine trials are a cause for celebration, these successes
ought to be coupled with transparency in information and communication for vaccine production to
translate into vaccination.
Clinical trials
 Clinical trials employ various scientific methodologies to test novel drugs and vaccines on human
participants and ascertain whether such drugs are safe and effective against a particular disease. They are
probably the most important inventions that help us develop drugs and vaccines against diseases.
 Furthermore, it is the human subjects who are at the heart of these trials more than the trial investigators
or sponsors. It is because of clinical trials that we know now that hydroxychloroquine and convalescent
plasma do not reduce mortality due to COVID-19, and that steroids save the lives of COVID-19 patients.
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More than being a scientific methodology, clinical trials are a method of human cooperation. The
sanctity of this cooperation rests on a tacit understanding of trust; integrity; agreed upon ethical and
moral norms; and, most importantly, care and respect for, consent of, and fair compensation to the
participants. It is this cooperation that allows trials across countries and ensures that the results of a study
in one part of the world can be reasonably applied to other countries.
The coercive attempt to falsify a study participant‘s claims and intimidate him or her violates the agreed
upon rules of clinical trials, jeopardises the whole process, and puts a question mark on the validity of
the particular trial.
In order to protect human subjects from harm in clinical trials, multiple checks and balances are put in
place such as the formation of a data and safety monitoring board, institutional ethics committees, and
regulatory bodies for clinical trials such as the Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation in India.
These same regulatory bodies had failed to protect the rights of HPV vaccine study participants in India
in 2007, leading to the death of seven girls in the HPV vaccine study.

Maintaining silence
 While the study sponsor, Serum Institute, which has financial interest in the COVID-19 vaccine, has
made multiple statements about the neurological injury to the study participant, these regulatory bodies
and committees have remained silent.
 By doing so, they give the impression that they are not independent and are failing in their duty of
ensuring the safety of research participants. It is not only the bodies in India which have maintained a
silence, but also other important international stakeholders.
 AstraZeneca, which has promised not to profit from the vaccine during the pandemic, is the original
developer of the vaccine in association with Oxford University.
 The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, leading advocates for all major vaccines across the globe,
which had the vision of increasing both accessibility and availability of Covishield by funding and
encouraging the U.K. group to set up an advance collaboration with Serum Institute, failed to make a
statement.
 Likewise, it seems Gavi, the vaccine alliance, and the World Health Organization have also chosen to
remain silent publicly.
The Indian Scenario
 The two COVID-19 vaccines — Covishield and Covaxin — tested and manufactured in India by the
Pune-based Serum Institute and Hyderabad-based Bharat Biotech, respectively, could have played a vital
role in ending the pandemic in the country.
 However, the regulator‘s haste and lack of transparency in approving the vaccines for ―restricted‖ use do
not inspire confidence. The regulator did not wait for sufficient safety and efficacy data to be collected
and did not share information about the clinical trials before granting approval.
 Transparency is vital for gaining people‘s trust so that they don‘t hesitate to take the vaccine. However,
the conduct of the Indian regulator in no way helps in building trust in vaccines.
 If there is already some degree of apprehension about the safety and efficacy of COVID-19 vaccines,
given the rushed manner in which the trials have been conducted, the opaque nature of the approval
process has done little to mitigate such concerns.
 Contrast this with the manner in which the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the U.K.
regulator approved COVID-19 vaccines. The FDA had a live telecast of the advisory committee‘s
examination of Pfizer‘s and Moderna‘s vaccine data before granting emergency use authorisation
(EUA).
 It also made the detailed briefing document of the clinical trial of each vaccine and its assessment public.
The U.K. regulator also made the assessment of the two vaccines — by Pfizer and AstraZeneca —
publicly available.
 The phase-2/3 trial of Covishield was carried out on 1,600 participants and was intended to study only
safety and immunogenicity, as the details available on the clinical trial registry indicate. According to
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the informed consent document made available to trial participants, safety was to be tested on 1,200
participants and immunogenicity on 400 individuals. The trial did not study the efficacy of the vaccine.
Approving Covishield based on safety and immunogenicity data from the trial in India and efficacy data
from the U.K. might be sufficient for emergency use. But it is imperative that Serum Institute collects
efficacy data from the Indian trial before seeking full approval.
Though no published data are available, the U.K. regulator has found some evidence that efficacy
improves when the second dose of the AstraZeneca vaccine is delayed. Accordingly, it has
recommended that the second dose be administered 4-12 weeks after the first.
Serum Institute has wasted an opportunity to test the protection offered by the first dose and determine
the efficacy of a delayed second dose and the best time to administer it. It is now for the government to
decide, without evidence, the timing of the second dose.
In the case of Covaxin, the phase-3 trial began in mid-November 2020. Since the second dose is
administered 28 days after the first, the median follow-up after the second dose would have been just a
few days and that too from a very small number of participants.
In short, the approval for ―restricted‖ use granted to Covaxin was not based on any efficacy data. What
level of protection is offered by the vaccine and whether it protects against severe disease and prevents
infection and transmission are all not known.
By giving approval to Covaxin without data on its efficacy, the Indian regulator has joined the ranks of
China and Russia. When the Chinese regulator approved CanSino Biologics‘s vaccine that had not
undergone a phase-3 trial, it at least limited its use for the military. In mid-November, three months after
approval, Russia‘s claim of 92% efficacy for Sputnik V was based on a review of just 20 COVID-19
cases.
Also, the assertion that Covaxin will protect people against the new variant of the virus is not backed by
evidence. No efficacy data against any SARS-CoV-2 virus strain are currently available.
What makes the approval for Covaxin all the more galling is the explicit permission to administer the
vaccine in a ―clinical trial mode‖.
This is nothing but a large-scale phase-3 clinical trial carried out on people belonging to the four priority
groups consenting to receive the vaccine. The following remain unknown: how informed the informed
consent will be, who is going to inform the recipients about the intricacies of the ―trial‖, how well the
―participants‖ are going to be monitored, and how the efficacy will be determined in the absence of a
control arm.
Nine global vaccine manufacturers issued a joint pledge last September that they would not seek
premature approval from regulatory authorities. Bharat Biotech‘s haste in seeking approval stands in
contrast. The Indian regulator had earlier stipulated that at least 50% efficacy is necessary to grant EUA.
Compare this with the manner in which the FDA upheld the sanctity of the approval process. Despite
pressure from U.S. President Donald Trump to make vaccines available before election day, the FDA
made it clear that it would require phase-3 data with a ―median follow-up duration of at least two months
after completion of the full vaccination regimen to assess a vaccine‘s benefit-risk profile‖.
The FDA also said EUA would be granted only ―based on data from a phase-3 trial that demonstrates the
vaccine‘s safety and efficacy in a clear and compelling manner‖.

A lost opportunity
 While daily fresh cases and deaths have been increasing sharply in the U.S., the new variant that has
been spreading rapidly in the U.K. has been causing havoc. In India, on the other hand, the number of
daily fresh cases and deaths has been steadily dropping since mid-September. The companies and the
regulator should therefore have taken advantage of the situation here to ensure that EUA is backed by
data.
 Not only has India squandered a great opportunity to collect robust data and build trust in COVID-19
vaccines but has also set the stage to potentially reverse decades of hard work in building vaccine
confidence. In 2019, a single mistake in preparing the measles, mumps, and rubella injection that led to
the deaths of two infants in Samoa led to a sharp drop in vaccine uptake and a measles outbreak there.
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In India, a December 2018 study in 121 districts that have higher rates of unimmunised children found
that 24% of children did not get vaccinated due to apprehension about adverse effects. If there is vaccine
hesitancy among the four high-risk groups which will get vaccinated on priority, the companies and the
regulator have themselves to blame.

Way forward
 Vaccination as a science has come a long way. We have been able to eradicate smallpox and we are
close to eradicating polio simply due to the effective use of vaccines. Millions of lives are saved by the
simple act of timely vaccination.
 However, vaccine hesitancy is on the rise, and diseases like measles and whooping cough are coming
back in epidemic proportions as vaccination rates drop. The claims and counterclaims and lack of
transparency around Covishield threaten public faith in a life-saving, simple, cost-effective intervention.
 The reputation or fiscal health of one institution is not worth a setback to the idea of immunisation even
if the institution in question is one of the largest suppliers of vaccines across the globe.
 The very act of developing and testing a vaccine in less than a year since the emergence of COVID-19, a
novel viral pathogen, is revolutionary. This has changed the way we look at vaccine science, timelines,
and policies.
 As responsible healthcare providers, we want a vaccine, we want this pandemic to end, and we want to
return to a normal life but not at the cost of the safety of study participants. We want a vaccine which is
rooted in integrity, transparency, respect for study participants, and agreed upon ethical standards.
 It is urged to the regulatory bodies, ethics committees and international stakeholders to not overlook this
as a singular event. Ignoring this one event is a slippery slope which may set us back in our fight against
COVID-19.
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Current Affairs Quiz
1. The applications of nano-technology in agriculture sector include which of the following?
1. Delivery of pesticides, fertilizers and other agrochemicals more efficiently
2. Monitoring soil conditions and crop growth
3. Detection of animal and plant pathogens
4. Delivery of growth hormones in a controlled manner
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1, 3 and 4 only
b) 1, 2 and 3 only
c) 2, 3 and 4 only
d) 1, 2, 3 and 4
Answer: d)
2. Which the following statement/s is/are correct regarding Majuli Island.
1. Majuli Island is the world‘s largest fully habituated river island located in the Brahmaputra River.
2. It became the first island to be made a district in India.
3. Majuli is the abode of the Assamese neo-Vaishnavite culture.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1, 2 and 3
b) 1 and 3 only
c) 2 and 3 only
d) 1 and 2 only
Answer: a)
3. The Global Environment Facility serves as a ―financial mechanism‖ to which of these conventions?
1. Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)
2. Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs)
3. UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD)
4. Minamata Convention on Mercury
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1, 2 and 3 only
b) 2, 3 and 4 only
c) 1, 3 and 4 only
d) All of the above
Answer: d)
4. Which of the following countries are not the members of Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN)?
1. Vietnam
2. Thailand
3. Malaysia
4. Papua New Guinea
5. Laos
Select the correct answer code:
a) 2 only
b) 2 and 3 only
c) 4 only
d) 4 and 5 only
Answer: c)

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

Members: Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, Myanmar, Malaysia, Cambodia, Laos, Singapore and
Brunei. Observers are East Timor and Papua New Guinea.
5. Consider the following statements regarding Bird flu.
1. It is a highly contagious viral disease caused by Influenza Type A viruses.
2. Bird flu can be spread through their droppings while flying.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: c)
6. Global Competitiveness Index, sometimes seen in news is published by
a) World Bank
b) World Trade Organisation
c) World Economic Forum
d) International Monetary Fund
Solution: c)
7. Consider the following statements with respect to Geo Engineering
1. It is a deliberate, large-scale intervention carried out in the Earth‘s natural systems to reverse the
impacts of climate change.
2. LOHAFEX an ocean iron fertilization experiment is one of the geo-engineering initiative of India.
Which of the statement/s given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
8. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct with respect to Aurangabad City
1. Aurangabad was built in 1610 by Malik Ambar of the Nijamshahi dynasty.
2. It was renamed Aurangabad by Mughal emperor Aurangzeb when he made it his capital.
Select the correct answer Code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
9. Which of the following statement/s is/are incorrect with respect to Natural Gas
1. It is a fossil fuel source consisting primarily of methane, and cleanest among all the available fossil
fuels.
2. It occurs abundantly in the gondwana beds, where dharwars are famous for petroleum.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
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Union government has recently inaugurated Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) Regasification Terminal at
Kochi (Kerala) which extends to Mangaluru (Dakshina Kannada district, Karnataka).
A huge mass of India's natural gas production comes from the western offshore regions, particularly the
Mumbai High complex. Gondwana is famous for coal fields not natural gas, where Dharwar (Karnataka)
has other minerals like iron, manganese not petrol.

10. Consider the following statements with respect to Trans Fat
1. It is a major contributor to the rise in non-communicable diseases in India like Cardiovascular
disease, Diabetes, etc.
2. In India the amount of trans fatty acids (TFA) in oils and fats to 3% for 2021 and 2% by 2022 from
the current permissible limit of 5%.
Which of the statements given above is/are incorrect?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : d
 Trans Fat is a food toxin which present in partially hydrogenated vegetable oils, baked and fried foods.
 Trans Fat or trans-fatty acids are a form of unsaturated fat which come in both natural and artificial
forms.
 Trans Fats also contribute to insulin resistance and thus elevate the risk of developing type 2 diabetes.
 Recently, the Food Safety & Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) has made an amendment to the Food
Safety and Standards (Prohibition and Restriction on Sales) Regulations citing reduction in Trans fatty
acid levels.
 The FSSAI‘s revised regulation on trans-fat applies to edible refined oils, Vanaspati (partially
hydrogenated oils), margarine, bakery shortenings, and other mediums of cooking such as vegetable fat
spreads and mixed fat spreads.
11. Shoolpaneshwar Wild Life Sanctuary is located in which state?
a. Madhya Pradesh
b. Gujarat
c. Rajasthan
d. Uttar Pradesh
Answer : b
12. Grand Renaissance Dam is located across which of the following river?
a. Yarlung Zangbo, Tibet
b. Mekong River, China
c. Xingu River, Brazil
d. Blue Nile, Ethiopia
Answer : d
13. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct with respect to India Report on Longitudinal Ageing
Study of India (LASI)
1. It is a full–scale national survey of scientific investigation of the health, economic, and social
determinants and consequences of population ageing in India.
2. The study was undertaken by the National Programme for Health Care of Elderly, Ministry of Health
& Family Welfare.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
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c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
14. Consider the following statements with respect to Goldilocks Zone
1. It refers to a habitable zone around a star, where it is not too hot and not too cold for liquid water to
exist on the surface of surrounding planets.
2. Earth is in the Sun‘s Goldilocks zone.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
15. Consider the following statements with respect to Whale Shark
1. Whale Sharks are ‗Critically Endangered‘ species under IUCN Red list.
2. In India largest whale shark aggregation is in Gujarat and the only aggregation along east coast is in
Andhra Pradesh.
Which of the above statement/s is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
Whale Shark
 It is an ‗endangered‘ species under IUCN, and are protected under the Wildlife Protection Act.
16. Which of the following statement/s is/are incorrect with respect to Vertical and Horizontal Reservations?
1. Reservation for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes is referred to as
horizontal reservation.
2. Vertical reservation refers to the equal opportunity provided to other categories of beneficiaries such
as women, veterans, PWD, transgender, etc.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
 Reservation for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes is referred to as
vertical reservation.
 Horizontal reservation refers to the equal opportunity provided to other categories of beneficiaries such
as women, veterans, the transgender community, and individuals with disabilities, cutting through the
vertical categories.
17. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct with respect to Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS)?
1. BIS is the National Standard Body of India, established through an Act of Parliament.
2. Union Minister of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution is the President of Governing
Council of BIS.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
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c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
18. Consider the following statements with respect to Basaveshwara:
1. He is the founder of Lingayatism, a shaivite hindu religious tradition.
2. He established the religious parliament called Anubhava Mantapa.
3. The followers of Basavanna led a reform movement through Vachana literature.
Which of the above statement/s is/are correct?
a. 1 and 2 only
b. 2 and 3 only
c. 1 and 3 only
d. All of the above
Answer : d
19. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct with respect to Blue economy?
1. It consists of economic activities dependent on marine resources, which comprises 35% of India‘s
GDP.
2. PM-Mastya Sampada Yojana aims at enhancing fish production by an additional 70 lakh tonne by
2024-25.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
Blue economy
 It comprises 4.1% of India‘s economy.
20. Consider the following statements with respect to Judicial Review in India:
1. There is no separate provision for judicial review in the Indian Constitution but it is an integral part
of it.
2. Article 13 provides for Judicial Review of pre-constitutional as well as post- constitutional laws.
Which of the statement/s given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

Special Issue
January (Week 1)

Contents
Grand Renaissance Dam .................................................................................................................................... 2
Understanding Advance Estimates of GDP ....................................................................................................... 3

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

Grand Renaissance Dam
(Source: The Indian Express )
Context: Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt agreed to resume negotiations to resolve their decade-long complex
dispute over the Grand Renaissance Dam hydropower project in the Horn of Africa.
What is the dispute about?
 The Nile, Africa’s longest river, has
been at the center of a decade-long
complex dispute involving several
countries that are dependent on the
river’s waters. At the forefront of this
dispute are Ethiopia and Egypt, with
Sudan having found itself dragged into
the issue.
 Spearheaded by Ethiopia, the 145meter-tall
(475-foot-tall)
Grand
Renaissance Dam hydropower project,
when completed, will be Africa’s
largest. The main waterways of the Nile
run through Uganda, South Sudan,
Sudan and Egypt, and its drainage basin
runs through several countries in East
Africa, including Ethiopia, the portion
where this dam is being constructed.
 The construction of the dam was
initiated in 2011 on the Blue Nile
tributary of the river that runs across
one part of Ethiopia. The Nile is a
necessary water source in the region and
Egypt has consistently objected to the
dam’s construction, saying it will
impact water flow.
 The long-standing dispute has been a
cause of concern for international
observers who fear that it may increase
conflict between the two nations and spill out into other countries in the Horn of Africa.
Why can the dam cause conflict?
 Given the dam’s location on the Blue Nile tributary, it would potentially allow Ethiopia to gain control
of the flow of the river’s waters. Egypt lies further downstream and is concerned that Ethiopia’s control
over the water could result in lower water levels within its own borders.
 When Ethiopia had announced in 2019 that it planned on generating power using two turbines, Egypt
had strongly objected. In addition, Egypt proposed a longer timeline for the project over concerns that
the water level of the Nile could dramatically drop as the reservoir fills with water in the initial stages.
 Sudan’s location between Egypt up north and Ethiopia down south has caused it to become an
inadvertent party to this dispute. But that isn’t all; Sudan too is concerned that if Ethiopia were to gain
control over the river, it would affect the water levels Sudan receives.
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Why does Ethiopia want this dam?
 Ethiopia’s goal is to secure electricity for its population and to sustain and develop its growing
manufacturing industry. Addis Ababa anticipates that this dam will generate approximately 6,000
megawatts of electricity when it is completed, that can be distributed for the needs of its population and
industries.
 Researchers believe that in addition to its domestic requirements, Ethiopia may be hoping to sell surplus
electricity to neighbouring nations like Kenya, Sudan, Eritrea and South Sudan, that also suffer from
electricity shortages, to generate some revenue.
Current scenario
 The latest round of talks between Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt occurred through video conference due to
the Covid-19 pandemic, with South Africa observing the proceedings in its role as the current head of
the African Union’s rotating council, in addition to other international observers.
 Despite previous talks, the point of contention hasn’t changed: Egypt and Sudan are concerned about the
filling and the operation of the dam. Ethiopia continues to insist that the dam is required to meet the
needs of its population and has said that downstream water supplies will not be adversely affected.
 But this has done little to pacify both Egypt and Sudan, with Cairo saying that the dam would cut its
water supplies — concerning for a country that depends on the Nile for approximately 97% of its
drinking water and irrigation supplies. According to a DW report, Sudan believes that the dam will
reduce flooding, but is concerned about the path forward if the negotiations end at a stalemate.

Understanding Advance Estimates of GDP
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Recently, the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation released the First Advance
Estimates (FAE) for the current financial year. According to MoSPI, India’s gross domestic product (GDP)
— the total value of all final goods and services produced within the country in one financial year — will
contract by 7.7 per cent in 2020-21.
What are the First Advance Estimates of GDP?
 For any financial year, the MoSPI provides regular estimates of GDP. The first such instance is through
the FAE. The FAE for any particular financial year is typically presented on January 7th.
 Their significance lies in the fact that they are the GDP estimates that the Union Finance Ministry uses to
decide the next financial year’s Budget allocations.
 The FAE will be quickly updated as more information becomes available. On February 26th, MoSPI will
come out with the Second Advance Estimates of GDP for the current year.
 The first advance estimates of GDP, obtained by extrapolation of seven months’ data, are released early
to help officers in the Finance Ministry and other departments in framing the broad contours of Union
Budget 2021-22. The second advance estimates of GDP will be released on February 26.
How are the FAE arrived at?
 The FAE are derived by extrapolating the available data. According to the MoSPI, the approach for
compiling the Advance Estimates is based on Benchmark-Indicator method.
 The sector-wise estimates are obtained by extrapolating indicators such as
o #Index of Industrial Production (IIP) of first 7 months of the financial year
o #Financial performance of listed companies in the private corporate sector available up to quarter
ending September, 2020
o #The 1st Advance Estimates of crop production,
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o #The accounts of central & state governments,
o #Information on indicators like deposits & credits, passenger and freight earnings of Railways,
passengers and cargo handled by civil aviation, cargo handled at major sea ports, sales of
commercial vehicles, etc., available for first 8 months of the financial year.
How is the data extrapolated?
 In the past, extrapolation for indicators such as the IIP was done by dividing the cumulative value for the
first 7 months of the current financial year by average of the ratio of the cumulative value of the first 7
months to the annual value of past years.
 So if the annual value of a variable was twice that of the value in the first 7 months in the previous years
then for the current year as well the annual value is assumed to be double that of the first 7 months.
 However, this year, because of the pandemic there were wide fluctuations in the monthly data.
Moreover, there was a significant drop, especially in the first quarter, on many counts. That is why the
usual projection techniques would not have yielded robust results.
 As such, MoSPI has tweaked the ratios for most variables.
Key takeaways from the First Advance Estimates for 2020-21
 #1 GDP Growth Rate:
o In the context of recent history, the 7.7 per cent contraction in GDP (see Table 1) is a sharp one
considering that India has registered an average annual GDP growth rate of 6.8 per cent since the
start of economic liberalisation in 1992-93.

Table 1
o But, a big reason for the contraction this year has been the disruption caused by Covid-induced
lockdowns which saw the economy contract by almost 24 per cent in the first quarter (April, May
and June) and by 15.7 per cent during the first half (H1) of the year (first two quarters or from
April to September). As a result, the domestic economy had entered a technical recession.
o However, in the second half of the current financial year — that is, October to March — the
government expects the economy will produce almost exactly the same amount of goods and
services that it produced in the second half of the last financial year (2019-20).
o In the H1 of 2020-21, India produced goods and services worth Rs 60 lakh crore — much lower
than the Rs 71 lakh crore worth of goods produced in H1 of 2019-20.
o But in H2 of 2020-21, MoSPI expects GDP to be worth Rs 74.4 lakh crore, which is roughly the
same as the GDP in H2 of 2019-20 — about Rs 74.7 lakh crore.
o For the full year of 2020-21 then, India’s GDP is likely to be Rs 134.4 lakh crore as against Rs
145.7 lakh crore in 2019-20.


#2 Absolute level of real GDP:
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o At Rs 134.4 lakh crore, India’s real GDP — that is, GDP without the influence of inflation — in
2020-21 will be lower than the 2018-19 level (see Table 2).

Table 2
o In other words, from the start of the next financial year, India would first have to raise its GDP
back to the level it was at in 2019-20 (Rs 143.7 lakh crore).


#3 Per Capita GDP:
o While the GDP provides an all-India aggregate, per capita GDP is a better variable if one wants
to understand how an average India has been impacted.
o As Table 3 shows, India’s per capita GDP will fall to Rs 99, 155 in 2020-21 — last seen four
years ago during 2016-17.

Table 3
o In fact, while the overall real GDP will fall by 7.7 per cent, per capita real GDP will fall by 8.7
per cent.


#4 Absolute level of real Gross Value Added (or GVA):
o The Gross Value Added provides a picture of the economy from the supply side. It maps the
value-added by different sectors of the economy such as agriculture, industry and services. In
other words, GVA provides a proxy for the income earned by people involved in the various
sectors.
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Table 4
 As Table 4 shows, at Rs 123.4 lakh crore, India’s real GVA level, too, will fall below the 2018-19
level.


#5 Absolute level of Private Final Consumption Expenditure (PFCE):
o India’s overall GDP can be divided into four main sections.
o The biggest demand for goods and services comes from private individuals trying to satisfy
their consumption needs. Typically this would include all the things — be it a toothpaste or a
car — that you and your family members buy in their private individual capacity. This
demand is called PFCE and it constitutes over 56 per cent of the total GDP.

Table 5
o As Chart 5 shows, PFCE levels will be almost what they were in 2017-18.


#6 Per capita PFCE:
o Just like per capita GDP, the per capita PFCE is also a relevant metric as it shows how much
does an average Indian spend in his/her private capacity. Typically, with rising incomes
standards, such consumption levels also rise.
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Table 6
o However, as Table 6 shows, at Rs 55,609, per capita PFCE will fall below the 2017-18 level.


#7 Absolute level of Gross Fixed Capital Formation (GFCF):
o The second biggest component of GDP is called GFCF and it measures all the expenditures on
goods and services that businesses and firms make as they invest in their productive capacity. So
if your firm buys computers and software to increase the overall productivity then it will be
counted under GFCF.

Table 7
o This type of demand accounts for close to 28 per cent of India’s GDP. Taken together, private
demand and business demand account for almost 85 per cent of all GDP.
o As Table 7 shows, at Rs 37 lakh crore, GFCF (or the investment demand in the economy) has fallen
even below 2016-17 level.
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Prelims
NATIONAL

Kalaripayattu
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Kalaripayattu, considered the oldest surviving martial art of the country, with a legacy of more
than 3,000 years, is set to see a surge in popularity with the establishment of an academy in the Kerala
capital.
What is Kalaripayattu?
 Kalaripayattu is the martial art form of Kerala. Kalaripayattu‘s influence can be seen in most of the art
forms of Kerala. In the past kalaris (combat arena or battle field) formed an integral part of the lives of
the people.
 Without any gender discrimination boys and girls in their childhood would be sent to the Kalaris for
practicing. With social life undergoing changes, the position of Kalaris and their influence changed.
 Today, Kalaripayattu is staged during festivals and other occasions as a showpiece. People are more
interested in kalari treatment (as a system of medicine) and Marmachikitsa (treatment of vital parts).
 Kalaripayattu has different techniques like meipayattu (physical body exercise), vadipayattu (fight using
sticks), valpayattu (fight using swords) and verumkaiprayoga (bare hand exercise). Kalari treatment is a
part of the curriculum.
 In Kalaripayattu, the first exercise is body exercise. Oil massage is an integral portion of body
exercise. The body is well oiled. This is done to fine tune the body for the next step that is payattu
(fight).
 Body movements together with oral instructions are practiced. There are 8 to 16 payattu (fight) during
different stages. Physical body exercise is followed by kolpayattu in which sticks of different lengths are
used. This involves defensive and offensive techniques. Here also oral instructions are given.
 The next stage involves the use of sword, shield, urumi (flexible sword), kuntham (spear) and kattari
(dagger). Two or more persons take part in this exercise. The target areas in angathari are head, chest,
back, stomach and the portion below the knee.
 Verumkaiprayoga (bare hand exercise) is a technique in which weapons are not used. Through this
exercise the person gets the will power and physique to deal with armed opponents. Concentration and
flexibility are developed through this technique.
 Vaythari (oral commands) is the most important stage in Kalaripayattu training. The kalari Asan
controls the movements of the performers through Vaythari. Vaythari has a rhythm of its own.
Sometimes elder students and others may give Vaythari.
 Kalaripayattu’s own system of medicine based on Ayurveda and Kalarichikitsa (kalari treatment)
is very unique. Ancient gurus had framed the system. It includes marmachikitsa, thirumal and
vyayamachikitsa (physical exercise).
 There are different branches in kalarichikitsa. Marmachikitsa (treatment of vital parts) maintains a secret
nature. This is done so that the chikitsa is not misused. We find a blend of Kalarividya and medicine in
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marmachikitsa. Kalariuzhichil helps a lot in restoring body and mental peace. Today, no wonder,
kalarichikitsa is very popular among the people.

Prime Minister’s National Relief Fund (PMNRF)
(Source: PIB\ )
Context: PM approves an ex-gratia of Rs. 2 lakh each from PMNRF for the next of kin of those who have
lost their lives due to hospital fire in Maharashtra.
About PMNRF:
 PMNRF was established in 1948 by Pt. Jawaharlal Nehru. The initial purpose of the fund was to help
people displaced due to the partition of India and Pakistan.
 The resources of the PMNRF are now utilized primarily to render immediate relief to families of those
killed in natural calamities like floods, cyclones and earthquakes, etc. and to the victims of major
accidents and riots.
 Assistance from PMNRF is also rendered, to partially defray the expenses for medical treatment like
heart surgeries, kidney transplantation, cancer treatment and acid attack, etc.
 The fund consists entirely of public contributions and does not get any budgetary support.
 The corpus of the fund is invested in various forms with scheduled commercial banks and other
agencies.
 Disbursements are made with the approval of the Prime Minister.
 PMNRF has not been constituted by the Parliament.
 Prime Minister is the Chairman of PMNRF and is assisted by Officers/Staff on honorary basis.
 The fund is recognised as a trust under the Income Tax Act and all contributions to the fund are notified
for 100% deduction from taxable income under section 80(G) of the Income Tax Act, 1961.

Sea Vigil-21
(Source: PIB )
Context: The second edition of the biennial pan-India coastal defence exercise „Sea Vigil-21‟ will be
conducted for two days in January 2021.
Exercise Sea Vigil:
 The exercise is conducted by the Indian Navy and involves maritime stakeholders, including the Coast
Guard, Customs, fisheries, fishing and coastal communities in all the 13 coastal states and UTs of India.
 The exercise was first held in 2019.
 It was started after the entire coastal defence set-up of the country was reorganised after the 26/11
Mumbai terror attacks (launched via the sea route).
 The exercise is massive in scale and expanse in terms of the stakeholders involved, the objectives to be
met and the number of participating units.
 Ex Sea Vigil is also a build-up towards the major exercise TROPEX which the Navy conducts every two
years.
o TROPEX: Theatre Level Operational Readiness Exercise
o It is an inter-service military exercise involving the participation of the Indian Army, Air Force,
Navy and the Coast Guard.
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While smaller scale exercises are conducted in coastal states regularly, including combined exercises
amongst adjoining states, the conduct of a security exercise at the national-level is aimed to serve a
larger purpose.
It provides opportunity, at the apex level, to assess the nation‘s preparedness in the domain of maritime
security and coastal defence.
Exercise ‗Sea Vigil 21‘ will help provide a realistic assessment of India‘s strengths and weaknesses and
thus will help in further strengthening maritime and national security.

Khadi Prakritik Paint
(Source: PIB )
Context: Khadi Prakritik Paint has been launched by Kumarappa National Handmade Paper Institute,
Jaipur (a KVIC unit).
About Khadi Prakritik Paint:
 It is an eco-friendly, non-toxic paint with anti-fungal, anti-bacterial properties. Based on cow dung as its
main ingredient, the paint is cost-effective and odourless, and has been certified by the Bureau of Indian
Standards.
 The paint is free from heavy metals like lead, mercury, chromium, arsenic, cadmium and others.
 It will be a boost to local manufacturing and will create sustainable local employment through
technology transfer.
 This technology will increase the consumption of cow dung as a raw material for eco-friendly products
and will generate additional revenue to farmers and gaushalas.
 This is estimated to generate additional income of Rs 30,000 (approx.) per annum per animal to
farmers/gaushalas.
 Utilization of cow dung will also clean the environment and prevent clogging of drains.

Single-window clearance for coal
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The Union government announced a new online single window clearance portal for the coal
sector to speed up the operationalisation of coal mines. The announcement was made alongside the signing
ceremony for the first tranche of coal blocks to be auctioned for commercial use.
What is a single-window clearance portal?
 A single window clearance portal is aimed at allowing successful bidders for coal blocks to be able to
obtain all required clearances, including environmental and forest clearances, from a single portal with
progress monitoring, instead of having to go to multiple authorities.
 The portal should allow successful bidders to operationalise coal mines more quickly.
 Presently, about 19 major approvals, or clearances are required before starting the coal mine in the
country. In the absence of unified platform for grant of clearances companies were required to approach
different departments, leading to delay in operationalization of the coal mines.
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Kayakalp Award Scheme
(Source: PIB )
Context: Dr. Harsh Vardhan felicitates Kayakalp award to Public and Private Health Facilities for high
standards of Sanitation and Hygiene
What is the Kayakalp Award Scheme?
 The award scheme was launched in 2015 to appreciate and recognise the efforts of public health
facilities to create a healthy environment.
 The parameters for judging are hospital/facility upkeep, sanitation and hygiene, waste management,
infection control, support services and hygiene promotion.
Objectives of Kayakalp are:
 To promote cleanliness, hygiene and Infection Control Practices in public Health Care Facilities.
 To incentivize and recognize such public healthcare facilities that show exemplary performance in
adhering to standard protocols of cleanliness and infection control.
 To inculcate a culture of ongoing assessment and peer review of performance related to hygiene,
cleanliness and sanitation.
 To create and share sustainable practices related to improved cleanliness in public health facilities linked
to positive health outcomes.

Spintronics
(Source: PIB )
Context: Scientists at the Institute of Nano Science and Technology (INST), Mohali (Punjab), an
autonomous institution of the Department of Science and Technology (DST), Government of India, have
produced an ultra-high mobility 2d-electron gas (2DEG) at the interface of two insulating oxide layers
using spintronics.
What is spintronics?
 Spintronic, also known as spin electronics, is the study of the intrinsic spin of the electron and its
associated magnetic moment, in addition to its fundamental electronic charge, in solid-state devices.
 Spintronics fundamentally differs from traditional electronics in that, in addition to charge state, electron
spins are exploited as a further degree of freedom, with implications in the efficiency of data storage and
transfer.
 The field of spintronics emerged because of the need for attaining new functionalities in modern
electronic devices which has led to the manipulation of the property of an electron called spin degree of
freedom along with its charge.
 A phenomenon called the ‗Rashba effect‘, which consists of splitting of spin-bands in an electronic
system, might play a key role in spintronic devices.
Benefits:
 Due to the high mobility of the electron gas, electrons do not collide inside the medium for a long
distance and hence do not lose the memory and information.
 Hence, such a system can easily remember and transfer its memory for a long time and distance.
 In addition, since they collide less during their flow, their resistance is very low, and hence they don‘t
dissipate energy as heat.
 So, such devices do not heat up easily and need less input energy to operate.
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The realization of large Rashba-effect at such oxide interfaces containing highly mobile electron gas
may open up a new field of device physics, especially in the field of quantum technology applicable for
next-generation data storage media and quantum computers.

What is Rashba Effect?
 The Rashba effect, or Rashba-Dresselhaus effect, is a momentum-dependent splitting of spin bands in
two-dimensional condensed matter systems.
 Discovered in 1959, the phenomenon continues to supply fertile ground for fundamental research and
applications.
 It provided the basis for the proposal of the spin transistor by Datta and Das in 1990, which has largely
inspired the broad and dynamic field of spintronics.
 More recent developments include new materials for the Rashba effect such as metal surfaces, interfaces
and bulk materials.

Vanadium
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Arunachal Pradesh, considered a sleeping hydropower giant, is likely to become India‟s prime
producer of vanadium, a high-value metal used in strengthening steel and titanium.
Details:
 Exploration being carried out by the Geological Survey of India (GSI) has placed the eastern Himalayan
State on the vanadium map of the country, and geologists are confident of identifying a deposit soon.
India is a significant consumer of vanadium, but is not a primary producer of the strategic metal.
 It is recovered as a by-product from the slag collected from the processing of vanadiferous magnetite
ores (iron ore).
 According to data provided by the GSI, India consumed 4% of about 84,000 tonnes of vanadium
produced across the globe in 2017. China, which produces 57% of the world‘s vanadium, consumed
44% of the metal.
 Vanadium mineralisation in Arunachal Pradesh is geologically similar to the ―stone coal‖ vanadium
deposits of China hosted in carbonaceous shale. This high vanadium content is associated with graphite,
with a fixed carbon content of up to 16%.
 Geologists discovered two bands of about 7-metre thick carbonaceous phyllite for a length of more than
6 km in the Depo area. This prompted the GSI to extend its search to other areas of the State.
Facts about Vanadium
 Vanadium is a medium-hard, steel-blue metal. Although a lesser-known metal, it is quite valuable in the
manufacturing industry due to its malleable, ductile and corrosion-resistant qualities.
 Vanadium rarely exists as a free element in nature but can be found in about 65 different minerals,
including magnetite, vanadinite, carnotite and patronite. It also can be found in phosphate rock and some
crude oils.
 Vanadium is usually obtained by heating crushed ore in the presence of carbon and chlorine to produce
vanadium trichloride, which is then heated with magnesium in an argon atmosphere, according to
Jefferson Lab. Around 98 percent of mined vanadium ore comes from South Africa, Russia, and China.
 Vanadium makes up 150 parts per million (ppm) of the Earth's core and comprises 0.019 percent of the
Earth's crust.
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Uses
 High doses of vanadium are toxic to humans, but scientists think we may need the element in very small
amounts for normal bone growth.
 Vanadium can be found in trace amounts in many types of food, including mushrooms, black pepper,
parsley, dill weed, shellfish, beer, wine and grain. When we eat a balanced diet, we consume just 0.01
milligrams per day, and this is more than enough for our biological needs, according to the Royal
Society of Chemistry.
 Very few vanadium studies have involved humans (most have been conducted on animals), so vanadium
isn't currently recommended for any particular diseases or health conditions. However, several animal
studies and a few small human studies suggest that vanadium may lower blood sugar levels and improve
insulin sensitivity in patients with type 2 diabetes, according to the University of Maryland Medical
Center.
 In some studies on mice, for example, vanadium was shown to lower blood sugar and levels of lowdensity lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol and triglyceride. In a 1994 study on goats, published in the Journal
of the American Dietetic Association, goat kids whose mothers consumed a diet deficient in vanadium
were born with skeletal deficiencies and died three days later.
 Many of the human studies with vanadium involved small numbers of people for short periods of time
and with high doses, well above the tolerable upper intake level (UL), and scientists don't know if these
levels are even safe for human consumption.
 Vanadium is sold as a bodybuilding supplement typically in the form of vanadyl sulfate. The supplement
is marketed as a way to increase muscle uptake of glucose and amino acids and enhance the synthesis of
glycogen and protein. However, according to some scientific research, vanadium does not appear to
enhance insulin activity in healthy people, only in diabetics.
 Vanadium-steel alloys are used to make extremely tough tools such as axles, armor plates, car gears,
springs, cutting tools, piston rods and crankshafts. Vanadium alloys are also used to make nuclear
reactors because of their low-neutron-absorbing properties, according to the Royal Society of Chemistry.
In fact, the first widespread industrial use for vanadium was in the steel framework of the Model T Ford,
which allowed for a lighter weight frame that was also of greater tensile strength.
 The compound vanadium pentoxide (V2O5) is used as a mordant (a substance that permanently fixes
dyes to fabrics), as a catalyst in some chemical reactions and in the manufacturing of ceramics. It can
also be combined with gallium to form superconductive magnets, according to Jefferson Lab. When
mixed with aluminum and titanium, vanadium can create a very strong alloy that is used for special
applications such as dental implants and jet engines. Vanadium was used to make portable artillery
pieces and body armor in World War I.
 Vanadium can be used in the process of refining uranium for nuclear purposes.

Gujarat’s ‘MICE’ tourism policy
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Gujarat Chief Minister Vijay Rupani has announced the tourism policy for 2021-25, seeking to
position the state as the country‟s foremost tourist destination, with a focus on investment and livelihood
opportunities. The policy seeks to make Gujarat a hub of “MICE” tourism.
What is MICE tourism?
 The acronym ―MICE‖ stands for ―Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions‖, and is essentially
a version of business tourism that draws domestic and international tourists to a destination.
 The policy aims to make Gujarat one of the top five MICE tourism destinations in the country.
How does the policy propose to attract MICE tourism?
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To incentivise international events, the government has announced an assistance of Rs 5,000 to the event
organiser per foreign participant staying overnight, subject to an upper limit of Rs 5 lakh.
For domestic events, the policy promises financial assistance of Rs 2 lakh per event, capped at three
events per organiser per year.
For Gujarat to emerge as a venue of big national and international conferences, large convention centres
are required. The policy promises special incentives for building big convention centres, including 15%
capital subsidy on the eligible capital investment.
The government has also promised land on lease, if required. A precondition to avail the incentive is that
the convention centre should have at least one hall that can seat a minimum of 2,500 persons.

Which are the MICE destinations in Gujarat currently?
 The Mahatma Mandir Convention and Exhibition Centre in Gandhinagar, which was built as the venue
for the biennial Vibrant Gujarat Global Investment Summit when Narendra Modi was Chief Minister,
can seat up to 5,000 persons.
 The Dandi Kutir at the complex, built in the shape of a salt mound, houses a multimedia museum
dedicated to Gandhi. It hosted the 13th UN Convention on Migratory Species (CMS COP13) meeting in
February last year.
 The Tent City near Kevadia in Narmada district of central Gujarat is billed as an ideal conference venue
for 100 to 1,000 delegates. The national presiding officers‘ conference, which was opened by President
Ram Nath Kovind in November, was held in Kevadia.
 The Tent City at Dhordo in the White Desert of Kutch hosted the national DG Conference in 2015.

Makaravilakku festival
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Makaravilakku festival took off in Kerala.
About the festival
 Makaravilakku is one of the most important festivals of Kerala celebrated in the Sabrimala temple.
Kerala is said to be God‘s Own Country, and like the saying, the people there are purely devoted and
follow these holy processions and celebrations religiously.
 Sabrimala is a hill shrine in Kerala and has a grand celebration for this festival, thousands of devotees
come to witness and be a part of this auspicious occasion and to get a darshan of the rituals followed and
performed by the sadhus this day.
 Makar Sankranti is the festival of kites, and this is how it is known and celebrated in many parts of the
country, India. The state of Kerala, the people there and especially the sadhus and the visitors at the
Sabrimala temple celebrate Makar Sankranti as the Makaravilakku festival. This is an important annual
festival at the temple there.
 The festival of Makar Sankranti is held every year in mid-January. The Makaravilakku festival is held at
Makar Sankranti and so it is also held in the month of January.
 The devotees at the temple worshiped the Lord Ayyapan at the festival and clad them with their
ornaments also known as Thiruvabharanam. The preparations for this grand celebration are started well
in advance by the pandits, sadhus and the temple organization. The rituals of purification are also held at
the temple.
 There are a number of rituals performed at the temple, and some of them are;
 Prasadasudhi which means the distribution of the holy prasad(offering) of some food or something
sweet from the temple to the devotees after the pooja.
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Deeparadhana, which means the sadhus and the higher temple authorities light the Diya or camphor
to commence the celebration of the holy festival.

Light Combat Aircrafts (LCA) ‘Tejas’
Context: Cabinet approves the procurement of 83 Light Combat Aircrafts (LCA) „Tejas‟ from HAL for IAF.
Light Combat Aircraft Tejas
 The Light Combat Aircraft (LCA) programme was started by the Government of India in 1984 when
they established the Aeronautical Development Agency (ADA) to manage the LCA programme.
 LCA Tejas was designed and developed by India‘s HAL (Hindustan Aeronautics Limited).
 It replaced the ageing Mig 21 fighter planes.
 It was in 2003 that the Light Combat Aircraft programme was named ‗Tejas‘ (meaning radiance in
Sanskrit) by the then PM Atal Bihari Vajpayee.
 It is the second supersonic fighter jet that was developed by HAL (the first one being HAL HF-24
Marut).
 LCA Tejas is a single-engine multirole light combat aircraft.
 It is the lightest and smallest multi-role supersonic fighter aircraft in its class.
 It is designed to carry a range of air-to-air, air-to-surface, precision-guided, and standoff weaponry.
 Tejas has a single-engine, compound Delta wing, and has a tailless design.
 The idea behind the LCA programme was to expand and develop India‘s indigenous aerospace
capabilities.
 Since the 1970s, the MiG 21 planes were the mainstay of the Indian Air Force. The primary goal of the
LCA programme was to replace the ageing MiGs.
 The secondary goal was the advancement of indigenous domestic aviation capabilities.

Asmi
(Source: PIB )
Context: India‟s first indigenous 9mm Machine Pistol has been jointly developed by DRDO and Indian
Army. The weapon has been named „Asmi‟.
About Asmi:
 The Asmi machine pistol fires the in-service 9 mm ammunition and has an upper receiver made from
aircraft-grade aluminium and lower receiver from carbon fibre.
 The weapon has huge potential in the Armed forces as personal
weapon for heavy weapon detachments, commanders, tank and
aircraft crews, drivers/dispatch riders, radio/radar operators,
Closed Quarter Battle, counter insurgency and counter terrorism
operations, etc.
 This is also likely to find huge use with the central and state
police organizations as well as VIP protection duties and policing.
 According to the government press release, the Machine Pistol is likely to have production cost under
rupees 50000 each and has potential for exports.
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National Innovation Portal
(Source: PIB )
Context: Union Minister dedicates the National Innovation Portal to the nation.
What is the National Innovation Portal?
 The portal is a database of innovations and traditional knowledge by the people, for the people and of the
people.
 It is currently home to about 1.15 lakh innovations scouted from common people of the country,
covering engineering, agriculture, veterinary and human health.
 In terms of domain areas, currently, the innovations cover energy, mechanical, automobile, electrical,
electronics, household, chemical, civil, textiles, farm/cultivation practice, storage practice, plant variety,
plant protection, poultry, livestock management, nutraceuticals, etc.
 The portal has been developed by the National Innovation Foundation (NIF) – India, an autonomous
body of the Department of Science and Technology (DST), Government of India.
What is the National Innovation Foundation (NIF)?
 It is an autonomous body under the DST, the NIF was established in 2000.
 It is India‘s national initiative to strengthen the grassroots technological innovations and outstanding
traditional knowledge.
 Its mission is to help India become a creative and knowledge-based society by expanding policy and
institutional space for grassroots technological innovators.
 NIF scouts, supports and spawns grassroots innovations developed by individuals and local communities
in any technological field, helping in human survival without any help from formal sector.
 NIF helps grassroots innovators and outstanding traditional knowledge holders get due recognition,
respect and reward for their innovations.
 It also tries to ensure that such innovations diffuse widely through commercial and/or non-commercial
channels, generating material or non-material incentives for them and others involved in the value chain.

Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana
Context: Third phase of Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY 3.0) to be launched.
Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY)
 The Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship launched the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas
Yojana (PMKVY) in 2015 administered by the National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC). The
Government of India aims to provide the country‘s youth with training that will help them achieve
meaningful, industry-relevant skills.
 PMKVY is a Skill Certification Scheme that aims to encourage the youth population of the country to
take up training which is Industry- Relevant and builds them in Skill Development.
 The scheme was launched with an intention to provide secure livelihoods for the individuals
participating in the training. PMKVY will also certify the previous learning experiences or skills of the
individuals under the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL).
 The National Skills Qualifications Framework (NSQF) and different training centres will provide skill
development training to the unemployed and school/college dropouts.
 They‘ll also grant Soft Skill training, Digital & Financial Literacy sessions, Entrepreneurship, etc.
depending upon the requirements of the industry.
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Individuals having prior learning experiences/skills are certified and assessed under the Recognition of
Prior Learning (RPL). RPL is a process of assessment of an individual‘s prior learning, skills, and
experience.

Jallikattu
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Ahead of Tamil Nadu Assembly polls, Jallikattu has become the subject of politics between
Congress and BJP. A look at what it means for Tamil culture, and the controversies leading to an ongoing
legal battle.
What is Jallikattu?
 The bull-taming sport is popular in Madurai, Tiruchirappalli, Theni, Pudukkottai and Dindigul districts
— known as the Jallikattu belt. Jallikattu is celebrated in the second week of January, during the Tamil
harvest festival, Pongal.
 A tradition over 2,000 years old, Jallikattu is a competitive sport as well as an event to honour bull
owners who rear them for mating. It is a violent sport in which contestants try to tame a bull for a prize;
if they fail, the bull owner wins the prize.
 In an age when the farm sector is largely mechanised, there are no major monetary benefits for bull
owners in breeding Jallikattu bulls other than the prizes they get during the Jallikattu events.
 Traditionally, these used to be a dhoti, a towel, betel leaves, bananas and a cash prize of Rs 101. Over
the last two decades, the prizes have included grinders, a fridge and small furniture.
Why is Jallikattu important in Tamil culture?
 Jallikattu is considered a traditional way for the peasant community to preserve their pure-breed native
bulls.
 At a time when cattle breeding is often an artificial process, conservationists and peasants argue that
Jallikattu is a way to protect these male animals which are otherwise used only for meat if not for
ploughing.
 Kangayam, Pulikulam, Umbalachery, Barugur and Malai Maadu are among the popular native cattle
breeds used for Jallikattu. The owners of these premium breeds command respect locally.
Why has Jallikattu been the subject of legal battles?
 In India, legal battles surrounding animal rights issues emerged in the early 1990s. A notification from
the Environment Ministry in 1991 banned the training and exhibition of bears, monkeys, tigers, panthers
and dogs, which was challenged by the Indian Circus Organisation in the Delhi High Court. In 1998,
dogs were excluded from the notification.
 Jallikattu first came under legal scrutiny in 2007 when the Animal Welfare Board of India and the
animal rights group PETA moved petitions in the Supreme Court against Jallikattu as well as bullock
cart races.
 The Tamil Nadu government, however, worked its way out of the ban by passing a law in 2009, which
was signed by the Governor.
 In 2011, the UPA regime at the Centre added bulls to the list of animals whose training and exhibition is
prohibited. In May 2014, days before the BJP was elected to power, the Supreme Court banned the bulltaming sport, ruling on a petition that cited the 2011 notification.
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Current Status
 That is the subject of a case pending in the Supreme Court. The state government has legalised these
events, which has been challenged in the court.
 In January 2017, months after the death of Chief Minister J Jayalalithaa, massive protests erupted across
Tamil Nadu against the ban, with Chennai city witnessing a 15-day-long Jallikattu uprising.
 The same year, the Tamil Nadu government released an ordinance amending the central Act and
allowing Jallikattu in the state; this was later ratified by the President.
 PETA challenged the state move, arguing it was unconstitutional.
 In 2018, the Supreme Court referred the Jallikattu case to a Constitution Bench, where it is pending now.
The main question to be resolved is whether the Jallikattu tradition can be protected as a cultural right of
the people of Tamil Nadu which is a fundamental right.
 Article 29 (1) mandates that ―any section of the citizens residing in the territory of India or any part
thereof having a distinct language, script or culture of its own shall have the right to conserve the same‖.
 Like Tamil Nadu, Karnataka too passed a law to save a similar sport, called Kambala. A similar attempt
by Maharashtra, too, was challenged in court, before it was passed as a law.
 Except in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, where bull-taming and racing continue to be organised, these
sports remain banned in all other states including Andhra Pradesh, Punjab and Maharashtra due to the
2014 ban order from the Supreme Court.

Market bubbles
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: Stock market indices are reaching all-time highs in 2020 in the midst of the worst global recession
since World War II. There‟s a chorus from fund managers and stock market analysts telling that this is a
bull market that has long way to go, with a V-shaped recovery just starting also called a market bubble.
What is it?
 Nobel Laureate and economist Robert Schiller defines a bubble as market phase that ticks the following
boxes.
o One, a situation in which news of price increase spurs investor enthusiasm.
o Two, it spreads by psychological contagion from person to person.
o Three, in the process, it amplifies stories to justify the price increases.
o Four, it draws in a wider class of investors.
 Despite doubts about the real value of the investment, they are drawn to it, partly through envy of others‘
successes and partly through gambler‘s excitement.
 In short, a bubble is the stage of a market cycle where asset prices rise to irrationally high levels
completely disconnected from the fundamental value of the underlying assets. In the process, they lure
large numbers into the game in the hopes of making quick money.
Why is it important?
 Like Icarus who flew too close to the sun for his own good ignoring the warnings of his father and
consequently fell into the sea, all market bubbles after reaching irrationally high levels, inevitably crash.
 As they implode, they cause wealth destruction and it takes years to recover from the subsequent
economic damage. You may have heard of the dotcom bubble of 2000 and housing bubble of 2007.
Developed economies slipped into recession followed by emerging economies.
 Hence like Icarus who should have heeded his father‘s warning, it is important to heed market experts
when they say a stock market rally is a bubble.
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INTERNATIONAL

H-1B visas
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The US administration has once again amended the H-1B visa norms by changing the rules to give
priority to higher wages and skills for selection of deserving candidates. The old lottery system of work visa
selection will not be followed now.
What are H-1B wok visas?
 In 1952, after the US started expanding its presence in the science, technology, engineering and
mathematics disciplines, it felt the need to hire quality workers who could help the country achieve
innovation in these areas at reasonable costs. This need to hire workers paved way for the introduction of
the H-1 work visa system.
 This work visa system was further subdivided into H-1B, H-2B, L1, O1, and E1 visas, depending on the
qualification required and the area for which workers were sought. Of these, the H-1B visa remains the
most popular due to the relatively better wage chance it offers.
 The arrival of internet and low-cost computers in homes and universities of developing nations such as
India, China, and Pakistan saw a large number of students graduating in disciplines related to computer
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM).
 Lack of jobs in their home countries, on the other hand, meant that the STEM graduates were willing to
work in the US at relatively low costs, which proved to be a win-win situation for both the employer and
the employee, thereby making the H-1B work visas the most popular.
 The H-1B work visa system has since undergone many changes and revisions to allow or disallow
certain categories of skilled workers in the US, depending on the economic situation of the country.
 Of late, however, it has also been often been criticised for sending low-cost workers to the US at the
expense of domestic workers.
What was the lottery system for selection of H-1B and other work visas?
 Currently, every year the US administration issues 85,000 H-1B work permits. Of these, 65,000 are for
people with specialty occupations, while the rest are reserved for foreign workers who have earned a
Master‘s or a higher university degree in the US.
 Each employer who seeks to employ a worker on H-1B visa must fill out a registration form on behalf of
the employee who they wish to employ. The form contains all the details of the employee, such as the
nature of work they will undertake in the US, the wage being offered to them, the level of education of
these workers and so on.
 Since the number of applications for H-1B visas filed each year exceeded the 65,000 cap in the specialty
occupations and 20,000 for the higher education category, the US Citizenship and Immigration Services
then employed a random lottery selection of the eligible applicants to fill the 65,000 vacancies, and then
moved on the fill the next 20,000.
 This lottery system was completely randomised and did not take into account any requirements such as
wages, skills or needs of the employer.
The new wage-based H-1B work visa regime
 The new wage-based work visa regime will now give priority in selection of visas to applications of
those employers where the ―proffered wage equals or exceeds‖ the prevailing level in that area of
employment. The proffered wage is the the wage that the employer intends to pay the beneficiary.
 This will be done for both the 65,000 regular visas and the 20,000 advanced degree exemption visas.
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This regime will also take into account the skill set that the respective worker brings to the country and
cross check it whether such skill set is available at the same cost among the US workers.
According to the USCIS, since it is not possible to individually judge the skill set of all the applicants to
the H-1B work visa regime, salaries are the best indicators of the same as employers would pay high
wages only to the most deserving candidates.
This, the USCIS said, would also not undercut the jobs that could be done by US workers who would
otherwise be unemployed.

Section 230
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Soon after a mob of President Donald Trump‟s supporters stormed the US Capitol last week, his
social media accounts were suspended by Big Tech companies like Twitter and Facebook for his alleged
role in inciting violence and spreading misinformation. The incident spurred a renewed debate about
Section 230 of the US‟ Communications Decency Act — the controversial piece of internet legislation that
permitted these tech companies to flex their powers and ban the president in the first place.
What is Section 230?
 Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act was passed in 1996 and provides legal immunity to
internet companies for content that is shared on their websites.
 The act was first introduced to regulate pornography online. Section 230 is an amendment to the act,
which holds users responsible for their comments and posts online.
 According to the regulation, ―No provider or user of an interactive computer service shall be treated as
the publisher or speaker of any information provided by another information content provider.‖
 This means that online companies, including social media platforms, are not liable for the content shared
on their website by its users. So if a user posts something illegal on the website, the company is
protected from lawsuits.
 In addition, the regulation also states that private companies have the right to remove content that
violates their guidelines and values. Thus, the big tech companies were well within their rights when
they decided to suspend Trump‘s accounts.
 The legislation was drafted by Democratic Senator from Oregon Ron Wyden and Republican
Congressman from South Carolina Chris Cox over two decades ago to encourage up-and-coming
technology companies and to protect free speech, enshrined in the first amendment of the US
Constitution.
 The international digital rights group Electronic Frontier Foundation calls Section 230 ―the important
law protecting internet speech‖.
Criticism of Section 230
 While the regulation has far reaching consequences for social media platforms such as Twitter and
Facebook, its critics are quick to point out that it was passed before social media existed in its present
form. Political leaders and internet activists have long called for the law to be updated.
 More conservative critics of the regulation argue that it effectively permits big tech to participate in
politically partisan activity. Republican lawmakers, including Trump, have alleged that platforms like
Twitter and Facebook exhibit a clear bias against conservative voices and often abuse Section 230 of the
Communications Decency Act to censor right-leaning users.
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On the other hand, some argue that the law permits websites like 4chan and Parler — used by many right
wing extremists — to refrain from moderating hate speech and violent content, regardless of how
derogatory or vile it may be.
Websites have also faced backlash for the content that they do choose to moderate. For instance, in 2014,
Facebook was widely criticised for its inconsistent nudity rules when it took down a photograph of a
mother breastfeeding her premature baby.

Sulawesi painting
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: A team of archaeologists has discovered what may be the world‟s oldest known cave painting
dating back to more than 45,000 years. The cave painting depicts a wild boar endemic to the Sulawesi
island of Indonesia, where the painting was found. The central Indonesian island, which occupies an area of
over 174,000 sq. km, is situated between Asia and Australia and has a long history of human occupation.
What is the significance of the cave painting?
 The archaeologists note that the dated painting of the Sulawesi warty pig seems to be the world‘s oldest
surviving representational image of an animal. The team came across this painting in the limestone cave
of Leang Tedongnge while conducting field research.
 The painting was made using red ochre pigment and depicts a pig with a short crest of upright hairs and
a pair of horn-like facial warts in front of the eyes, who is likely observing a social interaction or fight
between two other warty pigs.
 These pigs have been hunted by humans
for tens of thousands of years and are the
most commonly depicted animal in the
ice age rock art of the island, which
suggests that they have long been used as
food and form a ―focus of creative
thinking and artistic expression‖ for
people of that time, doctoral researcher
Basran Burhan who discovered the cave
art was quoted as saying in a press
release.
 The book, ―The Archaeology of
Sulawesi‖, published by the Australian
Nationa l University press in 2018 mentions that the Sulawesi island contains some of the oldest directly
dated rock art in the world and also some of the oldest evidence for the presence of hominins beyond the
southeastern limits of the Ice Age Asian continent.
 Hominins include modern humans, extinct human species and our immediate ancestors. Homo sapiens
are the first modern humans who evolved from their hominid predecessors between 200,000-300,000
years ago. It is estimated that these modern humans started migrating outside of Africa some 70,000100,000 years ago.
 Even so, it is not yet clear as to when modern humans first colonised Sulawesi. So far, the earliest dated
proxy evidence for the presence of modern humans in Sulawesi consists of prehistoric rock art,
researchers note.
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In 2019, a cave wall depiction of a pig and buffalo hunt became the world‘s oldest recorded story. This
rock painting was also found in Sulawesi by the same team of archaeologists who claimed that it was at
least 44,000 years old.
Before this finding, rock art found in European sites dating back to 14,000-21,000 years was considered
to be the oldest. These findings were published in the journal Nature and were ranked as one of the top10 scientific breakthroughs of 2020 by Science magazine.

Sulawesi island
 Sulawesi, also known as Celebes, is one of the four Greater Sunda Islands. It is governed by Indonesia.
The world's eleventh-largest island, it is situated east of Borneo, west of the Maluku Islands, and south
of Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago.
 Within Indonesia, only Sumatra, Borneo and Papua are larger in territory, and only Java and Sumatra
have larger populations.
 The landmass of Sulawesi includes four peninsulas: the northern Minahasa Peninsula; the East
Peninsula; the South Peninsula; and the Southeast Peninsula. Three gulfs separate these peninsulas: the
Gulf of Tomini between the northern Minahasa and East peninsulas; the Tolo Gulf between the East and
Southeast peninsulas; and the Bone Gulf between the South and Southeast peninsulas.
 The Strait of Makassar runs along the western side of the island and separates the island from Borneo. A
powerful 6.2-magnitude earthquake on 15 January 2021 resulted in at least 67 deaths. The epic-center of
the earthquake was six kilometers (3.7 miles) northeast of the city of Majene, at a depth of 10
kilometers.

Great Green Wall
(Source: Down to Earth )
Context: More than 13 years after the Great Green Wall (GGW) initiative was started by the African Union
to address desertification, land degradation and climate change in the Sahel region, the project had hit a
wall due to funds crunch. The project aims to restore 100 million hectares of degraded land by 2030; only
four million hectares had been restored between 2007 and 2019.
Details:
 GGW, as conceived by 11 countries located along the southern border of the Sahara and their
international partners, is aimed at limiting the desertification of the Sahel zone.
 The GGW countries, according to a United Nations report released September 2020, need to speed up
the current pace of land restoration to an average of 8.2 million hectares every year. And France has
rushed to help: President Emmanuel Macron January 11, 2021 announced $14 billion to scale up work.
 The amount is nearly 42 per cent of $33 billion needed to achieve the GGW‘s ambitions by 2030.
 Macron made this announcement at a forum held on the margins of the fourth One Planet Summit for
Biodiversity co-organised by France, the United Nations and World Bank. According to UN estimates,
the amount would cost between $3.6 billion and $4.3 billion a year.
 The World Bank, too, in a statement January 11 pledged $5 billion for greening and development of the
degraded lands in the Sahel region. PROGREEN, a World Bank global fund dedicated to boosting
countries‘ efforts to address landscape degradation, will also invest $14.5 million in five countries in the
Sahel region: Burkina Faso, Chad, Niger, Mali and Mauritania.
How will the grant help
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The GGW initiative, launched in 2007 by the African Union, aims to transform the lives of 100 million
people by growing an 8,000-kilometre-long and 15-km-wide mosaic of trees, grasslands, vegetation and
plants.
The initiative aims to make Sahel green again by restoring degraded lands and providing decent
livelihoods to its people, snaking the Sahel all the way from Senegal in the West to Djibouti in the East,
providing jobs and opportunities for millions of people in Africa, according to the United Nations.
In a post-novel novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) world, as Sahelian countries struggle with
budgets and funding, the grant would help meet financial requirements and fast track achievement of its
goals, the UN said.
This will contribute to the GGW goals with a target of restoring 100 million hectares of degraded land,
sequestering 250 million tonnes of carbon and creating 10 million green jobs.
The GGW goals will also contribute to 15 of the 17 UN-mandated Sustainable Development Goals. One
of the key objectives of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification is to reach Land
Degradation Neutrality by 2030, a target also included in the SDG 15. It will also contribute to
implementation of the post-2020 global biodiversity framework.
UN Secretary General António Guterres said nature-based solutions such as GGW are especially
promising in post-COVID-19 recovery.
The funding announced under GGW was lauded by Mohamed Cheikh El-Ghazouani, President of
Mauritania and current chair of the Conference of Heads of State and Government of the Pan-African
Agency of the Great Green Wall.
The grant will help fast track efforts to restore degrading land, save biological diversity as well as create
green jobs and build resilience of the Sahelian people.
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GS II

The Arab Quartet’s reconciliation with Qatar
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: On January 5, the leaders of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) met at the ancient town of AlUla in Saudi Arabia to end the bitter discord that three of its members — Saudi Arabia, the UAE and
Bahrain, along with Egypt — have had with their partner, Qatar.
Details:
 On June 5, 2017, the Arab Quartet, as they styled themselves, subjected Qatar to an onerous diplomatic
boycott and a total land, sea and air embargo.
 They accused Qatar of destabilising the region with its support for Islamist groups. They then presented
Qatar with 13 demands including severing ties with the Muslim Brotherhood, diluting relations with
Turkey and Iran, and shutting down the Al Jazeera network, in order to normalise ties.
 Viewing these demands as an encroachment on its sovereignty, Qatar rejected them. This led to the
boycott which was accompanied by shrill invective against Qatar on national media, which included
threats of violence and even regime change. Now, three and a half years later, the boycott has ended.
Background to the boycott
 Ten years ago, the Arab Spring uprisings across West Asia had thrown up popular demands for reform
— an end to authoritarian rule and the restoration of Arab ―dignity‖ through freedom and democracy.
 Four leaders fell under these pressures, which also gave rise to two new developments: one, Muslim
Brotherhood-affiliated parties came to power in Egypt and Tunisia; and, two, Saudi Arabia decided to
divert demands for domestic reform by highlighting a threat from Iran.
 Asserting that Iran had hegemonic designs across the region, the Kingdom shaped opposition to Iran on
sectarian basis and confronted it in theatres of its influence – Syria and later Yemen.
 The Brotherhood, with its grassroots mobilisation and a political platform that marries Islamic principles
with Western-style democracy, poses a serious challenge to the existing monarchical order that provides
no scope for popular participation.
 Hence, Saudi Arabia and the UAE watched with horror the Brotherhood‘s electoral successes,
culminating in Mohammed Morsi being elected President in Egypt in 2012. Fearing that a successful
Brotherhood administration would become a model for their countries as well, the two GCC allies
supported the Egyptian army‘s coup against Morsi in July 2013.
Qatar and the Brotherhood
 Qatar, a GCC member, has over several years been a maverick in GCC counsels. Besides supporting its
independent television channel, Al Jazeera, that often criticises regional leaders, it is a major supporter
of the Brotherhood.
 Though explained as an expression of its independent foreign policy, the reason goes deeper: the former
Emir, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani, and his son, Sheikh Tamim, the present ruler, aspire to play a
major role in regional affairs, overcoming with their wealth the disadvantage of Qatar‘s small size.
 In pursuing their regional role, they have been sensitive to U.S. interests. Thus, after the events of 9/11,
when the U.S. was convinced of the need for wide-ranging reform in the region, it believed that the
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Brotherhood, with its blend of Islam and democracy, could achieve change. Hence, Qatar‘s backing for
the Brotherhood from the early 2000s and later, specifically of Morsi, was in line with U.S. interests.
U.S. President Donald Trump‘s visceral hostility towards Iran and total support for Saudi Arabia gave
the quartet the opportunity to change Qatar‘s ways: through the boycott of June 2017, they sought to
pressurise their partner into submission.
This approach failed: with its huge resources, Qatar could weather the financial assault, while the
backing of Turkey, Iran and two GCC partners, Kuwait and Oman, ensured that the movement of goods
and people was maintained.
Turkey, led by an Islamist party, became Qatar‘s strategic partner, and even challenged Saudi regional
leadership on doctrinal and political bases. Recently, when the UAE and Bahrain ―normalised‖ ties with
Israel, both Qatar and Turkey affirmed their support for Hamas, the Islamist party in power in Gaza. The
two countries are also partners in Libya, ranged against the group backed by Egypt and the UAE in the
ongoing civil conflict.

Possible re-alignments
 The most likely reason for the reconciliation at Al-Ula is the incoming Biden presidency in the U.S.: it is
expected that, besides reviving the nuclear agreement with Iran and easing sanctions, Joe Biden could
focus on Saudi Arabia‘s dismal human rights record and the war in Yemen.
 Hence, the Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman was anxious to project his conciliatory approach
to the incoming administration by patching up with Qatar.
 The reconciliation has evoked no enthusiasm from the other sponsors of the boycott. The UAE and
Egypt feel particularly threatened by the Brotherhood; they sent low-level delegations to Al-Ula and
their media comment has been tepid.
 Both have made clear, as has Bahrain, that future ties with Qatar will depend on its conduct. No one,
however, believes that Qatar will dilute its backing for the Brotherhood, delink itself from Turkey, or
even tone down commentary on Al Jazeera.
 The UAE has its own reasons for hostility towards Qatar. It has far greater concerns relating to the threat
from the Brotherhood than other GCC members due to the influence of its domestic Brotherhoodaffiliated Al Islah party. Again, its leaders are also keen to emerge as major players in regional affairs on
the back of close links with the U.S. They therefore see Qatar as a rival hindering their aspirations.
 The Al-Ula conclave could herald some major shifts in regional alignments. There could be a nascent
Saudi-UAE competition, with the UAE ingratiating itself with the U.S. and supporting its interests in
diverse theatres – Yemen, the Horn of Africa and the western Indian Ocean.
 Turkey and Qatar, possibly with Iran, could then seize the opportunity to re-engage with Saudi Arabia
and Egypt, thus shaping an alternative regional coalition that would perhaps be closer to Russia and
China than to the U.S.
 As Mr. Biden takes charge in the U.S., the Al-Ula conclave could trigger the emergence of a new
regional order in West Asia.

Cuba’s currency reforms
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The devaluation of the Cuban peso (CUP) and the withdrawal of the convertible peso (CUC), the
second currency of the country, neither of which can be traded internationally, caps Cuba‟s gradual
economic transition since the end of the Soviet Union.
Details:
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The reforms that came into force on January 1 aim to eliminate price distortions arising from multiple
exchange rates and reduce Cuba‘s dependence on imports of basic commodities.
These conditions have been exacerbated by the fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic, decline in the
export of the nation‘s famed medical services, the depletion of foreign exchange revenues from tourism,
and the crippling impact of U.S. economic sanctions.
As per the latest devaluation plan announced in December by President Miguel Diaz-Canel, the CUP‘s
artificial one-to-one parity with the U.S. dollar has been removed. The currency will instead trade at 24
pesos to the greenback and the CUC will be phased out in six months. The CUP is in circulation in the
domestic economy and serves as the principal medium by which goods are priced and wages paid.

Cuba’s dual domestic currency
 During the turmoil in Cuba‘s sugar industry and a plunge in nickel prices in the 1990s, a volatile CUP
had fallen to 140 to the dollar.
 Against this backdrop, the CUC was introduced in 1994 as a unit of account and store of value, to
prevent the country‘s excessive reliance on the U.S. dollar following the end of the former Soviet Union.
 In recent years, this second currency has more or less steadied at one CUC to 24 CUPs in official
exchange outlets and is the predominant mode of transaction for tourists and residents at high-end
shopping outlets and other imported goods.
 Apart from the disparities attributed to the prevalence of a dual domestic currency, Havana has at times
had to deftly deploy the surge in dollar remittances and tourism to bolster the peso, by legalising the
greenback in the 1990s.
 It has also had to respond in kind to American sanctions at other instances, as when the government in
2004 imposed a 10% tax on the exchange of the dollar for CUCs. Last July, Havana scrapped the 10%
surcharge in a sequel to the 2019 opening of stores trading principally in dollars.
 The recent shift is part of the government‘s bid to boost dollar transactions alongside other hard
currencies, especially after tourism was closed in the wake of the pandemic. There is concern that the
circulation of hard money could reinforce the segmentation and distortions of the past that resulted from
access to the CUC for public sector companies at preferential exchange rates.
Aim of switching back to single currency
 The country‘s switch back to a single currency was an important objective in the economic
transformation plan envisioned in the 2011 Congress of the Communist Party of Cuba under former
President Raul Castro.
 Among the expected gains from a unified peso are transparency of firms in terms of costs and profits,
higher economic productivity and incentives for exports. Experts have opined that a corresponding
devaluation of the peso was a necessary first step to discontinue the dual currency.
 The government of President Diaz-Canel has sought to cushion the likely impact of high inflation
resulting from the devaluation with a generous wage and pension hike for state employees, besides a
roll-back of subsidies to state-owned firms.
 There are concerns, however, that it could still leave a sizeable private and informal sector labour force
exposed. In addition, there is the real risk that the adverse effects from high prices could further incense
protesters who have been demanding protection for civil liberties and artistic freedom following the
detention of a well-known rap singer.
 Predictably, the government has been quick to dismiss the voicing of dissent as U.S. interference in
Cuba‘s internal affairs. Havana must take citizens along in order to implement the new reforms.

Reframing India’s foreign policy priorities
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(Source: The Hindu )
Context: India which has greatly curtailed its relations with China since April 2020, (in the wake of
Chinese aggression in Eastern Ladakh) will find itself „out on a limb‟, with many countries likely to seek
closer economic relations with China now.
A stronger China
 The year 2021, hence, begins on a triumphal note for China and China‘s Supreme Leader, Xi Jinping.
China is about the only major country which had a positive rate of growth at the end of 2020, and its
economy is poised to grow even faster in 2021.
 Militarily, China has further strengthened itself, and now seeks to dominate the Indo-Pacific Ocean with
its announcement of the launch of its third aircraft carrier in 2021. Simultaneously, it is seeking to
strengthen its military coordination with Russia.
 Consequent on all this, and notwithstanding Chinese intransigence in several matters including its heavyhanded actions in Hong Kong and Uighur, China‘s position across Asia is, if anything, stronger than in
2020.
 News emanating from China is that President Xi will further cement his position, both as Party leader
and as President during 2021, despite internecine tensions within the Communist Party of China.
 China is, hence, unlikely to concede any ground to its opponents across the world in 2021, a fact that
India will need to reckon with. It cannot expect any Chinese concessions in Eastern Ladakh, until India
‗makes amends‘.
Economy first for Europe
 The new year will be dominated by strong authoritarian leaders like Xi Jinping in China, Vladimir Putin
in Russia, and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey. International politics may not be very different from
that in 2020, but any hope that the Compact of Democracy would emerge stronger will need to be
eschewed.
 Europe, minus Britain following Brexit, and the retirement of Germany‘s Angela Merkel, could become
even less relevant in world affairs. The China-EU Investment Treaty which saw Europe capitulating to
China‘s brandishments is an indication that Europe values its economy more than its politics.
 Major changes are afoot in Eurasia and West Asia which could lead to significant shifts. Russia is
beginning to display greater interest in the affairs of countries on its periphery and, together with
strengthening ties with China and reaching an entente with Turkey, this seems to signal reduced interest
in countries such as India.
 In West Asia, the Abraham Accords, leading to a realignment of forces in the Arab world, have
sharpened the division between the Saudi Bloc and Iran-Turkey. Despite the hype surrounding the
Abraham Accords, the situation, however, remains fluid and has not reduced the risk of a confrontation
between Iran and Israel. This does pose problems for India, since both have relations with it. Meanwhile,
China demonstrates a willingness to play a much larger role in the region, including contemplating a 25year strategic cooperation agreement with Iran.
 Saudi Arabia could find the going difficult in 2021, with a Biden Administration taking charge in
Washington. The healing of wounds among the Sunni Arab states in the region should be viewed as a
pyrrhic victory at best for Saudi Arabia. One by-product of this could be a sharpening of hostilities
between the Sunni and Shia camps.
 Given the strategic flux in the region, Iran could well be tempted to use its nuclear capability to enhance
its position, confident that the West may be unwilling to challenge it at this juncture.
India isolated
 At the start of 2021, India seems the odd man missing as far as these developments are concerned. No
breakthrough in Sino-Indian relations has, or is likely to occur, and the confrontation between Indian and
Chinese armed forces is expected to continue.
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India currently plays no significant role in West Asia. India-Iran relations today lack warmth. In
Afghanistan, India has been marginalised as far as the peace process is concerned.
While India‘s charges against Pakistan of sponsoring terror have had some impact globally, it has further
aggravated tensions between the two neighbours, and in the process, also helped Pakistan to cement its
relations with China.
While hostility between India and Nepal appears to have reduced lately, relations continue to be strained.
Through a series of diplomatic visits, India has made valiant efforts to improve relations with some of its
neighbours such as Bangladesh, Myanmar and Sri Lanka, but as of now worthwhile results are not
evident.
One key takeaway is that as India-China relations deteriorate, India‘s neighbours are not averse to taking
sides, increasing India‘s isolation.
Whether India‘s perceived marginalisation from global mainstream events as we enter 2021 signifies a
sharp drop-off in its foreign policy capabilities is, no doubt, debatable. India‘s foreign policy objectives
are to widen its sphere of influence, enhance its role across nations, and make its presence felt as an
emerging power in an increasingly disruptive global system.
It is a moot point though whether any of these objectives has been achieved. Today, India‘s voice and
counsel are seldom sought, or listened to.
This is a far cry from what used to happen previously. India will serve as the president of the powerful
UN Security Council for the month of August, 2021, but if it is to make a real impact, it must be seen to
possess substantial weight to shape policies, more so in its traditional areas of influence.

Diplomacy and perceptions
 Many explanations could be available for this state of affairs. Admittedly, our diplomats conduct their
activities with a high degree of competence, but they are possibly hampered by other factors.
 One, could be the kind of policy choices the country has adopted in the recent period, which have
possibly altered the perception of India in certain quarters. There is again a perception that India‘s
closeness to the U.S. has resulted in the weakening of its links with traditional friends such as Russia and
Iran, impacting the country‘s image. Perhaps the most relevant explanation could be the shifting balance
of power in the region in which India is situated, notably the rise of China, and the enlarging conflict
between the two biggest powers in Asia, compelling many nations to pick sides in the conflict.
 A less obvious, but perhaps more relevant aspect, could also be that India‘s foreign policy suffers from
an ideational vacuum. It is not the sharp decline in the economy, problems caused on account of the
pandemic, or the growing polarisation in values across nations and societies, but more possibly India‘s
inability or failure in the ideational realm that lies at the root of our foreign policy inadequacies.
More misses than hits
 Currently, India remains isolated from two important supranational bodies of which it used to be a
founding member, viz., the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) and the South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC).
 Efforts to whip up enthusiasm for newer institutions such as the Bay of Bengal Initiative for MultiSectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), have hardly been successful. India has
opted out of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) (a majority of Asian countries
are members), and failed to take advantage of the RIC, or the Russia, India and China grouping, even as
relations with Russia and China have deteriorated.
 On the other hand, India‘s foreign policy imperatives, across Asia and South Asia in particular, today
seem to be a mixture of misplaced confidence, sometimes verging on hubris (as in the case of Nepal), a
lack of understanding of the sensitivities of neighbours such as Bangladesh and long-time friends (such
as Vietnam and Iran), and according excessive importance to the policy needs and pressures of nations
such as the U.S.
 There is possibly a misplaced perception in much of Asia that the India of today is not unwilling to
sacrifice its strategic autonomy under U.S. pressure.
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As part of the ideational restructuring of India‘s foreign policy, what is urgently required, apart from
competent statecraft, is the adoption of prudent policies, pursuit of realistically achievable objectives,
and, above all, a demonstration of continuity of policy, irrespective of changes in the nature of the
Administration. These may be time consuming, but are a surer recipe for success in attaining foreign
policy objectives.

The threat posed by avian influenza
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Avian influenza, popularly known as bird flu, has been reported from Kerala, Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Haryana, Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh in recent weeks.
How serious is avian flu for bird health?
 Avian Influenza (AI) is a highly contagious viral disease, affecting a variety of birds, including those
connected with human consumption — chickens, ducks, turkeys, quails — as well as pet birds and wild
birds. The World Organization for Animal Health, which collaborates with the World Health
Organization (WHO) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), says HPAI virus strains H5N1,
H5N2, H5N8, H7N8 have been identified in outbreaks, indicating active circulation. Infection histories
point to H5N1 and H7N9 viruses posing a threat to human health as well.
 The FAO says wild birds act as a natural reservoir of AI viruses. Their migratory movement could bring
these pathogens to poultry, waterfowl and other domestic birds through contact.
 HPAI produces severe clinical signs of disease in birds, causing a high degree of mortality and economic
loss. The response to an outbreak is a containment strategy, which is primarily centred around removing
the diseased birds through culling. Such mass destruction causes a severe impact on farmers.
 In the latest viral spread, in just one instance, Kerala has already identified over 69,000 birds, mostly
ducks, stricken with H5N8, to be culled at four infection sites in the Kuttanad area of Alappuzha.
What is the economic impact of bird flu?
 India‘s poultry sector, according to the Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, is worth ₹80,000
crore, of which the organised sector represents 80%, and the rest is distributed among unorganised
sectors, including backyard poultry-keeping which is crucial for income and nutritional security.
 Exports, mainly focused on West Asia, neighbouring countries and East Asia, were valued at ₹532 crore
in 2017, with an emphasis on processed products such as egg powder, yolk powder, pharma ingredients,
and chicken products. Avian flu is seen as a threat to the further growth of the sector as a whole.
 By the government‘s estimates, there are 30 million farmers who keep backyard birds, while small and
medium farmers who contribute to aggregators are crucial players in the larger ecosystem. India has a
base of over 729 million poultry birds, of which 30% are layers and 40% are broilers, according to the
National Action Plan for Egg and Poultry 2022.
 This large base shows that a serious outbreak of HPAI, as was witnessed during 2005-06 in some States,
can be catastrophic. During that year, official data put the number of culled birds at over one million.
 In later years, bird flu surfaced in several States, such as Manipur, Assam, West Bengal, Tripura, Bihar,
and Kerala, leading to destruction of millions of birds.
 Where culling of birds is undertaken to combat bird flu, the National Action Plan prescribes
compensation to be given to farmers at fixed rates. This, once again, underscores the value of prevention
to protect captive birds.
Does bird flu pose a threat to human beings?
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The WHO, in its literature on avian influenza, states that humans can be infected with virus subtypes
H5N1, H7N9 and H9N2. In a recent instance of human infection, a one-year-old was confirmed to have
H5N1 in Lao PDR, thought to have been acquired from backyard birds kept by the family. Infection in
other birds in the region was also confirmed.
On the H5N1 virus, the WHO says, ―Human cases of H5N1 avian influenza occur occasionally, but it is
difficult to transmit the infection from person to person. When people do become infected, the mortality
rate is about 60%.‖
The global health body records that since 2003, there have been 862 laboratory-confirmed cases of
human infection with H5N1, and 455 deaths have been reported from 17 countries.
On the H5N8 strain, the consensus is that human infection cannot be ruled out, although the likelihood is
low. However, H5N6 infection, of a related clade (a descendant type) has occurred among humans, the
WHO says.
One case of the H9N2 strain, in a three-year old girl, was reported last October from Guangdong, China.
It was mildly symptomatic and was detected during routine surveillance for Influenza-like illness.
AI viruses in poultry have a public health dimension because they cause severe disease in humans and
―have the potential to mutate to increase transmissibility among humans‖, the WHO adds.
This calls for pandemic preparedness. Human-to-human transmission is believed to have taken place in
some instances as a result of close or prolonged contact, but ―there has been no sustained human-tohuman transmission identified‖.

Why does bird flu recur? Did the major outbreaks not help form strategies?
 It is impossible to eradicate influenza viruses because they persist in a vast reservoir of aquatic birds.
The answer to why there are periodic outbreaks that spread to domestic environments may lie in local
bird-keeping conditions.
 After the unprecedented outbreak in 2006 in Asia, in which as many as 258 cases of bird flu in humans
had been reported till November 13 of that year, experts who met at an international conference in New
Delhi under the aegis of WHO felt that continuous growth in poultry farming under poor sanitary
conditions was sustaining the virus, with multiple susceptible species living in the same area. This
underscores the importance of prevention and surveillance.
 The Delhi Declaration passed at the summit resolved on a common framework for countries to build
local strategies, but it did not lay emphasis on preserving the natural environment, which is key to
helping wild birds move safely in an unspoilt habitat and stop transmission of viruses to domestic fowl,
which threatens humans with infections and a potential pandemic due to mutating viruses.
What steps can be taken to minimise risk to domestic birds?
 Governments lay down biosecurity measures to keep domestic birds safe from transmission by wild or
migratory birds and prevent local spread. The protocol involves active surveillance of bird areas to
identify emerging outbreaks.
 On the other hand, it is wrong and counterproductive, the FAO cautions, to attempt elimination of wild
birds near human settlements through hunting, poisoning, and habitat destruction. Such activity disperses
wild birds, and the viruses, to new areas. Moreover, hunting of wild birds and the absence of biosecurity
measures bring the viruses directly to domestic fowl.
 In the wake of an outbreak in 2020, the U.K. issued advice making it legally necessary for bird-keepers
in that country to house them in such a manner that they do not come into contact with wild birds.
 The measures, which have general relevance to farmers everywhere, include housing or netting all
captive birds, cleansing and disinfecting clothing, footwear and vehicles, reduction of people‘s
movement in the farm bird areas to reduce contamination, eliminating or reducing contact between
captive and wild birds, particularly through feed and water storage, and cleansing and disinfecting
production areas.
 In India, the Central government requires veterinary staff to conduct inspections periodically under the
Prevention and Control of Infectious and Contagious Diseases in Animals Act, 2009, to catch any signs
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of disease among birds and other animals early. However, aquatic wild birds are often found in close
proximity to domestic ones in many locations in India, near lakes, dams and reservoirs, making it
difficult to achieve segregation. The waterways of Kerala are a good example of this phenomenon.

India and UNSC
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: At a time when the US is going through a chaotic transition in leadership, China is hoping to
become the pre-eminent global power, and Pakistan is trying to rake up Kashmir and the human rights
situation in India, India has entered the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) as a non-permanent
member this month. It will stay on the council for two years.
India at UNSC
 India has served in the UN Security Council seven times previously.
o In 1950-51, India, as President of UNSC, presided over the adoption of resolutions calling for
cessation of hostilities during the Korean War and for assistance to Republic of Korea.
o In 1967-68, India co-sponsored Resolution 238 extending mandate of UN mission in Cyprus.
o In 1972-73, India pushed strongly for admission of Bangladesh into UN. The resolution was not
adopted because of a veto by a permanent member.
o In 1977-78, India was a strong voice for Africa in the UNSC and spoke against apartheid. Then
External Affairs Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee spoke in UNSC for Namibia‘s independence in
1978.
o In 1984-85, India was a leading voice in UNSC for resolution of conflicts in the Middle East,
especially Palestine and Lebanon.
o In 1991-92, PM P V Narasimha Rao participated in the first ever summit-level meeting of the
UNSC and spoke on its role in maintenance of peace and security.
o In 2011-2012, India was a strong vice for developing world, peacekeeping, counter-terrorism and
Africa. First statement on Syria was during India‘s Presidency at the UNSC.
 During the 2011-12 term, India chaired the UNSC 1373 Committee concerning Counter-Terrorism, the
1566 Working Group concerning threat to international peace and security by terrorist acts, and Security
Council 751/1907 Committee concerning Somalia and Eritrea.
 India played an active role in discussions on all issues related to international peace and security,
including several new challenges which the UNSC was called upon to deal with in Afghanistan, Cote
d‘Ivoire, Iraq, Libya, South Sudan, Syria and Yemen. In view of the threat posed to international trade
and security by piracy off the coast of Somalia, India promoted international cooperation against the
pirates.
 At India‘s initiative, the Security Council mandated international cooperation for release of hostages
taken by pirates as well as for prosecution of those taking hostages and those aiding and abetting these
acts.
 India also worked for enhancing international cooperation in counter-terrorism, prevention of the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction to non-state actors, and the strengthening of UN
peacekeeping and peacebuilding efforts.
Politics within UNSC
 The seven previous terms have given Indian diplomats the experience of how diplomacy is conducted at
the multilateral setting.
 Chinmaya R Gharekhan, India‘s Permanent Representative at the UN during the 1991-1992 UNSC stint,
wrote in his book The Horseshoe Table that the five permanent members would like the non-permanent
members to be ―cooperative‖, and no stand in the way of major resolutions.
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Most non-permanent members get influenced by the P-5 members, Gharekhan wrote. ―They did not wish
to irritate the permanent members, and were keen to be perceived by them as ‗cooperative‘. This was
precisely how the permanent members would like the non-permanent members to behave. The Indians
took their work more seriously, and consequently had to fight a lonely battle.‖
This was the time when the Gulf War erupted and India voted in favour of the US-sponsored resolution
in April 1991.
India‘s vote was dictated by pragmatic considerations. The Americans had made it clear to India, in
Washington as well as in New Delhi, that failure to support the resolution would make it very difficult
for them to help India in the World Bank and the IMF.
India was going through a severe balance-of-payment crisis, and needed funds from these organisations.
Also, India needed the US on its side, if and when the Kashmir issue came up.
Twenty years later, when India again became a non-permanent member at the UNSC, it was stronger
economically but still had to negotiate politics within the Council.
Most professional diplomats shed their innocence before they arrive at the horse-shoe table around
which the Security Council meets.
In the real world of foreign and security policy, decision makers are invariably confronted by cruel
choices that are equally problematic and come in various shades of lousy. Practitioners are acutely
conscious that it is only diplomacy‘s outward packaging that is couched in a commitment to a higher
moral purpose.
The shameless pursuit of narrowly defined interests is most often the motivation and seldom raises
eyebrows in the world of multilateral diplomacy.

Issues before India
 UN REFORMS: New Delhi has said it is essential that the Security Council is expanded in both the
permanent and non-permanent categories. It says India is eminently suited for permanent UNSC
membership by any objective criteria, such as population, territorial size, GDP, economic potential,
civilisational legacy, cultural diversity, political system and past and ongoing contributions to UN
activities — especially to UN peacekeeping operations.
 TERRORISM: The international effort against terrorism is a key priority for India in the UN. With the
objective of providing a comprehensive legal framework to combat terrorism, India took the initiative to
pilot a draft Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism (CCIT) in 1996. A text of the
Convention is being negotiated in the 6th Committee of the UN General Assembly.
o India worked closely with its partners in the UNSC to ensure the listing of Pakistan-based
terrorist Masood Azhar under the UNSC‘s 1267 Sanctions Committee (May 2019) concerning alQaida and ISIS and associated individuals and entities, which was pending since 2009.
 The China challenge
o India is entering the UNSC at a time when Beijing is asserting itself at the global stage much
more vigorously than ever. It heads at least six UN organisations — and has challenged the
global rules.
o China‘s aggressive behaviour in the Indo-Pacific as well as the India-China border has been
visible in all of 2020, and New Delhi will have to think on its feet to counter Beijing.
o At Pakistan‘s behest, China has tried to raise the issue of Kashmir at the UNSC — but has not
found much support. There is some discussion among the strategic community in New Delhi on
raising the issues of Taiwan, Hong Kong and Tibet at the UNSC. New Delhi will weigh the pros
and cons with partners on what steps to take in this direction.
o But, the polarising politics inside India gives a window of opportunity to its rivals, and opens up
the possibility of criticism — especially on human rights issues.
o As New Delhi engages with allies and plays its cards at the UNSC, it will be mindful of veteran
diplomat Gharekhan‘s advice about the Security Council in his book: ―Nothing remains secret in
this leakiest of all organisations.‖
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Constitutional Validity of Farm Laws
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: With the Supreme Court of India staying the operation of the farm laws and setting up a committee
of experts to negotiate with the government and the farmers, the agitation being carried on by the farmers is
entering a new phase. The farmers‟ unions have not reacted favourably to the formation of the experts‟
committee. As it happens, the committee does not comprise entirely impartial experts. Most of them are well
known and strong defenders of the farm laws, and are critical of the agitation.
The situation now
 For conducting negotiations with both the government and the farmers, the members of the committee
ought to and should be known to have an open mind on the core issues, which alone will create a
necessary confidence in the parties concerned.
 The farmers have, however, made it clear that they will not agree to anything less than the repeal of
these laws. This would mean that the present agitation is likely to continue indefinitely. It is not yet clear
what impact the report of this committee will have on the final decision of the Supreme Court on the
question of the constitutional validity of the farm laws. That is the real issue before the Supreme Court.
 So whatever the experts‘ committee recommends, the question of the constitutional validity of the farm
laws can be decided only after a proper hearing of the matter before the Court. The most curious thing
about a decision on this issue by the Supreme Court is that if the Court upholds the validity of the laws,
the agitation will not stop because the farmers‘ demand is for the repeal of the laws.
 But the government of India seems to have taken a maximalist approach, particularly on the question of
a repeal of the farm laws.
 While the repeal of a law is a simple legislative act, having to repeal a law in which the government has
invested a lot of its prestige is not so easy especially for a government which is extremely proud of its
numerical majority in the Lok Sabha, which has generated a great deal of hubris.
 On the other hand, the farmers are unyielding on the demand for a repeal.
Not in accordance with rules
 The constitutional validity of the farm laws has been challenged in the Supreme Court mainly on the
ground that Parliament has no legislative competence to enact these laws, the subject matter of which is
essentially in the State list. But there is a more fundamental reason to challenge these enactments which
will be examined now.
 It is a universally acknowledged fact that the voting on the Farm Bills in the Rajya Sabha was not done
in accordance with the rules of the House. These rules require the Chair to order the recording of votes
(division) by members even when one member demands it.
 The Deputy Chairman of the House, who was conducting the proceedings at that time, did not order
division although a few members openly and loudly demanded it. It is true that there was disorder in the
House but it could have been controlled and a proper voting could have been conducted. Disorder was
not taking place for the first time in the House.
 Thus, there was a violation of the rules of the House in passing the Bills by voice vote when there was a
demand for division.
Voice vote is unrecognised
 But the matter goes beyond the violation of the House rules. It involves the violation of the Constitution
itself. Article 100 says that all questions at any sitting of either House shall be determined by a majority
of votes of the members present and voting.
 Majority can be determined only in terms of number, and therefore what this Article requires is that all
questions in the House should be determined by recording the votes of the members present and voting.
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Majority cannot be determined through voice vote. In fact the Constitution does not recognise voice vote
to determine majority in a legislature. However, deciding a question by voice vote is a practice
prevailing in all legislatures.
This was devised for the sake of convenience and there is always an assumption that since the
government of the day has a majority, any proposal before the House has the support of the majority.
But that assumption goes when a member demands voting in the House and the Chair has, then, no
option but to order the actual voting. Since this was not done and the Bills were all passed by voice vote,
there is a violation of the rules as well as the Constitution.

Options before the judiciary
 It is true that Article 122 of the Constitution protects the proceedings of the House from judicial review.
But this protection is available only when the proceedings are challenged on irregularity of procedure.
Violation of the Constitution is not a mere irregularity of procedure.
 The Supreme Court in Raja Ram Pal‘s case had clarified that the proceedings can be challenged on
substantive grounds like violation of the Constitutional provisions. Therefore, the Farm Bills were
passed in the Rajya Sabha in violation of Article 100 of the Constitution and can be challenged in the
Supreme Court on that ground.
 Now what are the options before the Supreme Court if and when such a challenge is made? The Court
can strike down the whole laws as the requirement of Article 107 has not been fulfilled. This Article says
that a Bill shall not be deemed to have been passed unless it has been agreed to by both Houses.
 As has been explained above, the Bills have not in fact been passed by the Rajya Sabha because the
majority had not been determined in accordance with Article 100. It would mean that the three Bills did
not become laws.
 The Court may also invalidate the proceedings of the Rajya Sabha and send the three ‗Acts‘ back to that
House for further proceedings in accordance with the constitutional provisions. If this happens, it may
provide a good opportunity to the government to revisit these laws.
 These can then be referred to a Select Committee of the Rajya Sabha which can invite the farmers and
all other stakeholders and finally produce better Bills. Such an opportunity is invaluable in the present
circumstances when the government is facing virtually a no-win situation.
 If, on the other hand, the government decides to withdraw the Bills after these are sent back to the Rajya
Sabha on the ground that it wants to bring fresh Bills with altered proposals, it will have that option too
under the rules of the House. The possibility of these options can be creatively considered for finding a
solution to this problem.
Centrality of Parliament
 We may not forget that the issue that needs to be settled by the top court is only the constitutional
validity of the laws.
 In resolving a problem like the agitation by farmers against the laws, the centrality of Parliament in the
legislative process in all its dimensions should not be lost sight of.
 Once the Court decides the legality or constitutionality of a law, the political and legislative aspects of
the issue will have to be dealt with only by Parliament. Parliament and its systems alone can produce a
satisfactory solution.
 The only condition is that the government which is accountable to Parliament should genuinely
demonstrate its faith in those systems.
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Electric mobility
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The progression to electric vehicles is important for India because such vehicles are sustainable
and profitable in the long term. Reducing dependence on crude oil will save the government money, reduce
carbon emissions, and build domestic energy independence. Besides being an economically and
environmentally viable option, India‟s transition to electric vehicles will allow us to fine-tune our
infrastructure.
Shift to electric vehicles
 In order to reduce dependence on crude, the government has drafted policies that may act as catalysts in
propelling the acceptance of electric vehicles. Under the ‗Faster Adoption and Manufacturing of Hybrid
and Electric Vehicles‘ and its updated (Fame 2) version, the government has allocated $1.3 billion in
incentives for electric buses, three-wheelers and four-wheelers to be used for commercial purposes till
2022, and earmarked another $135 million for charging stations.
 Besides these incentives, a proposal for a $4.6 billion subsidy for battery makers has also been proposed
by the NITI Aayog. These policies are embedded with the vision to have 30% electric vehicles plying
the roads by 2030.
 In September 2019, Japanese automobile major Suzuki Motor formed a consortium with Japanese
automotive component manufacturer Denso and multinational conglomerate Toshiba to set up a
manufacturing unit in Gujarat to venture into the production of lithium-ion batteries and electrodes.
 Developing domestic battery manufacturing capacity may fundamentally change India‘s relationship
with resource-rich Latin America as the government plans to buy overseas lithium reserves.
 Latin America‘s famous lithium triangle that encompasses lithium deposits under the salt flats of
northwest Argentina, northern Chile, and southwest Bolivia holds about 80% of the explored lithium of
the world. In Latin America, most of the production comes from Argentina, Chile, and Bolivia.
Scouting for mineral assets
 In 2019, India‘s National Aluminum Company (NALCO), Hindustan Copper Limited (HCL) and
Mineral Exploration Corporation Ltd (MECL) formally signed a joint venture agreement to form Khanij
Bidesh India Limited (KABIL) to scout for strategic mineral assets like lithium and cobalt abroad for
commercial use and for supplying to meet the domestic requirement for battery manufacturers.
 At present, India‘s lithium-ion battery demand is fulfilled by imports from China, Vietnam, and Hong
Kong. In the last two years, India has had a growing appetite for lithium-ion batteries, and so, lithium
imports have tripled from $384 mn to $1.2 bn. Notably, the government has intercepted this growing
demand from its incipience.
 With its policy intervention to support battery manufacturers by supplying lithium and cobalt, this
industry is more likely to grow domestically to support India‘s goal to switch to electric mobility.
 Interestingly, lithium is also used as a drug to treat bipolar disorder and is soon becoming the metal to
treat a world polluted by excessive carbon emissions.
 Currently, India‘s biggest trading partners in Latin America are Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela, and
majority of trade is concentrated on crude oil which includes 14%-20% of India‘s total crude oil imports.
 However, this may soon shift to lithium and cobalt. The Indian government‘s initiation to take the front
seat in electric mobility and preemptive action to send a high-level delegation to have a precise
understanding of the availability of lithium and possibilities of joint ventures will supply domestic
markets and drive international markets.
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Most importantly, this will be a long-term solution to clean our cities, build new markets, and skill
people for new jobs towards an ‗Atmanirbhar Bharat‘.

Forest fires in Himachal Pradesh
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Himachal Pradesh frequently witnesses forest fires during dry weather conditions. This month, a
forest fire which started near Kullu raged for several days before being brought under control. Forest fires
were also reported in Shimla and other parts of the state.
What is the forest cover of Himachal Pradesh?
 Although two-thirds of the total geographical area of Himachal Pradesh is legally classified as forest
area, much of this area is permanently under snow, glaciers, cold desert or alpine meadows and is above
the tree line.
 This leaves an effective forest cover of around 28 percent of the total area which amounts to 15,434
square kilometres, as per the Forest Survey of India. Chir Pine, Deodar, Oak, Kail, Fir and Spruce are
some of the common trees found here.
How fire prone are these forests?
 Except for periods of precipitation in monsoon and winter, the forests remain vulnerable to wildfires.
Forest fires are a recurrent annual phenomenon in the state, and most commonly occur in Chir Pine
forests.
 In the summer season, forest fires occur frequently in the low and middle hills of the state, where forests
of Chir Pine are common. The dry summer season from March to June coincides with the shedding of
highly-combustible needles by Chir Pine trees.
 Once the fallen dry needles catch fire, it can spread quickly over the entire forest due to the action of the
wind. However, due to their thick bark, the Chir Pine trees are themselves relatively unharmed by these
fires, and can spring back to life during the monsoon season.
 During the post-monsoon season and in winters, forest fires are also reported in higher areas, including
parts of Shimla, Kullu, Chamba, Kangra and Mandi districts, where they usually occur in grasslands.
What causes the fire?
 Natural causes such as lightning or rubbing of dry bamboos with each other can sometimes result in
fires, but forest officials maintain that almost all forest fires can be attributed to human factors.
 When the grass is dry, even a small spark, such as someone dropping a burning matchstick, torchwood
or a bidi/cigarette, can cause a massive fire. A spark can also be produced when dry pine needles or
leaves fall on an electric pole.
 People who frequently pass through a forest to gather minor produce, take their animals for grazing or
for other purposes may set up a temporary hearth to cook food or warm themselves. If they leave behind
a smouldering fire, it can develop into a forest fire.
 Also, when people burn their fields to clear them of stubble, dry grass or undergrowth, the fire
sometimes spreads to the adjoining forest.
What are the fuels of such massive fires?
 The dry leaf litter on the forest ground acts as a ready fuel. Fallen tree leaves, dry grass, weeds, low
brushwood, deadwood on the forest floor, logs and stumps etc form the surface fuels.
 Below the loose litter, decaying materials such as humus, wood, shrubs, roots, much and peat can also
support the combustion.
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Above the surface level, dry standing trees, mosses, lichens, dry epiphytic or parasitic plants, and fallen
branches trapped in the understorey can spread the fire to the upper foliage and the tree crowns.

How much damage do the forest fires cause?
 Forest fires can cause a lot of damage to the regeneration in the forests and their productivity. Moistureloving trees such as Oaks and Deodars may give way to other species and exotic weeds.
 Forests help maintain aquifers and continuous flow of streams and springs, and provide firewood, fodder
and non-timber produce to the local communities – all these capacities may get adversely affected in
case of a fire.
 Forest fires may destroy organic matter in the soil and expose the top layer to erosion. They may also
impact the wildlife by burning eggs, killing young animals and driving the adult animals away from their
safe haven. Sometimes, a forest fire may get out of control and extend to human settlements, thus posing
danger to human life and property.
 According to the Himachal forest department, forest fires cause an estimated loss of several crore rupees
each year. From 2016-17 to 2019-20, the annual loss to the state due to forest fires has ranged from Rs
1.7 crore to Rs 3.5 crore. Around 1,200 to 2,500 forest fires were reported each year during this period
affecting thousands of hectares.
What is done to prevent and control forest fires?
 Forecasting fire-prone days using meteorological data, clearing camping sites of dried biomass, early
burning of dry litter on the forest floor, growing strips of fire-hardy plant species within the forest, and
creating fire lines in the forests are some of the methods to prevent fires (fire lines are strips in the forest
kept clear of vegetation to prevent the fire from spreading).
 Once a fire starts, early detection and quick action by fire-fighting squads is crucial.
 For such activities, the state forest department has a fire protection and fire control unit.
 In 1999, the state government notified forest fire rules which restrict or regulate certain activities in and
around forest areas such as lighting a fire, burning agricultural stubble or undergrowth (ghasnis) and
stacking inflammable forest produce such as dried leaves and firewood.

ILO calls for national-level policy for Work from Home
(Source: Down to Earth )
Context: There is a need to develop effective policies for home-based workers and ensure their proper
implementation even as the practice had increased since the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
pandemic, the International Labour Organization (ILO) said in a new report.
Details:
 Just 10 countries had ratified the Convention on Homework nearly 25 years since it was adopted by the
International Labour Conference June 20, 1996, the ILO report said.
 Few governments had a comprehensive policy for working from home in place, the report titled Working
from home: From invisibility to decent work that was release January 13, 2021, said. As a result, those
working from home, especially in low-income countries, continued to work in poor working conditions.
 Before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, there were approximately 260 million home-based workers
worldwide, representing 7.9 per cent of global employment. Of these, 56 per cent or 147 million were
women, according to the report.
 The report talked about three main types of home-based workers:

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/






Industrial home-based workers, who are involved in the production of goods including artisanal
production, such as making of handicrafts, rolling of beedis, making of laces, etc
 Teleworkers, who use information and communication technologies to perform their work remotely
 Home-based digital platform workers, who are ‗crowdworkers‘ that perform service-sector tasks as
specified by employers or intermediaries
Despite contributing significantly to the economy, home-based working had remained ―invisible‖, the
report said.
It also noted that the propensity of women to work from home — 11.5 per cent — was much higher than
that of men (5.6 per cent).
The report highlighted the plight of industrial home-based workers, citing the state of 2.5 million women
rolling beedis (leaf cigarettes) in India. These were among the ―poorest workers in the world of work‖
and worked in pathetic and unsafe conditions, the report said.

ILO’s recommendations
 Governments need to play a major role to protect home-workers, ILO said. It strongly recommended
them to adopt a national policy on home-based work.
 It called upon governments to develop and implement a gender-responsive legal and policy framework
that provided equal treatment for all categories of home-based workers in relation to other wage earners.
 This included facilitating the transition of informal workers to formal employment.
 The report also said home-based workers needed to be counted better to record their earnings, hours
worked and other conditions of employment.
 The labour registries needed to be revised to incorporate ―place of work‖ and count those home-based
workers who went missing due to poor labour registries. Few countries had labour inspection schemes
adapted for home-based work, the report noted.
 The report called for better compliance, legal protection, occupational safety and social security for
industrial home-based workers.
 It said teleworkers were at the risk of working overtime and hence recommended the ―right to
disconnect‖ on their behalf.

Bad Bank
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: Bad bank is an idea which comes up every year before the Budget because there are expectations
that the concept will finally germinate with the government setting aside funds for its formation. The thought
evokes arguments which are relevant today as we have a situation where we have high level of NPAs (nonperforming assets) and the future is uncertain. Also, there have been several attempts made to resolve the
issue, with the IBC (Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code) being the latest, but the progress has been limited.
More importantly, the quantum of NPAs is likely to increase post returning to normalcy.
What is a Bad Bank?
 Simply put, the bad bank buys all NPAs or some of the larger ones of public sector banks (PSBs). The
balance sheet of the sellers shrink as these assets are off their balance sheets. This saves capital for banks
which can start fresh lending. Besides, banks are lending agencies and should ideally spend time more
on business rather than recovery.
 There can be different models of the bad bank which can buy loans of the private banks too and hence
work for the system. But one should remember that while the NPAs can be transferred from the bank to
the bad bank, the overall quality of the loan portfolio of the country does not really change. It also means
that there is a write-down of the asset which is still a loss for the system.
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The RBI‘s recent data show that the average recovery rate on NPAs through IBC, ARCs (asset
reconstruction companies), DRTs (debt recovery tribunals) and SARFAESI is 23.2 per cent; this is
pushed up due to IBC that has a recovery rate of 45 per cent. The performance of others is lower,
ranging between 4 per cent and 27 per cent.
There is little reason to expect that the bad bank will do better than this. Hence we will not really be
solving the problem, but merely transferring it to another entity which makes the balance sheets of banks
look better. In turn, banks may find it easier to raise capital in the market.
While the bad bank will address the issue of freeing capital of banks which is a positive outcome, it does
not address the core issue of NPAs — that is, why do they keep rising? A certain amount of NPAs are
bound to exist in any system as some firms will fail and a thumb rule can be that a rate of around 4 per
cent should be tolerable in an emerging market where risks are high, given the economic environment.
The spurt in NPAs is often due to systemic issues that are not addressed.

Way Forward
 Directed lending, where banks in the public sector perforce have to lend to certain segments, is the main
factor which goes beyond RBI regulation.
 Often sectors such as SMEs become the pivot for the government which, in turn, compels PSBs to meet
targets. Giving quick loans have merits but banking is not a simple business which can be run on
algorithms.
 The other factor that leads to such pile up of NPAs is the constant restructuring of debt. The lesson of the
2011 lending story which was directed to infra has not yet been absorbed and the justification of such
acts leads to this pile-up. Unless this changes and banks are given the freedom to run their books as a
business and not as a conduit for bringing about social change, these challenges would always surface.
 Therefore, a bad bank can keep absorbing the NPAs at a written-down cost from banks, and this will be
a perennial stream. This may not be the idea of a bad bank as such a bank is supposed to deal with a
stock of NPAs and not the subsequent flows.
 Else, it creates the economic moral hazard on the part of both the banks which lend and the customers
who borrow as this becomes a perverse win-win situation for everyone.
 Bank capitalisation is a better idea. Let us see how this plays out. PSBs tend to create more NPAs as they
perforce become the instrument of change for successive governments. As the NPAs increase, provisions
have to be made which lower their profit or leads to losses and which, in turn, denudes their capital.
 In such a situation, the bank cannot lend, and this is where the government has stepped in through
capitalisation measures. Ideally, the government makes provisions in the Budget for capitalising banks.
 The other innovative financial engineering is the recapitalisation bonds. The government issues bonds
which are subscribed by banks which in turn is passed back to the banks as capital.
 There is no transfer of funds in effect and the government pays an interest to the banks on the bonds that
have been subscribed. Either of these actions is appropriate because the PSBs are owned by the
government and in a way pays for the NPAs.
 However, when a bad bank comes in things will be different. The bad bank has to be funded by the
government and probably investors would put in their share. Investors may not be interested as there are
already ARCs in the system which have not really been effective. The problem with ARCs was that they
wanted banks to take a higher hair cut which was not acceptable.
 A government funded bad bank will have less of an issue as PSBs will happily sell to the bank at any
price as both the entities are government owned. Once private investors join the BB, things will be
different, and will resemble an ARC with government ownership.
 Therefore, the ownership structure of the bad bank will determine the likely success of the enterprise
which transfers bad assets to a central agency.
 The bad bank concept hence looks like an escape route to deal with NPAs. Prudence dictates that we
persevere with the IBC and probably expedite processes as it has proved to be a good option.
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Alternatively, providing capital directly shifts the onus to the government which may be more
appropriate.
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Current Affairs Quiz
1. Which of the following statement/s is/are incorrect with respect to Indian revenue system?
1. Indian tax revenues remain largely dependent on direct tax collections.
2. Among the Revenue expenditure made by the Centre, the Interest payments constitute the lowest
share.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: c)
 Since an overwhelming majority of Indians do not pay income taxes, Indian tax revenues remain largely
dependent on indirect tax collections, which include all taxes on spending (such as GST).
 Higher proportion of interest payments are a direct outcome of the debt levels accumulated by the Indian
government.
2. Objectives of Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) are:
1. Maritime security
2. Women‘s Economic Empowerment
3. Disaster risk reduction
4. Tourism promotion and cultural exchanges
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1, 3 and 4 only
b) 1, 2 and 3 only
c) 2, 3 and 4 only
d) All of the above
Answer: d)
3. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct regarding Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN).
1. The East Asia Summit (EAS) involves all the ASEAN members.
2. It has an observer status at the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA).
3. The ‗ASEAN Way‘ refers to a multi-modal trade corridor developed by ASEAN along the old Silk
Route.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 1 and 3 only
c) 2 and 3 only
d) 1, 2 and 3
Answer: a)
 The ‗ASEAN Way‘ refers to a methodology or approach to solving issues that respects the cultural
norms of Southeast Asia. It is described as a working process or style that is informal and personal.
4. Which of the following constitutes Transfer Payments with reference to the government expenditure in
India?
1. The payments which are made by the government to its employees.
2. The Interest payments made to foreign countries on loans taken.
3. The payments which are made as financial aid in a social welfare programme.
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Select the correct answer code:
a) 3 only
b) 1 and 3 only
c) 2 and 3 only
d) 1, 2 and 3
Answer: a)
 A transfer payment is a redistribution of income and wealth by means of the government making a
payment, without goods or services being received in return.
 These payments are considered to be non-exhaustive because they do not directly absorb resources or
create output.
 Examples of transfer payments include welfare, financial aid, social security, and
government subsidies for certain businesses.
5. Which of the following statement/s is/are incorrect regarding Law Commission of India?
1. The Law Commission of India is a statutory body constituted by the Government of India from time
to time.
2. The commission is re-constituted every five years.
3. The Law Commission shall suo-motu, undertake research in law and review of existing laws in
India.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 2 and 3 only
c) 1 and 3 only
d) 1, 2 and 3
Answer: a)
 The Law Commission of India is a non-statutory body constituted by the Government of India from time
to time. The Commission was originally constituted in 1955 and is re-constituted every three years.
6. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct regarding Bird Flu?
1. The most common strain of the virus that causes severe respiratory disease in birds is H5N1.
2. It does not spread to mammals.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: a)
 Bird flu or avian influenza is a viral infection that is reported mostly in birds, but has the potential to
affect humans and other animals.
7. Which of the following statement/s is/are incorrect regarding Pradhan Mantri KIsan SAmman Nidhi (PMKISAN) Yojana.
1. PM Kisan is a Central Sector scheme with 100% funding from Government of India.
2. Under the scheme an income support of ₹ 6,000 is provided three times to all landholding farmers‘
families.
3. State Government and UT administration will identify the farmer families which are eligible for
support as per scheme guidelines.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) 3 only
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d) None of the above
Answer: b)
 The Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi Yojana (PM-Kisan Yojana) is a government scheme through
which, all small and marginal farmers (with some exclusion categories) will get up to Rs 6,000 per year
as minimum income support.
 The financial benefit of Rs. 6000 per annum per family is payable in three equal installments of Rs. 2000
each, every four months.
8. Which of the following categories are excluded from the benefits of PM-KISAN Yojana.
1. Income tax payer farmers
2. Those who received a monthly pension above ₹10,000
3. Institutional landholders
4. Those who held a constitutional position
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1, 2 and 3 only
b) 2, 3 and 4 only
c) 1 and 4 only
d) All of the above
Solution: d)
9. Which of the following statements is/are correct with respect to TROPEX Exercise
1. It is a trilateral exercise between India, Singapore and Thailand.
2. National Security Guard, the Border Security Force, oil handling agencies and airports participate in
the exercise along with defence forces.
Select the correct answer using the codes given below:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : d
 It is an inter-service military exercise involving the participation of the Indian Army, Air Force, Navy
and the Coast Guard.
10. Cherry Blossom Mao Festival is celebrated by which of the following state?
a. Manipur
b. Assam
c. Tripura
d. Nagaland
Answer : a
 It is the world‘s only autumn cherry blossom festival.
 A cherry blossom is a flower of many trees of genus Prunus (Prunus cerasoides, called wild Himalayan
cherry).
11. Which of the following statement/s is/ are correct with respect to V Shaped Recovery in Economics?
1. It is characterized by a quick and sustained recovery in measures of economic performance after a
sharp economic decline.
2. It suggests that economic spending and employment will rapidly decline, but quickly pick back up.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
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d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
12. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct with respect to Khadi Prakritik Paint?
1. The paint uses heavy metals like lead, mercury, arsenic and cadmium to make it eco-friendly and
non-toxic.
2. The paint is based on cow dung and has been certified by the Bureau of Indian Standards.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
 It is an eco-friendly and non-toxic paint.
 It is based on cow dung as its main ingredient.
 The paint is free from heavy metals like lead, mercury, chromium, arsenic, cadmium and others.
13. Consider the following statements with respect to North East Venture Fund (NEVF)
1. It is the first and the only dedicated Venture Fund for the North Eastern Region (NER).
2. The Venture Fund Scheme was launched by the Ministry of Finance in cooperation with North
Eastern Development Finance Corporation Ltd (NEDFi).
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : a
 The Venture Fund Scheme was launched by the Ministry of Development of North Eastern Region
(DoNER) in co-operation with North Eastern Development Finance Corporation Ltd (NEDFi).
14. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct with respect to SEA VIGIL 21
1. It is a biennial pan-India coastal defence exercise coordinated by the Indian Coast Guard (ICG).
2. The exercise will involve all the 13 coastal States and Union Territories of India.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
 The exercise is being coordinated by the Indian Navy.
15. Consider the following statements with respect to Pravasi Bharatiya Divas:
1. It is celebrated once in every two years.
2. ―Contributing to Aatmanirbhar Bharat‖ is the theme for the event, 2021.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
16. Which of the following statements with respect to Vanadium?
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1. It is a high-value metal used in the manufacture of partially hydrogenated oils or Trans fats.
2. India is a significant consumer of vanadium, but is not a primary producer of the strategic metal.
3. It is recovered as a by-product from the slag collected from the processing of vanadiferous magnetite
ores.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 and 2 only
b. 1 and 3 only
c. 2 and 3 only
d. None of the above
Answer : c
 It is a high-value metal used in strengthening steel and titanium.
17. Which of the following statement/s is/are correct with respect to K- Shape Curve in Economy?
1. It occurs after a recession, following uniform recovery across sectors, industries, or groups of people.
2. K shape recovery in India reflects that upper-income households have benefitted from higher
savings.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
 A K-shaped recovery occurs when, following a recession, different parts of the economy recover at
different rates, times, or magnitudes.
18. Consider the following statements with respect to Ozone Depleting Substances (OSD).
1. Chlorofluorocarbons is a type of OSD used in production of plastic foams and tubeless tyres
2. The Montreal Protocol Prohibits the production and consumption of nearly 100 chemicals referred as
OSD.
3. India has completely phased out of HCFC-141 b, which is used in production of rigid polyurethane
(PU) foams.
Which of the statement/s given above is/are correct?
a. 1 and 2 only
b. 2 and 3 only
c. 1 and 3 only
d. All of the above
Answer : c
 Production and import of these chemicals are controlled by the Montreal Protocol on Substances that
Deplete the Ozone Layer (the Montreal Protocol) – Not prohibited.
19. Committee headed by G Kishan Reddy is related toa. Formulating Data Protection Bill.
b. Protecting the language, culture and land of Ladakh.
c. Drafting Science, Technology and Innovation Policy.
d. Recommendations on Inner Line Permit System
Answer : b
20. Great Barrier Reef is the world‘s largest coral reef system, located in
a) Off the coast of Queensland in Northeastern Australia
b) Near Timor sea in Southern Australia
c) South of Kimberley Plateu
d) None of the above
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K-shaped economic recovery
(Source: Indian Express )
I
Context: Sajjid Chinoy, Chief India Economist at JP Morgan, states the prospects of a K-shaped recovery
from COVID are increasing both in India and across the world.
What is a K-shaped recovery?
 A K-shaped recovery happens when different sections of an economy recover at starkly different rates.
 Households at the top of the pyramid are likely to have seen their in- comes largely protected, and
savings rates forced up during the lockdown, increasing „fuel in the tank‟ to drive future consumption.
Meanwhile, households at the bottom are likely to have witnessed permanent hits to jobs and incomes.
 These cleavages are already visible. Passenger vehicle registrations (proxying upper-end consumption)
have grown about 4 per cent since October while two-wheelers have contracted 15 per cent.
What are the macro implications of a K-shaped recovery?
 With the top 10 per cent of India‟s households responsible for 25-30 per cent of total consumption, one
could argue consumption would get a boost as this pent-up demand expresses itself. But it‟s important
not to conflate stocks with flows, and levels with changes.
 Upper-income households have benefitted from higher savings for two quarters. What we are currently
witnessing is a sugar rush from those savings being spent. This is, however, a one-time effect.
 To the extent that households at the bottom have experienced a permanent loss of income in the forms of
jobs and wage cuts, this will be a recurring drag on demand, if the labour market does not heal faster.
 Second, to the extent that COVID has triggered an effective income transfer from the poor to the rich,
this will be demand-impeding because the poor have a higher marginal propensity to consume (ie they
tend to spend (instead of saving) a much higher proportion of their income.
 Third, if COVID-19 reduces competition or increases the inequality of incomes and opportunities, it
could impinge on trend growth in developing economies by hurting productivity and tightening political
economy constraints.
 Policy will, therefore, need to look beyond the next few quarters and anticipate the state of the
macroeconomy post the sugar rush.

The Big Picture: Farmers’ protests
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The farmers’ agitation on Delhi’s border is now 45 days old, and the government appears to have
made up its mind that it will neither put on hold nor repeal the three laws hurried passed by Parliament in
September 2020.
What is the current situation of land in agriculture?
 Area under agriculture has been shrinking — it reduced from 159.5 million hectares (mn ha) in 2010-11
to 157 mn ha in 2015-16 — but the number of operational holdings has been rising (increased from
138.3 million to about 146 million). This reflects in the falling average landholdings‟ size of farmers,
which has come down from 1.2 ha to about 1.08 ha.
 In the absence of an estimate of the number of farmers in the country, the number of landholdings is
taken as its proxy. This means that India has about 146 million — or about 14.6 crore — farmers.
 About 86% of them have an average landholding size less than 2 hectares; they are referred to as India‟s
small and marginal farmers (SMF). The SMFs operate on about 47.35% of the total agri-area. More than
half of India‟s farmers reside in the five states of UP, Bihar, Maharashtra, MP, and Karnataka.
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Is fragmentation of land a problem?
 Smaller landholdings produce smaller pockets of produce, aggregation of which becomes essential for
even a trolley-load to be carried to an agricultural produce market committee (APMC) mandi or a nearby
market.
 Due to small holdings caused by fragmentation, small and marginal farmers are forced to sell their
produce at farm gate itself. This is especially so in states that have a weak network of APMC mandis.
What % of the country’s workforce is engaged in agriculture? Do the workers need to be weaned out?
How?
 As per recent estimates from the Labour Bureau, 45% of India‟s workforce is employed in agriculture.
 According to Census 2011, 55% of the agri-workforce comprises agri-labourers, i.e., those who do not
own land and work for wages on the land of others; less than 45% are “farmers” who own and cultivate
land. Indian agriculture cannot support such a large population through growth in agriculture alone.
Is rice the only water-guzzling crop?
 It is said that 1 kg of sugar requires about 1,500-2,000 litres while 1 kg of rice requires 5,000 litres.
 There are variations across states. A kg of sugar produced from cane cultivated in UP consumes 1,044
litres of water, while in Maharashtra it takes double that — 2,086 litres. In Maharashtra, sugarcane is
cultivated on 4% of the cultivable land but consumes more than 70% of irrigation water.
 Due to the high returns on sugarcane compared to other crop combinations and assured marketing, the
area under sugarcane has been going up even in water-stressed regions.
 While Punjab and Haryana have become the focus of the farmers‟ agitation, the current scenario in
agriculture is not very hopeful in other states too.
 The three Acts passed by Parliament do not touch the sugar sector. In Punjab, sugar is grown only on
1.2% of gross cropped area. So they do not benefit from policies favouring sugarcane.
 While the government declares MSP for 23 crops, only wheat and paddy (rice) are procured in large
quantities as they are required to meet the requirement of PDS, which is about 65 million tonnes.
Is it only the farmers of Punjab and Haryana who benefit from procurement?
 In 2019-20, Punjab procured 92.3% of its rice production. Haryana procured 89.2%, while Telangana
procured 102% of its production. In the case of wheat, Punjab procured 72% of its production this year,
while Haryana and MP procured 62% and 66% respectively.
Which other crops are protected by the government through various measures?
 Since 2015-16, the government has been procuring larger quantities of pulses through National
Agricultural Cooperative Marketing Federation of India (NAFED) and Small Farmers‟ Agri-business
Consortium (SFAC) for maintaining a buffer stock of 2 million tonnes. Cotton is procured by Cotton
Corporation of India, while groundnut is procured in some states like Gujarat.
 Some horticultural products are also procured in a sporadic manner, e.g., apples in J&K in 2019-20 and
onion in Maharashtra almost every year.
 Sugarcane is not procured by the government but its farmers are assured of Fair and Remunerative Price
(FRP) paid by sugar mills. In some states, the government declares State Advised Price which is higher
than the FRP.
 Jute is another crop protected by the government even though it is not directly procured. Under Jute
Packaging Material (JPM) Act, 1987, the Government has decided that 100% of food grains and 20% of
sugar shall be mandatorily packed in diversified jute bags.
If horticulture and dairy are more profitable, why are farmers not giving up MSP crops and
switching to these?
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Milk producers and farmers growing fruits and vegetables are equally prone to fluctuation in market
prices.
Except for dairy cooperatives in Gujarat, the milk federations are funded by state governments through
various means.

What are the subsidies given to agriculture in India?
 Farmers in India are provided support on both the input and output side. On the input side, an average
Indian farmer receives subsidies on fertilisers, seeds, farm machinery and equipment, electricity,
logistics, etc.
 On the output side, the MSP regime offers support in states having robust procurement infrastructure.
However, small and marginal farmers are able to get only a small amount of these subsidies.
 A number of subsidies meant for agriculture also flow to businesses, e.g., grant given to food processing
units and cold chain projects.
Then why is it said that Indian farmer are net taxed?
 As per the ICRIER-OECD report, despite the plethora of schemes run to support and subsidise Indian
farmers, because of regressive policies on the marketing side (both domestic and international trade
policies) and the deficit of basic infrastructure for storage, transportation etc., Indian farmers suffered net
losses and thus emerged to be net taxed despite receiving subsidies. Between 2014 and 2016, Indian
farmers were on average net taxed to the tune of 6%.
What is the level of agricultural subsidies in other countries?
 As per the same ICRIER-OECD report, while Indian farmers were net taxed (i.e., received negative
support), farmers in the first world countries of Norway, Switzerland, Japan, Korea, United States, and
Australia received the highest positive support.
 Even farmers in Indonesia received much higher positive support. Ukraine was another country like
India that emerged to be taxing its farmers.
What are the subsidies enjoyed by the middle classes and the rich? Are other sectors of the economy
also subsidised?
 The Economic Survey of 2014-15 devoted a section to subsidies enjoyed by the middle classes. These
include higher interest rates on savings, income tax exemptions, railways, electricity, LPG, gold, and
aviation turbine fuel (ATF).
 Higher education in government institutions is highly subsidised. The government also provides
protection to industry by way of productivity-linked incentive schemes, high import tariffs, and
regulatory tweaks.
Why are farmers agitating when the government says the new laws will help them? And why are
Punjab farmers at the forefront of the agitation?
 The farmers of Punjab, Haryana and other states that have robust APMC mandis and an efficient system
of procurement are more fearful of the three laws.
 They fear that these laws signal the beginning of the end of open-ended procurement of wheat and
paddy.
 They fear that the success of these states in creating the infrastructure for procurement may now become
the reason for withdrawal of support of the Centre.
Can farming be left entirely to market forces?
 Farmers cannot be left entirely to the mercy of market forces. Farmers growing non-MSP crops,
especially fruits and vegetables, have experienced huge volatility in prices over the years.
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The price deficiency payment scheme did not succeed in MP. So, direct income support is the only way
to shield them from suffering huge losses. A predictable trade policy can also help in attracting private
investment in the agriculture chain which can act as a shield against volatility.
Option contracts through FPOs can also bring stability, but most farmers are not educated enough to deal
with future markets, so they need support and guidance from the government.

Can procurement be abolished? What will happen to PDS then?
 The procurement system in India serves two purposes — purchases on MSP supports farmers, and
subsidised distribution of procured grains under PDS supports India‟s economically vulnerable.
 As per recent National Family Health Survey (NFHS) data on malnourishment in India, malnutrition
indicators for women and children have worsened over the years. With this in focus, the PDS system is
likely to stay in the coming years.
 But the government will do well to prepare a 10-year roadmap of PDS to 2030 so that only the required
quantities of wheat and rice are procured.
Is there a genuine fear of higher consumer prices due to changes in the Essential Commodities Act
and the entry of large corporates in the food business through e-commerce and modern retail?
 In case of high-value agricultural commodities in which India is in deficit or has only marginal surpluses
(like pulses), there is a genuine fear of stocking by corporates, especially those which are in modern
retail and e-commerce.
 The government must make it compulsory that they keep their stock in Warehousing Development and
Regulatory Authority-registered warehouses only, so that the private stocks are known to the
government.
What role should state governments play in getting farmers fair prices?
 If India has to move away from procurement-based support, at present restricted to certain crops only, a
more attractive income support scheme has to be conceived.
 However, it has to be coupled with much higher investment, both public and private, in agriinfrastructure.
 The Rashtriya Krishi Vikas Yojana (RKVY) incentivised the states, which increased their expenditure
on agriculture. The Centre‟s assistance for such states should be higher.
 Several Decentralised Procurement (DCP) states like Odisha and Chhattisgarh claim that they incur
losses in procurement operations and these are not fully reimbursed by the Centre. However, precise data
on losses incurred by them is not in the public domain.
What should the government do over the next five years to make Indian agriculture more
competitive?
 Several states of India have already achieved productivity levels seen in developed countries. But there
are also states that have low productivity. Focused research on crops grown in low-productivity states
can deliver better seeds, which can withstand the challenge of higher temperature due to climate change.
 Drought-tolerant varieties of seeds are also needed for crops grown in rain-fed areas. Good quality seeds
can enhance productivity by 15-20%. Recent successes in higher productivity vegetables and maize
prove this.
 In 2018, a working group of Niti Aayog, chaired by Dr Parmod Kumar, published a study, „Demand
supply projections towards 2033‟, which pointed out that India will still have surplus in wheat and rice.
 In coarse grains the domestic requirement will be largely met, but there will be a deficit of 5-7 million
tonnes in pulses. A massive deficit of more than 50 million tonnes is projected for oilseeds. To meet this
gap in oilseeds, India will need the best agricultural practices of Punjab and Haryana.
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Prelims
NATIONAL

Harike Wetland
(Source: THe Hindu )
Context: Winter migratory water birds using the central Asian flyway have started making a beeline to
Punjab‘s Harike wetland, offering a delight for bird lovers.
What are wetlands?
 Wetlands are areas where water is the primary factor controlling the environment and the associated
plant and animal life. They occur where the water table is at or near the surface of the land, or where the
land is covered by water.
 Wetlands are defined as: "lands transitional between terrestrial and aquatic eco-systems where the water
table is usually at or near the surface or the land is covered by shallow water".
Types of Wetlands
 Coastal Wetlands: Coastal wetlands are found in the areas between land and open sea that are not
influenced by rivers such as shorelines, beaches, mangroves and coral reefs. A good example is the
mangrove swamps found in sheltered tropical coastal areas.
 Shallow lakes and ponds: These wetlands are areas of permanent or semi-permanent water with little
flow. They include vernal ponds, spring pools, salt lakes and volcanic crater lakes.
 Marshes: These are periodically saturated, flooded, or ponded with water and characterized by
herbaceous (non-woody) vegetation adapted to wet soil conditions. Marshes are further characterized as
tidal marshes and non-tidal marshes.
 Swamps: These are fed primarily by surface water inputs and are dominated by trees and shrubs.
Swamps occur in either freshwater or saltwater floodplains.
 Bogs: Bogs are waterlogged peatlands in old lake basins or depressions in the landscape. Almost all
water in bogs comes from rainfall.
 Estuaries: The area where rivers meet the sea and water changes from fresh to salt can offer an
extremely rich mix of biodiversity. These wetlands include deltas, tidal mudflats and salt marshes.
About Harike Wetland
 Harike Wetland also known as "Hari-ke-Pattan", with the Harike Lake in the deeper part of it, is the
largest wetland in northern India in the border of Tarn Taran Sahib district and Ferozepur district of the
Punjab state in India.
 The wetland and the lake were formed by constructing the headworks across the Sutlej river in 1953.
The headworks is located downstream of the confluence of the Beas and Sutlej rivers just south of
Harike village.
 The rich biodiversity of the wetland which plays a vital role in maintaining the precious hydrological
balance in the catchment with its vast concentration of migratory fauna of waterfowls including a
number of globally threatened species (stated to be next only to the Keoladeo National Park near
Bharatpur) has been responsible for the recognition accorded to this wetland in 1990, by the Ramsar
Convention, as one of the Ramasar sites in India, for conservation, development and preservation of the
ecosystem.
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This man-made, riverine, lacustrine wetland spreads into the three districts of Tarn Taran Sahib,
Ferozepur and Kapurthala in Punjab and covers an area of 4100 ha.
Conservation of this wetland has been given due importance, since 1987–88, both by the Ministry of
Environment and Forests, Government of India and the Punjab State Government (through its several
agencies), and over the years several studies and management programmes have been implemented.

Sikhs For Justice
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: From actors to singers and farm activists to journalists, the National Investigation Agency (NIA)
has issued summons to over 40 persons in connection with a case registered against the US-based Sikhs for
Justice (SFJ) in mid-December, inviting the ire of farm organisations who claim the government is targeting
individuals opposing the three farm laws.
What is Sikhs for Justice?
 Sikhs for Justice (SFJ) formed in 2007, is a US-based group seeking a separate homeland for Sikhs — a
―Khalistan‖ in Punjab. SFJ legal advisor Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, a law graduate from Panjab
University and currently an attorney at law in the US, is the face of SFJ and its legal adviser.
 Panun had launched the secessionist Sikh Referendum 2020 campaign, an initiative that eventually
became defunct. He was among the nine individuals designated as ―terrorists‖ by the Union Ministry of
Home Affairs last July.
 ‗Referendum 2020‘, claimed it wanted to ―liberate Punjab from Indian occupation‖. In Pannun‘s words,
―SFJ in its London Declaration (in August 2018) had announced to hold the first-ever non-binding
referendum among the global Sikh community on the question of secession from India and reestablishing Punjab as an independent country.‖
 However, its London declaration even got little traction.

Buddhist Circuit
(Source: PIB )
Context: Ministry of Tourism organises ‗DekhoApnaDesh‘ Webinar on ―Exploring Buddhist Circuit by
Train‖.
What is a Tourist Circuit?
 A Tourist Circuit is defined as a route having at least three major tourist destinations which are distinct
and apart.
 Circuits should have well-defined entry and exit points. A tourist who enters should get motivated to
visit most of the places identified in the circuit.
 A Circuit could be confined to a State or could be a regional circuit covering more than one State/Union
Territory. These circuits may have one dominant theme and other sub-themes.
What is the Buddhist Circuit?
 The Buddhist circuit includes the most important pilgrimage destinations for Buddhist tourists.
 The development of the Buddhist Circuit is a part of the Swadesh Darshan Scheme announced by the
Government of India in 2014 which encompasses the development of theme-based tourist circuits. Know
in detail about the Swadesh Darshan Scheme on the link provided here.
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India is home to seven of the eight Buddhist sites, yet receives less than 1% of the Buddhist pilgrims in
the world.
 The Buddhist circuit as envisioned by the ministry of tourism includes Kapilavastu and Lumbini
(Buddha‘s birthplace) in Nepal, Shravasthi, Sarnath, Kushinagar, Rajgir, Vaishali, and Bodhgaya in
India.
 Lumbini
 Lumbini in Nepal is believed to the place where Queen Maya gave birth to Siddhartha (Buddha) in
563 BC. It is a UNESCO world heritage site.
 Kapilavastu
 Located in southern Nepal, Kapilavastu was the capital of the Shakyas where Siddhartha lived with
his parents until he renounced his family life and left the palace at the age of 29.
 Shravasthi
 Located by the Rapti River in Uttar Pradesh, the ancient city of Shravasti was the capital of Kosala.
This is believed to be the place where Buddha spent fourteen Chaturmasas, a holy period of four
months. Shravasthi is home to many old viharas and stupas associated with the enlightened one.
 Sarnath
 The place where Buddha gave his first sermon after attaining enlightenment is the city of Sarnath
located on the confluence of river Gomathi and Ganges in Uttar Pradesh.
Kushinagar
 Kushinagar is the place where Buddha is believed to have attained Parinirvana and is located in Uttar
Pradesh.
 Rajgir
 Rajgir is the place where the first Buddhist council was held. He is believed to have delivered many
of his sermons during his 12-year stay.
 Vaishali
 Vaishali is the place where Buddha preached his last sermon before his death in 483 BC. The second
Buddhist council was held here in 383 BC.
 Bodhgaya
 Bodhgaya is a sacred pilgrim place for Buddhists as it is the place where Buddha attained
enlightenment under the Bodhi tree. The Mahabodhi temple tree is a UNESCO world heritage site.
 The plan aims at offering world-class facilities to lure the Buddhist pilgrims to India, which will give
a tremendous boost to the tourism revenue and employment in India.
Other Circuits
 Many other circuits are announced by the Ministry of Tourism under the Swadesh Darshan Scheme
for development and promotion of tourist sites. The table below enlists the names of other tourist
circuits.
1. Coastal Circuit
2. Desert circuit
3. Eco Circuit
4. Heritage Circuit
5. Himalayan Circuit
6. North-East Region Circuit
7. Krishna Circuit
8. Ramayana circuit
9. Sufi Circuit
10. Rural Circuit
11. Spiritual Circuit
12. Wild Life Circuit
13. Tirthankara Circuit
14. Tribal Circuit
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Sushruta
(Source: PIB )
Context: Dr. Harsh Vardhan dedicates the new Burns and Plastic Surgery Block of AIIMS Delhi to
Sushruta,―The Father of Plastic Surgery‖
Who was Sushruta?
th
th
 Sushruta (c. 7 or 6 century BCE) was a physician in ancient India known today as the ―Father of
Indian Medicine‖ and ―Father of Plastic Surgery‖ for inventing and developing surgical procedures.
 His work on the subject, the Sushruta Samhita (Sushruta‘s Compendium) is considered the oldest text
in the world on plastic surgery and is highly regarded as one of the Great Trilogy of Ayurvedic Medicine
(the other two being the Charaka Samhita, which preceded it, and the Astanga Hridaya, which followed
it).
Contributions of Sushruta:
 The Sushruta Samhita documented the aetiology of more than 1,100 diseases, the use of hundreds of
medicinal plants, and instructions for performing scores of surgical procedures – including three types of
skin grafts and reconstruction of the nose.
 Sushruta‘s treatise provides the first written record of a forehead flap rhinoplasty, a technique still used
today to reconstruct a nose.
 He was one of the first people in human history to suggest that a student of surgery should learn about
the human body and its organs by dissecting a dead body.
 In the eighth century CE, Sushruta Samhita was translated into Arabic as ‗Kitab Shah Shun al-Hindi‘
and ‗Kitab-I-Susurud.‘
 The first European translation of Sushruta Samhita was published by Hessler in Latin and in German by
Muller in the early 19th century; the complete English literature was done by Kaviraj Kunja Lal
Bhishagratna in three volumes in 1907 in Calcutta.

The Risa
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Tripura Chief Minister Biplab Kumar Deb has of late made it his style statement to sport the Risa,
a customary handwoven cloth used by Tripura‘s indigenous tribal communities. The trend has picked up on
social media with people posting their photos with the Risa.
What is a Risa?
 Risa is one of the three parts of a customary Tripuri female attire, the other two being the Rignai and
Rikutu.
 The Risa, which is essentially a customary handwoven cloth, is used as a head gear, stole, female upper
cloth or presented to honour a distinguished recipient.
 The Rignai is primarily used to cover lower part of the body and literally translates into ‗to wear‘.
 The Rituku covers the upper half of the body, wrapping it all around. However, it is also used like a
‗chunri‘ or a ‗pallu‘ of the Indian saree. It is also used to cover the head of newly married Tripuri
women.
 Apart from its beautiful designs, the Risa plays a host of crucial social utilities. Adolescent Tripuri girls
are first given risa to wear when she reaches 12-14 years in an event called Risa Sormani. The event
involves prayers to a Lampra god, where her elder women pray for her wellbeing throughout her life.
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Risa is primarily used as a breastcloth and is wove in different colourful designs. However, it is also
used in religious festivals like the Garia Puja, a customary festival of the tribal communities, or as a head
turban by male folks during weddings and festivals, as a cummerbund over dhoti, head scarf by young
girls and boys, muffler during winters. The cloth is even used as a makeshift baby carrier on the
mother‘s back.

History
 The complete Tripuri attire is claimed to have originated even before the Manikya kings‘ rule. In the
ancient days, they used to judge a woman‘s intelligence in these communities by her woven Rignai and
Risa designs.
 Though the history is contested, Maharaj Trilochana, aka Subhrai Raja — one of the early Manikya
kings — is said to have invented nearly 250 designs of Rignai during his time for his 250 wives.
 Hundreds of years down the line, the fabric is undergoing rapid changes now, especially due to the fierce
competition with power-loom manufactured products available at cheaper rates in the market.
 Risa comes in vivid, multi-coloured designs and the skill is handed down through generations as visual
lessons. However, most of the designs were lost with the passage of time and only a few remain now.

Dragon Fruit
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Gujarat Chief Minister Vijay Rupani has said that the state proposes to rename dragon fruit as
‗Kamalam‘. Dragon fruit ―does not sound appropriate‖, Rupani said; Kamalam was apt because the
characteristic fuchsia ‗spikes‘ or ‗petals‘ of the fruit recall a lotus in bloom.
What is dragon fruit?
 Dragon fruit is the fruit of a species of wild cactus indigenous to South and Central America, where it is
called pitaya or pitahaya. The fruit‘s flesh is usually white or red — although there is a less common
yellow pitaya too — and is studded with tiny seeds rather like the kiwifruit.
 The world‘s largest producer and exporter of dragon fruit is Vietnam, where the plant was brought by the
French in the 19th century. The Vietnamese call it thanh long, which translates to ―dragon‘s eyes‖,
believed to be the origin of its common English name.
 Dragon fruit is also cultivated in — apart from its native Latin America — Thailand, Taiwan, China,
Australia, Israel, and Sri Lanka.
 It was brought to India in the 1990s, and is grown in Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra,
Gujarat, Odisha, West Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, and Andaman and Nicobar Islands. It grows in all kinds
of soil, and does not require much water.

Pradhan Mantri Awaas Yojana
(Source: PIB )
Context: PM to release financial assistance to over 6 lakh beneficiaries in UP under Pradhan Mantri
Awaas Yojana – Gramin.
What is Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana?
 Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana was launched with the aim to provide housing at an affordable price to the
weaker sections of the society, lower income group people, urban poor, and rural poor.
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The Yojana involves a construction of around 20 million houses at an affordable price by March 31,
2022. The scheme is getting financial assistance of USD 31 billion from the Central Government.
Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana has two components:
1. Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana Urban (PMAY-U)
2. Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana Gramin (PMAY-G)
The scheme is also linked with other schemes like:
o Swachh Bharat Abhiyan which aims at reducing open defecation by constructing in-house toilets and
community-owned toilets and aims to maintain cleanliness around the streets, roads, and houses
o Saubhagya Yojana which aims at providing electricity connection
o Ujjwala Yojana which aims at providing LPG Gas connection
o Accessibility of pure drinking water
o Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana which aims at opening a zero balance account and spreading
banking facilities to each and every person in the society.

Components of Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
o In-Situ Redevelopment of slums using land as a resource, with the participation of the private sector.
This mission aims at leveraging the potential of land under slum areas and providing formal urban
establishments to slum dwellers.
o Credit Linked Subsidy – Under this scheme, the government will provide an interest subsidy of 6.5%
on housing loans for 15 years from the start of the loan, which will make housing affordable. The Net
Present Value (NPV) of the interest subsidy will be calculated at a discount rate of 9%. The loan amount
of Rs 6 lakhs is only applicable for the credit-linked subsidy scheme and any amount beyond Rs 6 lakh
does not attract any subsidy. The lending institutions will directly credit the interest subsidy to the
beneficiaries‘ accounts which will result in reduced Equated Monthly Installment (EMI) and reduced
housing loan amount.
o Affordable Housing in Partnership (AHP) – In partnership with the Public and Private sector,
affordable housing will be provided to the economically weaker sections. The States or Union
Territories, either with different agencies or in partnership with different industries can plan affordable
housing projects.
o Enhancement and construction of beneficiary led house – Under this component, the beneficiaries
who are not able to avail the advantages of the above three components will be benefited. This mission
provides assistance to families of EWS category to construct new houses or enhance the existing houses
on their own to cover the beneficiaries. Under this mission, families will get a central assistance of Rs
1.50 lakh to enhance their existing houses or construct new houses. Under the Pradhan Mantri Awas
Yojana, the houses will be constructed with eco-friendly technology and preference will be given to old
and disabled while allotting ground floors.
About the Pradhan Mantri Awaas Yojana – Gramin (PMAY-G):
 The PMAY-G scheme was launched in 2016 with an aim to provide a pucca house, with basic amenities,
to all houseless householders and those households living in kutcha and dilapidated houses, by 2022.
 Amenities include water, gas, toilet and electricity supply in all the households.
 Under the PMAY-G, houses are being constructed using new technologies.
 Time for construction of houses under the scheme has reduced to 114 days from 314 days in 2015-16
due to use of direct benefit transfer (DBT) platform.
 Under PMAY, the minimum size of a house has also been increased to 25 square meters.
 Identification of beneficiaries is as per the housing deprivation parameters and exclusion criteria
prescribed under Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC) 2011 after due verification by Gram Sabha.
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Parakram Diwas
(Source: PIB )
Context: Government announces 23rd January to be celebrated as ‗PARAKRAM DIWAS‘ every year.
Details:
 The government announced that Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose‘s birth anniversary on January 23 will be
marked as ―Parakram Diwas (Courage Day)‖.
 Both the Centre and the Bengal government will begin yearlong celebrations on the day to mark Netaji‘s
125th birth anniversary year.
Who was Subhash Chandra Bose?
 Subhas Chandra Bose was one of the most eminent freedom fighters of India.
 Born in Cuttack, in the province of Bengal to an affluent family. He was educated in Calcutta acquiring a
degree in philosophy. Subhas Chandra Bose was Selected for the Indian Civil Services (ICS) but refused
to take up service since he did not want to serve the British government.
 Bose joined the Indian National Congress (Formed on December 28, 1885) in 1921. He also started a
newspaper called ‗Swaraj‘.
 He was the President of the All India Youth Congress and also the Secretary of the Bengal State
Congress. In 1924, he became the CEO of the Calcutta Municipal Corporation. In 1930, he became the
Mayor of Calcutta.
 Bose authored the book ‗The Indian Struggle‘ which covers the Indian independence movement from
1920 to 1942. The book was banned by the British government.
 He coined the term ‗Jai Hind‘. His charisma and powerful personality inspired many people into the
freedom struggle and continues to inspire Indians. He was called Netaji.

Exercise Desert Knight-21
(Source: PIB )
Context: Indian Air Force and French Air and Space Force (Armée de l‘Air et de l‘Espace) will conduct a
bilateral Air exercise, Ex Desert Knight-21 at Air Force Station Jodhpur from 20 to 24 Jan 2021.
About Ex Desert Knight:
 It is a bilateral air exercise between India and France.
 The French side is participating with:
o Rafale
o Airbus A-330 Multi-Role Tanker Transport (MRTT)
o A-400M Tactical Transport aircraft
o 175 personnel (approx.)
 Indian Air Force aircraft participating:
o Mirage 2000
o Su-30 MKI
o Rafale
o IL-78 Flight Refuelling Aircraft
o AWACS and AEW&C aircraft
 The exercise is unique as it includes fielding of Rafale aircraft by both sides and is indicative of the
growing interaction between the two premier Air Forces.
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Extra Information:
 As part of Indo-French defence cooperation, Indian Air Force and French Air and Space Force have held
six editions of Air Exercises named ‗Garuda‘, the latest being in 2019 at Air Force Base Mont-deMarsan, France.
 As measures to further the existing cooperation, the two forces have been gainfully utilising available
opportunities to conduct ‗hop-exercises‘.

Guru Gobind Singh
(Source: PIB )
Context: The Prime Minister, Shri Narendra Modi bowed to Guru Gobind Singh ji on his Prakash Purab.
He greeted the nation on this auspicious occasion.
Guru Gobind Singh
 Born Gobind Rai, Guru Gobind Singh was installed as the Sikh Guru aged nine when his father and the
ninth Guru, Guru Tegh Bahadur was beheaded on the orders of Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb for refusing
to embrace Islam.
 His notable contribution to Sikhism is the establishment of the Khalsa in 1699.
 The only son of Guru Tegh Bahadur, Guru Gobind Singh was born in Patna in December 1666.
 He was educated in reading, writing, and also martial arts, archery and horse riding.
 Not only was he a brave warrior, but he was also a great poet and philosopher.
 His literary contributions include the Jaap Sahib, Benti Chaupai, Amrit Savaiye, etc.
 He took part in many battles, particularly against the Mughal ruler Aurangzeb.
 In the Battle of Anandpur (1704), the Guru lost his mother and two minor sons who were executed. His
eldest sons also died in battle.
 The Khalsa: Guru Gobind Singh‘s most significant contribution was the institutionalising of the Khalsa,
which was a warrior community. An initiation ceremony called Amrit Pehul was created and rules were
formulated for the Khalsa. A male Khalsa was given the title ‗Singh‘ and a female was given the title
‗Kaur‘. This code solidified the martial spirit of the Sikh community.
 Guru Gobind Singh started the tradition of the Five K‘s for the Khalsa. The Five K‘s are kesh (uncut
hair), kanga (wooden comb), kara (iron or steel bracelet), kirpan (dagger) and kacchera (short breeches).
These were the five articles of faith that a Khalsa must always adorn. The tradition is still followed.
 The Guru also laid down many other rules for the Khalsa warriors to follow like abstaining from
tobacco, alcohol, halal meat, etc. The Khalsa warrior was also duty-bound to protect innocent people
from persecution. Everyone was treated equally and caste was abolished.
 The Khalsa tradition was responsible for converting the Sikhs into a strong and disciplined fighting
group. This also paved the way for the establishment of the Sikh Empire under Maharaja Ranjit Singh in
1799.
 Another significant contribution of Guru Gobind Singh was the enshrining the Sikh scripture Granth
Sahib as the eternal Guru of Sikhism. Thus, after his death, there were no more Gurus in human form.
 Guru Gobind Singh also wrote the Zafarnama which was a letter to the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb.
Aurangzeb is believed to have agreed to a meeting with the Guru but died before that.
 The Guru along with his troops was stationed in the Deccan when two Afghan assassins commissioned
by Wazir Khan gained access to the camp. One of the assassins stabbed the Guru at Nanded. The
assassin was killed by the Guru while his accomplice was killed by Sikh guards. Guru Gobind Singh
died of wounds a few days later on 7 October 1708 aged 42.
 After the Guru‘s death, there ensued a long and bitter war between the Sikhs and the Mughals.

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

National Disaster Response Force (NDRF)
(Source: PIB )
Context: 16th Foundation Day of National Disaster Response Force (NDRF).
Formation:
 National Calamity Contingency Fund (NCCF) was renamed as National Disaster Response Fund
(NDRF) with the enactment of the Disaster Management Act in 2005.
 It is defined in Section 46 of the Disaster Management Act, 2005 (DM Act).
 It is placed in the ―Public Account‖ of Government of India under ―reserve funds not bearing interest―.
Role:
 It is managed by the Central Government for meeting the expenses for emergency response, relief
and rehabilitation due to any threatening disaster situation or disaster.
 It supplements the State Disaster Response Fund (SDRF) in case of a disaster of severe nature, provided
adequate funds are not available in the SDRF.
o SDRF is the primary fund available with the State governments for responses to notified
disasters to meet expenditure for providing immediate relief.
o The Centre contributes 75% of the SDRF allocation for general category States and Union
Territories, and 90% for special category States/UTs (northeast States, Sikkim, Uttarakhand,
Himachal Pradesh, and Jammu & Kashmir).
Financing:
 Financed through the levy of a cess on certain items, chargeable to excise and customs duty, and
approved annually through the Finance Bill.
 Currently, a National Calamity Contingent Duty (NCCD) is levied to finance the NDRF and
additional budgetary support is provided as and when necessary.
 NCCD is levied in the case of goods specified in the Seventh Schedule (goods manufactured or
produced).
Monitoring:
 Department of Agriculture and Cooperation under the Ministry of Agriculture and Farmer Welfare
monitors relief activities for calamities associated with drought, hailstorms, pest attacks and cold
wave/frost while rest of the natural calamities are monitored by the Ministry of Home Affairs
(MHA).
 Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) audits the accounts of NDRF.

Hunar Haat
(Source: PIB )
Context: The 24th ―Hunar Haat‖ of indigenous products of artisans and craftsmen being organised at
Avadh Shilpgram in Lucknow.
About Hunar Haats:
 Hunar Haats have become a ―Mega Mission‖ of indigenous craft, cuisine & culture and economic
empowerment of master artisans and craftsmen.
 Through these Haats, in the last 3 years, about 3 lakh needy master artisans, craftsmen & culinary
experts have been provided employment and employment opportunities.
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The beneficiaries include a large number of women artisans too.
The government plans to organise about 100 Hunar Haats across the country in the next 5 years.
Hunar Haats provide a platform to the artisans/craftsmen from the minority communities for marketing
their products.
Organised by the Minority Affairs Ministry, these Haats encourage the artisans practicing indigenous
talent or crafts.
Apart from providing employment opportunities, they also give these artisans new businesses.
These Haats are organised under the USTTAD (Upgrading the Skills and Training in Traditional
Arts / Crafts for Development) scheme of the central government.

USTTAD
 USTTAD scheme aims to preserve the heritage of traditional arts and crafts of minority communities
and build capacity of traditional crafts-persons and artisans and establish linkages of traditional skills
with the global market.
 It was launched in 2015.

Exercise Kavach
(Source: PIB )
Context: The three wings of the Indian armed forces will be holding a massive joint military exercise
‗Excercise Kavach‘.
About Exercise Kavach:
 The exercise would involve participation of Indian Army, Indian Air Force and Indian Navy.
 It will be conducted under the aegis of Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC), which is the only Joint
Forces Command of the country.
 The joint military exercise will enhance the fine-tune joint war-fighting capabilities of the tri-services
and SOPs towards enhancing operational synergy.
 During the exercise, the Army‘s Amphibious Brigade, Special Forces of Navy, Armour/Mechanised
components, naval ships comprising destroyers, ASW Corvettes and Landing Ships with ship-borne
helicopters will be deployed.
 The IAF will display its firepower with Jaguar Maritime Strike and transport aircraft.
 The Indian Coast Guard will also be included in the large scale joint military exercise.
 The tri-services exercise involves synergised application of maritime surveillance assets, coordinated air
and maritime strikes, air defence, submarine and landing operations.
 During the exercise, Army, Navy and Air Force would execute multi-domain, high-intensity offensive
and defensive manoeuvres in the Andaman Sea and Bay of Bengal and carry out amphibious landing
operations, air landed operation, helicopters-borne insertion of Special Forces from sea culminating in
tactical follow-on operations on land.

Regulation of NBFCs
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) plans to usher in a four-layered regulatory and supervisory
framework for non-banking finance NBFCs as it embarks on the path of a scale-based regulation in the
backdrop of the recent stress in the sector.
Details:
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RBI said its proposed framework could be visualised as a pyramid,
comprising NBFCs grouped in four layers -- Base Layer (BL),
Middle Layer (ML), Upper Layer (UL) and a possible Top Layer
(TL).
There will be least regulatory intervention for NBFCs in BL. As
one moves up the pyramid, the regulatory regime will get stricter.
The framework proposes to prescribe Bank-like regulations for the
top 25 to 30 NBFCs in the country.

Base Layer
 About 9,209 NBFCs will be in the Base Layer (BL), which can consist of NBFCs, currently classified as
non-systemically important NBFCs (NBFC-ND/Non-Deposit taking), Peer to Peer lending platforms,
Account Aggregators, Non-Operative Financial Holding Company, and NBFCs up to ₹1,000 crore asset
size.
 As low entry point norms raise the chances of failure arising from poor governance of non-serious
players, the central bank plans to revise these norms for NBFC-BL from ₹2 crore to ₹20 crore.
 RBI proposes harmonising the extant NPA (non-performing asset) classification norm of 180 days to 90
days for NBFC-BL.
Middle layer
 NBFCs in the Middle Layer (ML) can consist of entities, currently classified as NBFC-ND-SI/NonDeposit taking-Systemically Important, deposit-taking NBFCs, Housing Finance Companies,
Infrastructure Finance Companies, Infrastructure Debt Funds, Standalone Primary Dealers and Core
Investment Companies.
 While no changes are proposed in capital requirements for NBFC-ML, RBI said the linkage of their
exposure limits are proposed to be changed from Owned Funds to Tier I capital, as is currently
applicable for banks.
 The extant credit concentration limits prescribed for NBFC-ML for their lending and investment can be
merged into a single exposure limit of 25 per cent for the single borrower and 40 per cent for a group of
borrowers anchored to the NBFC‘s Tier 1 capital.
Upper Layer
 This layer can consist of NBFCs which are identified as systemically significant among them and will
invite a new regulatory superstructure.
 This layer will be populated by NBFCs which have a large potential of systemic spill-over of risks and
can impact financial stability.
 There is no parallel for this layer currently, as this will be a new layer for regulation.
 The regulatory framework for NBFCs falling in this layer will be bank-like, albeit with suitable and
appropriate modifications. It is expected that a total of not more than 25 to 30 NBFCs will occupy this
layer.
 It is felt that CET (Common Equity Tier) 1 capital could be introduced for NBFC-UL to enhance the
quality of regulatory capital. It is proposed that CET 1 may be prescribed at 9 per cent within the Tier I
capital.
 To tune the regulatory framework for NBFC-UL to greater sensitivity, the paper suggested that NBFCs
in this layer should be prescribed differential standard asset provisioning on banks‘ lines.
 Given the higher systemic risk posed by NBFC-UL, the Large Exposure Framework (LEF) as applicable
to banks, can be extended with suitable adaptation.
 Since NBFCs lying in the Upper Layer have the ability to cause adverse systemic risks, the regulatory
tools can be calibrated on the lines of the private banks; that is, such NBFCs should be subject to the
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mandatory listing requirement and should follow the consequent Listing Obligations and Disclosures
Requirements.
Top Layer
 Considered supervisory judgment might push some NBFCs from out of the upper layer of the
systemically significant NBFCs for higher regulation/supervision. These NBFCs will occupy the top of
the upper layer as a distinct set.
 Ideally, this top layer of the pyramid will remain empty unless supervisors view specific NBFCs.
 In other words, if certain NBFCs lying in the upper layer are seen to pose extreme risks as per
supervisory judgement, they can be put to significantly higher and bespoke regulatory/ supervisory
requirements.

Co-WIN
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: To carry out the Covid-19 vaccination drive as smoothly as possible, the government is relying on
Co-WIN, a digital intelligence platform.
What is it?
 It is built on an indigenously developed electronic Vaccine Intelligence Network (eVIN) which has been
in use since 2015. Each person who would be receiving Covid-19 vaccination in India would have to
register on the Co-WIN network and and he/she would be followed up for subsequent shots as well as
for any adverse event following immunisation (AEFI).
 Registration on the Co-WIN app is mandatory for anyone to receive the vaccination. Co-WIN is a cloudbased IT solution for planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of Covid-19 vaccination in
India.
 It is an end-to-end solution that connects the entire public health system from national level right up to
the vaccinator level. Co-WIN allows for creation of different users (admins, supervisors, and
vaccinators), registration of beneficiaries, followed by planning and scheduling sessions and
subsequently vaccine administration and following up of beneficiaries after the vaccination.
 In a real-time basis, the app tracks not only the beneficiaries but also the availability of vaccine stock at
the national, State and district levels. This allows the system to monitor the utilisation, wastage,
coverage of Covid-19 vaccination at various levels.
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INTERNATIONAL

Open Skies Treaty
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Russia announced that it was leaving the Open Skies Treaty (OST), an accord between over 30
countries that allows participants to fly unarmed reconnaissance flights over any part of their fellow
member states. In November, the United States left the OST first after accusing Russia of violating the pact–
allegations that Russia denied. Moscow has now blamed Washington for its own decision of leaving the
treaty.
What is the Open Skies Treaty?
 First proposed in 1955 by former US President Dwight Eisenhower as a means to deescalate tensions
during the Cold War, the landmark treaty was eventually signed in 1992 between NATO members and
former Warsaw Pact countries following the demise of the Soviet Union. It went into effect in 2002 and
had 35 signatories, including key players US and Russia, along with one non-ratifying member
(Kyrgyzstan).
 The OST aims at building confidence among members through mutual openness, thus reducing the
chances of accidental war. Under the treaty, a member state can ―spy‖ on any part of the host nation,
with the latter‘s consent. A country can undertake aerial imaging over the host state after giving notice
72 hours before, and sharing its exact flight path 24 hours before.\
 The information gathered, such as on troop movements, military exercises and missile deployments, has
to be shared with all member states. Only approved imaging equipment is permitted on the surveillance
flights, and officials from the host state can also stay on board throughout the planned journey.
Significance of the Open Skies Treaty
 The OST was signed in 1992, much before the advent of advanced satellite imaging technology which is
currently the preferred mode for intelligence gathering. Yet, as per a report in The Economist,
surveillance aircraft provide key information that still cannot be gathered by satellite sensors, such as
thermal imaging data.
 Notably, the Economist report also mentions the OST‘s utility for Washington, which since 2002 flew
over 200 surveillance missions over Russia and its ally Belarus. A former Trump official had also hailed
OST data gathered during the 2014 Russia-Ukraine conflict. Overall, more than 1,500 flights have been
conducted under the OST, as per the Associated Press.
 The failure of the Open Skies Treaty follows the demise of another significant arms control accord, the
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, after both the US and Russia left it in 2019.
 The INF Treaty was signed between the United States and the Soviet Union in 1987, in which both
powers agreed to destroy two categories of lethal missile systems from their own stocks as a means to
decelerate the nuclear arms race.

Michigan state’s Flint water crisis
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Nine former officials who served the state of Michigan in the US, including the state‘s former
governor Rick Snyder, were charged in connection with a criminal investigation into the Flint water crisis.
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What was the Flint Water Crisis?
 The Flint water crisis is an ongoing public health crisis that began in 2014 when the City of Flint in
Michigan–which has a population of roughly 100,000–changed its water supply from Lake Huron to the
Flint river.
 This switch caused the water distribution pipes to corrode, as a result of which lead and other
contaminants were leached into the municipal drinking water.
 This led to an outbreak of Legionnaires‘ disease, a serious type of pneumonia caused by the Legionella
bacteria and other health complications in thousands of its residents. According to the US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), people can get sick from this if they breathe in mist or
accidentally swallow bacteria-containing water into the lungs.
 While the water supply was switched back in 2015, the damage was long-lasting and many residents of
the city continued to suffer.
 In January 2016, the state of Michigan declared a state of emergency and in October the same year,
residents of the city were advised not to drink the municipal tap water unless it was filtered.
 As per an article published in the American Water Works Association (AWWA) in 2016, which
described the water crisis, a few weeks after the water source was switched despite warnings and
concerns from some officials, residents started complaining about the colour, taste and odor of their
drinking water. In May 2014, some residents informed officials that the water was causing rashes,
especially in children.
 As per a Community Assessment for Public Health Emergency Response (CASPER) conducted by the
CDC in May 2016, over 66 percent of the households in the city reported one or more adult members
experiencing at least one behavioural health issue ―more than usual‖ and 54 percent of the households
reported that at least one child experienced at least one behavioural health issue.
Why was the water source changed?
 The AWWA article notes that in order to reduce costs for treated water Flint officials decided to join the
newly formed Karegnondi Water Authority (KWA) in 2013, which was constructing a pipeline to
transmit water from Lake Huron.
 In the meantime, the city of Flint had the option to either purchase treated water from the Detroit Water
and Sewage Department (DWSD), which was sourced from Lake Huron or treat water from the Flint
river on its own.
 After officials failed to strike a short-term agreement with DWSD, Flint officials decided to use water
from the Flint river and treat it at the Flint Water Service Center (FWSC). But the water wasn‘t treated
properly at the FWSC, resulting in lead contamination.
 The article also notes that while the Flint river water is difficult to treat, ―oversights and missteps‖
combined with ―inherent chemical conditions‖ set the stage for the water crisis.
 A report published in 2017 by the Michigan Civil Rights Commission said that race and racism played a
role in causing the water crisis even though both black and white residents were victims. The report is
based on the testimony of over 150 residents, community leaders, experts, academics and government
officials.

Chabahar Port
(Source: PIB )
Context: Government of India strengthens cargo handling capacity of Chabahar Port, Iran.
What is Chabahar Port?
 Chabahar is made of Persian words Chahar meaning four; and bahar meaning spring. It translates as a
place that has spring in all the four seasons of the year. Chabahar is important for its fishery sector and
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will act as an important trade center connecting South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East. India is
involved in plans to build a railway line from this place to the mineral-rich Hajigak region of
Afghanistan.
Chabahar Port is located in Sistan and Baluchestan province in the Southeastern part of Iran, on the Gulf
of Oman.
In December 2018, India took over the operations of the Port. It was being operated by India Ports
Global Private Limited (IPGPL). India‘s first shipment of wheat to Afghanistan was sent through
Chabahar Port.
India began building a railway line between Chabahar port and Zahedan as part of the North-South
Transport Corridor. Chabahar port is about 170 km away from Gwadar Port built in Pakistan by China.

Importance of the Port to India
 The multiple reasons behind the geopolitical significance of the Chabahar port are listed below.
o Boost trade ties, diplomatic ties, and military ties with Iran.
o Provides India with better connectivity to Afghanistan bypassing Pakistan.
o It will be the gateway to the International North-South Transport Corridor which is a combination of
road, rail, and sea routes connecting Russia, Europe, Central Asia, Iran, and India.
o India can carry out humanitarian operations from this port if the need arises.
o This port is just 170 km away from Gwadar port operated by China in Pakistan, hence this port
would be of strategic importance to the Indian Navy and defense establishment.
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Mains
GS I

Role of Housewives
Context: Veteran actor Kamal Haasan and his Makkal Needhi Maiam party who recently promised salaries
for housewives as a part of the party‘s election manifesto, has revived the debate on the recognition of
domestic work as work.
The burden on women
 As in the 2011 Census, while 159.85 million women stated household work as their main occupation, a
mere 5.79 men referred to it as their main occupation. Justice N.V. Ramana in his crisp and authoritative
concurring judgment of January 5, 2021 in Kirti and Another v. Oriental Insurance Company has
referred to the ‗Time Use in India-2019 Report‘ of the National Statistical Office, Government of India
(published in September 2020) which says that on an average, while Indian women spend 299 minutes a
day on unpaid domestic services for household members, men spend just 97 minutes.
 Women also spend 134 minutes in a day on unpaid caregiving services for household members. A
French government‘s Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress
in 2009 that studied the situation in Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, France, Finland and the U.S.
drew similar conclusions. A
 report entitled ‗Women‘s Economic Contribution through their Unpaid Work: A Case Study of India‘
(2009) had estimated the economic value of services by women to be to the tune of a whopping $612.8
billion annually.
 Justice Ramana not only listed the various activities women undertake but also referred to British
economist Arthur Cecil Pigou who had lamented that the household work by wives is not taken into
consideration in calculating national income.
Other judicial observations
 In Arun Kumar Agrawal v. National Insurance Company (2010), the Supreme Court not only
acknowledged the contribution of the housewives as invaluable but also observed that it cannot be
computed in terms of money. Her gratuitous services rendered with true love and affection cannot be
equated with services rendered by others.
 Similar observations were recently made in Rajendra Singh (2020). But then these cases dealt with a
limited question of compensation under the Motor Vehicles Act to calculate the compensation for the
death of homemakers, and not the recognition of a wife‘s right in her husband‘s income during the
subsistence of marriage.
 Justice A.K. Ganguly in Arun Kumar Agrawal (2010) referred to Census 2001 that is carried out under
an Act of Parliament and had categorised those who perform household duties — i.e. about 36 crore
women in India — as non-workers and clubbed them together with beggars, prostitutes and prisoners
(who are not engaged in economically unproductive work).
A hierarchical structure
 For centuries, the English common law of marital status was starkly hierarchical. Forget the recognition
of a homemaker‘s work as work; she had no right even in respect of her work outside home. In fact till
1851, no country had recognised a wife‘s right in earnings of any sort.
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If a housewife worked for pay in or out of the home, it was her husband‘s prerogative to collect her
wages. Strangely, seventh century Islamic law clearly mandates husbands to pay wives if they decide to
suckle their children and entitle them to spend certain portions of husband‘s money without his consent.
By the middle of the 19th century, some American States started reforming the common law of marital
status by enacting the ―Married Women‘s Property Acts‖. Some of these statutes exempted the wives‘
real property from their husband‘s debts.
By 1850, the era of ―earning statutes‖ started which granted wives property rights in earnings from their
―separate‖ or ―personal‖ labour. But the Census measures of the economy that appeared in the aftermath
of the American Civil War characterised household work as ―unproductive‖, and, consistent with this
gendered valuation of family labour, excluded women engaged in income-producing work in the
household from the count of those ―gainfully employed‖. It seems that the Indian Census referred above
followed this regressive precedent.

Separate spheres
 Home and market for centuries were considered as two distinct spheres. The market was a male sphere
of selfish competitiveness, but the home was celebrated as a female sphere, a site of spiritual uplift that
offered relief from the vicissitudes of market struggle.
 American feminist economist Nancy Folbre rightly remarked, ―the moral elevation of the home was
accompanied by the economic devaluation of the work performed there‖. The tendency of a ―separate
spheres‖ reasoning was thus to reinforce the legal ordering of family life and justify a husband‘s control
of family assets.
 Subsequently, women demanded a right to own themselves, their earnings, their genius. Accordingly, in
1851, at the Worcester Convention, it was resolved: ―that since the economy of the household is
generally as much the source of family wealth as the labor and enterprise of man, therefore the wife
should, during life, have the same control over the joint earnings as per husband, and the right to dispose
at her death of the same proportion of it as he‖.
 They finally achieved success when the equal rights of wives in the matrimonial property were
recognised. The Third National Women‘s Liberation conference, in England in 1972, for the first time,
explicitly demanded payment of wages for the household work.
 In India, the debate on joint property rights of married women is not new though we still do not have
joint matrimonial property law.
 Veena Verma did introduce a private member Bill in 1994 entitled The Married Women (Protection of
Rights) Bill, 1994. Her Bill provided that a married woman shall be entitled to have an equal share in the
property of her husband from the date of her marriage and shall also be entitled to dispose of her share in
the property by way of sale, gift, mortgage, will or in any other manner whatsoever. But in 2010, even
registration of the National Housewives Association as a trade union was denied as domestic work was
treated as neither trade nor industry.
Way Forward
 The United Progressive Alliance government, in 2012, had proposed to make it mandatory for husbands
to pay a monthly ‗salary‘ to their wives.
 One cartoon had depicted a husband saying to his wife, ―here is your salary for the month. However,
₹3355 has been deducted as you were at your parent‘s home for a week.‖
 Mr. Haasan should understand that the term ‗salary‘ as monthly payment is indeed problematic as it
indicates an employer-employee relationship, i.e., a relationship of subordination with the employer
having disciplinary control over the employee. Wives do not deserve a master-servant relationship.
 The United Nations‘ Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, in 1991, had
recommended measurement and quantification of unremunerated domestic activities of women and their
recognition in GDP so that the de facto economic contribution of women is highlighted.
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Matrimonial property laws do give women their share but only when the marital tie comes to an end.
The time has come to insist that the work women perform for the family should be valued equally with
men‘s work during the continuance of marriage.
If women become a little assertive, prenuptial marriage agreements can easily solve this problem with
the insertion of the clause on wives‘ right in husband‘s earnings and properties being included in such
agreements.

GS II

Can courts stay laws made by the legislature?
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The Supreme Court‘s recent order staying the implementation of three farm laws, while
appointing a four-member committee (one member, Bhupinder Singh Mann, has recused himself), to thrash
out issues between agitating farmers and the Union government, has been criticised in some quarters.
How did the SC justify its order on farm laws?
 ―This court cannot be said to be completely powerless to grant stay of any executive action under a
statutory enactment,‖ the Bench observed in its order. This means that it was apparently making a
distinction between staying a law and staying its implementation or any action under it. Some may
argue, however, that the effect remains the same, as the order operates as a stay on the government
invoking its provisions.
 The court also cited an order passed by another Bench of the Supreme Court last September on the
Maratha reservation issue. It directed that admissions to educational institutions for 2020-21 and
appointments to posts under the government shall be made without reference to the reservation provided
under the relevant legislation. The matter has been referred to a Constitution Bench.
 However, in the Maratha reservation case, the Bench said interim orders could be passed if an enactment
is ex facie unconstitutional or contrary to law laid down by the Supreme Court. It noted that the quota
violated the 50% ceiling mentioned in the Indra Sawhney case (1992), and that the Maharashtra
government had not shown any extraordinary situation to justify exceeding the limit.
 Moreover, the Supreme Court observed that a stay on the farm laws‘ implementation may assuage the
hurt feelings of farmers and encourage them to come to the negotiating table.
What are the court’s powers in regard to staying enacted law?
 Under the broad framework of judicial review under the Constitution, the Supreme Court and High
Courts have the power to declare any law unconstitutional, either because it is ultra vires (or, contrary to
any provision of the Constitution) or it violates any of the fundamental rights, or invalid because it is
repugnant to a central law on the same subject or has been enacted without legislative jurisdiction.
 However, interim orders staying or suspending laws enacted by the legislature are frowned upon by
constitutional courts and legal scholars.
 The general argument is that unless there are compelling reasons such as flagrant lack of constitutional
validity, or absence of legislative competence (that is, the legislative body concerned lacks the
jurisdiction to enact the law in question), a law ought not to be stayed.
Why is it considered unusual for a court to suspend a law or its operation?
 The main principle is that suspending a law made by the legislature goes against the concept of
separation of powers. Courts are expected to defer to the legislature‘s wisdom at the threshold of a legal
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challenge to the validity of a law. The validity of a law ought to be considered normally only at the time
of final adjudication, and not at the initial stage.
The second principle is that there is a presumption that every law enacted by any legislature is
constitutional and valid. The onus is on those challenging it to prove that it is not. Therefore, courts are
circumspect when hearing petitions seeking suspension of a law pending a detailed adjudication.

What precedents are cited against judicial interference at an interim stage?
 Case law suggests that in some cases, High Courts indeed stayed the operation of some laws. However,
the Supreme Court took a dim view.
 In 1984, the top court set aside an interim stay granted against the operation of a municipal tax (Siliguri
Municipality & Others vs Amalendu Das & Others); in 2013, it removed the stay on some provisions of
and regulations under the Cigarettes and Other Tobacco Products (Prohibition of Advertisement and
Regulation of Trade and Commerce, Production, Supply and Distribution) Act, 2003 (Health for
Millions Trust vs Union of India).
 In the latter case, the court observed that ―the operation of statutory provisions cannot be stultified by
granting an interim order except when the Court is fully convinced that the particular enactment or the
rules are ex facie unconstitutional and the factors, like, balance of convenience, irreparable injury and
public interest are in favour of passing an interim order‖.
 While upholding the validity of Section 45S of the Reserve Bank of India Act, which imposed
restrictions on unincorporated bodies accepting public deposits, the Supreme Court criticised interim
orders by some High Courts that stayed the provision.
 When considering an application for staying the operation of a piece of legislation, and that too
pertaining to economic reform or change, then the courts must bear in mind that unless the provision is
manifestly unjust or glaringly unconstitutional, the courts must show judicial restraint in staying the
applicability of the same- the court said in Bhavesh D. Parish & Others vs Union of India, 2000.

Trans Fats
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: On December 29, 2020, the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) reduced the
permissible limit of trans fatty acids (TFA) in oils and fats to 3% for 2021 and 2% by 2022, against the
earlier cap of 5%. The decision was effected by an amendment to the Food Safety and Standards
(Prohibition and Restriction on Sales) Regulations. The new rules apply to edible refined oils, vanaspati
(partially hydrogenated oils), margarine, bakery shortenings, and other cooking media like vegetable fat
spreads and mixed fat spreads. In 2018, the World Health Organization (WHO) had called for a global
elimination of industrially produced TFAs by 2023.
What are trans fats and why are they harmful?
 All natural fats and oils are a combination of monounsaturated, polyunsaturated and saturated fatty acids
or trans fatty acids.
 Our body needs the first two categories of ‗healthy‘ fats as apart from being a major source of energy,
they help absorb some vitamins and minerals and build cell membranes and the sheaths surrounding
nerves.
 These fats are free-flowing, unlike saturated fatty acids or trans fats, which are considered harmful as
they clog arteries and result in hypertension, heart attacks, and other cardiovascular issues.
 There are two broad types of trans fats found in foods: naturally-occurring and artificial trans fats.
Artificial trans fats, which are considered harmful, are created in an industrial process that adds
hydrogen to liquid vegetable oils to make them more solid, increase their shelf life, and for use as an
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adulterant as they are cheap. They are present in baked and fried foods as well as adulterated ghee,
which becomes solid at room temperature.
Cardiovascular diseases are the leading cause of death globally, causing over 1.8 crore deaths every year.
The WHO estimates that over 5 lakh people with cardiovascular issues die globally every year due to the
consumption of industrially produced TFAs. As per FSSAI, about 77,000 deaths take place annually in
India due to TFAs.

How did India and other nations start acting on it?
 In 2018, the WHO called for elimination of industrially produced TFAs by 2023, and brought out a stepby-step guide called ‗REPLACE‘ to help countries frame policies.
 This prompted accelerated action by member states and other stakeholders. However, threats posed by
non-communicable diseases started gaining attention much earlier in the 1980s, following which
Denmark became the first country to ban TFAs in 2003. In the next five years, Chile and Switzerland
banned TFAs too.
 During the same period, several U.S. States, such as New York, implemented local bans. In its report in
2020, the WHO said that 58 countries had introduced laws that will protect 3.2 billion people from TFAs
by the end of 2021.
 But more than 100 countries still needed to take action. Last year, 11 of the 15 countries that account for
two-thirds of deaths linked to trans fats still needed to act. These were Azerbaijan, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
Ecuador, Egypt, India, Iran, Mexico, Nepal, Pakistan, Republic of Korea.
 In India, action against trans fats coincided with the setting up of the FSSAI. Though it came into
existence in 2006, civil society organisations say that its functioning picked up by 2011-12. It was in
2011 that it imposed a cap of 10% on trans fats in oils and fats in India, which was further revised to 5%
in 2015.
Way Forward
 Civil society organisations in India are pushing for a cap of 3% for 2021 and 2% for 2022 to be imposed
not just on trans fats in oils and fats, but in ―all‖ foods.
 According to those engaging with the government on the subject, a regulation for this is likely soon. But
a bigger challenge will be implementation, which is a State subject.
 The FSSAI will need to pursue local governments to improve surveillance, inspection of food premises,
sampling of food products, regular training of officers, upgradation of food labs, etc., which are also
among concerns raised by a Parliamentary panel on the regulator‘s ineffectiveness.

Liberal Globalism
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Few Presidents have tried to alter the fundamentals of American foreign policy since the end of
the Second World War like Donald Trump has done in the past four years. Mr. Trump broke with the
Washington consensus on what western policymakers and strategists call the liberal internationalist order.
He put his ‗America First‘ doctrine in the driving seat of his foreign policy wagon. He decried the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), the bedrock of the trans-Atlantic military cooperation, pulled the
United States out of international organisations and multilateral treaties, and launched tariff wars with both
friends and foes alike.
Details:
 Barring a series of normalisation agreements between Israel and some Arab countries, Mr. Trump does
not have any major foreign policy achievement to his credit.
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But he is more of a disruptor than an achiever. And he has caused disruptions in America‘s foreign
policy which could outlive his presidency.
When Joe Biden assumes the White House very soon, the biggest foreign policy challenge he faces is
whether he could unmake the Trump legacy and take Washington back to its liberal international
consensus.

America and isolationism
 America‘s isolationism did not start with Mr. Trump. He was rather harping on an old foreign policy
doctrine that shaped and drove American policy before the Second World War when he pulled the U.S.
back from the stage of global leadership.
 Before the war, the U.S., an emerging economic and military power, was largely an isolated country that
was focused on its own rise and expansion.
 The economic catastrophe caused by the Great Depression and the losses it suffered in the First World
War prompted the American isolationists, including progressives and conservatives, to push for a policy
of non-involvement in European and Asian conflicts — a policy Washington had largely followed
throughout the 19th century.
The Wilsonian imprint
 The roots of the liberal internationalist order can be traced to the ideals of the 28th American President,
Woodrow Wilson.
 Wilson, who led the U.S. to the First World War, called for a rules-based global order governed by
international institutions in which countries could cooperate and achieve peace (what he called ―an
organised common peace‖) rather than going to war to meet their goals.
 The Wilsonian principles on self-determination, rule of law within and between countries, liberal
capitalist economic model and freer trade and emphasis on human rights would lay the foundations of
the liberal global order which the West would wholeheartedly embrace after the Second World War, but
they did not have many takers in the U.S. during the inter-war period. The U.S. was not even a member
of the League of Nations.
 Washington unearthed the values of Wilsonian globalism only after it suited America‘s strategic
interests during the Cold War.
 When the world was divided between the capitalist and communist blocs and when the communist and
socialist parties (under the patronage of the Soviet Union) started making advances into Asian and
European countries, the U.S. turned to liberal globalism and took up the leadership of the western world.
 It called itself and its allies the ―free world‖, claiming moral superiority over the communist and socialist
dictatorships. While this remained the larger narrative, it did not stop them from embracing the dictators
who were opposed to the red bloc.
 Basically, liberal internationalism embodied the transborder cooperation of western democracies
and their allies in their fight against the socialist internationalism of the rival bloc.
 When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, many pundits and policymakers saw it as a triumphant
moment for liberal internationalism. Some even predicted ―the end of history‖. The U.S. stepped up its
leadership role: It started wars to protect human rights, export democracy and defeat jihadists. But
history did not proceed as the end-of-history theorists had prophesied.
Structural shifts
 From a normative point of view, the geostrategic charm of the liberal moral argument about freedom has
diminished in the post-Cold War world.
 On the other side, with the rise of religious terrorism, even liberal democratic governments started
arming themselves with more powers that often clashed with civil liberties. The liberal promise of
‗minimum government‘ stayed confined to the economic realm, while the security state kept expanding
its powers.
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On the global stage, the U.S.‘s repeated military adventures have tested its own hard power superiority.
The U.S. effected a regime change in Yugoslavia in 1999, but the campaign eventually led to the
disintegration of the country. In Iraq, the U.S. never won a conclusive victory.
In Afghanistan, after 19 years of war, the U.S. has struck a deal with the Taliban and is badly looking for
an exit.
In Libya, the country ―liberated by NATO‖, there are two governments and two armies and many
militias backed by rival regional powers. When it comes to Iran and North Korea, the U.S. is not as
confident as it was with Iraq and Afghanistan on using force. This inability to win wars and prolonged
military campaigns turned foreign interventions unpopular again.
The biggest blow to the western liberal order, however, came from within. The crisis in capitalism that
broke out in 2008, has weakened the U.S. and western Europe (the guarantors of the post-war order)
economically, and unleashed political changes.
The focus shifted away from human rights and civil liberties to fighting terrorism and stopping
immigration in many of these countries. Illiberal, far-right and anti-immigrant Islamophobic parties
started rising.
They challenged post-war internationalism, mobilised the public based on cultural nationalism and
vilified immigration and the flow of refugees (which was in part triggered by the wars the globalists
fought in poorer countries).

From Trump to Biden
 The rise of Mr. Trump to power in the U.S., the leader of the western liberal order (and the Brexit vote in
the United Kingdom) was the sharpest manifestation of this tectonic shift that has been under way.
 Unsurprisingly, Mr. Trump, a product of the crisis in globalised capitalism, took the U.S. back to prewar isolationism. It may not be a coincidence that Mr. Trump is the first American President since
Jimmy Carter who has not launched a new war.
 Mr. Biden‘s foreign policy would be different from Mr. Trump‘s. He would seek to strengthen alliances
and build a more consistent foreign policy approach to the myriad problems America is facing. He could
undo some of the policy decisions of Mr. Trump‘s such as the U.S.‘s withdrawal from the Paris Climate
Accord or its exit from the World Health Organization.
 But could Mr. Biden, a liberal internationalist himself, revive the western liberal international order?
Could he revert to liberal trade, embrace globalisation like, say, Bill Clinton did, or launch wars in the
name of protecting human rights or exporting democracy? Could he establish the U.S. hegemony over a
fast-diversifying international system? The forces of history are against him.
 After the Second World War, there was a trans-Atlantic consensus among the ruling elites of North
America and western Europe on how to tackle the challenges from the Soviet Union.
 Now, there is no such consensus on how to tackle the challenges they face. There could be broad
agreements on issues such as climate change or the fight against COVID-19, but on critical strategic
issues such as the rise of China and the challenges from Russia, there is a huge gap between the old
globalists and the new populists.
 Mr. Trump has been defeated, but not Trumpism and the anti-globalist politics it has unleashed. Even if
Mr. Biden overcomes the currents of isolationism at home, he could face similar challenges across the
Atlantic where a bunch illiberal populist leaders and cultural nationalists such as Marine Le Pen of
France, Matteo Salvini of Italy, Norbert Hofer of Austria and Geert Wilders of the Netherlands are on
the ascent. Like Mr. Trump, none of them represents the old order.
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India-Nepal relations
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: As a unique characteristic, Nepal‘s internal political fundamentals continue to shape its foreign
policy choices. In the process, what gets lost is the scope of pursuing ‗enlighted self-interest‘. In such a
scenario, any inbound or outbound delegation is seen from a different prism, and anything discussed or not
equally gives ample space to interpretation and misinterpretation.
Details:
 The year 2020 marked China‘s unprecedented aggression, with an aim to counter India‘s conventional
edge in Nepal and South Asia at large.
 Accordingly, China‘s geo-strategic, economic and infrastructural drives were made tempting to a
precarious Nepal with its fragile democracy and the adulterated ideological standing of the ruling
Communist Party of Nepal (CPN).
 The CPN is a divided house, and publicly, this was known when Nepal‘s Prime Minister K.P. Sharma
Oli dissolved the House of Representatives in late December 2020. The move was termed
‗unconstitutional‘ by the experts and the country‘s Supreme Court is hearing writ petitions against Mr.
Oli. In fact, the Court has called for ‗serious constitutional interpretation‘. This merits to be seen even as
a moral denial of the Oli government‘s stature as a ‗caretaker government‘.
 Amidst the domestic political chaos, the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Nepal, Pradeep Kumar Gyawali
(picture), visited New Delhi for the sixth meeting of the India-Nepal Joint Commission on January 15,
2021, that was co-chaired by the External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar.
Business as usual
 The keenly awaited meeting proved to be more focused on confidence-building measures such as
exchanges of courteous remarks on significant and concrete progress made since the last meeting of the
Joint Commission in taking forward several bilateral initiatives, and the close cooperation between the
two sides in combating the COVID-19 pandemic.
 An early provision of vaccines to Nepal was positively considered by India. On the development
partnership front, the expansion of the Motihari-Amlekhganj petroleum products pipeline to Chitwan
and the establishment of a new pipeline on the eastern side connecting Siliguri to Jhapa in Nepal formed
a part of the discussions.
 For the upgraded first passenger railway line between India and Nepal from Jaynagar to Kurtha via
Janakpur, the elusive operating procedures for commencement of train services have been discussed.
Other ―cross-border rail connectivity projects, including a possible Raxaul-Kathmandu broad gauge
railway line‖, were also discussed.
 The Joint Commission laid emphasis on the need for facilitating cross-border movement of people and
goods, thus giving the sub-regional cooperation, its actual due. The recently inaugurated Integrated
Check Posts (ICPs) at Birgunj and Biratnagar have helped in the seamless movement of people and trade
between the two countries.
 The construction of a third integrated check post at Nepalgunj has already commenced, while the new
integrated check post at Bhairahwa would begin shortly. Since Nepal relies on India‘s seaports in a big
way for trading, and goods are transported by road, the integrated check posts are expected to ease trade
and transit.
 The joint hydropower projects, including the proposed Pancheshwar Multipurpose Project, should get
positive momentum following this round of meeting. India‘s support to two more cultural heritage
projects in Nepal, namely, the Pashupatinath Riverfront Development and the Bhandarkhal Garden
Restoration in Patan Durbar is significant in the times when China is exploring all avenues to disrupt
Nepal‘s natural choice in policy-making.
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Moving away from the recent hiatus, Nepal expressed support for India‘s permanent membership of an
expanded UN Security Council (UNSC) to reflect the changed balance of power. The next meeting of
the Joint Commission in Nepal should be crucial in giving a new direction to the bilateral ties, keeping a
balance between change and continuity.

Stirrings for change
 Notwithstanding the Nepali side‘s demand to include the boundary in the Joint Commission Meeting,
India made it clear to find a fresh mechanism to resolve any such crucial long-pending issue.
 Apparently, this was not something surprising, however, as Kathmandu had seen certain signals about
this.
 The growing disenchantment among the Nepali masses over the increased centralisation of power,
failure of the Provincial System in addressing the developmental issues, misuse of Presidential authority
by Nepal‘s President Bidya Devi Bhandari, and unprecedented corruption provide ample room for a resetting of Nepal‘s democracy.
 Worryingly, a large section of the people want the ‗cultural Monarchy‘ back to substitute the Presidential
system and a re-establishment of certain traditional ways to governance. While the unusual
developments are taking place in Nepal, there are many who still think that India is comfortable with
some changes as its Nepal policy is heading very clearly towards deeper engagement with all sections.
 The timing of the high-profile visit was strategically important as in the last few months, as Mr. Oli had
categorically placed conditions before engaging with India at the top decision-making level.
 With a possibility of surviving the self-created political stalemate feeble, Mr. Oli is believed to be
receptive towards unexpected changes. This is not something unfounded as one of the key centres of the
pro-monarchy agitation is his constituency in eastern Nepal, Jhapa. In the time of transition, his outreach
to India is being seen in such contexts.
 A great survivor so far, he is believed to be open to gaining a new ground of support from different
quarters including India. His China connection has been artificial and failed him at times, and he knows
this better than anyone else.
 It is equally true that he has failed China too at times; by breaking even the cosmetic ‗Communist unity‘
in Nepal, he has finally made China‘s hyper-interventionism a wasted effort.
 Democracy in Nepal is achieved, not ascribed, and Nepal and its people deserve a better deal than what
has been offered by the Oli-Bhandari duo. Like many other democracies across the world, Nepal‘s
democracy has been affected with an extreme rise in majoritarian sentiments.
 Nepal cannot afford to enter in another round of political instability, and those who have commanding
authority to spearhead India-Nepal bilateral relations must give a humane consideration to it. At the
crossroads, Nepal needs action and to come to term with realities.

GS III

Shadow entrepreneurship
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Recently, a professor at a business school allegedly misused his faculty position to provide fake
certificates to students whom he had compelled to attend an online course that he taught. He essentially took
advantage of India‘s rising pre-pandemic gig economy in education. When authorities at the institution
discovered the racket, they suspended him. This is a cautionary tale for the global rise of shadow
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entrepreneurship, not just in education but other sectors such as finance (for easy loans), the betting
economy (online games) and healthcare (e-pharmacies). Given the potential perverse consequences of
shadow entrepreneurship in the long run for consumer welfare, regulation is needed to monitor quality of
services.
Supply and demand shock
 What might drive the rise of shadow entrepreneurship? When there is a supply and demand shock as
momentous as COVID-19, a new market may open up to tackle the shifting inwards of markets, owing
to rising prices and lower quantities available.
 Shadow entrepreneurs, offering the allure of technology-mediated services, can help release the
associated distortions and frictions in the market by offering complementary services that traditional
service providers may be constrained to offer or consumers might not be able to access due to lockdown
constraints.
 This could produce a redistribution of old consumers towards these new markets provided through
technology and also entry of new consumers. While markets may self-correct using the invisible hand
principles, the initial spike in demand and ensuing lock-in effects might imply higher market power for
early movers.
 The manifestation of such market power will happen through a variety of ways beyond the obvious price
setting effects. Small firms will get acquired by large firms. First movers in the space with deep pockets
could generate irrationally high valuations. This may also show up with cross-border and national
security implications as recently reported about shady loans being provided by Chinese instant loan
providers online.
 Such technology-mediated shadow entrepreneurial platforms could also harbour less than safe spaces as
is happening with harassment in Indian telemedicine platforms.
 It will also mean that unscrupulous individuals who are not entrepreneurs per se but are complementary
service providers will potentially take more advantage of these post-pandemic market constraints,
extracting money from consumers by means such as document forgery.
 Clearly, while such shadow entrepreneurialism may spike short-run welfare effects with technology
mediated access, they could create perverse welfare consequences in the long run.
The way forward
 What is then the way forward to regulate such activity? As research by Amit Seru at Stanford University
and his colleagues found through studying shadow finance in the U.S., or research by the Indian Institute
of Management, Ahmedabad found in the world of private coaching houses in Indian education, strong
monitoring of quality would be essential.
 This needs to be complemented with non-compliance being punishable with a jail term, clamping down
on services and related strict consequences. Those shadow firms that comply are more than welcome to
join the dominant mode of service delivery with non-shadow firms. But without regulation, the situation
could spiral out of control, given monitoring needs of public goods distribution for the developing world.
 There also needs to be an associated harmonisation of activities between competition authorities of
governments (in India‘s case the Ministry of Corporate Affairs in regulating shadow entrepreneurship
and government departments in healthcare, education or finance).
 The big question though is, caught in the stress and fatigue of trying to manage the virus, will
governments worldwide pay attention? If not, we may be in for the non-COVID-19 adverse welfare
consequences of COVID-19, given the rise in shadow entrepreneurship around the world.
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Balance sheet of a bad bank
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The idea of setting up a bad bank to resolve the growing problem of non-performing assets
(NPAs), or loans on which borrowers have defaulted, is back on the table. With commercial banks set to
witness a spike in NPAs, or bad loans, in the wake of the contraction in the economy as a result of the
Covid-19 pandemic, Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Governor Shaktikanta Das recently agreed to look at the
proposal for the creation of a bad bank.
What’s a bad bank and how does it work?
 A bad bank conveys the impression that it will function as a bank but has bad assets to start with.
Technically, a bad bank is an asset reconstruction company (ARC) or an asset management company
that takes over the bad loans of commercial banks, manages them and finally recovers the money over a
period of time.
 The bad bank is not involved in lending and taking deposits, but helps commercial banks clean up their
balance sheets and resolve bad loans. The takeover of bad loans is normally below the book value of the
loan and the bad bank tries to recover as much as possible subsequently.
 Former RBI Governor Raghuram Rajan had opposed the idea of setting up a bad bank in which banks
hold a majority stake.
 US-based Mellon Bank created the first bad bank in 1988, after which the concept has been implemented
in other countries including Sweden, Finland, France and Germany. However, resolution agencies or
ARCs set up as banks, which originate or guarantee lending, have ended up turning into reckless lenders
in some countries.
Do we need a bad bank?
 The idea gained currency during Rajan‘s tenure as RBI Governor. The RBI had then initiated an asset
quality review (AQR) of banks and found that several banks had suppressed or hidden bad loans to show
a healthy balance sheet.
 However, the idea remained on paper amid lack of consensus on the efficacy of such an institution.
ARCs have not made any impact in resolving bad loans due to many procedural issues.
 Now, with the pandemic hitting the banking sector, the RBI fears a spike in bad loans in the wake of a
six-month moratorium it has announced to tackle the economic slowdown.
What is the stand of the RBI and government on a bad bank?
 While the RBI did not show much enthusiasm about a bad bank all these years, there are signs that it can
look at the idea now. Last week, Governor Das indicated that the RBI can consider the idea of a bad
bank to tackle bad loans. In recent months, the Finance Ministry too has been receptive to the idea.
 Viral Acharya, when he was the RBI Deputy Governor, had said it would be better to limit the objective
of these asset management companies to the orderly resolution of stressed assets, followed by a graceful
exit.
 Acharya suggested two models to solve the problem of stressed assets.
o The first is a private asset management company (PAMC), which is said to be suitable for
stressed sectors where the assets are likely to have an economic value in the short run, with
moderate levels of debt forgiveness.
o The second model is the National Asset Management Company (NAMC), which would be
necessary for sectors where the problem is not just one of excess capacity but possibly also of
economically unviable assets in the short to medium terms.
Will a bad bank solve the problem of NPAs?
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Despite a series of measures by the RBI for better recognition and provisioning against NPAs, as well as
massive doses of capitalisation of public sector banks by the government, the problem of NPAs
continues in the banking sector, especially among the weaker banks.
As the Covid-related stress pans out in the coming months, proponents of the concept feel that a
professionally-run bad bank, funded by the private lenders and supported the government, can be an
effective mechanism to deal with NPAs.
The bad bank concept is in some ways similar to an ARC but is funded by the government initially, with
banks and other investors co-investing in due course. The presence of the government is seen as a means
to speed up the clean-up process.
Many other countries had set up institutional mechanisms such as the Troubled Asset Relief Programme
(TARP) in the US to deal with a problem of stress in the financial system.

Has the banking system made any proposal?
 The banking sector, led by the Indian Banks‘ Association, had submitted a proposal last May for setting
up a bad bank to resolve the NPA problem, proposing equity contribution from the government and
banks.
 The proposal was also discussed at the Financial Stability and Development Council (FSDC) meeting,
but it did not find favour with the government which preferred a market-led resolution process. The
banking industry‘s proposal was based on an idea proposed by a panel on faster resolution of stressed
assets in public sector banks headed by former Punjab National Bank Chairman Sunil Mehta.
 This panel had proposed a company, Sashakt India Asset Management, for resolving large bad loans two
years ago.
 The idea of a bad bank was discussed in 2018 too, but it never took shape. During the pandemic, banks
and India Inc were also pitching for one-time restructuring of loans and NPA reclassification norms from
90 days to 180 days as relief measures to tackle the impact of the lockdown and the slowdown in the
economy.
 Currently, loans in which the borrower fails to pay principal and/or interest charges within 90 days are
classified as NPAs and provisioning is made accordingly.
How serious is the NPA issue in the wake of the pandemic?
 Bad loans in the system are expected to balloon in the wake of contraction in the economy and the
problems being faced by many sectors.
 The RBI noted in its recent Financial Stability Report that the gross NPAs of the banking sector are
expected to shoot up to 13.5% of advances by September 2021, from 7.5% in September 2020, under the
baseline scenario, as ―a multi-speed recovery is struggling to gain traction‖ amidst the pandemic.
 The report warned that if the macroeconomic environment worsens into a severe stress scenario, the ratio
may escalate to 14.8%. Among bank groups, the NPA ratio of PSU banks, which was 9.7% in September
2020, may increase to 16.2% by September 2021 under the baseline scenario.
 The K V Kamath Committee, which helped the RBI with designing a one-time restructuring scheme,
also noted that corporate sector debt worth Rs 15.52 lakh crore has come under stress after Covid-19 hit
India, while another Rs 22.20 lakh crore was already under stress before the pandemic.
 This effectively means Rs 37.72 crore (72% of the banking sector debt to industry) remains under stress.
This is almost 37% of the total non-food bank credit.
 The panel led by Kamath, a veteran banker, has said companies in sectors such as retail trade, wholesale
trade, roads and textiles are facing stress. Sectors that have been under stress pre-Covid include NBFCs,
power, steel, real estate and construction. Setting up a bad bank is seen as crucial against this backdrop.
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5G
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The Department of Telecommunications (DoT) has sought inputs from telcos and other industry
experts on the sale and use of radio frequency spectrum over the next 10 years, including the 5G bands.
What is 5G technology and how is it different?
 5G or fifth generation is the latest upgrade in the long-term evolution (LTE) mobile broadband networks.
5G mainly works in 3 bands, namely low, mid and high frequency spectrum — all of which have their
own uses as well as limitations.
 While the low band spectrum has shown great promise in terms of coverage and speed of internet and
data exchange, the maximum speed is limited to 100 Mbps (Megabits per second). This means that while
telcos can use and install it for commercial cellphone users who may not have specific demands for very
high speed internet, the low band spectrum may not be optimal for specialised needs of the industry.
 The mid-band spectrum, on the other hand, offers higher speeds compared to the low band, but has
limitations in terms of coverage area and penetration of signals. Telcos and companies, which have taken
the lead on 5G, have indicated that this band may be used by industries and specialised factory units for
building captive networks that can be moulded into the needs of that particular industry.
 The high-band spectrum offers the highest speed of all the three bands, but has extremely limited
coverage and signal penetration strength. Internet speeds in the high-band spectrum of 5G has been
tested to be as high as 20 Gbps (giga bits per second), while, in most cases, the maximum internet data
speed in 4G has been recorded at 1 Gbps.
Where does India stand in the 5G technology race?
 On par with the global players, India had, in 2018, planned to start 5G services as soon as possible, with
an aim to capitalise on the better network speeds and strength that the technology promised.
 All the three private telecom players, Reliance Jio Infocomm, Bharti Airtel and Vi, have been urging the
DoT to lay out a clear road map of spectrum allocation and 5G frequency bands, so that they would be
able to plan the roll out of their services accordingly.
 One big hurdle, however, is the lack of flow of cash and adequate capital with at least two of the three
players, namely Bharti Airtel and Vodafone Idea.
 On the other hand, Reliance Jio plans to launch an indigenously built 5G network for the country as
early as the second half of this year. The company is said to have a complete end-to-end 5G solution
prepared by the company itself that is ready for deployment once the networks are in place. This solution
can also be deployed by other telecom operators as a complete managed service.
What is the global progress on 5G?
 More than governments, global telecom companies have started building 5G networks and rolling it out
to their customers on a trial basis. In countries like the US, companies such as AT&T, T-mobile, and
Verizon have taken the lead when it comes to rolling out commercial 5G for their users.
 While some such as AT&T had started testing and deploying the technology as early as 2018, other
companies such as Verizon have followed suit, expanding their 5G ultra-wide broadband services to as
many as 60 cities by the end of 2020. In other countries such as China, some of the telcos such as China
Unicom had started 5G trials as early as 2018, and have since rolled out the commercial services for
users.
 South Korean company Samsung, which had started researching on 5G technology way back in 2011,
has, on the other hand, taken the lead when it comes to building the hardware for 5G networks for
several companies.
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France is facing a lawsuit over climate inaction
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: A Paris court began hearing a landmark case — described by some environmental activists as
―the case of the century‖ — accusing the French government of failing to do enough to halt climate change.
The case is part of a lawsuit launched two years ago by a group of environmental NGOs and backed by over
2.3 million citizens.
Why was the lawsuit filed against the French government?
 The legal case dates back to 2018, when four prominent environmental NGOs — Greenpeace France,
Oxfam France, Notre Affaire à Tous and Nicolas Hulot — filed a formal complaint against the French
government, after a historic petition against climate change garnered a record 2.3 million signatures.
 Unhappy with the response they received, the NGOs launched a lawsuit in March 2019, seeking
symbolic damages of just €1 from the French government. Along with the case, the NGOs presented 100
personal testimonies after collecting over 25,000 online, AFP reported.
 In their lawsuit, the organisations accused the government of failing to live up the commitments it had
made under the Paris Agreement and other national and international climate accords. The NGOs
claimed that the government had repeatedly postponed implementing policies to curb greenhouse gas
emissions, and limit the rise in global temperatures.
 ―Greenhouse gas emissions under this government‘s five-year term dropped at a pace that was twice as
slow as the trajectories foreseen under the law,‖ the NGOs said in a joint statement. The groups hope the
French government will be held responsible for climate inaction following the case, which will set a
precedent for other nations around the world.
 ―We are full of hope for this hearing and the decision that will follow,‖ Jean-Francois Julliard, director
of Greenpeace France, told AFP. ―The icing on the cake would be a decision to urge the state to do more
to put France back on the trajectory of the Paris Agreement.‖
Is France doing enough to combat climate change?
 The Paris Agreement was signed in 2016 by nearly every country in the world, with the aim of limiting
global warming to less than 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. But environmental experts say
that most nations, including France, have failed to meet the commitments laid down in the agreement.
 In December last year, French President Emmanuel Macron announced a referendum to add the fight
against climate change and ecological degradation to the country‘s constitution. He acknowledged that
France had a long way to go before it could achieve its climate-related targets to curb global warming.
 France is still falling short of the national targets to reduce emission as set under the Paris Agreement.
Meanwhile, India happens to be the only G20 nation which is on track to meet its goals as per the
agreement, DW reported.
 A report submitted by France‘s independent advisory council on climate warned that the government had
to work harder to reduce carbon dioxide emissions in the country as it had failed to meet the first official
objective of its 2015-18 carbon budget. During this period, annual emissions dropped by a minuscule 1.1
per cent, which was much less than planned, the Guardian reported. The government would have to
triple the rate of decrease to meet its targets by 2025, the report stated.
 While France has pledged to reduce its emissions by 40 per cent by 2030, experts have said it has far
exceeded its carbon budgets and not done enough to make buildings more energy efficient, or to develop
renewable energy.
How has the French government responded to the lawsuit?
 The French Environment Ministry denied that it failed to comply with its legal obligations to fight
climate change and called for the case to be dismissed, CNN reported. France argued that it could not be
held ―solely responsible‖ for climate change in the country.
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―France makes up around 1% of the world‘s population and emits around 1% of the planet‘s greenhouse
gases each year,‖ the government wrote in its defence. It argued that a substantial part of the country‘s
pollution comes from ―industrial and agricultural activities‖ as well as from ―individual choices and
decisions which it is not always possible to influence‖.
Speaking at the One Planet Summit in Kenyan capital Nairobi last year, President Macron said he did
not believe the lawsuit would lead anywhere, Reuters reported. ―The solution is in all of us. On this
issue, it is not the People vs. The Government. This nonsense should stop,‖ he said. ―We all must act.
Governments must act. Major enterprises must act. Investors must act. Citizens must act. All together.‖

Have other countries faced lawsuits over the climate crisis?
 According to a report published by the Grantham Institute and the London School of Economics in 2019,
climate action lawsuits against governments are becoming a popular phenomenon worldwide. Lawsuits
have been launched against governments and corporates in at least 28 countries.
 While the United States is the leader in climate litigation, with over 1,023 cases, the study found that
other nations were quickly catching up.
 In 2015, a Dutch environmental group called the Urgenda Foundation, joined by 900 Dutch citizens,
sued the Netherlands government for doing little to prevent global climate change. The District Court in
the Hague ordered the country to limit greenhouse gas emissions to 25 per cent below 1990 levels by
2020, finding the government‘s existing pledge of 17 per cent insufficient to meet UN goals.
 In October 2019, the German government faced its first climate inaction lawsuit. With the help of
Greenpeace, a group of German farmers filed a case against the government after they noticed that their
annual yields were reducing due to extended droughts.
 Berlin‘s administrative court, however, later dismissed their argument stating that a 2014 Cabinet
decision to cut the country‘s emissions by 40 per cent was not legally binding and had been replaced by
new targets.

Diet to save the Environment
(Source: Down to Earth )
Context: A growing body of scientific evidence suggests our dietary habits are putting way too much
pressure on the environment.
Details:
 It is the world‘s largest production line: Starts with growing and harvesting crops, moves on to
processing food, then transporting and marketing it; eventually the consumption and disposal of the
waste. But the process that sustains 7.8 billion people also emits 21-37 per cent of all greenhouse gases a
year that can be traced back to human activities.
 This was flagged by Enhancing NDCs For Food Systems Recommendations For Decision-makers, a
September 2020 report by United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in association with nonprofits World Wildlife Fund and EAT as well as policy advisor Climate Focus BV.
 Our food system is thus as polluting as sectors that generate electricity and heat (25 per cent of
greenhouse gases emitted) and industries (21 per cent); it is also more polluting than transportation (14
per cent) and buildings and energy usage (16 per cent). Now, try to gauge the additional emissions as we
churn out more to feed 10 billion mouths by 2050.
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Researchers from the United Kingdom and the United States recently created an experimental model to
estimate emissions from food production. They created
a climate-utopian condition in which all sources of
greenhouse gases other than food production were
halted; it was a world completely shifted to renewable
energy, electric vehicles, sustainable buildings and
non-polluting manufacturing.
Yet, the food system alone contributed enough
greenhouse gases to heat up the planet above the 1.5
degree Celsius target under the Paris Agreement
sometime between 2051 and 2063, they noted in the
November 2020 issue of the journal Science.
This may come as a surprise to those who think of
plants as carbon sinks. It is true that plants remove
carbon dioxide from the atmosphere through
photosynthesis. But they release large amounts of
carbon dioxide when decompose.
Then there are several other stages in a food system
directly or indirectly responsible for carbon emis sions.
For instance, felling forests to make way for farms and
pastures removes a major carbon sink and thus
indirectly contributes to emission load in the
atmosphere.
Running farm machinery on fossil fuels and manufac
turing of agrochemicals and fertilisers too emit
greenhouse gases. Even cattle burps release methane, which is a far more potent greenhouse gas than
carbon dioxide.
According to the September 2020 UNEP assessment:
 Reducing land-use change and conversion of natural habitats alone can lower emissions by 4.6
gigatonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents (GtCO2e) a year
 Reducing food loss and waste, which accounts for 8 per cent of anthropogenic emissions, can
cut emissions by 4.5 GtCO2e
 Improving production methods and reducing methane from livestock can lower emissions by up to
1.44 GtCO2e
 A massive 8 GtCO2e reduction is possible by including a higher proportion of plant-based foods in
the diet than animal-based foods
But the authors of the Science study say global warming cannot be limited to 1.5°C just by employing
any one of the emission reduction strategies. They recommend a dramatic food transformation in
addition to a complete transition away from fossil fuels to avert harmful impacts of climate change.
The onus is now on the food plate. Unfortunately, unlike other emission-intensive sectors where cleaner
and viable alternatives are available for switching to low-carbon energy — electricity can be sourced
from photovoltaic systems instead of coal-based power plants; one can use electric vehicles instead of
diesel cars — the ways to decarbonise food are less clear. Carbon emissions are integral to the biological
system. Besides, one cannot just stop eating.
Since 2018, scientists from world over have been working overtime to understand the unexplored links
between food systems, human health and climate change, and figure out how and where this essential
element of life has gone awry.
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What needs to be done?
 The commission brought together 37 leading scientists from worldwide to answer one question: Can we
feed a future population of 10 billion people a healthy diet within planetary boundaries? It set global
targets for food systems that are environmentally sustainable and benefit human health.
 Since all of the 14GtCO2e from the food system cannot be eliminated by 2050, as it is intrinsic to the
biological processes in plants and animals, the commission has set the planetary boundary for food
production emissions, or carbon budget, at a maximum of 5GtCO2e. The remaining 9Gt would need to
be mitigated through activities like shifting diets, changes in production practic es, decarbonising food
value chain and reducing food loss and waste.
 However, no combination of improved productivity and reduced waste is sufficient to bring greenhouse
gas emissions within the planetary boundary under the ―business as usual‖ dietary scenario. The
commission has thus proposed the first global diet, Planetary Health Diet, which can reduce urban
emissions by 60 per cent in 10 years.
 This diet is based on healthy and sustainable ingredients produced within planetary boundaries and
adaptable to local contexts. It discourages over-consumption of any food to the extent that it impacts
biodiv ersity, environment and human health, and proposes a shift to more plant-based diets and reduce
consumption of meat-based diets.

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/


Transformation to healthy diets by 2050 will require substantial dietary shifts. Global consumption of
fruits, vegetables, nuts and legumes will have to double, and consumption of foods such as red meat and
sugar will have to be reduced by more than 50 per cent.

Way Forward
 In July 2020, EAT published a report which says some countries are more responsible for the emissions
from the food system; most of these are
in G20 bloc. The study, Diets for a
Better Future, has calculated the foodprint of each G20 country and found
that the bloc, representing 10 per cent of
the countries and 64 per cent of the
global population, accounts for 75 per
cent of the global food-emissions.
 EAT says increasing consumption of
fruits, vegetables, legumes and nuts and
lowering consumption of meat and dairy
that goes beyond current national
dietary guidelines (NDG) would reduce
the G20 food-print to 40 per cent of the
carbon budget for food. However,
NDGs of G20 countries will have to be
ambitious enough to free up part of the
carbon budget for food to create space
for poor countries so that they improve
diets and increase their consumption of
animal-source
foods
to
tackle
undernutrition
without
further
destroying the planet.
 A similar report by WWF in October
2020 also highlights that global
cooperation would be imperative to
ensure a healthy population in a healthy
planet. For instance, Malawi has to
increase its consumption of dairy, fish,
and fruits and vegetables to reduce the
prevalence of under-five overwei ght and under-five wasting, says the report that analysed food
consumption patterns in 147 countries and six regions and NDGs of 75 countries.
 This would lead to an increase in per capita emissions by 30 per cent. This can be compensated by
countries like Sweden, Australia, Argentina, Brazil and France who need to reduce food-emissions.
Sweden‘s per capita food-emissions are over double Malawi‘s. To reduce it by 50 per cent, Sweden
would need to reduce consumption of red meat by 90 per cent and dairy by 69 per cent, notes the report
Bending the Curve: Restorative Power of Planet-Based Diets.
 Both the reports, however, highlight that NDGs are not aligned with those of a healthy diet and most
countries are not ambitious enough to bring food systems within planetary boundaries. While the EATLancet Commission says countries will have to make an effort to mitigate the 9GtCO2e emissions
outside the carbon budget for food, the WWF report says current NDGs would help reduce it only by
1Gt.
 Dietary changes take place at the local level, so it is important to translate the global agenda into
actionable national-level analysis.
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Working on NDGs now is crucial as over 100 countries have developed or are developing their
guidelines. So far some countries have taken the first step towards this (including planet-based diet in
NDGs). We need to identify champion countries where governments are supporting to make this change.
When countries see that other countries are doing it, they would be willing to make this change.
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Current Affairs Quiz
1. Consider the following statements regarding Forest Fires.
1. Forest Fires occur most commonly in Chir Pine forests.
2. Forest fires increase organic matter in the soil and prevent soil erosion.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: a)
Forest fires may destroy organic matter in the soil and expose the top layer to erosion.
2. Which of the following statement/s is/are incorrect?
1. Every two years, the United Nations General Assembly elects all the ten non-permanent members of
the UN Security Council (UNSC) at once.
2. The ten non-permanent member seats are distributed among different regions of the world and
African and Asian countries together get half of the seats.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: a)
Each year, the General Assembly elects five non-permanent members out of a total of 10, for a two-year
term.
3. Consider the following statements with respect to India Innovation Index 2020
1. The index seeks to rank states and Union Territories based on their relative performance of
supporting innovation.
2. It is released by Ministry of Commerce and Industries.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : a
 NITI Aayog will release the second edition of its India Innovation Index 2020.
4. Cherry Blossom Mao Festival is celebrated in a. Arunachal Pradesh
b. Manipur
c. Nagaland
d. Assam
Answer : b
5. Desert Knight-21 is a bilateral Air exercise between India and which of the following country?
a. Russia
b. France
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c. Mangolia
d. Saudi Arabia
Answer : b
6. Which of the following statement/s is/are incorrect with respect to CAFE-2 Regulations
1. It aims at improving fuel efficiency of vehicles by lowering Sulphur dioxide (SO2) Emissions.
2. It is calculated based on data from actual on-road performance of vehicles.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
CAFE-2 Regulations
 CAFE or Corporate Average Fuel Efficiency/Economy regulations are in force in many advanced as
well as developing nations, including India.
 They aim at lowering fuel consumption (or improving fuel efficiency) of vehicles by lowering Carbon
dioxide (CO2) emissions, thus serving the twin purposes of reducing dependence on oil for fuel and
controlling pollution.
 CAFE standards are calculated by a production-weighted average of mileage ratings across a
manufacturer's fleet; they are not based on data from actual on-road performance.
7. Which of the following statement(s) is/are correct with respect to Asmi Weapon
1. It is a Rocket indigenously developed by Bharat Dynamics.
2. 3D Printing process has been used in designing and prototyping of various parts of the weapon.
Select the correct answer using the codes given below:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
Asmi Weapon
 Recently, the Ministry of Defence has launched India‘s first indigenous Machine Pistol, named Asmi.
 It has been jointly developed by Defence Research & Development Organisation (DRDO) and Indian
Army.
 It is designed by Infantry School, and DRDO‘s Armament Research & Development Establishment
(ARDE).
8. Consider the following statements regarding Open Skies Treaty (OST).
1. Open Skies Treaty (OST) is an accord between member countries that allows participants to fly
armed reconnaissance flights over any part of the fellow member states.
2. Under the treaty, a member state can ―spy‖ on any part of the host nation, with the latter‘s consent.
3. United States and Russia are members of the Open Skies Treaty.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 2 only
c) 2 and 3 only
d) 3 only
Answer: b)
 Russia announced that it was leaving the Open Skies Treaty (OST), an accord that allows participants to
fly unarmed reconnaissance flights over any part of their fellow member states.
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In November, 2020 the United States left the OST first after accusing Russia of violating the pact–
allegations that Russia denied. Moscow has now blamed Washington for its own decision of leaving the
treaty.

9. Which of the following statements is/are correct regarding Bad Bank?
1. A bad bank is an asset reconstruction company (ARC) that takes over the bad loans of commercial
banks, manages them and finally recovers the money over a period of time.
2. Bad bank is also involved in lending and taking deposits.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: a)
 The bad bank is not involved in lending and taking deposits, but helps commercial banks clean up their
balance sheets and resolve bad loans. The takeover of bad loans is normally below the book value of the
loan and the bad bank tries to recover as much as possible subsequently.
10. Consider the following statements regarding 5G Technology.
1. 5G or fifth generation is the latest upgrade in the long-term evolution (LTE) mobile broadband
networks.
2. 5G only works in high frequency spectrum.
3. 5G is set to be as much as 100 times faster than 4G.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 2 and 3 only
c) 1 and 3 only
d) 1, 2 and 3
Answer: c)
 5G mainly works in 3 bands, namely low, mid and high frequency spectrum — all of which have their
own uses as well as limitations.
11. Darfur Province, often seen in the news recently is located ina. Israel
b. Sudan
c. Yemen
d. Saudi Arabia
Answer : b
12. Consider the following statements with respect to Lumpy Skin Disease
1. It is a fungal disease of cattle that is spread by biting insects.
2. Humans are not at risk of developing lumpy skin disease, even if they are in contact with the infected
animal.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
It is a viral disease.
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13. First wildlife sanctuary exclusively for wolves is to be setup in a. Himachal Pradesh
b. Karnataka
c. Maharashtra
d. Madhya Pradesh
Answer : b
14. Which of the following statements is/are correct with respect to National Disaster Response Force
(NDRF)
1. It was constituted in 2006 for the purpose of specialized response to natural and man-made disasters.
2. The personnel of NDRF can also be deployed for routine law and order duties.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : a
 The personnel of NDRF cannot be deployed for routine law and order duties.
15. Ratle Hydro Electric (HE) Project is located on which of the following rivers?
a. River Kosi
b. River Chenab
c. River Hooghly
d. River Subansiri
Answer : b
16. Which of the following Indian State has launched ―MICE‖ Tourism policy 2021-25?
a. Jammu and Kashmir
b. Maharashtra
c. Gujarat
d. Uttar Pradesh
Answer : c
17. Consider the following statements regarding United Nations Security Council (UNSC).
1. It is the only UN body with the authority to issue binding resolutions to member states.
2. All decisions of the UNSC must be approved by the UN General Assembly to be enforced.
3. It recommends new states for admission as member states of the United Nations (UN).
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 2 and 3 only
c) 1 and 3 only
d) 1, 2 and 3
Answer: c)
 Decisions that are vetoed by the P-5 cannot be submitted for the review of the UNGA. Also, the UNSC
is the authority under the UN charter to take action in situations threatening international peace and
security.
18. With respect to Exercise Kavach 2021, which of the following statements is/are correct?
1. It is a joint military exercise between India and Thailand.
2. The exercise is being conducted under the aegis of the Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC).
Select the correct answer code:
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a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
Exercise Kavach
 It is a large scale joint military exercise involving assets of Indian Army, Indian Navy, Indian Air Force
and Indian Coast Guard.
19. Which of the following released Adaptation Gap Report 2020 recently?
a. UN Environment Programme (UNEP)
b. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
c. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
d. World Meteorological Organization (WMO)
Answer : a
20. Consider the following statements regarding Urban heat island (UHI).
1. An urban heat island (UHI) is an urban area that is significantly warmer than its surrounding rural
areas due to human activities.
2. The effect of Urban heat island is more severe during daytime than in night time.
3. The UHI decreases air quality by increasing the production of pollutants such as ozone, and
decreases water quality.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 2 and 3 only
c) 1 and 3 only
d) All of the above
Answer: c)
 The temperature difference is usually larger at night than during the day, and is most apparent when
winds are weak.
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The kind of an agri-food policy that India need
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: According to Ashok Gulati, the Infosys Chair Professor for Agriculture at ICRIER and member of
the Supreme Court-appointed expert panel to discuss the three contentious farm laws with protesting
farmers, India needs to frame an optimal agri-food policy to address both short-run and long-term
challenges.
How does one design an optimal agri-food policy?
 Such a policy must have at least four touchstones.
o One, it should be able to produce enough food, feed and fibre for its large population. In this
regard, the best step is to invest in R&D for agriculture, and its extension from laboratories to
farms and irrigation facilities. It is believed that developing countries should invest at least one
per cent of their agri-GDP in agri-R&D and extension. India invests about half.
o Two, it should do so in a manner that not only protects the environment — soil, water, air, and
biodiversity — but achieves higher production with global competitiveness. This can be done by
switching from the highly subsidised input price policy (power, water, fertilisers) and MSP/FRP
policy for paddy, wheat and sugarcane, to more income support policies linked to saving water,
soil and air quality.
o Third, it should enable seamless movement of food from farm to fork, keeping marketing costs
low, save on food losses in supply chains and provide safe and fresh food to consumers. This
segment has been crying for reforms for decades, especially with respect to bringing about
efficiency in agri-marketing and lowering transaction costs.
o And, finally, consumers should get safe and nutritious food at affordable prices. The public
distribution of food, through PDS, that relies on rice and wheat, and that too at more than 90 per
cent subsidy over costs of procurement, stocking and distribution, is not helping much, .

Youth protests in Tunisia
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: A growing groundswell of youth unrest, tapping into a well of economic frustration, is sweeping
Tunisia and worrying its leadership all the way to the top. It is, after all, the country that triggered the 2011
Arab Spring revolutions.
What are they protesting?
 The precise causes are unclear, but the dire economic outlook of the stagnant North African country is at
the heart of the dissatisfaction.
 Carrying placards such as “Employment is a right, not a favor,” the protesters are angry over the broken
promises of democratically elected President Kaïs Saied and his government, which hasn’t been able to
turn around an economy on the verge of bankruptcy.
 Ten years after the history-making revolution, whose slogan was “employment, freedom and dignity,”
Tunisians feel they have anything but that. A third of Tunisia’s youth are unemployed and a fifth of the
country lives under the poverty line, according to the National Institute of Statistics.
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Young people don’t remember the repression under Ben Ali, and want job opportunities. They’re
communicating this common frustration via social media, like in neighboring Algeria, where a youth-led
protest movement forced its longtime leader out of power in 2019.

Why has the pandemic made things worse?
 The country’s disparate lockdown restrictions and a nightly curfew since October to contain the spread
of COVID-19 has exacerbated tensions.
 The pandemic has especially hurt Tunisia’s key tourism sector, once powered by its beautiful historic
cities and white sandy beaches.\
 Flights have been grounded and potential tourists face lockdowns at home and a general reluctance to
travel when contagious virus variants are racing through nations and continents.
How are authorities responding?
 Amnesty International has implored Tunisian authorities to use restraint in calming tensions and uphold
the rights of the many hundreds who have been detained, but authorities have been increasingly reliant
on the army for help and have used tear gas against protesters.
 The Interior Ministry has justified the robust police response as necessary “to protect the physical
integrity of citizens and public and private goods.”
Are Islamist forces behind the protests?
 Saied, the conservative president, tried to speak directly to the protesters.
 He warned the protesters against extremist Islamist forces “acting in the shadows” who he claimed are
trying to ferment chaos and destabilize the democratically elected government.
 It’s unclear if this is simply a way to shift blame away from his government for the unrest, or if Islamist
forces are really behind the movement. Saied himself is an outsider who won with support from
moderate Islamists.
 The leader of Tunisia’s influential Islamist-inspired Ennahda party, Rached Ghannouchi, has condemned
the recent “acts of looting and vandalism.”
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Prelims
NATIONAL

Passage of Bills/ laws in Parliament
(Source: The Indian Express )
Context: In the ongoing stalemate between protesting farmers and the Centre, the government has repeated
its offer of keeping the three contentious farm laws on hold for one to one-and-a-half years, while the
farmers have rejected the offer and insisted that the laws be repealed. Over the years, Parliament has
repealed several laws — and there have also been precedents of the government not bringing a law into
force for several years after it has been passed.
Bringing/removing a law
 Parliament has the power to make a law and to remove it from the statute books (a law can be struck
down by the judiciary if it is unconstitutional). But the passing of a Bill does not mean that it will start
working from the next day.
 There are three more steps for it to become a functioning law.
o The first step is the President giving his or her assent to the Bill.
o Then the law comes into effect from a particular date.
o And finally, the government frames the rules and regulations to make the law operational on the
ground. The completion of these steps determines when the law becomes functional.
 The first step is the simplest. Article 111 of the Constitution specifies that the President can either sign
off on the Bill or withhold his consent. The President rarely withholds their assent to a Bill. The last time
it happened was in 2006 when President A P J Abdul Kalam refused to sign a Bill protecting MPs from
disqualification for holding an office of profit. A Bill is sent to Parliament for reconsideration if the
President withholds his or her assent on it. And if Parliament sends it back to the President, he or he has
no choice but to approve it.
 Most Bills receive the President‘s approval in a few days. President Ram Nath Kovind signed the three
farm Bills into law within a week of their passing in September 2020. In 1986, President Zail Singh
made use of a loophole in the Constitution. A Bill criticised for violating the privacy of personal
correspondence was sent to him for approval seven months before the end of his term. The Constitution
does not specify a time limit for the President to approve a Bill. So President Singh decided not to take
any action on the Bill until the end of his term.
 The next step is deciding the date on which the law comes into effect. In many cases, Parliament
delegates to the government the power to determine this date.
 The Bill states that the law ―shall come into force on such date as the Central Government may, by
notification in the Official Gazette, appoint and different dates may be appointed for different provisions
of this Act‖. For example, Parliament passed the Recycling of Ships Act in December 2019. In October
2020, the government brought Section 3 of the law into force. This section empowers the government to
designate an officer to supervise all ship recycling activities in India.
Giving effect to a law
 There are also instances when the government does not bring a law into force for many years. Two
examples are the National Environment Tribunal Act and the Delhi Rent Control Act, which Parliament
passed during Prime Minister P V Narasimha Rao‘s tenure.
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The government never brought these laws into force, which were passed in 1995 and cleared by the
President. The National Green Tribunal Act finally repealed the environmental tribunal law in 2010. And
a Bill to repeal the Delhi Rent Control Act introduced in 2013 is still pending in Rajya Sabha.
There are also multiple instances where a law specifies when it will come into effect. The 2013 land
acquisition law put an outer limit of three months for the Centre to bring it into force after the President
approved it.
A Bill can also specify the exact date on which it will come into effect. Bills replacing ordinances
sometimes do that. In such cases, the Bill sets the date on which the President signed the ordinance
(since Parliament was not in session) as the day the law will come into force. For example, the law
banning e-cigarettes came into effect from September 18, 2019 (Ordinance date) after Parliament passed
the Bill to replace the Ordinance on December 2, 2019. Similarly, the three farm Bills replacing their
ordinances came into force on June 5, 2020.

Rules & regulations
 A Bill passed by Parliament is the outline of a law. For the law to start working on the ground,
individuals need to be recruited or given the power, to administer it. The implementing ministry also
needs to finalise forms to gather information and provide benefits or services.
 These day-to-day operational details are called rules and regulations. And Parliament gives the
government the responsibility of making them. These regulations are critical for the functioning of law.
 If the government does not make rules and regulations, a law or parts of it will not get implemented. The
Benami Transactions Act of 1988 is an example of a complete law remaining unimplemented in the
absence of regulations. The law gave the government power to confiscate benami properties. For 25
years, such properties were immune from seizure in the absence of framing relevant government rules.
The law was finally repealed in 2016 and replaced with a new one.
 Parliament has recommended that the government make rules within six months of passing a law. But
parliamentary committees have observed that this recommendation is ―being followed in breach by
various ministries‖.
 The government not only has the power to make rules but can also suppress rules made by it earlier. In
the case of farm laws, the government has made some rules in October 2020.

POCSO Act
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The Nagpur Bench of the Bombay High Court acquitted a man of charges under the Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act and convicted him under a “minor offence” of the Indian
Penal Code (IPC).
Salient features of the POCSO Act
 ―Children‖ according to the Act are individuals aged below 18 years. The Act is gender-neutral.
 Different forms of sexual abuse including but not limited to sexual harassment, pornography, penetrative
& non-penetrative assault are defined in the Act.
 Sexual assault is deemed to be ―aggravated‖ under certain circumstances such as when the child is
mentally ill. Also when the abuse is committed by the person in a position of trust such as a doctor,
teacher, policeman, family member.
 Adequate provisions are made to avoid re-victimization of the Child at the hands of the judicial system.
The Act assigns a policeman in the role of child protector during the investigation process.
 The Act stipulates that such steps must be taken which makes the investigation process as child-friendly
as possible and the case is disposed of within one year from the date of reporting of the offence.
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The Act provides for the establishment of Special Courts for the trial of such offences and matters
related to it.
Under section 45 of the Act, the power to make rules lies with the central government.
To monitor the implementation of the Act, the National Commission for the Protection of Child Rights
(NCPCR) and State Commissions for the Protection of Child Rights (SCPCRs) have been made the
designated authority. Both being statutory bodies.
Section 42 A of the Act provides that in case of inconsistency with provisions of any other law, the
POCSO Act shall override such provisions.
The Act calls for mandatory reporting of sexual offences. A false complaint with intent to defame a
person is punishable under the Act.
An online complaint management system, POCSO e-box was launched in New Delhi by the Union
Ministry of Women and Child development in order to facilitate easy and direct reporting of sexual
offences against children and timely disposal of the cases under POCSO Act 2012.

Sunderbans
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: 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.
Sundarbans Wetlands
th
 This January 30 , the Indian Sundarban was accorded the status of ‗Wetland of International
Importance‘ under the Ramsar Convention.
 It comprises hundreds of islands and a network of rivers, tributaries and creeks in the delta of the Ganga
and the Brahmaputra at the mouth of the Bay of Bengal in India and Bangladesh.
 Located on the southwestern part of the delta, the Indian Sundarban constitutes over 60% of the
country‘s total mangrove forest area.
 It is the 27th Ramsar Site in India, and with an area of 4,23,000 hectares is now the largest protected
wetland in the country.
Richness of Sundarbans
 The Indian Sundarban met four of the nine criteria required for the status of ‗Wetland of International
Importance‘ — presence of rare species and threatened ecological communities, biological diversity,
significant and representative fish and fish spawning ground and migration path.
 The Indian Sundarban, also a UNESCO world heritage site, is home to the Royal Bengal Tiger.
 The Ramsar website points out that the Indian Sundarban is also home to a large number of ―rare and
globally threatened species, such as the critically endangered northern river terrapin (Batagur baska), the
endangered Irrawaddy dolphin (Orcaella brevirostris), and the vulnerable fishing cat (Prionailurus
viverrinus).
 Two of the world‘s four horseshoe crab species, and eight of India‘s 12 species of kingfisher are also
found here.
 Recent studies claim that the Indian Sundarban is home to 2,626 faunal species and 90% of the country‘s
mangrove varieties.
Importance of Ramsar recognition
 The Ramsar status will help to highlight conservation issues of the Sundarbans at the international level.
 The part of the Sundarban delta, which lies in Bangladesh, was accorded the status of a Ramsar site in
1992, and with Indian Sundarban getting it too, international cooperation between the two countries for
the protection of this unique ecosystem will increase.
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This could lead to a better conservation strategy for flagship species such as the tiger and the northern
river terrapin.

Extra Dose: Ramsar Convention
 The Convention on Wetlands of International Importance (better known as the Ramsar Convention) is an
international agreement promoting the conservation and wise use of wetlands.
 It is the only global treaty to focus on a single ecosystem.
 The convention was adopted in the Iranian city of Ramsar in 1971 and came into force in 1975.
 Traditionally viewed as a wasteland or breeding ground of disease, wetlands actually provide freshwater
and food, and serve as nature‘s shock absorber.
 Wetlands, critical for biodiversity, are disappearing rapidly, with recent estimates showing that 64% or
more of the world‘s wetlands have vanished since 1900.
 Major changes in land use for agriculture and grazing, water diversion for dams and canals and
infrastructure development are considered to be some of the main causes of loss and degradation of
wetlands.

Maharashtra’s jail tourism initiative
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: On Republic Day, the Prison Department of Maharashtra launched its jail tourism initiative
starting with more than 150-year-old Yerawada Central Prison in Pune.
Historical significance of Yerawada Prison
 Constructed in 1866, Yerawada Central Prison is the largest jail in Maharashtra and one of the largest
maximum security prisons in the country.
 Many leaders of the Indian independence movement were incarcerated in this prison, which now has an
inmate population of close to 5,000. Spread over 500 acres, the prison complex also has a minimum
security open jail and a women‘s jail on its premises. In Maharashtra, there are 16 functioning prisons
that were built in the 19th century, the oldest being Byculla District Prison in Mumbai which started in
1840.
 The number of prisons built in the pre-independence era is 26, which includes Swatantrapur Open Jail
Colony set up in 1939, where some scenes of V Shantaram classic Do Aankhen Bara Haath (1957) were
filmed.
 Many of these prisons in Maharashtra housed leaders of the independence struggle and countless
freedom fighters. Notable among those — along with the Yerawada Prison — are the Thane, Nashik,
Dhule and Ratnagiri jails — which will be added to jail tourism initiative in subsequent phases,
according to officials.
 Mahatma Gandhi was imprisoned at Yerawada jail three times — from March 1922 to February 1924,
from January 1932 to May 1933, and for three days in August 1933, according to prison records.
Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak was jailed here between January 1898 and February 1899, Pandit
Motilal Nehru between August 1930 and December 1930, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru between August
1930 and October 1930, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel twice, between August 1930 and November 1930, and
January 1932 and August 1933, Sarojini Naidu for 12 days in December 1940 and Subhas Chandra Bose
between April and May 1936.
 The barracks where these leaders were housed during their terms have now been preserved. The cell
where Mahatma Gandhi was lodged is called the Gandhi Yard, which is also the place where the historic
Poona Pact between Gandhi and Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar was signed. The mango tree under which the
two leaders held talks, stands in the Gandhi Yard even today.
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What will the jail tourism entail?
 Yerawada Jail has two historic yards, which are groups of cells, named after Gandhi and Tilak, which
will be part of the tour for the visitors. These yards do not house inmates.
 The visitors will also get to see the faasi yard, the area where the death sentence is executed. This is the
place where Chapekar brothers were executed in 1899 for assassination of British Plague Commissioner
of Pune WC Rand. The last execution that the faasi yard witnessed was in November 2012 of Ajmal
Kasab, a convict of 26/11 attacks, who was buried inside the prison premises.
 Considering the security and COVID-related safety concerns, initially only 50 persons will be allowed to
visit the prison everyday. Currently, only groups from school, colleges or registered organisations will
be allowed following an application made to Yerawada Prison superintendent, one week in advance. The
prison administration has prohibited researchers working on prison or related issues to visit the premises
under the scheme.
 People will be allowed to visit these areas following all the stringent formalities of identity verification.
They will not be allowed to carry any electronic equipment or eatables. A standard operating procedure
(SOP) has been put in place for these visits, which has been published on the official website of
Maharashtra prison department along with the required contact details. The visits will be held between
12 noon and 3 pm, following all COVID norms. Currently, there is no entry fee but a nominal fee will be
charged subsequently, an official said.
 The visitors will not be allowed in any other part of the jail or interact with any inmate. An official will
guide the tour which will be accompanied by three to four jail guards. Photography and videography of
the tour will be done by the prison staff and images from select spots will be provided to the visitors.

The ‘Top 25’ drive
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The Mumbai police have started a drive titled „Top 25‟ aimed at keeping under check historysheeters and those they believe could foment trouble. A look at what the drive is and how far it has been
implemented.
What is the ‘Top 25’ drive of the Mumbai police?
 The Mumbai police commissioner has asked all 95 police stations in the city to make a list of the ―top
25‖ criminal elements in their jurisdictions, and ask them to sign a bond of good behaviour failing which
they would have to pay a fine.
 The aim is to rein in criminal elements and those the police believe could create a law and order problem
in the city,
 While this practise that is termed ―chapter proceedings‖ has been followed in the past, the amount a
person would usually forfeit was around Rs 10,000 – Rs 15,000.
 Now, the amount has been raised up to Rs 50 lakh. Recently, a person under the jurisdiction of Mahim
police station forfeited a bail bond of Rs 15 lakh.

Ram Setu
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: In possibly a first, Indian scientists will undertake a scientific expedition to date the chain of
corals and sediments forming the Ram Setu. Also known as Adam‟s bridge, this 48-km long bridge-like
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structure between India and Sri Lanka finds mention in the Ramayana but little about its formation is known
or proven, scientifically.
What is the underwater archaeological project at Ram Setu?
 CSIR-NIO will undertake a three-year scientific project.
 The idea is to see whether Ram Setu is a man-made structure or not. The most important aspect of the
project is to establish its age, scientifically.
 Once it is known, the information can be verified and co-related with its mention in the Ramayana and
similar scriptures.
 Carbon dating techniques, which are now available in India, will be primarily used to determine the age
of the sediments.
 Broadly, the explorers will apply a number of scientific techniques while attempting to date the Ram
Setu, study its material composition, outline the sub-surface structure along with attempting to excavate
remnants or artifacts, if any, from the site.
Adam’s Bridge/Ram Setu and Sethusamudram Project
 Adam's Bridge also known as Rama's Bridge or Rama Setu is a chain of limestone shoals, between
Pamban Island, also known as Rameswaram Island, off the southeastern coast of Tamil Nadu, India, and
Mannar Island, off the northwestern coast of Sri Lanka. Geological evidence suggests that this bridge is
a former land connection between India and Sri Lanka.
 The bridge is 18 miles (30 km) long and separates the Gulf of Mannar (southwest) from the Palk Strait
(northeast). Some of the sandbanks are dry and the sea in the area is very shallow, being only 3 ft to 30 ft
(1 m to 10 m) deep in places, which hinders navigation.
 Hindu believers hold it as the structure that Lord Rama and his army of apes and monkeys built to reach
demon king Ravana`s Lanka.
 Today, ships bound for India`s eastern coast have to circle around the entire island of Sri Lanka to reach
Tuticorin, Chennai, Vizag, Paradip and other ports.
 Therefore, a project titled Sethusamudram Shipping Canal Project was mooted by the Government of
India and a feasibility study ordered in the 1990s.
 Successful completion of the project would cut travelling by about 350 nautical miles and will save 10 to
30 hours` sailing time. Plans were also drawn up to develop 13 minor ports in India, and fishing harbours
and other infrastructure in both India and Sri Lanka.
 The project involves creating a 83-km-long deepwater channel that will link Mannar with Palk Strait by
extensive dredging and removal of the limestone shoals that constitute the Ram Sethu. It will bring down
shipping costs and add to India`s exchequer in the form of transit fees.
 The project has been condemned and opposed by a wide spectrum of the Indian people. Hindu outfits
have come down on the plans to destroy something built by Lord Rama.
 Some environmentalists opposed it as they hold it would destroy and destabilise the aquatic flora and
fauna of the area.
 With China‘s influence in Sri Lanka increasing, India needs to explore alternative shipping routes and
the project becomes more attractive for that reason.

Corporate Social Responsibility
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The Corporate Affairs Ministry has amended the rules for Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
expenditure by India Inc to allow companies to undertake multi-year projects, and also require that all CSR
implementing agencies be registered with the government. We look at some of the key changes.

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

Corporate Social Responsibility
 The term "Corporate Social Responsibility" in general can be referred to as a corporate initiative to
assess and take responsibility for the company's effects on the environment and impact on social welfare.
 In India, the concept of CSR is governed by clause 135 of the Companies Act, 2013.
 India is the first country in the world to mandate CSR spending along with a framework to identify
potential CSR activities.
 The CSR provisions within the Act is applicable to companies with an annual turnover of 1,000 crore
and more, or a net worth of Rs. 500 crore and more, or a net profit of Rs. 5 crore and more.
 The Act requires companies to set up a CSR committee which shall recommend a Corporate Social
Responsibility Policy to the Board of Directors and also monitor the same from time to time.
 The Act encourages companies to spend 2% of their average net profit in the previous three years on
CSR activities.
 The indicative activities, which can be undertaken by a company under CSR, have been specified under
Schedule VII of the Act. The activities include:
o Eradicating extreme hunger and poverty,
o Promotion of education, gender equality and empowering women,
o Combating Human Immunodeficiency Virus, Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome and other
diseases,
o Ensuring environmental sustainability;
o Contribution to the Prime Minister's National Relief Fund or any other fund set up by the Central
Government for socio-economic development and relief and funds for the welfare of the
Scheduled Castes, the Scheduled Tribes, other backward classes, minorities and women etc.
How do the new rules enable corporations to undertake multi-year CSR projects?
 All companies with a net worth of Rs 500 crore or more, a turnover of Rs 1,000 crore or more, or net
profit of Rs 5 crore or more, are required to spend 2 per cent of their average profits of the previous three
years on CSR activities every year.
 The amended CSR rules allow companies to set off CSR expenditure above the required 2 per cent
expenditure in any fiscal year against required expenditure for up to three financial years.
 Experts do, however, note that there was ambiguity whether the rule would apply for expenditure
undertaken prior to the amendment.
 The government may consider allowing corporates which have in good faith incurred excess CSR
expenditure in the past to set it off against future CSR expenditure requirements.
What are the changes required for implementing agencies?
 A large number of companies conduct CSR expenditure through implementing agencies, but the new
amendment restricts companies from authorising either a Section 8 company or a registered public
charitable trust to conduct CSR projects on their behalf.
 A Section 8 company is a company registered with the purpose of promoting charitable causes, applies
profits to promoting its objectives and is prohibited from distributing dividends to shareholders. Further,
all such entities will have to be registered with the government by April 1.
 Experts note that the change would impact CSR programmes of a number of large Indian companies that
conduct projects through private trusts.
 The change would mean such private trusts would either have to be converted to registered public trusts,
or stop acting as CSR implementing agencies ―given that a sizeable amount of CSR is being contributed
through their private trusts by many companies, including blue-chip companies.‖
 Private trusts such as the Reliance Foundation, Bharti Foundation and DLF Foundation, which handle a
majority of CSR expenditure for affiliated companies, would be impacted by this change.
What are other key changes?
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The amended rules require that any corporation with a CSR obligation of Rs 10 crore or more for the
three preceding financial years would be required to hire an independent agency to conduct impact
assessment of all of their project with outlays of Rs 1 crore or more.
Companies will be allowed to count 5 per cent of the CSR expenditure for the year up to Rs 50 lakh on
impact assessment towards CSR expenditure.

Off-budget Borrowings
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: One of the ways to restrict their fiscal deficit to a respectable number is resorting to “off-budget
borrowings”. Such borrowings are a way for the Centre to finance its expenditures while keeping the debt
off the books — so that it is not counted in the calculation of fiscal deficit.
What are off-budget borrowings?
 According to the last Budget documents, in the current financial year the Centre was set to borrow Rs
5.36 lakh crore. However, this figure did not include the loans that public sector undertakings were
supposed to take on their behalf or the deferred payments of bills and loans by the Centre. These items
constitute the ―off-budget borrowings‖ because these loans and deferred payments are not part of the
fiscal deficit calculation.
 This year was no exception. Every year, the Finance Minister announces the quantum of funds that will
be raised by the government by borrowing from the market. This amount and the interest due on it is
reflected in the government debt.
 Off-budget borrowings are loans that are taken not by the Centre directly, but by another public
institution which borrows on the directions of the central government. Such borrowings are used to fulfil
the government‘s expenditure needs.
 But since the liability of the loan is not formally on the Centre, the loan is not included in the national
fiscal deficit. This helps keep the country‘s fiscal deficit within acceptable limits.
 As a result, as a Comptroller and Auditor General report of 2019 points out, this route of financing puts
major sources of funds outside the control of Parliament..
How are off-budget borrowings raised?
 The government can ask an implementing agency to raise the required funds from the market through
loans or by issuing bonds. For example, food subsidy is one of the major expenditures of the Centre.
 In the Budget presentation for 2020-21, the government paid only half the amount budgeted for the food
subsidy bill to the Food Corporation of India. The shortfall was met through a loan from the National
Small Savings Fund. This allowed the Centre to halve its food subsidy bill from Rs 1,51,000 crore to Rs
77,892 crore in 2020-21.
 Other public sector undertakings have also borrowed for the government. For instance, public sector oil
marketing companies were asked to pay for subsidised gas cylinders for Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana
beneficiaries in the past.
 Public sector banks are also used to fund off-budget expenses. For example, loans from PSU banks were
used to make up for the shortfall in the release of fertiliser subsidy.
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Disinvestment
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Presenting the Union Budget last year, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman had surprised
everyone when she announced a disinvestment target of Rs 2.1 lakh crore.
What is disinvestment?
 The Union government invests in several public sector undertakings (PSUs) such as Air India, Bharat
Petroleum, Delhi Metro Rail Corporation etc. Since it is the majority shareholder (meaning that it owns
more than 51% of the shares), the Centre can raise money through the liquidation of its shareholding in
these PSUs.
 Such asset sales can either reduce the government‘s share — like when it attempted to do with the public
listing of Life Insurance Corporation in 2020 — or it can also transfer the ownership of the firm
altogether to the highest bidder — as it did with Bharat Aluminium Company, which was sold to the
Vedanta group in 2001.
Why are PSUs up for sale?
 Broadly speaking there are two main motivations behind disinvesting in PSUs.
o One is to improve the overall efficiency of their functioning. As PSUs, they are managed by the
government on a daily basis. But in doing so, there are chances of political considerations
overshadowing economic and corporate interests. This is especially true when the PSU transacts
with the government — for example when it sells its products and services to the government,
the pricing may be influenced by factors other than market factors. By disinvesting (or reducing
the government stake), an attempt is made to make such a PSU more efficient as it would not be
accountable to people and entities other than the government. The underlying hope is that private
or corporate ownership will result in more efficient management.
o The second factor is the government‘s need to plug its deficit. Indian governments perennially
run budget deficits. In other words, the government is unable to meet its expenditures just from
its tax revenues. In times of extreme monetary stress, governments have thought of selling off
their stake in PSUs to raise funds and meet the gap between its expenses and revenues. Before
economic liberalisation, such efforts to monetise government‘s assets were criticised as selling
the family silver. But post-liberalisation, reducing government stake, especially in sectors —
such as the strategic sectors like defence — where government presence is not necessary,
disinvestment is welcomed. With the proceeds of these sales, the government can reduce its debt
liabilities and raise money for investments in other parts of the economy — such as building
infrastructure in the form of new roads and bridges or increased spending on providing welfare to
the poor and needy in the country.
How are these revenues generated?
 All PSUs work under different departments and ministries within
the government. However, the Department of Investment and
Public Asset Management (DIPAM) under the Ministry of
Finance is tasked with managing the Centre‘s investments in the
PSUs. Sale of the Centre‘s assets falls within the mandate of
DIPAM.
 Each year, the Finance Minister sets a ―disinvestment target‖.
Accordingly, bids are invited, or as in the case of LIC, public
offerings are made and the PSU is privatised partially or fully.
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Patharughat uprising
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Twenty five years before the Jallianwallah Bagh massacre, more than a hundred peasants fell to
the bullets of the British on January 28, 1894 in Assam. The unarmed peasants were protesting against the
increase in land revenue levied by the colonial administration, when the military opened fire. Today a
“martyrs column” stands where the incident took place — Patharughat, a small village in Assam‟s Darrang
district, 60km northeast of Guwahati.
What led to the Patharughat uprising?
 After the British annexation of Assam in 1826, surveys of the vast lands of the state began. On the basis
of such surveys, the British began to impose land taxes, much to the resentment of the farmers.
 In 1893, the British government decided to increase agricultural land tax reportedly by 70- 80 per cent.
Up until then the peasants would pay taxes in kind or provide a service in lieu of cash. Across Assam,
peasants began protesting the move by organising Raij Mels, or peaceful peoples‘ conventions.
 Despite these gatherings being democratic, the British perceived them as ―breeding grounds for sedition.
So whenever there was a Raij Mel, the British used to come down on it with a heavy hand to disperse
them.
 That is what happened on January 28, 1894. When the British officers were refusing to listen to the
farmers‘ grievances, things heated up. There was a lathi charge, followed by an open firing which killed
many of the peasants present.
 Official records, as mentioned in the Darrang District Gazette, 1905, edited by BC Allen, placed the
casualties in the Patharughat incident as 15 killed and 37 wounded.
 However, unofficial sources claim it was a much higher number.

Pro Active Governance and Timely Implementation (PRAGATI)
(Source: PIB )
Context: PM chairs 35th PRAGATI interaction.
About PRAGATI
 PRAGATI is an information and communications technology-based platform for, as the name reveals,
pro-active governance and timely implementation.
o It was launched in 2015.
o It is an interactive and integrated platform chiefly for addressing the grievances of the common man,
while at the same time, monitoring government projects and programmes/schemes.
o The platform was designed by the PMO in coordination with the National Informatics Centre.
o The chief aims of PRAGATI platform:
 Project implementation
 Project monitoring
 Grievance redressal
o The platform combines three technologies namely,
 Digital data management
 Video conferencing
 Geo-spatial technology
o The platform also brings together the different secretaries of the GOI and the States‘ Chief
Secretaries, along with the Prime Minister.
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o The PM discusses the issues related to the projects and is also presented with the ground-level
situation.
Features
 The system is a 3-tier system comprising of PM, Secretaries of the GOI and State Chief Secretaries
 The PM will hold monthly interactions with the secretaries and Chief Secretaries via this platform. The
interactions will take place on the fourth Wednesday of every month. The day will be called ‗PRAGATI
Day‘.
 The issues that will be discussed are picked out from the databases related to ongoing programmes of the
government, pending projects and public grievances.
 The issues will take into account the various letters written to the PM by the common man and other
people.
 The PM is able to see on screen the issues and the latest updates on them.

Lala Lajpat Rai
(Source: PIB )
Context: PM pays tributes to Lala Lajpat Rai on his Jayanti.
About Lala Lajpat Rai
 Born in 1865 in Moga district, Punjab to a middle-class family.
 Was a lawyer by profession.
 Also called ‗Punjab Kesari‘.
 He joined the Indian National Congress (INC) and participated in many political agitations in Punjab.
 For his political agitation, he was deported to Burma without trial in 1907 but returned after a few
months because of lack of evidence.
 He was opposed to the partition of Bengal.
 He founded the Home Rule League of America in 1917 in New York. In the USA, he worked to get
moral support for the Indian independence movement from the international community.
 He was also elected President of the All India Trade Union Congress.
 He supported the non-cooperation movement of Gandhi at the Nagpur session of the Congress in 1920.
 He protested against the Rowlatt Act and the Jallianwala Bagh massacre that followed.
 He was the editor of the Arya Gazette, which he had founded.
 He founded the Servants of People Society in 1921.
 He co-founded the Punjab National Bank in 1894.
 He was elected deputy leader of the Central Legislative Assembly in 1926.
 In 1928, he moved a resolution in the assembly refusing cooperation with the Simon Commission since
the Commission had no Indian members.
 He was leading a silent protest against the Simon Commission in Lahore when he was brutally lathicharged by Superintendent of Police, James Scott. Rai died of injuries sustained a few weeks later.
Bhagat Singh and a few other revolutionaries vowed to take revenge for Rai‘s death and plotted to kill
Scott. But he shot and killed John Saunders, an Assistant Superintendent of Police in a case of mistaken
identity.
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Kala Utsav
(Source: PIB )
Context: Kala Utsav 2020 concluded.
About Kala Utsav:
 Kala Utsav is an initiative of the Ministry of Human Resource Development (now called Ministry of
Education) under Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan, to promote arts in education by nurturing and
showcasing the artistic talent of school students at the secondary stage in the country.
 In the context of education of arts (music, theatre, dance, visual arts and crafts), the initiative is guided
by the recommendations of the National Curriculum Framework 2005 (NCF-2005).
 Kala Utsav 2020 was launched online in January 2021 through a digital platform.
 Many teams from various states/UTs participated in the competitions which included dancing, singing,
instrumental music, visual arts, etc.
 In the competitions of Kala Utsav 2020 organised from 11 to 22 January 2021, a total of nine art forms,
namely— 1. Classical singing 2. Traditional folk song 3. Classical instruments
4. Traditional/folk instruments 5. Classical dance 6. Folk dance 7. Visual Arts (Two-dimensional)
8.Visual Arts (Three-dimensional) 9. Local games-toys are included. Earlier there were only four art
forms in Kala Utsav, now another five art forms have been added in it.
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INTERNATIONAL

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The top human rights body of the United Nation, the OHCHR has urged the Indian government to
release the activists who are in prison for the 2018 Bhima Koregaon case, “at the very least on bail”.
Several prominent activists like Varavara Rao and Fr. Stan Swamy remain in custody even as the case is
being investigated.
About OHCHR
 The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (UN Human Rights) is the leading UN entity
on human rights. I
 t represent the world's commitment to the promotion and protection of the full range of human rights and
freedoms set out in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
 Both the High Commissioner and the Office have a unique role to:
o Promote and protect all human rights: It speak out objectively in the face of human rights
violations and help elaborate the standards that are used to evaluate human rights progress
worldwide.
o Help empower people: It‘s research, education, and advocacy activities, contributes to the increased
awareness and engagement by the international community and the public on human rights issues.
This means thousands of people in all regions of the world are empowered to claim their rights.
o Assist Governments: Through its field presences, it helps prevent abuses and contribute to defusing
situations that could lead to conflict. its monitoring and analysis feeds sensitive decision-making and
development programming. It also provide capacity-building and legal advice to thousands,
supporting the development and judicious enactment of laws and policies the world around.
o Inject a human rights perspective into all UN programmes: It mainstream human rights into all
UN programmes to ensure that peace and security, development, and human rights - the three pillars
of the UN - are interlinked and mutually reinforced.
History of the mandate
 The UN General Assembly established The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in
December 1993 through its resolution 48/141 which also details its mandate. This was just a few months
after the World Conference on Human Rights adopted the Vienna Declaration and Plan of Action.
 Adopted by 171 States, the Vienna Declaration renewed the world's commitment to human rights. It also
called for strengthening and harmonizing the monitoring capacity of the United Nations system with
regards to human rights.

World Economic Forum
(Source: AIR )
Context: Prime Minister Narendra Modi addressed the World Economic Forum‟s Davos Dialogue through
video conferencing.
About the World Economic Forum (WEF):
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The WEF is an international NGO founded in 1971 and based in Cologny, Switzerland.
Earlier known as the European Management Forum, it changed its name to its current one in 1987.
The WEF states its mission as ―committed to improving the state of the world by engaging business,
political, academic, and other leaders of society to shape global, regional, and industry agendas‖.
The WEF hosts an annual meeting at the end of January in Davos, Switzerland. The meeting brings
together some 3,000 business leaders, international political leaders, economists, celebrities and
journalists for up to five days to discuss global issues, across 500 sessions.

International Energy Agency (IEA)
(Source: PIB )
Context: The Framework for Strategic Partnership between the International Energy Agency (IEA)
members and the Government of India was signed in January 2021 to strengthen mutual trust and
cooperation & enhance global energy security, stability and sustainability.
About IEA
 International Energy Agency (IEA) was established during the oil crisis of 1973-1974. It is an
intergovernmental autonomous organisation based in Paris.
 IEA has a major role to play in providing information related to the international oil market and taking
action against any physical disruptions in the supply of oil.
 IEA also acts as a policy adviser for its 30 member countries as well as for the non-member countries,
especially China, India, and Russia.
Objectives of IEA
 The International Energy Agency was established with an objective to coordinate the response of the
participating states to the world energy crisis along with developing a mechanism for oil-sharing for use
during supply difficulties.
 IEA mainly focuses on its energy policies which include economic development, energy security and
environmental protection. These policies are also known as the 3 E‘S of IEA.
Structure of Indian Energy Agency (IEA)
 The IEA consists of three main controlling bodies:
o Governing Board
o Management Committee
o The Secretariat
 The Governing Board is composed of ministers of all the member-governments who are responsible for
decision making.
 The Board is assisted by three standing groups dealing with emergency questions, long-term cooperation
and the oil market.
 The Management Committee deals with energy, research and development and the non-member
countries.
 The Secretariat is headed by the Executive Director. Apart from these, the IEA also maintains an importmonitoring system and a quick response mechanism.

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

Axiom Mission
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: A former Israeli fighter pilot, an American technology entrepreneur and a Canadian investor will
be part of the crew of the first entirely-private orbital space mission. The three men are paying a whopping
$55 million each to fly aboard a SpaceX rocket for an eight-day visit to the International Space Station,
organised by Houston-based spaceflight firm Axiom.
The mission
 The Axiom Mission 1 (AX 1) flight is being arranged under a commercial agreement with NASA.
 While private citizens have travelled to space before, the AX 1 mission will be the first to use a
commercially built spacecraft, the SpaceX Dragon 2, best known for flying its first two crews to the ISS
late last year.
 Elon Musks‘ SpaceX is scheduled to launch the all-private crew no earlier than in January next year.
After lifting off from Cape Canaveral in Florida, the crew will take about a day or two to arrive at the
ISS and will then proceed to spend eight days there, AP reported.
 But Axiom insists that the mission is by no means a vacation.
 The three men will participate in research and philanthropic projects alongside the astronauts from all
over the world who are already stationed at the ISS.

The Oversight Board
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Facebook has referred the decision to restore former US President Donald Trump‟s account to the
Oversight Board. Trump‟s Facebook account was suspended indefinitely a day after the Capitol Hill siege
took place on January 6.
What is the Oversight Board?
 The Oversight Board was proposed in 2018 primarily to decide ―what to take down, what to leave up –
and why‖.
 It is a separate entity from Facebook whose first members were announced in May 2020 and includes
academicians and experts from different fields such as law, digital rights and technology.
 The purpose of the body is to ―promote free expression by making principled, independent decisions
regarding content on Facebook and Instagram‖.
 The board was established last year and gives users the ability to appeal to the board, giving them a
chance to challenge content decisions on Facebook and Instagram. For instance, if a user on any of the
two platforms has requested that either of them review one of their content decisions and the user is not
happy with the final decision, he or she can write an appeal to the board.
 However, this does not mean that the board will oversee all appeals, but will select cases based on how
significant and difficult they are and if they are globally relevant and have the potential to inform future
policy.
 In December, the board announced some of the first cases that it will be deliberating over. Out of 20,000
cases that were referred to the board, it has selected only six because they have the potential to affect
most users around the world and are important since they raise questions about Facebook‘s policies.
 One of the cases pertains to a user in the US who reshared a memory post that mentioned an alleged
quote from Joseph Goebbels, the Reich Minister of Propaganda in Nazi Germany, on on the need to
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appeal to emotions and instincts, instead of intellect, and on the unimportance of truth. Facebook
removed this post since it violated its policy on ―dangerous individuals and organisations‖. In their
appeal to the board, the user said that the quote is important since the user considered Trump‘s
presidency to be following a fascist model
The New York Times has referred to the board as a ―corporate superboard‖, which is expected to decide
over the course of the next 87 days if Trump should be given back his access to his Facebook account.

Climate Risk Index 2021
(Source: Down to Earth )
Context: Five African countries were among the global top 10 to suffer extreme weather in 2019, the
Climate Risk Index 2021, released by environmental think tank Germanwatch said January 25, 2021.
Details:
 The index also ranked India as the country that suffered the second-highest monetary loss due to climate
change in 2019 after Japan. The index was released ahead of the climate adaption summit that began
virtually January 25 and is hosted by the Netherlands.
 It also showed that eight out of the ten countries most affected by extreme weather events in 2019 belong
to the category of low to lower-middle income. Five of them fall into the category of Least Developed
Countries.
Africa, India on top
 Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Malawi, South Sudan and Niger were the five African countries among the ten
most-affected due to extreme weather in 2019 according to the index. Mozambique and Zimbabwe were
ranked first and second. Malawi was ranked fifth, South Sudan eighth and Niger ninth.
 Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi made it to the list primarily due to Cyclone Idai. The deadliest and
costliest tropical cyclone in the south-west Indian Ocean, Idai was labelled as ―one of the worst weatherrelated catastrophes in the history of Africa‖ by United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres.
 It affected three million people and claimed over 1,000 lives, caused economic losses amounting to
Rs 16,500 crore.
 In 2019, most lives lost due to climate change were in India, which also suffered the second-highest
monetary loss. India was the seventh-most affected country on the index.
 In 2019, the southwest monsoon continued for a month longer than usual. The surplus of rain caused
major hardship, the report said. Some 2,267 Indians died due to the extreme weather and the country lost
$68,812.
 With eight tropical cyclones, the year 2019 was one of the most active Northern Indian Ocean cyclone
seasons on record. Six of the eight cyclones intensified to become ―very severe‖, the report said.
Poverty’s curse
 The long-term risk index mapped in the report for the last two decades also showed that low to lowermiddle income countries had been the most affected.
 In two decades (2000-2019), over 475,000 people lost their lives as a direct result of more than 11,000
extreme weather events globally and losses amounted to around $2.56 trillion (in purchasing power
parities).
 Puerto Rico, Myanmar and Haiti were the most-affected countries during these two decades. They are
followed by the Philippines, Mozambique and the Bahamas.
 The countries most impacted by extreme weather events should consider the index as a warning sign that
they are at risk of either frequent events or rare but extraordinary catastrophes, the report said.
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The UAE’s new residency laws for foreign university students
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has approved an amendment to its residency laws allowing
foreign university students to bring their families with them to the UAE, as long as they can afford suitable
accommodation and have the financial means to support them.
What is the latest amendment to the UAE’s residency laws?
 Over the last few years, the UAE has approved a number of new residency options — including a longterm Golden visa and five-year renewable retirement visa — to draw in more foreign residents to the
country.
 As per the recent amendment, foreign students studying at one of UAE‘s many universities now have the
option of bringing their families to the country to live with them. However, the students must have
sufficient income to support the move and afford suitable housing.
 The Cabinet also approved a resolution to allow foreign university students to invite their family
members to come to the UAE, as long as they can afford suitable housing.
 Expatriate students over the age of 18, who are sponsored either by a parent or accredited university in
the UAE, are usually granted a one-year student visa. Generally, students are required to renew their visa
every one year. But on November 24, 2018, the UAE government introduced a new long-term residency
scheme, also called the ‗gold‘ visa, for ―outstanding‖ students.
 Students who graduate with a GPA of at least 3.75 from universities both within and outside the country
are permitted to apply for the special 5-year visa. According to the UAE Government website, the visa
benefits also include the families of the students.

The Great Reset
(Source: The Indian Express )
Context: The Great Reset is an initiative by the World Economic Forum. It has been conceptualised by the
founder and executive chairman of the WEF, Klaus Schwab, and has evolved over the last few years. It is
based on the assessment that the world economy is in deep trouble. Schwab has argued that the situation
has been made a lot worse by many factors, including the pandemic‟s devastating effects on global society,
the un- folding technological revolution, and the consequences of climate change.
Agenda:
 The agenda of The Great Reset touches on many key issues facing the world. Three of them stand out.
o First is the question of reforming capitalism. Davos has been at the forefront of calling for
―stakeholder capitalism‖ that looks beyond the traditional corporate focus on maximising profit
for shareholders.
o Second, Davos is certainly right to focus on the deepening climate crisis. Climate sceptics have
been ousted from Washington and President Biden has rejoined the 2015 Paris accord on
mitigating climate change.
o Third is the growing difficulty of global cooperation that Davos wants to promote. The era of
great power harmony that accompanied the liberalisation of the global economy at the turn of the
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1990s has yielded place to intense contestation. The contestation is not just political but
increasingly economic and technological.
But whether it is a clever gimmick or a serious attempt to produce structural changes in the organisation
of global capitalism, the initiative has set off furious conspiracy theories on the right and contemptuous
dismissal from the left.
The right sees the WEF arguments about restructuring the global economy as a dangerous attempt to
impose ‗socialism‘ and dismantle the traditional society, or what remains of it.
The left scoffs at the Davos Man‘s talk on the crisis of capitalism. It points to the complicity of the
Davos forum in promoting policies that have brought the world to the current impasse and question its
capacity to produce solutions.

The US-Taliban deal
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The Biden administration has said that it will review the US-Taliban deal to see if the Taliban are
able to keep their end of the bargain. The deal was signed last year in February and is meant for “Bringing
Peace to Afghanistan” enabling the US and NATO to withdraw their troops, which has been a longstanding
demand of the Taliban.
What is this agreement?
 The four-page pact was signed between Zalmay Khalilzad, US Special Representative for Afghanistan
Reconciliation, and Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, political head of the Taliban on February 29, 2020.
 The agreement said ―[a] permanent and comprehensive ceasefire will be an item on the agenda of the
intra-Afghan dialogue and negotiations. The participants of intra-Afghan negotiations will discuss the
date and modalities of a permanent and comprehensive ceasefire, including joint implementation
mechanisms, which will be announced along with the completion and agreement over the future political
roadmap of Afghanistan‖.
 Separately, a three-page joint declaration between the Afghan government (Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan) and the US was issued in Kabul at the time.
Significance of this deal
 Some of the important elements of the deal include the withdrawal of US troops along with bringing
down NATO or coalition troop numbers within 14 months from when the deal was signed.
 The main counter-terrorism commitment by the Taliban is that ―Taliban will not allow any of its
members, other individuals or groups, including al-Qaeda, to use the soil of Afghanistan to threaten the
security of the United States and its allies‖.
 Other elements include removal of sanctions on Taliban leaders, releasing prisoners held by both sides
and ceasefire.
 The joint declaration is a symbolic commitment to the Afghanistan government that the US is not
abandoning it. The Taliban were able to negotiate some of the elements they wanted such as troops
withdrawal, removal of sanctions and release of prisoners. This has also strengthened Pakistan, the
Taliban‘s benefactor, and the Pakistan Army and the ISI‘s influence appears to be on the rise.
 However, the Afghan government was completely sidelined during the talks between the US and the
Taliban. Therefore, the future for the people of Afghanistan is uncertain and will depend on how the
Taliban honours its commitments. What the Taliban want out of a political settlement is unclear.
 In the past, they have denounced democracy as a western imposition on their vision of Afghanistan.
They have dropped several hints of a return to the Taliban-run Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan of 1996-
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2001. But they have signaled they may accept some of the democratic gains Afghanistan has made in the
last two decades.
Much will depend on whether the US and the Taliban are able to keep their ends of the bargain, and
every step forward will be negotiated, and how the Afghan government and the political spectrum are
involved.

Doomsday Clock
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The hands of the „Doomsday Clock‟, a visual depiction of how vulnerable the world is to a climate
or nuclear catastrophe, remained at „100 seconds to midnight‟ for the second consecutive year — the closest
it has been to the symbolic annihilation of humanity.
What is the ‘Doomsday Clock’?
 The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, founded by Albert Einstein and students from the University of
Chicago in 1945, created the ‗Doomsday Clock‘ as a symbol to represent how close the world is to a
possible apocalypse.
 It is set annually by a panel of scientists, including 13 Nobel laureates, based on the threats — old and
new — that the world faced in that year.
 When it was first created in 1947, the hands of the clock were placed based on the threat posed by
nuclear weapons, which the scientists then perceived to be the greatest threat to humanity. Over the
years, they have included other existential threats, such as climate change and disruptive technologies
like artificial intelligence.
 The reason the scientists selected a clock to convey the metaphor is twofold — they wanted to use the
imagery of an apocalypse (midnight) as well as the ―contemporary idiom of a nuclear explosion‖
(countdown to zero) to illustrate the threats to humanity.
 The clock was originally set to seven minutes to midnight and has since moved closer or further away
from the dreaded 12 o‘clock position. The furthest it has been is 17 minutes after the end of the Cold
War in 1991.

Amendments in Thailand’s abortion law
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Thailand‟s Parliament voted to make abortion during the first 12 weeks of pregnancy legal. Before
this, abortion was illegal in the country, regardless of the duration of the pregnancy and was allowed only
in limited circumstances governed by the country‟s medical council.
What changes for women in Thailand now?
 In February last year, Thailand‘s constitutional court called the provision dealing with abortion, which is
under the country‘s criminal code, unconstitutional. As per this provision, women who got an abortion
could be imprisoned for up to three years and those who performed them could be imprisoned for up to
five years. Following this, the court gave the Thai government 360 days to change the laws dealing with
abortion.
 As per the new amendments, women can get an abortion if the age of the foetus is up to 12 weeks. But if
a woman gets an abortion after 12 weeks, she can face being imprisoned for up to 6 months and will be
liable to pay a fine of 10,000 baht or face both.
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala
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Significantly, abortions can be carried out after the completion of the first trimester, but only if they are
in line with the criteria established by the Medical Council of Thailand (MCT). As per these criteria, a
pregnancy can be terminated beyond the permitted period of time if it poses a threat to the mother‘s
physical or emotional health, if the foetus is known to have abnormalities or if the pregnancy is the result
of a sexual assault.

Opposition to abortion in Thailand
 The opposition to abortion comes mainly from Thailand‘s majority of conservative Theravada Buddhists
who believe that abortion goes against the teachings of Buddhism.
 Even so, illegal abortions are not uncommon in Thailand before this. For instance, in 2010 dozens of
white plastic bags were found on the grounds of a Buddhist temple. Each of these bags contained the
remains of a foetus. At the time, Thai authorities found over 2000 remains in the temple‘s mortuary,
where the remains had been hidden for over a year. The country‘s prime minister at the time, Abhisit
Vejjajiva was opposed to legalising abortions and maintained that more should be done to stop illegal
abortions.
 In the book titled, ―Abortion, Sin and the State in Thailand‖, author Andrea Wittaker says that over
300,000 illegal abortions are performed in the country each year.
 In the same year, the arrest of a 17-year-old girl after she attempted to perform an abortion on herself
with drugs obtained over the internet reignited the debate on abortion in the country.

COVID-19 performance ranking
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: New Zealand and Vietnam were ranked the best performing countries in their response to the
pandemic, according to a COVID-19 “performance index” put together by the Lowy Institute, an Australian
think tank, which sought to assess the impact of geography, political systems and economic development in
assessing outcomes.
Details:
 The index, which was based on six different indicators, including confirmed cases and deaths per million
people and the scale of testing, sought ―to gauge the relative performance of countries‖, assessing 98
countries in the 36 weeks that followed their hundredth case.
 India ranked 86 out of 98 countries, while the U.S. stood at 94 and Brazil at the bottom of the index.
Taiwan, Thailand and Cyprus were in the top five. Sri Lanka was the best faring nation in South Asia,
ranking 10, while the Maldives was at 25, Pakistan at 69, Nepal at 70, and Bangladesh at 84.
 The think tank said China was not included ―due to a lack of publicly available data on testing‖.
 Assessing regional responses, the institute found that although the outbreak began in China, the AsiaPacific region fared the best, while Europe and the U.S. were initially overwhelmed.
 Europe, however, ―registered the greatest improvement over time of any region‖ before succumbing to a
second wave, which it attributed to more open borders.
 Population size was one factor. Smaller countries with fewer than 10 million people ―consistently
outperformed their larger counterparts throughout 2020‖.
 The level of economic development and regime-type were less significant than expected, which it
attributed to ―the relatively ‗low-tech‘ nature of the health measures used to mitigate the spread of the
virus‖ which ―may have created a more level playing field between developed and developing
countries‖.
 ―In general, countries with smaller populations, cohesive societies, and capable institutions have a
comparative advantage in dealing with a global crisis such as a pandemic,‖ the think tank concluded.
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GS I

Oxfam report on Inequality
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Oxfam International‟s annual report on inequality for 2021, aptly titled „The Inequality Virus‟,
puts the uncomfortable but imperative spotlight on the obscene inequality between the few in “super yachts”
and the overwhelming majority “clinging to the drifting debris”. The report was published on the opening
day of the World Economic Forum‟s „Davos Dialogues‟.
Highlights of the reports
 The Oxfam report highlights deeply uncomfortable truths of how the virus has exposed, fed off, and
increased existing inequalities of wealth, gender and race.
 Over two million people have died, and hundreds of millions of people are being forced into poverty
while many of the richest, both individuals and corporations, are thriving. Worldwide, billionaires saw
their wealth increase by a staggering $3.9 trillion between March 18 and December 31, 2020.
 Within nine months, the top 1,000 billionaires, mainly white men, had recovered all the wealth they had
lost, while recovery for the world‘s poorest people according to most estimates could take over a decade.
 The pandemic, which is the greatest economic shock since the Great Depression, saw hundreds of
millions of people lose their jobs and face destitution and hunger. This shock is set to reverse the decline
in global poverty we have witnessed over the past two decades. It is estimated that the total number of
people living in poverty could have increased by between 200 million and 500 million in 2020.
 Globally, women are over-represented in the sectors of the economy that are hardest hit by the
pandemic. If women were represented at the same rate as men in those sectors, 112 million women
would no longer be at high risk of losing their incomes or jobs.
 The unequal impact of the pandemic, in addition to this gender dimension, also has a race dimension. In
Brazil, for example, people of Afro-descent have been 40% more likely to die of COVID-19 than white
people. The virus has also led to an explosion in the amount of underpaid and unpaid care work, done
predominantly by women, and in particular women from groups facing racial and ethnic marginalisation.
The rich and poor in India
 Sadly, India is a case in point. The country introduced one of the earliest and most stringent lockdowns
in the face of the pandemic, whose enforcement brought its economy to a standstill triggering
unemployment, hunger, distress migration and untold hardship.
 The rich have been able to escape the pandemic‘s worst impact. White-collar workers have easily
isolated themselves and have been working from home. The wealth of Indian billionaires increased by
35% during the lockdown and by 90% since 2009.
 This is despite the fact that most of India has faced a loss of livelihood and the economy has dipped into
recession. The increase in the wealth of the top 11 billionaires during the pandemic can easily sustain the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme or the Health Ministry for the next 10
years.
 We have read astonishing stories of how Mukesh Ambani was making ₹90 crore per hour during the
lockdown when 24% of the population was earning under ₹3,000 per month. According to the
International Labour Organization, with almost 90% working in the informal economy in India, about 40
crore workers in the informal economy are at risk of falling deeper into poverty.
 The Oxfam report undertook a survey of 295 economists from 79 countries. They included leading
global economists such as Jayati Ghosh, Jeffrey Sachs and Gabriel Zucman. Of the respondents, 87%
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expected that income inequality in their country was going to significantly increase as a result of the
pandemic.
These levels of inequality are not viable and will have a deeply harmful impact. This concern is shared
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. The IMF Managing Director, Kristalina Georgieva, said, ―The impact will
be profound […] with increased inequality leading to economic and social upheaval.‖

Fighting inequality
 India just celebrated its 72nd Republic Day. We must recognise that a radical and sustained reduction in
inequality is the indispensable foundation for a just India, as envisioned in the Constitution. The
government must set concrete, time-bound targets to reduce inequality.
 We must move beyond the focus on GDP and start to value what really matters. Fighting inequality must
be at the heart of economic rescue and recovery efforts. This must include gender and caste equality.
Countries like South Korea, Sierra Leone and New Zealand have committed to reducing inequality as a
national priority, showing what can be done.
 Four things could be done on priority.
o One, invest in free universal healthcare, education, and other public services. Universal public
services are the foundation of free and fair societies and have unparalleled power to reduce
inequality, including gender and caste inequality. An immediate step could be delivering a free
‗people‘s vaccine‘ to all citizens to tackle the pandemic.
o Two, the virus has shown us that guaranteed income security is essential. For this to happen we
need not just living wages but also far greater job security, with labour rights, sick pay, paid
parental leave and unemployment benefits if people lose their jobs.
o Three, reintroduce wealth taxes and ensure financial transaction taxes while putting an end to tax
dodging. Progressive taxation is the cornerstone of any equitable recovery, as it will enable
investment in a green, equitable future. Argentina showed the way by adopting a temporary
solidarity wealth tax on the extremely wealthy that could generate over $3 billion.
o Four, we need to invest in a green economy that prevents further degradation of our planet and
preserves it for our children. The fight against inequality and the fight for climate justice are the
same fight.
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Education sector needs Budget stimulus
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: For India to achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 and to accomplish its vision
of becoming a self-reliant $5 trillion economy, one of the fundamental requirements will be to focus and
invest in education. In the recent past, the government has made significant strides in this sector, a
monumental development being the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 reforms that is currently under
way.
Focus areas
 Therefore, the upcoming Union Budget 2021 will be key for two reasons.
o First, it is likely to provide an in-depth view of the implementation of NEP 2020.
o And, second, this is the first Budget post-pandemic, and hence will be key with regard to how it
will get the education sector back on track from the pandemic impact.
 Budget 2021 must emphasise on the following segments.
o First, the focus on skill development must be deepened, right from the corporate sector to the
low-income group youth, ensuring Indians are equipped with the necessary skills to support and
accelerate the economy. According to a survey report by FICCI, at least 9 per cent Indians will
be in jobs that does not exist currently and 37 per cent of workforce will require radically
changed skillsets to meet their employment demands.
 Another report, by McKinsey, highlights the fact that as many as 87 per cent of surveyed
executives said that their organisations were either experiencing skill gaps or expecting
them to happen within the next few years. The pandemic has emphasised the need to fill
this gap and has put the spotlight on the need to re-skill and up-skill citizens across levels
and sectors. Hence, there is a need to grant appropriate stimulus to skill development and
ensure inclusive growth opportunities for all, as well as create a workforce that is ready to
meet the global demands too.
o Second, education infrastructure is another important segment which the Budget should focus
on. The pandemic forced over 1.5 million schools across India to close overnight, showing the
necessity for digital education. Although in the post-pandemic ecosystem, digital education has
been embraced, India still needs to build capabilities to support blended learning completely.
 According to a UNICEF report, only 24 per cent of Indian households have internet to
access e-education. Therefore, education infrastructure lending is a necessity to aid the
development of K-12 schools across the country. As India shifts towards blended learning
and the usage of technology becomes paramount, the government must consider granting
‗infrastructure status‘ to education institutions to make quality education affordable and
accessible for deserving Indian students.
 Focus from the government and easy availability of capital will induce an environment of
innovation in the field of education, which can help bridge the demand and supply
challenges in this sector.
o Finally, the Budget should implement reforms such as refinancing of retail education loans for
lower ticket size. Such financing scheme, similar to one available to HFCs (housing finance
companies), can provide a boost to the education loan segment and contribute to liquidity
management for NBFCs. This in turn would provide necessary momentum for NBFCs to create a
stronger customer proposition and contribute to building the economy at large.
 The education sector is undoubtedly on the cusp of an exciting phase with policy push
and technological advancements. We are positive about the growing inclination towards
equitable and quality education. We hope that the new directions will help bridge the
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existing educational gaps and secure a sustainable long-term growth structure that will
further boost the economy.

Mining sector — unburdening the legacy issues
(Source: The Hindu Businessline )
Context: India has huge mineral deposits, but the country‟s mining sector is still suffering from legacy
issues. Making a fresh attempt for a course correction, the Union Cabinet recently approved a blueprint to
usher in reforms in the mining sector.
Details:
 This blueprint, which will be presented in the coming Parliament session, proposes to amend the Mines
and Mineral (Development and Regulation) Act, 1957, clarifying doubts on double taxation,
rationalising stamp duty and developing the National Mineral Index, among others.
 This is not the first attempt by a government to bring in reforms in this sector. But why did the earlier
attempts not yield significant results? What were the constraints? Why has the potential of the sector not
being fully realised?
 According to the government‘s own assessment, traditionally, one percentage point growth in mining
pushes up the growth rate of industrial production by 1.2-1.4 percentage points. Also, one direct job in
the sector creates 10 indirect jobs. The mineral sector‘s contribution to the GDP is only 1.75 per cent,
currently.
 Despite having a huge potential, the country is far from being Atmanirbhar in mineral production. India
imports minerals worth over ₹2.5-lakh crore every year whereas the domestic production is only half of
that, at ₹1.25-lakh crore.
 With the latest move, the government aims to increase minerals production by 200 per cent in seven
years. But can it achieve that? There is an urgent need to unlock the sector, everyone agrees, but still
remain cautious.
 According to Aruna Sharma, a Development Economist and a former Secretary to the government, ―Let
us say a move has been made. Intent is there. But the devil lies in the detail. One has to see what the
rules say once the amendments pass Parliament muster.‖
Auctions -- a mixed bag
 For example, the ―auction only‖ regime for allocation of mineral blocks was introduced by the Modi
government under the MMDR (Amendment) Act, 2015. However, holders of partially or minimally
explored blocks were protected and kept out of the auction regime. This relief was given under Section
10A (2)(b) of the Act. But these concessions have neither resulted in a mining lease nor have they
reached closure till date.
 Similarly, existing holders of Letters of Intent were given protection and kept out of the auction regime
on the condition that they will obtain mining leases in a two-year period, by January 2017. This relief
was given under Section 10A(2)(c) of the Act. These holders also have not been able to obtain mining
leases so far.
 India‘s huge mineral reserves (about 2.7-lakh hectares of mineral land) are locked because of legacy
issues created by the provisions of Section 10A (2) (b) and 10A (2) (c). Also, public sector enterprises
have for long been sitting on a large number of blocks without producing.
 Hence, the government, after wide consultations with States, ministries, industry associations, public and
NITI Aayog, plans to bring in major structural reforms that can help India become Atmanirbhar in the
mineral sector.
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A step towards this is to resolve the legacy issues by amending Section 10A (2)(b) and 10A (2)(c) of the
MMDR Act and granting mineral rights only through auction for these blocks. It also proposes to
reimburse exploration expenditure of those lease holders whose rights under Section 10A(2)(b) have
lapsed.
If a PSU does not obtain a mining lease in the specified time, its allotted mineral block will be auctioned
by the State government.
The major objective of the latest set of reforms is to generate jobs, reduce imports and increase
production by bringing large mineral blocks into auction.
These amendments will bring a large number of mines for auction. The governmentbelieves this will
help strengthen the ―auction only‖ regime and boost transparency in the system.

The counterpoint
 One of the major reforms which is being highlighted is repealing of Section 10 A (2)(b) thereby claiming
to make more than 500 mineral blocks available for auction.
 It is worth mentioning that while amending the MMDR Act, 1957 in 2015, the government had
acknowledged the valuable contribution made by these license holders by introducing Section
10A(2)(b).
 And now removing it from the Act and offering such blocks for auction is against natural justice and will
have far reaching adverse implications on the growth of the domestic mineral sector besides tarnishing
the image of the country globally.
 It will also show that the government has faltered on its Act and is bound to lead to irreparable loss of
investors‘ confidence in Indian mineral sector, apart from multiple litigation in Courts resulting in such
an exercise of the government being rendered completely futile.
 Moreover, it will also affect adoption of state-of-the-art technology required in exploration and mining
sector besides impeding much-needed FDI, the recent experience of auctioning of coal blocks for
commercial mining is a testimony where none of the international mining companies evinced interest to
participate despite best efforts of the government to attract FDI in coal sector.
Implementation, the key
 It is also important to note that the government has been taking corrective measures. If implemented
properly they will strengthen the auction regime, increase production by auctioning large number of
mineral blocks as almost 500-plus non-operational blocks will be made available for auction.
 But, as is the case with electricity, in mining too, States play a critical role. It will be important for the
Centre to have States on board. It needs to adopt a consultative approach for the sector.
 Besides, on paper, the blueprint seems attractive but it remains to be seen when it finally becomes a law,
how good the rules are to implement it. Till then one will have to wait and watch.

A Budget blueprint for difficult times
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: As the country prepares to enter a new financial year after an ominous and gloomy 2020-21, there
are great expectations about green shoots and the shape of the economic recovery.
Missed opportunities
 The sudden onslaught and rapid spread of COVID-19 have devastated most nations. Yet, we believe
India could have done better. A better planned lockdown by being sensitive to India‘s unique conditions
of a large migrant and informal workforce could have reduced the deep distress in the labour market.

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/











A responsible and generous fiscal aid package would have soothed millions of struggling families,
brought food to starving homes and contained widening inequality. The Reserve Bank of India‘s actions
to supply enough liquidity were laudable, but they were inadequate.
One of the most telling signs of the economic desperation of Indian families was — and is — the
demand for work under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA)
programme.
After being mocked by the Prime Minister, MGNREGA, by providing work at minimum wages to
anyone that asked, has proved to be the only safety net for hundreds of millions of Indian households
during these times of severe distress. Nearly 120 million people have asked for work under MGNREGA
this financial year, the highest in the history of the programme.
Total work demanded under MGNREGA in 2020-21 is 53% higher than last year. The optimism about
headline economic recovery in the last few months seems hollow when we realise that nearly 35 million
people have requested MGNREGA work in the months of December and January, the highest in the last
six months. Such continued high demand for MGNREGA work at subsistence wages is a clear sign that
there is no true economic recovery, let alone a ‗V‘ or any other letter shaped.
Even as hundreds of millions of Indians were struggling with loss of jobs and MGNREGA work, India‘s
stock markets were exuberant and reached record levels. India‘s stock market indices are at the highest
levels ever.
The top 50 companies increased their market wealth by nearly ₹3,00,000 crore ($40 billion) during this
time. The excess liquidity pumped in by central banks is finding its way to asset markets, including
India‘s stock markets, driving it to unreasonable highs. If the stock market exuberance were to benefit
the broader economy and most Indians, then it is welcome.
The benefits of rising stock markets have accrued only to a minuscule few. The curative economic
measures of governments in response to the COVID-19 pandemic may have unintentionally caused one
of the worst phases of economic disparity between the rich and the poor in most nations.

Threats and weaknesses
 Soaring asset prices and supply shocks have also led to a rise in consumer price inflation. Rising
inflation will inevitably force the RBI to tighten interest rates or at least pause the lowering of rates. A
tighter monetary policy carries the risk of slowing down private investment, with the consequential
effect of lacklustre growth in jobs and wages. India‘s macro economy is, thus, precariously poised and
needs deft handling.
 The external sector could be a potential saviour of India‘s economy as global trade grows from its postCOVID-19 lows. Unfortunately, however, the government has shot itself in the foot by reversing its
trade policy suddenly and turned inwards toward import substitution, quantitative restrictions, non-tariff
barriers and shunning trade alliances.
 Over the past three decades, a surge in labour intensive exports has been the predominant driver of
growth in jobs and wages for millions of high- and low-skilled Indians. The slowdown in exports and the
misplaced aversion to two-way external trade will further harm the livelihoods of many Indians.
 India‘s fiscal policy response to the COVID-19 shock has been underwhelming. The lack of a basic
minimum income safety net to cope with the shock has plunged millions of families into poverty. As of
December, 12 million adult Indians have dropped out of the labour force compared to last year when,
given India‘s demographic profile, there should have been a net addition to the labour force.
 Unemployment in the formal sector too is very high. Most supply-side measures such as the
government‘s corporate tax cuts, loan moratoriums, and guaranteed credit schemes seem to have helped
corporates to boost their profits and reduce their debt. They have hardly been used to make new
investments or create jobs or increase wages.
 Besides, in continuation of previous policy catastrophes (demonetisation, muddled Goods and Services
Tax), the government has sought to thrust ill-thought policies such as the controversial farm laws on the
nation, with no consultation or discussions.
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As a result, the lone bright spot in the economy thus far — agriculture — has also been wrecked with
rising anger among farmers, confusion over farm produce procurement, doubts over the continuation of
Minimum Support Price, and a loss of trust between farmers and the government.
The other fiscal measure to aid the needy is to embark on a large-scale public investment programme
that can stimulate economic activity, create jobs and revive demand.
However, the government‘s fiscal situation is bleak. The government had budgeted to collect tax
revenues of ₹16-lakh crore in 2020-21. Eight months into the year, the government has been able to
collect only ₹7-lakh crore in tax revenues at the end of November 2020. In contrast, the government had
budgeted to spend ₹30-lakh crore this financial year and is on track to fulfilling, and even possibly
exceeding, its expenditure budget.
We believe that the government was right to not cut back on expenditure despite falling revenues during
a time of unprecedented crisis, though we may differ on the priorities of expenditure. Therefore, India‘s
fiscal deficit is bound to rise significantly. We can live with it provided there are smart responses to
inflation and future borrowing.

The non-negotiables
 The government‘s task is cut out. Given the reality of an unequal economic recovery, a misconceived
trade policy and a perilous fiscal situation, the government will have to unveil its economic plan for the
next financial year and the two remaining years of its term. There are some non-negotiables in economic
planning for the next year.
 The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the multiple lacunae in India‘s public health infrastructure and
served a stern warning that nothing is more important than increasing health-care expenditure and
ramping up the health infrastructure. The central government‘s Ministry of Health and Family Welfare‘s
budget has to increase from the current levels of roughly ₹70,000 crore (2% of total expenditure in 202021) to at least ₹1,00,000 crore.
 Since May 2020, India‘s borders have been under threat by the Chinese. Any weakness will invite a war.
India must immediately shore up its defence preparedness and be ready to defend its borders. India‘s
defence expenditure as a share of GDP has been falling.
 The government must increase defence expenditure from the current level of 1.6% of nominal GDP to
3% of nominal GDP in the next year, keeping in mind that the GDP will be lower than the level attained
in 2019-20.
 There is no credible evidence yet that bankers are willing to lend and borrowers — especially corporates
— are willing to make fresh investments. A rising interest rate environment, a financial sector choked
with record non-performing loans and weak consumption demand implies that a pick up in private
investment cannot be assured.
 Hence, public investment must step in to do the heavy lifting and pull the economy from its current
dismal state. Expanded public investment can provide jobs and stimulate demand, the two most pressing
needs of the country today. The central government‘s capital expenditure must be increased significantly
from the level of ₹4 lakh crore (14% of total expenditure) in 2020-21 to at least 20%-25% of total
expenditure.
A basic income safety net
 Any increase in the government‘s public investment will take time to translate into jobs and incomes for
large numbers of the labour force. So, there is an immediate need for a basic income safety net for the
bottom half of India‘s families for a six-month period, similar to the Congress party‘s NYAY (or
Nyuntam Aay Yojana/Minimum Income Support Programme) idea. We believe that an unconditional
monthly cash transfer to the needier segments of the population will be the most efficient way to
alleviate their miseries fastest.
 The Budget that will be presented on Monday should be evaluated in this context and not as another
routine Budget. Fiscal deficit and the threat of international ratings cannot dictate India‘s economic
policy in current times of deep distress when lives, livelihoods and the nation‘s security are at stake.
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The situation is so grim that it is not the time to experiment or play loose. Given the dire situation and
the government‘s penchant for rash policy announcements without a due consultative process, it is best
to self-impose a moratorium on new laws, ordinances or bills for the next one year.
We simply cannot afford to get distracted when the economic situation needs full and exclusive
attention. For the sake of the nation‘s future, we hope the government will embark on steering the
economy in the right direction.
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GS III

U.S. & climate action
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Joe Biden assumed office as President of the United States on January 20, 2021, and among the
first orders he signed was one to restore America‟s participation in the United Nations Paris Agreement on
climate change. His decision on America‟s return will take effect on February 19, which would be 107 days
after its withdrawal under the Donald Trump administration became formal on November 4, 2020.
What changes did the Trump administration make on climate?
 The withdrawal from the Paris Agreement meant that the U.S. was no longer bound by its national
pledge made under the pact: to achieve an economy-wide reduction of its GHG emissions by 26%-28%
below the 2005 level in 2025 and to make best efforts to reduce emissions. America also stopped its
contribution to the UN‘s Green Climate Fund, to which it had pledged $3 billion, after transferring an
estimated $1 billion.
 On the contrary, the Trump regime focused on, among other things, relaxing controls on emissions from
fossil fuel-based industries, diluting standards on air quality and vehicular emissions, hydrofluorocarbon
leaking and venting from air-conditioning systems, loosening the way the government calculated the
social cost of carbon, restraining individual States such as California from setting higher standards,
revoking protection for natural habitats, including the Arctic sought by the oil and gas industry, and for
individual wildlife species.
 In all, more than 100 environmental rules were tinkered with by the administration, with some rule
reversals remaining in process when the presidential election took place, and others taken to court. The
ability of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to enforce the law was weakened, and the
scientist leading the production of the National Climate Assessment, Michael Kuperberg, was replaced
just after it became clear that Mr. Trump was losing the election.
 The Clean Power Plan, a major provision from the Obama-era to cut power sector emissions by 32%
over 2005 levels by 2030, was initially replaced with the Affordable Clean Energy (ACE) rule, with a
reduction effect of only 0.7%, according to an estimate by Harvard Law School.
 In the final days of the Trump presidency, however, the ACE rule was struck down by a court, giving
Mr. Biden the freedom to reformulate a strong rule.
What areas will Mr. Biden focus on to cut emissions?
 The U.S. accounts for 15% of global GHG emissions, but it is the biggest legacy contributor of
atmosphere-warming gases. Transport (28%) and power (27%) are the two biggest national
sectors contributing to GHG emissions, followed by industry (22%) and agriculture (10%),
according to data published by the EPA in 2020. Commercial and residential emissions together
make up only 13%. Significantly, 10% of U.S. emissions are methane, which has a greater
warming effect than CO2, and 81% is carbon dioxide. The rest is made up of nitrous oxide and
fluorinated gases.
 Mr. Biden, who has formed a high-powered team including special presidential envoy for climate, John
Kerry, to lead clean development, has placed climate change front and centre among his priorities.
 He has promised an ―enforcement mechanism to achieve net-zero emissions no later than 2050‖,
including a target no later than the end of his term in 2025, aided by a planned federal investment that
will total $1.7 trillion over ten years, besides private investments.
 The plan revolves around 10 million well-paying clean energy jobs with a focus on solar and wind
power, close linkages between university research and the private sector modelled on the post-World
War II economy, active support for carbon capture, utilisation and storage, and a renaissance in green
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transport that includes the ―second great railroad revolution‖ in a country that starved the railways to
promote cars and road freight.
What does Mr. Biden’s policy mean for other countries?
 In his Plan for Climate Change and Environmental Justice released before the election, Mr. Biden says
America will strongly support multilateralism again, but also call for accountability from other countries,
including the top emitter, China, on GHG emissions.
 Nations that default could face carbon adjustment fees or quotas. This year‘s UN climate conference in
Glasgow will see the new administration engaging UNFCCC member-nations to raise global ambition.

Agri Credit and Small Farmers
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: Agricultural credit has become less efficient in delivering agricultural growth. Otherwise, why
should over 85% of farmers‟ income remain stagnant over the years? Any other sector which has access to a
low rate of interest credit has always boomed and ballooned so much so it has created a bubble of its own.
Most small farmers left out
 Every year, the central government announces an increase in the target of subsidised agriculture credit
limit and banks surpass the target.
 On February 1, Budget day, the Union Finance Minister will again set a new agricultural credit target for
2021-22. In 2011-12, the target was ₹4.75-lakh crore; now, agri-credit has reached the target of ₹15-lakh
crore in 2020-21 with an allocated subsidy of ₹21,175 crore. The question is: where is the credit and
subsidy going and are they really benefiting the farmers?
 In the last 10 years, agriculture credit increased by 500% but has not reached even 20% of the 12.56
crore small and marginal farmers. Despite an increase in agri-credit, even today, 95% of tractors and
other agri-implements sold in the country are being financed by non-banking financial companies, or
NBFCs, at 18% rate of interest; the banks‘ long-term loans rate of interest for purchasing of the same is
11%.
 The central bank, the RBI, has also questioned agricultural households with the lowest land holding (up
to two hectares) getting only about 15% of the subsidised outstanding loan from institutional sources
(bank, co-operative society). The share is 79% for households belonging to the highest size class of land
possessed (above two hectares), beneficiaries of subsidised institutional credit at 4% to 7% rate of
interest.
 As in the Agriculture Census, 2015-16, the total number of small and marginal farmers‘ households in
the country stood at 12.56 crore. These small and marginal holdings make up 86.1% of the total
holdings. As in the Situation Assessment Survey of Agricultural Households by the National Sample
Survey Office (NSSO), Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, the share of institutional
loans rises with an increase in land possessed — showing that the bulk of subsidised agri-credit is
grabbed by big farmers and agri-business companies.
 A loose definition of agri-credit has led to the leakage of loans at subsidised rates to large companies in
agri-business. Though the RBI had set a cap that out of a bank‘s overall adjusted net bank credit, 18%
must go to the agriculture sector, and within this, 8% must go to small and marginal farmers and 4.5%
for indirect loans, bank advances routinely breach the limit.
 In 2017, 53% of the agriculture credit that the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development
(NABARD) provided to Maharashtra was allocated to Mumbai city and suburbs, where there are no
agriculturists, only agri-business. It made indirect loans to dealers and sellers of fertilizers, pesticides,
seeds and agricultural implements undertaking work for farmers.
Many irregularities
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A review by the RBI‘s internal working group in 2019 found various inconsistencies. It found that in
some States, credit disbursal to the farm sector was higher than their agriculture gross domestic product
(GDP) and the ratio of crop loans disbursed to input requirement was very unevenly distributed.
Examples are in Kerala (326%), Andhra Pradesh (254%), Tamil Nadu (245%), Punjab (231%) and
Telangana (210%).
This shows the diversion of credit for non-agriculture purposes. One reason for this diversion is that
subsidised credit disbursed at a 4%-7% rate of interest is being refinanced to small farmers, and in the
open market at a rate of interest of up to 36%.
Subsidised credit should be the ‗cause for viable agriculture but, unfortunately, the agriculture sector‘s
performance has not been commensurate with the subsidised credit that it has received‘. Even new farm
laws have not addressed the reform in the agriculture credit system.
The way forward is to empower small and marginal farmers by ‗giving them direct income support on a
per hectare basis rather than hugely subsidising credit. Streamlining the agri-credit system to facilitate
higher crop loans to farmer producer organisations, or the FPOs of small farmers against commodity
stocks can be a win-win model to spur agriculture growth‘.

Technology as a solution
 With mobile phone penetration among agricultural households in India being as high as 89.1%, the
prospects of aggressive effort to improve institutional credit delivery through technology-driven
solutions can reduce the extent of the financial exclusion of agricultural households.
 Farmers have been able to avail themselves of loans through mobile phone apps, says a media report.
These apps use satellite imagery reports which capture the extent of land owned by farmers in States
where land records are digitised and they grow the crop to extend the Kisan Credit Card loans digitally.
 Instant, otherwise, farmers have to produce the certified land record copy from the revenue department,
which is much time consuming. Other steps are reforming the land leasing framework and creating a
national-level agency to build consensus among States and the Centre concerning agriculture credit
reforms to fill the gap and reach out to the most number of small and marginal farmers.

The shipping sector and Sagarmala
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The major economies of the world have always realised the potential of shipping as a contributor
to economic growth. Today, for instance, control of the seas is a key component of China‟s Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). China is trying to take control of the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean Region. However,
geographically, China is not as blessed as India. It has a great variety of climates and it has a coast only in
the east; yet, seven of the top 10 container ports in the world are in China, according to the World Shipping
Council. What aided China‟s growth are strong merchant marine and infrastructure to carry and handle
merchandise all over the world.
Prior to the 16th century, both India and China were equal competitors on GDP. Historical records
prove that India had maritime supremacy in the world. But over the past 70 years, India has lost its
global eminence in shipping due to poor legislation and politics.
Helping foreign shipping liners
 Starting from the establishment of new ports in independent India to the establishment of the present-day
Chabahar Port in Iran, all of India‘s actions on the shipping front have been counter-effective. This is
due to a visionless administration. All the shipping infrastructure in peninsular India only helps foreign
shipping liners. India has concentrated only on short-term solutions.
 In the past, colonial traders had strong merchant marine, but they also developed optimum shore-based
infrastructure with road and rail connectivity to facilitate their trade. There was balanced infrastructure
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onshore and at sea. Shore-based infrastructure was developed to cater to the carrying capacity. This
needs to be understood with a clear economic sense.
Foreign ship owners carry our inbound and outbound cargo. This is the case in container shipping too.
As a country, we have still not optimised our carrying capacity. Foreign carriers and their agents
continue to ransack EXIM trade with enormous hidden charges in the logistics cycle. Much of foreign
currency is drained as transhipment and handling cost every day.
Given this state of affairs, members of our maritime business community have also preferred to be
agents for foreign ship owners or container liners rather than becoming ship owners or container liners
themselves. This is a historical mistake and a major economic failure of the country. As a result, there is
a wide gap between carrying capacity and multi-folded cargo growth in the country.
Today, Ministry officials are happily relaxing ―Cabotage‖ regulation in the name of coastal shipping.
This benefits only the foreign container-carrying companies and not Indian shipowners. Official actions
allow foreign carriers to enjoy the situation here and push the Indian tonnage owners to vanish from the
scene. Starting from the Swadeshi Steam Navigation Company of V.O. Chidambaram Pillai to the
Scindia Steam Navigation Company of our times, Indian owners have not got the blessings of successive
governments.
In the port sector, instead of creating regional cargo-specific ports in peninsular India, the bureaucracy
has repeatedly allowed similar infrastructural developments in multiple cargo-handling ports. As a result,
Indian ports compete for the same cargo.
If we make our major ports cargo-specific, develop infrastructure on a par with global standards, and
connect them with the hinterlands as well as international sea routes, they will automatically become
transhipment hubs. We need to only concentrate on developing the contributing ports to serve the
regional transhipment hubs for which improving small ship coastal operations is mandatory.
It is our long-cherished dream to be competent and cost-effective in international supply chain logistics.
We need quality products to be available in global markets at a competitive price. This will happen only
if we develop balanced infrastructure onshore as well as at sea.

Sagarmala- A ray of hope
 Sagarmala, a government programme to enhance the performance of the country‘s logistics sector,
provides hope. Its aims are port-led industrialisation, development of world-class logistics institutions,
and coastal community development. When Sagarmala initiates infrastructural development on the
shorefront, this will also get reflected in domestic carrying capacity.
 As of now, shipbuilding, repair and ownership are not preferred businesses in peninsular India. The
small ship-owning community in India also prefers foreign registry for their ships instead of domestic
registration. If this has to change, there needs to be a change in the mindset of the authorities and the
maritime business community.
 With the call for ‗Make in India‘ growing louder and with simultaneous multi-folded cargo growth in the
country, we need ships to cater to domestic and international trade. Short sea and river voyages should
be encouraged. The ship-owning spirit of the Indian merchant marine entrepreneur has to be restored.
Shipbuilding and owning should be encouraged by the Ministry.
 The National Shipping Board is an independent advisory body for the Ministry of Shipping, where the
Directorate General of Shipping (DGS) is a member. The NSB should be able to question the
functioning of the DGS, which is responsible for promoting carrying capacity in the country.
 Sagarmala should include coastal communities and consider evolving schemes to harness the century-old
ship-owning spirit and sailing skills of peninsular India. Coastal communities should be made ship
owners. This will initiate carriage of cargo by shallow drafted small ships through coast and inland
waterways.
 All minor ports in peninsular India will emerge as contributing ports to the existing major ports and
become transhipment hubs on their own. Old sailing vessel owners should be encouraged to become
small ship owners.
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It is sad that most of the global shipping companies which depend on Indian cargo for their business
have Indians as either commercial heads or Indian crew onboard their ships. The creamy layer from
management and nautical institutions are employed out of India. When the most creative human resource
is not used in the country, what is the point of declaring that India has the number one youth population
in the world?
The youth population is merely a number, not a skill-based strength. In the coastal region, their strength
has not been tapped. This is a point of concern and Sagarmala should concentrate on consolidating the
strength of the coastal youth and make them contribute to the nation‘s economy with pride.

Self-reliance in science
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: On March 4, 1958, under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, for the first time in the history of
independent India, Parliament passed a resolution on science policy. In effect, this resolution proved to be a
springboard for the development of the country‟s scientific infrastructure. Since that resolution, successive
governments issued policy statements with varying emphasis on chosen objectives and goals, often echoing
the existing national and global imperatives and the ruling dispensation‟s ideology.
The 2020 draft policy
 India‘s Department of Science and Technology recently released a draft of the fifth Science,
Technology, and Innovation Policy. This 62-page-long document presents the objectives and goals of
our new science policy.
 The public is expected to provide feedback on this document before it gets finalised. But the problem
with the document is that it is rambling and full of jargon and clichés, making the task of separating the
grain from the chaff a major exercise in itself.
 The new policy envisages technological self-reliance and aims to position India among the top three
scientific superpowers. Though the names of the other two nations are not mentioned, it must be
understood that they are the U.S. and China. For that to happen, the draft policy says, we need to attract
our best minds to remain in India by developing a ―people-centric‖ science, technology, and innovation
―ecosystem‖. It states that the private sector‘s contribution to the Gross Domestic Expenditure on
Research and Development should be doubled every five years. The 2013 policy had similar aims. The
2020 draft policy fails to discuss what we have achieved on these fronts since then.
 Why does our R&D investment in science continue to hover between 0.5% and 0.6% of the GDP?
Raising it to 2% of the GDP has been a national goal for a while. Despite strong recommendations in the
past by several scientific bodies and leading scientists and policymakers, we are still well short of that
goal.
 The 2020 draft policy blames this on ―inadequate private sector investment‖ and adds that ―a robust
cohesive financial landscape remains at the core of creating an STI-driven Atmanirbhar Bharat.‖ It looks
as if the government is trying to shift the responsibility of financing R&D to different agencies such as
the States, private enterprises, and foreign multinational companies. But it is doubtful if the various
funding models that are presented are workable or practical, especially during a pandemic.
 The policymakers who drafted this report should have gone back to the self-financing revenue model
proposed in the Dehradun Declaration for the CSIR labs back in 2015 and critically evaluated its success
rate.
 Common sense informs us that the private sector cannot be expected to pay for basic research. This is
because the return on investment in basic research takes too long from a private sector perspective. Only
the government can have long-term interest to support such research. Participation of the private sector
in basic science has not happened even in the U.S.
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The fact is that basic science research in India is suffering from the lack of adequate funding despite
grand proclamations. Even elite institutes like the Indian Institutes of Technology are finding it difficult
to run their laboratories on a day-to-day basis because of paucity of funds.
The draft policy visualises ―a decentralized institutional mechanism balancing top-down and bottom-up
approaches, focusing on administrative and financial management, research governance, data and
regulatory frameworks and system interconnectedness, for a robust STI Governance‖. This is easier said
than done.
This intention is in fact defeated in the document itself, where several new authorities, observatories and
centres have been proposed, which may end up feeding up the already fattened bureaucracy in science
administration. Decentralisation of administrative architecture is essential, but we need to explore the
practical option of providing more autonomy to research and academic centres for financial
management.
Some points are welcome. These include the fact that policymakers are considering alternative
mechanisms of governance of the financial landscape; that they realise the administrative burdens of
researchers and the problem of journal paywalls; and promise to explore international best practices of
grant management.
It was reported in 2019 that more than 2,400 students dropped out from the 23 IITs in just two years,
with over half of them belonging to the Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribe and Other Backward Classes.
The number of suicides of students is also on the increase in the IITs. Caste discrimination could be one
of the reasons for these tendencies.
As a part of inculcating an inclusive culture in academia, the document promises to tackle
discriminations ―based on gender, caste, religion, geography, language, disability and other exclusions
and inequalities‖. It mentions more representation of women and the LGBTQ community, but is silent
on how we are to achieve their proportionate representation.

Science and society
 In the chapter ‗Science Communication and Public Enagagement‘, concerns on the disconnect between
science and society are valid. But the fact is that hyper-nationalism is not conducive to the propagation
of evidence-based science and a rational outlook.
 It is also heartening to see that the document harks back to our constitutional obligation to ―develop a
scientific temper, humanism and the spirit of inquiry and reform.‖ But it is silent on how this can be
achieved when pseudoscience is deliberately propagated in the name of traditional science with the help
of some arms of the government. A recent instance is the proposal by the Rashtriya Kamdhenu Aayog to
conduct a national examination under the garb of ‗cow science‘.
 The document does not mention how to stem the rot within, although it speaks extensively about science
communication and scientific temperament. Our belief systems, values, and attitudes have an impact on
the quality of research. That partly explains why Indians who have chosen to work in labs abroad are
able to make path-breaking discoveries.
 The ruling dispensation has a moral obligation to facilitate an environment that encourages a mindset
that constantly challenges conventional wisdom as well as open-minded inquiry among the students.
Only a dissenting mind can think out of the box.
 The document contains nuggets of modern scientific vision and information. But its digressive style
impacts the reader‘s attention. The document should prioritise important issues and amplify first the
problems which have cultural and administrative dimensions.
 With the advent of new disruptive technologies, global competitiveness will be increasingly determined
by the quality of science and technology, which in turn will depend on raising the standard of Indian
research/education centres and on the volume of R&D spending. India has no time to waste.
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Global antitrust and the challenge of Big Techs like Facebook and Google
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: There are ongoing investigations worldwide, including in the European Union and the United
States, on the abuse of monopolistic power by the Big Tech firms, especially Facebook and Google. Many
compare this with the earlier antitrust investigations in the U.S. on the telecom industry and the break-up of
the AT&T dictated by the Department of Justice in its Modified Final Judgment in 1982.
Key differences now
 However, there are important differences this time around when compared with the earlier
investigations.
o First, the information good that is being provided by the Internet firms of today, is largely nonrival. The consumption of information by one does not alter the value for the others. However, in
telecom, due to limited network capacity, the consumption by one has an effect of decreasing
value for the others and, hence, is rival in nature.
o Second, telecom services are within the jurisdictional boundaries of regulators and, hence, the
regulators have the power to lay down rules of the orderly behaviour of the licensed telecom
operators. On the other hand, the Internet firms operate globally, thanks to the ubiquitous
Internet. Therefore, it is often difficult to lay down international rules of obligation and fulfilment
by the different country regulators.
o Third, while it is debatable whether the goods and services provided by the Internet firms are
excludable, telecom is certainly excludable due to the need for consumers to obtain connections
from the respective telcos and pay the subscription charges for the same. It is this factor that was
leveraged by the Internet firms to provide search, navigation, and social connectivity with no
charge to the consumers, and, consequently, making these services non-excludable. In fact, the
Internet, started as the Department of Defense project in the U.S., was created to be nonexcludable. However, commercialisation of the Internet has created this new avatar of nonexcludability that includes subtle trade-offs of personal information for availing services of the
Internet firms.
Monetisation models
 It must be pointed out that such non-excludable and non-rival goods, also known as public goods, are
provided by governments. On the other hand, in a peculiar way, the information goods as described
above are being provided by private firms. This arrangement poses several problems.
o First, while governments can cover the expense of providing public goods (such as police
protection, parks and street lights) through tax-payers‘ money, private firms need to have
monetisation models to cover the costs of providing their services. Hence, the Internet firms have
resorted to personalised advertisements and third-party sharing of the personal information of
their users for monetisation purposes.
o Second, the strong network effects present in these Internet platforms warrant increasing the
subscriber base and garnering as much market share as possible. This results in near monopoly of
some firms in their defined markets. In order to retain their pole position, these firms may resort
to anti-competitive behaviour including acquiring rivals to vertically integrate; erecting entry
barriers by refusing to interconnect and inter-operate with competing firms, and leveraging their
capital base, thereby engaging in predatory pricing, and driving out competitors.
Indispensable applications
 However, network effects create a huge consumer surplus. Even without our knowledge, these Internet
firms have now become an indispensable part of our lives. We cannot do without Google Maps for our
day-to-day commute to various destinations; Google Searches are indispensable in our quest for
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information and news; Google Scholar is a necessary tool for academicians to explore relevant research
artefacts.
There are positive externalities as well. For example, Google Maps Application Program Interface
(APIs) is being used by almost all logistic and transport companies; Facebook APIs are used for
advertisement by almost all firms across the industry. Sundar Pichai, the CEO of Google, recently
announced that its Search is being expanded to provide accurate and timely information on vaccine
distribution to enable quick recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic.
Hence, the question before policymakers is how to regulate these Internet firms from abusing their
monopoly power while at the same time encouraging the positive externalities and consumer surplus
they create.
This is a tough nut to crack as it is often very difficult to prove that the firms engage in the abuse of their
monopoly power. Due to strong network effects, it is not possible to ban or curtail these services. Even if
other options are available (such as Signal and Telegram for messaging), the network effects bind
customers to their often used platform (WhatsApp), even if it is not their favourite.

Possible solutions
 A traditional view is to subsidise the good that creates positive externalities. Should the governments
provide tax subsidy to these Internet firms in return for their orderly behaviour in the marketplace?
Should the governments mandate sharing of Non-Personal Data (NPD) owned by these firms for societal
and economic well-being as pointed out in the expert committee on NPD?
 It is legitimate as pointed out by the Australian government in its media legislation, that Google and
Facebook must negotiate a fair payment with news organisations for using their content in Facebook‘s
newsfeed and Google‘s Search. Controlled expansion of products and services without hurting the
interests of consumers and smaller competing firms shall be the mantra used by these firms to minimise
litigation, lawsuits and, eventually, wastage of tax-payers‘ money.
 The other way to control any abusive behaviour of the Internet firms is to use the power of public voice.
The million mails that were sent to the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India in March 2015,
effectively put an end to the Free Basics programme of Facebook in India, thereby prohibiting any
violation of Net Neutrality principles.
 Similarly, the huge public outcry and subsequent government actions have delayed the recent changes to
privacy policy relating to the sharing of personal information between WhatsApp and its parent firm,
Facebook.
 While governments and regulators deal with these dilemmas, should not the Internet firms adhere to core
ethical principles in conducting their businesses? Lessons from the Enron scandal, and collusions
between large banks and financial institutions during the 2008 financial crisis, indicate that firms that
aim at super monopoly profits and are greedy to become powerhouses of the world, often end up in the
ditch.
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Current Affairs Quiz
1. Consider the following statements in context of Minimum Support Prices (MSPs)
1. Commercial crops are not covered under minimum support prices (MSPs).
2. If MSP is made legally binding, no crop can be purchased below the MSP by the private buyers.
3. The marketed surplus for all the crops covered under MSP is more than 50%.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 2 only
c) 2 and 3 only
d) 1, 2 and 3
Answer: b)
 Commercial crops like cotton, copra and raw jute are covered under MSP.
 The marketed surplus ratio for different crops is estimated to range from below 50% for ragi and 65-70%
for bajra (pearl-millet) and jowar (sorghum) to 75% for wheat, 80% for paddy, 85% for sugarcane, 90%
for most pulses, and 95%-plus for cotton, jute, soyabean and sunflower.
2. Which of the following statement(s) is/ are correct regarding Monetary Policy?
1. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) is vested with the responsibility of conducting monetary policy
under the provisions of Agreement on Reserve Bank of India Act, 1934.
2. The primary objective of monetary policy is to maintain price stability and achieve growth.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: c)
3. Which of the following statement(s) is/are incorrect with respect to Guru Gobind Singh ?
1. He is the son of sixth Sikh guru Hargobind, a prominent religious philosopher.
2. He named Guru Granth Sahib, the religious text of the Khalsas and the Sikhs
Select the correct answer code
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : a
Guru Gobind Singh
 He became the Sikh guru at the age of nine, following the demise of his father, Guru Tegh Bahadur, the
ninth Sikh Guru.
4. India‘s economy is showing decisive signs of a ‗V-shaped‘ recovery in 2021. What does ‗V-shaped‘
recovery mean?
a) Economy quickly rises like a phoenix after a crash and It more than makes up for lost ground.
b) Economy quickly recoups lost ground and gets back to the normal growth trend.
c) Economy, after falling, struggles and muddles around a low growth rate for some time, before rising
gradually to usual levels.
d) Growth falls and rises, but falls again before recovering yet again
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Answer: b)

5. Consider the following statements with respect to Bodoland Territorial Region (BTR) Agreement
1. It is a tripartite agreement between the Central Government, State Government and the National
Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB).
2. The Accord signed in 2020 was the third peace deal signed with Bodo rebel groups.
Which of the statements given above are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
6. Which of the following statement(s) is/are correct with respect to AMPHEX – 21?
1. It is a joint amphibious exercise among Indian Navy, Army and Air Force.
2. Exercise KAVACH which aims for defence of Andaman & Nicobar Islands is a part of AMPHEX –
21.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : c
7. Which of the following statement(s) is/are incorrect with respect to Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR) Rules
1. Under the rules, registration is compulsory for agencies implementing CSR activities on behalf of
companies.
2. It has decriminalised Non-compliance with CSR provisions, by shifting such offences to penalty
regime.
Select the correct answer code:
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : d
8. Consider the following statements regarding Off-budget borrowing.
1. Off-budget borrowings are loans taken by any public institution on the directions of the central
government.
2. Off-budget borrowing helps keep the country‘s fiscal deficit within acceptable limits.
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3. Off-budget financing is not part of the calculation of the fiscal indicators and does not have any
fiscal implications.
4. Public sector banks can fund off-budget expenses.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1, 2 and 3 only
b) 1, 2 and 4 only
c) 2, 3 and 4 only
d) 1, 3 and 4 only
Answer: b)
Comptroller and Auditor General report of 2019 points out, this route of financing puts major sources of
funds outside the control of Parliament. ―Such off-budget financing is not part of the calculation of the fiscal
indicators despite fiscal implications,‖ said the report.
9. The actual liabilities of the Union government include :
1. Borrowings by PSUs
2. Loans taken for the recapitalisation of banks
3. Capital expenditures of various Ministries.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 and 2 only
b) 1 and 3 only
c) 2 and 3 only
d) 1, 2 and 3
Answer: a)
 In addition to the borrowings by PSUs, the actual liabilities of the government would include loans taken
for the recapitalisation of banks.
 Capital expenditure creates assets for the government and causes reduction in liabilities for the
government.
10. Which of the following statement(s) is/are incorrect regarding Non-Banking Financial Companies
(NBFCs)?
1. All the NBFCs are regulated by RBI.
2. The designation of ‗Systematically Important‘ is applicable for Banks and not for NBFCs.
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: c)
 Housing Finance Companies, Merchant Banking Companies, Stock Exchanges, Companies engaged in
the business of stock-broking/sub-broking, Venture Capital Fund Companies, Nidhi Companies,
Insurance companies and Chit Fund Companies are NBFCs but they have been exempted from the
requirement of registration under Section 45-IA of the RBI Act, 1934 subject to certain condition.
 NBFCs whose asset size is of ₹ 500 cr or more as per last audited balance sheet are considered as
systemically important NBFCs.
11. Which of the following are regulated by the RBI?
1. Housing Finance Companies
2. Merchant Banking Companies
3. Venture Capital Fund Companies
Select the correct answer code:
a) 1 and 2 only
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b) 2 only
c) 2 and 3 only
d) None of the above
Answer: d)
Housing Finance Companies are regulated by National Housing Bank, Merchant Banker/Venture Capital
Fund Company/stock-exchanges/stock brokers/sub-brokers are regulated by Securities and Exchange Board
of India, and Insurance companies are regulated by Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority.
Similarly, Chit Fund Companies are regulated by the respective State Governments and Nidhi Companies
are regulated by Ministry of Corporate Affairs, Government of India.
12. Abraham Accords, recently seen in news is a joint statement between Israel, Bahrain anda) Saudi Arabia
b) Tunisia
c) Palestine
d) United Arab Emirates
Answer: d)
‗Abraham Accords‘ entered with the UAE and Bahrain are ‗peace-for-peace‘ deals without any physical
quid pro quo by Israel.
13. India and the International Energy Agency (IEA) have recently signed the framework for Strategic
Partnership. Which of the following is/are not the benefits of the partnership?
a. It will helps in extensive exchange of knowledge and enhance global energy security, stability and
sustainability
b. It will be a stepping stone towards India becoming a full member of the IEA
c. It will help India to surpass Japan to become the world‘s third largest crude oil importers
d. None of the above
Answer : c
 It will strengthen mutual trust and cooperation & enhance global energy security, stability and
sustainability.
 This partnership will lead to an extensive exchange of knowledge and would be a stepping stone towards
India becoming a full member of the IEA.
 The contents of the Strategic partnership will be jointly decided by IEA members and India.
14. The Inequality Virus Report is released by a. World Health Organization
b. Doctors without Borders
c. Oxfam International
d. Oxford Health Alliance
Answer : c
15) Consider the following statements in respect to Presidential address:
1. In India, the practice of the President addressing Parliament was followed since the Government of
India Act of 1919.
2. Article 87 of Indian Constitution provides for special address by the President in a joint sitting.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are correct?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : a
 Article 87 of Indian Constitution provides for special address by the President at the commencement of
the first session after each general election to the House of the People and at the commencement of the
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first session of each year the President shall address both Houses of Parliament assembled together and
inform Parliament of the causes of its summons.
16) Consider the following with respect to Climate Risk Index 2021:
1. It analyses quantified impacts of extreme weather events both in terms of the fatalities and economic
losses.
2. It is released by United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR)
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are incorrect?
a. 1 only
b. 2 only
c. Both 1 and 2
d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : b
 Recently, an NGO based in Germany ‗Germanwatch‘ has released the Global Climate Risk Index (CRI)
2021.
17) Which of the following statement(s) is/are incorrect with respect to Global Risks Report 2021?
1. It is released by World Economic Forum (WEF).
2. According to the report, Infectious diseases topped the global risks chart, displacing climate change.
Which of the statement(s) given above is/are incorrect?
 a. 1 only
 b. 2 only
 c. Both 1 and 2
 d. Neither 1 nor 2
Answer : d
18. Consider the following statements with respect to Disinvestment in India:
1. Disinvestment can either reduce the government‘s share in the public sector undertakings (PSUs) or
transfer the ownership of the PSU altogether to the highest bidder.
2. Department of Investment and Public Asset Management (DIPAM) under the Ministry of Finance is
tasked with managing the Centre‘s investments in the PSUs.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 only
b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: c)
19. Patharughat uprising, during the British rule was a
a) Tribal Revolt
b) Peasant Uprising
c) Caste Movement
d) None of the above
Solution: b)
20. Consider the following statements regarding Goods and Services Tax (GST):
1. Union Budget can make important decisions and changes in tariff structure of GST.
2. The GST law also provides for the creation of a Consumer Welfare Fund wherein undue benefits
made by businesses under the GST law have to be deposited, in case it cannot be passed on to the
identified recipient.
Which of the above statements is/are correct?
a) 1 only
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b) 2 only
c) Both 1 and 2
d) Neither 1 nor 2
Answer: b)
 GST Council is the governing body for the implementation of GST rules in India. It is tasked with the
duties to make important decisions and changes in GST. The GST Council is authorised to determine the
rate of tax applicable under the GST model, tax exemption rules, the due date of submitting GST forms,
tax related laws and deadlines and special exemptions for some States of India, NOT the Union Budget.

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

Special Issue
January (Week 4)

Contents
All about The Houthi Movement ....................................................................................................................... 2
All about the recent Bombay HC verdict on sexual assault............................................................................... 4
History & precedent of President‘s address in Parliament ................................................................................ 6
Viruses, their variants, and vaccines .................................................................................................................. 7
All about the Maharashtra-Karnataka border dispute ........................................................................................ 9
Red Fort and Delhi — symbols and narratives of power down the ages ......................................................... 10

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/

All about The Houthi Movement
(Source: The Hindu )
Context: The roots of the Houthi movement can be traced to „Believing Youth‟, a Zaydi revivalist group
founded by Hussein al-Houthi and his father Badr al-Din in the 1990s
Background
 In 2004, Hussein was killed by Yemeni troops, but the group he founded, called Houthis, after its leader,
continued to the battle against the government
 In 2014, three years after President Saleh resigned amid protests, the Houthis reached Sana'a, and by
early 2015, they took over the city
 After the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, when anti-Americanism was at its peak in the Muslim world,
several Islamist organisations had tried to mobilise supporters riding the public sentiments. For the
Houthis in northern Yemen, it was a tipping point.
 What started as a religious revivalist movement aimed at restoring the fading glory of the Zaydi sect of
Islam, the Houthis, under the leadership of Hussein al-Houthi, were turning political. When the second
intifada broke out in the Palestinian territories in 2000, the Houthis staged solidarity protests. They
mobilised supporters against the U.S.‘s war on Afghanistan in 2001. After the Iraq war, they adopted a
new slogan, ―Death to America, death to Israel, curse upon the Jews, victory to Islam‖.
 Not many had foreseen back then that this tiny group of tribesmen from the Marran Mountains of the
northern province Sa‘dah would grow into the most powerful rebel war machine in Yemen and, within
little over a decade, capture the capital Sana‘a and establish their rule over much of the country.
 For the past six years, the Houthis have been controlling Sana‘a, while attempts to dislodge them,
including a Saudi-led military intervention, failed to meet their goals. The success story of the Houthis is
also the story of one of the worst humanitarian crises of our times. The Saudi military intervention, the
Houthi resistance and a separatist movement in the south have collectively turned Yemen into a
humanitarian catastrophe.
 And then, there is Al-Qaeda of the Arabian Peninsula, exploiting the lawlessness and expanding its
operations. Making matters worse, the administration of Donald Trump in the U.S. designated the
Houthis a ‗terrorist organisation‘ in its final days in office. This is expected to make providing aid to the
Houthi-held territories and finding an eventual political solution to the crisis difficult. The ball is now in
U.S. President Joe Biden‘s court.
The origins
 The roots of the Houthi movement can be traced to ―Believing Youth‖ (Muntada al-Shahabal-Mu‘min),
a Zaydi revivalist group founded by Hussein al-Houthi and his father, Badr al-Din al-Houthi, in the early
1990s. Badr al-Din was an influential Zaydi cleric in northern Yemen.
 Inspired by the Iranian revolution of 1979 and the rise of Hezbollah in southern Lebanon in the 1980s,
Badr al-Din and his sons started building vast social and religious networks among the Zaydis of Yemen,
who make up roughly one-third of the Sunni-majority country population. The Zaydis are named after
Zayd Bin Ali, the great grandson of Imam Ali. Zayd Bin Ali had led a revolt against the Ummayad
Caliphate in the eighth century. He was killed, but his martyrdom led to the rise of the Zaydi sect.
 For centuries, the Zaydis were a powerful sect within Yemen. In the 16th century, they established an
imamate and in the 17th, they ousted the Ottomans from Yemen. The imamate went into decline and got
fractured in the 19th century, faced with challenges from repeated attacks from the Ottomans and the
rising influence of Wahhabism in Arabia.
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After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1918, the Zaydis, once again, consolidated power in
northern Yemen and established the Mutawakkilite Kingdom. This lasted till 1962 when the Egyptbacked republicans overthrew the monarchy.
When Badr al-Din al-Houthi and his son Hussein launched Believing Youth, the plan was to reorganise
the Zaydi minority. But when the movement turned political and started attacking the ―corrupt‖ regime
of Ali Abdullah Saleh and his support for the U.S.‘s war on terror, it became a thorn on Saleh‘s side.
They called themselves Ansar Allah (Partisans of God), mobilised tribesmen in the north against the
government and chanted the ―Death to America‖ slogans. In 2004, Saleh‘s government issued an arrest
warrant against Hussein al-Houthi. He resisted the arrest, starting an insurgency. In September, the
government troops attacked the rebels and killed Hussein.
Since then, the government launched multiple military campaigns in Sa‘dah, the Zaydi stronghold, to
end the resistance, which was locally called the Houthis movement, after their ―martyred‖ leader. But the
government‘s heavy hand backfired. It only strengthened the Houthis, who, by 2010 when a ceasefire
was reached, had captured Sa‘dah from the government troops.

March to Sana’a
 When protests broke out in Yemen in 2011 as part of the Arab Spring protests, the Houthis backed the
agitation. President Saleh, a Zaydi who was in power for 33 years, resigned in November, handing the
reins to his deputy, Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, a Saudi-backed Sunni.
 Yemen, under the tutelage of the Saudis and the Emiratis, started a national dialogue to resolve internal
differences. The Houthis were part of the dialogue. But they fell out with the transition government of
Mr. Hadi, claiming that the proposed federal solution, which sought to divide the Zaydi-dominated north
into two land-locked provinces, was intended to weaken the movement. They soon got back to
insurgency.
 Saleh, who was sidelined by the interim government and its backers, joined hands with his former rivals
and launched a joint military operation. By January 2015, the Houthi-Saleh alliance had captured Sana‘a
and much of northern Yemen, including the vital Red Sea coast. (Later the Houthis turned against Saleh
and the latter was killed in December 2017).
 The rapid rise of the Houthis in Yemen set off alarm bells in Riyadh which saw them as Iranian proxies.
Saudi Arabia, under the new, young Defence Minister, Mohammed Bin Salman, started a military
campaign in March 2015, hoping for a quick victory against the Houthis.
 But the Houthis had dug in, refusing to leave despite Saudi Arabia‘s aerial blitzkrieg. With no effective
allies on the ground and no way-out plan, the Saudi-led campaign lost its steam over the years. The U.S.
and Saudi Arabia accuse Iran of backing the Houthis. In Saudi Arabia, both the Houthis and Iran found a
common foe.
 In the past six years, the Houthis have launched multiple attacks on Saudi cities from northern Yemen in
retaliation for Saudi air strikes. In 2019, the Houthis claimed the attack on two Saudi oil installations that
knocked out, briefly, half of the kingdom‘s oil output.
 The Houthis have established a government in the north. The Supreme Political Council, headed by its
President, Mahdi al-Mashat, is the executive branch of their rule. Mohammed Ali al-Houthi, Hussein‘s
brother, leads the movement. There are serious allegations against both the Saudis and the Houthis in the
war.
 While the Saudi bombings caused a large number of civilian deaths, the Houthis were accused, by rights
groups and governments, of preventing aid, deploying forces in densely populated areas and using
excessive force against civilians and peaceful protesters.
 The conflict appears to have entered a stalemate. Yemen, often dubbed the poorest Arab country, is now
divided into three parts — the Houthi-controlled northern territories, the Southern Transition Councilcontrolled areas in the south (which has the backing of the UAE) and the rest held by the internationally
recognised government of President Hadi.
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All sides are trying to maximise their interests with attempts to find a political solution reaching
nowhere. In the meantime, Yemen‘s suffering is mounting.

All about the recent Bombay HC verdict on sexual assault
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The Bombay High Court has acquitted a man of sexual assault charges under the Prevention of
Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act for groping a child, and instead convicted him under the
Indian Penal Code (IPC) for a lesser offence. Justice Pushpa V Ganediwala said the allegation was not
serious enough for the greater punishment prescribed under the law. The ruling, which drew criticism for its
restricted interpretation of the offence, spotlights the concept of mandatory minimum sentencing in
legislation, including POCSO.
What was this case about?
 The Nagpur Bench of the Bombay High Court reversed the decision of a sessions court which had
convicted 39-year-old Bandu Ragde under Section 8 of the POCSO Act, and sentenced him to three
years in jail. Section 8 prescribes the punishment for the offence of sexual assault defined in Section 7 of
the Act.
 The convict was accused of luring the 12-year old prosecutrix to his house on the pretext of giving her a
guava, and pressing her breast and attempting to remove her salwar.
 The High Court upheld the conviction under sections that carry a lesser minimum sentence of one year
under the Indian Penal Code, including outraging the modesty of a woman.
Why did the High Court acquit the man of charges under the POSCO Act?
 The court reasoned that since the offence under POCSO carried a higher punishment, a conviction would
require a higher standard of proof, and allegations that were more serious.
 Section 7 of the Act says ―Whoever, with sexual intent touches the vagina, penis, anus or breast of the
child or makes the child touch the vagina, penis, anus or breast of such person or any other person or
does any other act with sexual intent…‖
 The court said that since the convict groped the prosecutrix over her clothes, this indirect contact would
not constitute sexual assault.
Is such a reading of the law unusual?
 Such restrictive reading is not uncommon, especially in POCSO cases.
 In State v Bijender (2014), a Delhi court acquitted a man under the POCSO Act and instead convicted
him of IPC offences. A seven-year-old girl had testified that the convict took her into the bathroom by
force, slapped her, and tore her jeans. The Special Court held that the act of tearing the clothes of the
victim did not constitute physical contact even if sexual intent was present.
 This was despite the recognition of ―any other act with sexual intent which involves physical contact
without penetration‖ to be sexual assault under Section 7 of POCSO. The judge reasoned that since the
accused did not touch the vagina, anus or breasts of the child, the latter part of the section could not be
invoked. The court restrictively interpreted the lack of physical contact with sexual organs to mean that
there was no physical contact.
What is a mandatory minimum sentence?
 Section 8 of the POCSO Act carries a sentence of rigorous imprisonment of three to five years.
However, imposing the minimum sentence is mandatory. Where a statute has prescribed a minimum

www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala

info@theprayasindia.com

+91-7710013217 / 9892560176

The Prayas ePathshala
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala/



sentence, courts do not have the discretion to pass lighter sentences irrespective of any specific
circumstances that the case or the convict might present.
Minimum sentences have been prescribed for all sexual offences under the POCSO Act barring the
offence of sexual harassment. In a 2001 ruling, the Supreme Court held that where the mandate of the
law is clear and unambiguous, the court has no option but to pass the sentence upon conviction as
provided under the statute. ―The mitigating circumstances in a case, if established, would authorise the
court to pass such sentence of imprisonment or fine which may be deemed to be reasonable but not less
than the minimum prescribed under an enactment,‖ the court said in State of J&K v Vinay Nanda.

Why do some legislation prescribe a mandatory minimum sentence?
 A mandatory sentence is prescribed to underline the seriousness of the offence, and is often claimed to
act as a deterrent to crime. In 2013, criminal law reforms introduced in the aftermath of the 2012 Delhi
gangrape prescribed mandatory minimum sentences for criminal use of force and outraging the modesty
of a woman, among other charges.
 Mandatory minimum sentences are also prescribed in some cases to remove the scope for arbitrariness
by judges using their discretion. For example, the punishment for a crime under IPC Section 124A
(Sedition) is ―imprisonment for life, to which fine may be added, or…imprisonment which may extend
to three years, to which fine may be added, or…fine‖, which leaves room for vast discretion with judges.
What are the criticisms of mandatory sentencing?
 Studies have shown that mandatory sentencing in laws lead to fewer convictions, because when judges
perceive that the punishment for the offence is harsh, they might prefer to acquit the accused instead.
 After conviction, a separate hearing is conducted to award sentence, in which aspects such as the
accused being a first-time offender with potential for reformation or being the sole breadwinner of the
family, or the accused‘s age and social background, or the seriousness of the offence, etc., are
considered. The absence of the opportunity to consider such factors, and instead prescribe a mandatory
sentence, pushes judges in some cases towards acquitting the accused.
 A 2016 report on the ‗Study on the Working of Special Courts under the POCSO Act in Delhi‘ by the
Centre for Child Law at the National Law School of India University, Bengaluru, has highlighted the
reluctance of courts in convicting under sections that carry a mandatory minimum sentence.
 The study noted: ―Some within the legal fraternity were of the view that minimum sentences under the
POCSO Act are very high. As an example, one respondent shared that the minimum punishment for
sexual assault and aggravated sexual assault is high. ―Should a 21 year-old be imprisoned for three years
for forcibly kissing a girl? He will become a criminal in jail. No point in packing our jail with
adolescents.‖ Another respondent was of the view that probation should be used in cases of statutory
rape where the accused is between 18-22 years. One respondent also felt that the Act should provide
sentencing discretion to judges.‖
 In his 2016 book Discretion, Discrimination and the Rule of Law: Reforming Rape Sentencing in India,
Mrinal Satish, professor of Law at NLSIU, argued that when mandatory sentencing regimes are put in
place to remove judicial discretion, the discretion merely shifts within the system to the police, but is not
removed.
Way Forward
 Legal experts have argued that mandatory sentences are counterproductive to the aim of reducing crime
or acting as a deterrent.
 Instead of harsher punishment, they recommend judicial reform that makes the sentencing process more
accountable and transparent.
 This would include holding transparent proceedings for sentencing, recording specific reasons for
punishment in rulings, etc.
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History & precedent of President’s address in Parliament
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: The first Parliament session of 2021 began with President Ram Nath Kovind addressing members
of both Houses of Parliament. If he does not stand for re-election, it will be his second-last address to
Parliament. In his speech, there will be an indication of the government‟s plans and focus areas for the year
ahead. While his address will mark the beginning of the session, it will not constitute a joint sitting of the
two Houses.
History & precedent
 In the United Kingdom, the history of the monarch addressing the Parliament goes back to the 16th
century. In the United States, President Gorge Washington addressed Congress for the first time in 1790.
In India, the practice of the President addressing Parliament can be traced back to the Government of
India Act of 1919.
 This law gave the Governor-General the right of addressing the Legislative Assembly and the Council of
State. The law did not have a provision for a joint address but the Governor-General did address the
Assembly and the Council together on multiple occasions. There was no address by him to the
Constituent Assembly (Legislative) from 1947 to 1950. And after the Constitution came into force,
President Rajendra Prasad addressed members of Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha for the first time on
January 31, 1950.
 The Constitution gives the President the power to address either House or a joint sitting of the two
Houses of Parliament. Article 87 provides two special occasions on which the President addresses a joint
sitting. The first is to address the opening session of a new legislature after a general election. The
second is to address the first sitting of Parliament each year.
 A session of a new or continuing legislature cannot begin without fulfilling this requirement. When the
Constitution came into force, the President was required to address each session of Parliament. So during
the provisional Parliament in 1950, President Prasad gave an address before every session. The First
Amendment to the Constitution in 1951 changed this position and made the President‘s address once a
year.

By the govt, about the govt
 There is no set format for the President‘s speech. The Constitution states that the President shall ―inform
Parliament of the cause of the summons‖. During the making of the Constitution, Prof K T Shah wanted
the President‘s address to be more specific. He suggested that the language be changed to specify that
the President shall inform Parliament ―on the general state of the Union including financial proposals,
and other particular issues of policy he deems suitable for such address‖. His amendment was inspired
by the US Constitution, according to which the President ―shall from time to time give to the Congress
www.theprayasindia.com/e-pathshala
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information on the State of the Union, and recommend to their consideration such measures as he shall
judge necessary and expedient‖.
But Prof Shah‘s amendment was rejected by the Constituent Assembly. The address of the President
follows a general structure in which it highlights the government‘s accomplishments from the previous
year and sets the broad governance agenda for the coming year.
The speech that the President reads is the viewpoint of the government and is written by it. Usually, in
December, the Prime Minister‘s Office asks the various ministries to start sending in their inputs for the
speech. A message also goes out from the Ministry of Parliamentary Affairs asking ministries to send
information about any legislative proposals that need to be included in the President‘s address. All this
information is aggregated and shaped into a speech, which is then sent to the President. The government
uses the President‘s address to make policy and legislative announcements.
For example, in 1985 President Giani Zail Singh announced that Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi‘s
government intended to introduce a new national education policy and the anti-defection law. In 1996,
Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee‘s 13-day government announced its intention of giving statehood
to Uttaranchal and Vananchal (Jharkhand) and 33 per cent reservation to women in legislatures.
During his second stint in 1999, Prime Minister Vajpayee‘s government mooted the idea of a fixed term
for Lok Sabha and state Vidhan Sabhas. After the devastating tsunami of 2004, Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh‘s government used the President‘s Address to announce the creation of a national law
for disaster management. And in 2015, President Pranab Mukherjee voiced the Narendra Modi
government‘s plan to expedite financial sector reforms and its endeavour for the smooth conduct of
legislative business and enactment of progressive laws in Parliament.

Procedure & tradition
 In the days following the President‘s address, a motion is moved in the two Houses thanking the
President for his address. This is an occasion for MPs in the two Houses to have a broad debate on
governance in the country. The Prime Minister replies to the motion of thanks in both Houses, and
responds to the issues raised by MPs. The motion is then put to vote and MPs can express their
disagreement by moving amendments to the motion.
 Opposition MPs have been successful in getting amendments passed to the motion of thanks in Rajya
Sabha on five occasions (1980, 1989, 2001, 2015, 2016). They have been less successful in Lok Sabha.
For example in 2018, Lok Sabha MPs tabled 845 amendments of which 375 were moved and negatived.
 The President‘s address is one of the most solemn occasions in the Parliamentary calendar. It is the only
occasion in the year when the entire Parliament, i.e. the President, Lok Sabha, and Rajya Sabha come
together. The event is associated with ceremony and protocol. The Lok Sabha Secretariat prepares
extensively for this annual event.
 In the past, it used to get 150 yards of red baize cloth from the President‘s house for the ceremonial
procession. An officer of Lok Sabha would also be instructed to remind the ADC to the President to
bring the water and tumbler from Rashtrapati Bhawan for the President‘s use.
 The President arrives at Parliament House escorted by the Presidential Guards and is received by the
presiding officers of the two Houses, the Prime Minister, the Minister for Parliamentary Affairs, and the
Secretaries-General of the two Houses. He is then escorted to the Central Hall where he delivers his
address to the assembled MPs of Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha.

Viruses, their variants, and vaccines
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: SARS-CoV-2 variants have emerged independently in several countries, and research published
over the past week indicates that the virus is changing more quickly than was once believed — and that it
may continue to develop towards evading currently available vaccines. We deconstruct the science,
summarise the breaking research, evaluate the concerns, and suggest a prescription for India.
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Why do viruses mutate?
 Like all life, viruses carry a genetic code in the form of nucleic acids — either DNA or RNA. When cells
multiply, the DNA within them replicates as well, to make copies for the new cells. During replication,
random errors are introduced into the new DNA, much like spelling errors when we write. Just as we can
spell-check, our cells carry enzymes to ‗proofread‘ and correct these mistakes to maintain the fidelity of
our genetic material.
 While the errors in DNA virus genomes can be corrected by the error-correcting function of cells in
which they replicate, there are no enzymes in cells to correct RNA errors. Therefore, RNA viruses
accumulate more genetic changes (mutations) than DNA viruses.
 Evolution requires not just mutations, but also selection. While most mutations are deleterious to the
virus, if some allow a selective advantage — say better infectivity, transmission, or escape from
immunity — then the new viruses out-compete the older ones in a population.
 The mutations can be synonymous (silent) or non-synonymous (non-silent); the latter also changes an
amino acid (protein building block) at that position in the coded protein.
How much has SARS-CoV2 mutated?
 Coronaviruses have an RNA genome with two unique features. At 30,000 nucleotides (nucleic acid
units) they have the largest genome among RNA viruses. This allows coronaviruses to produce an
enzyme that can correct RNA replication errors.
 Consequently, coronaviruses have rather stable genomes, changing about a thousand times slower than
influenza viruses, which too are RNA viruses that cause respiratory illness. In a January 21, 2021
preprint on bioRxiv, researchers from ACTREC, Navi Mumbai, analysed over 200,000 SARS-CoV-2
genomes to find 6.6 non-silent and 5 silent mutations per sample. They found 13 mutations hotspots that
change in at least 40,000 or more samples. From 3,361 Indian Covid-19 patient samples, the researchers
found comparable rates of 5.2 non-silent and 4.4 silent mutations per sample.
 A mutation called D614G emerged in late January 2020 to change the amino acid at position 614 in the
virus‘ Spike protein from aspartate (D) to glycine (G). Because this variant infected and replicated better
and produced ‗fitter‘ viruses, it now accounts for over 99 per cent of the virus circulating globally. Other
mutations are now emerging in this background.
 Viruses with mutations within the receptor-binding domain (RBD) of the Spike protein have the most
potential to evade antibodies that develop as a result of natural infection or vaccination. The RBD binds
the cellular receptor allowing the virus to infect cells, and anti-RBD antibodies neutralise the virus. Such
mutations were recently found in variant viruses that emerged in the UK, South Africa and Brazil.
 As of January 26, about 29,000 infections are attributed to UK variants from 63 countries, many due to
local transmission. These viruses carry 17 non-silent mutations, eight in the Spike protein.
 The South African variant includes 668 viruses reported from 26 countries, with local transmission
mainly in southern Africa and the UK. These viruses carry nine non-silent mutations, six in the Spike
protein.
 The Brazil variant includes 30 viruses from eight countries, transmitting locally only in Brazil. These
viruses carry 16 non-silent mutations, 11 in the Spike protein.
 Three key RBD mutations — K417N/T, E484K, and N501Y — are found in variants that emerged in
South Africa and Brazil. The UK variant has the N501Y mutation, but has another called P681H outside
the RBD, which too increases infectivity.
How are vaccines tested for effectiveness against emerging variants?
 Indirect tests are done in laboratories to assess if an emerging variant might escape antibodies developed
after a natural infection or vaccination.
 Serum (the blood components that contain antibodies) from recovered patients or vaccinated people, and
antibodies known to neutralise the original virus, are tested to determine whether the variant viruses
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evade antibodies. Serial dilutions of the serum or antibodies are separately mixed with a fixed amount of
the original and variant viruses, and the mixture is added to cells in culture. After a period of incubation,
cells are washed and stained. Cells infected and killed by viruses multiplying within them appear as clear
zones (plaques) on a dark background.
The effectiveness of a serum or antibody is expressed as an inhibitory concentration (IC) or plaque
reduction neutralisation titer (PRNT) value. The IC50 or PRNT50 value is the reciprocal dilution of
serum or antibody that neutralises 50 per cent viruses in the sample.
Since infectious viruses require containment facilities (called biosafety level 3; BSL3), these assays are
sometimes done with pseudoviruses. These are constructed to carry the SARS-CoV-2 Spike protein on
another virus background, and contain reporters that are easily visualised (e.g., green fluorescent protein)
or quantified (e.g., luciferase).

Can new vaccines be developed to fight variants?
 The evidence at this time, though of concern, does not indicate that current vaccines are failing. But this
has to be watched carefully, and all efforts made to limit transmission between people, which drives
mutations and the emergence of variants. Both Moderna and Pfizer/BioNTech have agreed that their
vaccines offered reduced protection against the South African variant. The two companies are reported
to be working on developing fresh vaccines to cover these variants. (The New York Times, January 25)
 Should new vaccines be needed, the mRNA platform offers the best chance of speedy development.
 These vaccines were the first to receive emergency use approval, and have already been administered to
millions of people globally. Would regulators require fresh human clinical trials for each variant vaccine
built on an already approved platform? This would be critical to the speed at which vaccines against
emerging variants can be deployed.

All about the Maharashtra-Karnataka border dispute
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Earlier this week, Maharashtra Chief Minister Uddhav Thackeray and Nationalist Congress Party
(NCP) leader Sharad Pawar released a book published by the state government, titled „MaharashtraKarnataka Seemavad: Sangharsh Aani Sankalp‟ (Maharashtra-Karnataka Boundary Dispute: Struggle and
Pledge). The book is a collection of articles, news, and other material on the demand that Marathi-speaking
areas in Karnataka should be integrated into Maharashtra. The matter has been in the Supreme Court since
2004.
The dispute
 This long smouldering inter-state dispute resurfaces from time to time, rather like the issue around the
demand for the renaming of Aurangabad. Maharashtra has staked claim to over 7,000 sq km area along
its border with Karnataka, comprising 814 villages in the districts of Belagavi (Belgaum), Uttara
Kannada, Bidar, and Gulbarga, and the towns of Belagavi, Karwar, and Nippani. All these areas are
predominantly Marathi-speaking, and Maharashtra wants them to be merged with the state.
 The genesis of the dispute lies in the reorganisation of states along linguistic and administrative lines in
1956.
 The erstwhile Bombay Presidency, a multilingual province, included the present-day Karnataka districts
of Vijayapura, Belagavi, Dharwad, and Uttara Kannada. In 1948, the Belgaum municipality requested
that the district, having a predominantly Marathi-speaking population, be incorporated into the proposed
Maharashtra state.
 However, The States Reorganisation Act of 1956 made Belgaum and 10 talukas of Bombay State a part
of the then Mysore State (which was renamed Karnataka in 1973). While demarcating borders, the
Reorganisation of States Commission sought to include talukas with a Kannada-speaking population of
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more than 50 per cent in Mysore. But the opponents of the region‘s inclusion in Mysore have maintained
that in 1956, Marathi-speakers outnumbered Kannada-speakers in those areas.
Political parties in Maharashtra are united on the merger of the border areas with the state. The dispute
features in every election manifesto of the Congress, NCP, Shiv Sena, and BJP. Over the last six
decades, every Governor‘s address (which outlines the state government‘s policies and programmes) to
the joint session of the Maharashtra Assembly and Council has mentioned the border dispute to loud
applause from members across parties.

Recent incidents
 This is not the first time that this matter has arisen in the last 13 months of the Maha Vikas Aghadi
(MVA) coalition government.
 Bus services between Kolhapur (Maharashtra) and Belgaum (Karnataka) had to be suspended for a few
days following tensions that flared on both sides of the border after Chief Minister Thackeray referred to
the contentious areas as ―Karnataka-occupied Maharashtra‖ in the Assembly.
 He also named two senior ministers, Eknath Shinde and Chhagan Bhujbal, to a co-ordination committee
to oversee the expeditious resolution of the case in favour of Maharashtra in the Supreme Court.
 Late last year, the Maharashtra government asked all ministers to wear black bands on November 1,
which is celebrated in Karnataka as Rajyotsava or state Formation Day, to express support for Marathispeaking people in Karnataka.
 Thackeray reiterated his commitment to redrawing Maharashtra‘s borders to include areas that now lie in
Karnataka on January 17, which is observed in Maharashtra as Martyrs‘ Day, while paying tributes to
those who died in the 1956 border struggle to join Maharashtra.
The Mahajan Commission
 The BJP government in Karnataka has accused Maharashtra of seeking to incite violence on the border
dispute, and Karnataka Chief Minister B S Yediyurappa has vowed he would ―not part with an inch of
land‖. The Mahajan Commission had ―long ago settled the dispute‖, Yediyurappa said, condemning
Maharashtra.
 The Mahajan Commission was set up by the Government of India in October 1966 to look into the
border dispute. In its report submitted in August 1967, the Commission, led by former Chief Justice of
India Mehr Chand Mahajan, recommended that 264 villages should be transferred to Maharashtra, and
that Belgaum and 247 villages should remain with Karnataka.
 Maharashtra rejected the report, calling it biased and illogical, while Karnataka welcomed it. Despite
demands from Karnataka, the Centre never implemented the recommendations of the report.
 Earlier this week, Sharad Pawar said the report was ―100 per cent against Maharashtra‖.

Red Fort and Delhi — symbols and narratives of power down the ages
(Source: Indian Express )
Context: Newsfeeds on Republic Day were dominated by scenes of protests on the ramparts of the Red Fort.
The climax of what newspapers referred to as the “storming”, “breach”, or “raid”, was the raising of the
Nishan Sahib on the pole normally reserved for the hoisting of the national flag by the Prime Minister on
Independence Day. Many symbols came together in these images — a massive anti-government protest, a
site intimately connected to an annual national event, and the pennant of a religious community. To unravel
some of these strands of meaning, one must go back in history, to a time centuries before the Red Fort was
even constructed.
‘Capital of Hindustan’
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Before the 13th century, Delhi — or ‗Dilli‘ — was, politically speaking, a moderately significant town.
It was for long the capital of the modestly sized kingdom of the Rajput Tomar dynasty. By the mid 12th
century it was conquered by the Rajput Chauhans who, however, ruled from Ajmer.
It was the conquest by Ghurid Turks in the late 12th century that put Delhi on the map as a centre of
power.
As the capital of the Sultanate, Delhi gradually developed an aura of power — in the popular
imagination, it came to be associated with a dominant power in the subcontinent.
Babur, having defeated Ibrahim Lodi at Panipat in 1526, headed for Delhi, which he described as ―the
capital of all Hindustan‖, even though the Lodis had ruled from Agra for the previous two decades.

Seat of Mughal power
 During the first century or so of Mughal rule, Agra was the capital for longer than Delhi. Still, the
Mughals continued to be seen as rulers of Delhi. A Sanskrit inscription from 1607 refers to Akbar as
―Dillishvara‖, the lord of Delhi, though he had ruled from Delhi for a very short time.
 In a Persian inscription dated 1621 on the Salimgarh Bridge adjoining the Red Fort, Jahangir, who never
reigned from Delhi, was described as ―Shahanshah e Dehli‖, the emperor of Delhi.
 It was only in the reign of Shah Jahan (1628-58) that the Mughal connection to Delhi was given concrete
form, with the founding of the city of Shahjahanabad and the inauguration of its palace citadel, the Red
Fort, in 1648. From that date to the end of Mughal rule in 1857, Delhi would be the formal capital of the
Mughal empire.
 There was another important feature of the Delhi of these two centuries. From the 13th century, the
capital had been located at a number of different sites – Mehrauli, Kilugarhi, Siri, Tughlaqabad,
Jahanpanah, Firozabad, and Dinpanah. Now it came to be settled permanently in Shahjahanabad, with
the emperor‘s seat being in the Red Fort.
Coveted political prize
 The significance of Delhi and the Red Fort was thrown into sharp relief by political developments in the
18th century, once the Mughal empire started on the long road to decline. Erstwhile Mughal provinces
such as Bengal, Awadh, and Hyderabad broke away, and new forces like the Sikhs and the Marathas
arose.
 Not only did the Mughal territories shrink, the Mughal emperor became increasingly ineffectual even
within them. Yet, such was his symbolic significance as the source of legitimate sovereign authority that
many of these new states, including a newcomer, the East India Company, continued to rule in his name,
and to issue coins in his name until well into the 19th century.
 The control over the emperor and of Delhi was, therefore, a prize worth fighting for. Safdar Jang, the
Nawab of Awadh, fought a civil war in an attempt to keep his position as Prime Minister of the Mughal
emperor. The Sikhs had their ambitions, and came up to the walls of the city in 1783 before retreating.
 The Marathas met with greater success the following year, when Mahadji Sindhia became the power
behind the throne. Finally, the East India Company defeated the Maratha forces in 1803, and went on to
control Delhi and the emperor for the next 54 years.
 In the popular imagination, legitimate rule was associated with the Mughal emperor to the extent that
when the country broke out in revolt in 1857, the mutinous soldiers made their way to Delhi, seeking his
leadership.
 When the revolt in Delhi had been crushed, the British army occupied the Red Fort and the officers
drank to their Queen‘s health in the Diwan-e-Khas, where the Mughal emperors had held court. It was in
this same hall that Bahadur Shah was put on trial, convicted, and exiled.
 Nearly ninety years later, in 1945-46, the memory of that trial foreshadowed another historic trial in the
fort — that of the personnel of the Indian National Army, which generated an immense wave of
nationalist sentiment in the run-up to Independence.
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Symbol of the nation
 With the coming of Independence, it was necessary that the site of the Red Fort, over which the British
colonial government had sought to inscribe its power and might, be symbolically reclaimed for the
Indian people. It was for this reason, that after the first hoisting of the national flag at India Gate on
August 15, 1947, the next day, the Prime Minister hoisted it on the ramparts of the Red Fort — this was
to then become India‘s lasting Independence Day tradition.
 In the context of a site marked by power and authority, and acts of challenging and reclaiming that
authority, what is the significance of a group of predominantly Sikh farmers raising the flag of the
Khalsa? History books tell us that when the Sikhs made an incursion to Delhi in 1783, they turned away
from the walls, not entering the city. The incident is remembered very differently in Sikh hagiographies.
 Sikh legend says that the armed Sikhs occupied the Red Fort and unfurled the Nishan Sahib,
demonstrating their victory over the Mughal throne. This account, itself contested, has fuelled more
recent events such as the celebration of an annual Fateh Divas at the Red Fort since 2014, supposedly
marking the anniversary of the events of 1783.
 The similarities between Fateh Divas and the events of January 26 may be deceptive. While one
celebrated a victory over an empire that was seen by the Sikhs as oppressive, the other was clearly a
challenge to the authority that controls the site today.
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