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India needs to be prepared to deal with the growing Sino-

Pak nexus 

 With the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) meeting in sight, Pakistan is 

gearing up to gather support from China to avoid the blacklisting. Reports 

suggest that Islamabad is likely to persuade the US to support it as it feels it 

can leverage its much-lauded role as a successful negotiator in the US-Taliban 

agreement signed on February 29. 

 While Pakistan will have support from Turkey and Malaysia, Beijing is 

expected to push hard in Pakistan’s favour at the meeting. 

 Pakistan has been on the FATF grey list since June 2018 and even though 

Islamabad is getting its progress report ready, there is little evidence to suggest 

that its faith in the use of terrorism as a state policy against India will change. 

 Pakistan’s growing alliance with China has been a major factor that has 

alleviated international pressure on it, altering its strategic calculus. Beijing’s 

all-out support to Pakistan provided room to shrink Islamabad’s reliance on 

the West (especially the US). 

 Importantly, Pakistan’s military build-up has continued with Chinese defence 

imports despite its economic slowdown and mounting debt.  

 China’s lavish military assistance to Pakistan has been on four critical fronts: 

Export of Chinese conventional military equipment; support in Pakistan’s 

nuclear build-up; assistance to Pakistan’s indigenous defence industry and 

intelligence sharing. 

 It looks like China wants its alliance with Pakistan to serve as an exemplar to 

smaller nations in South Asia and the Middle East to fulfil its boundless 

strategic and economic ambition.  

The Sino-Pak nexus is expected to grow further in the coming years and India 

needs to be strategically prepared to deal with the implications of the alliance. 

 

Crimes against Scheduled Tribes saw 26% rise in 2019: 

NCRB report 

 Crimes against members of the Scheduled Castes (SCs) and the Scheduled 

Tribes (STs) saw an increase of over 7% and 26% in 2019 compared with the 

2018 figures, according to the annual Crime in India 2019 report published by 

the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB).  

 Due to “non-receipt of data” from West Bengal for 2019, the 2018 data had 

been used to arrive at national and city-wise figures, the NCRB said. 

 A total of 45,935 cases were registered for committing crimes against the SCs, 

showing an increase of 7.3% over 2018 when 42,793 such cases were 
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recorded. At 11,829 cases, Uttar Pradesh recorded the highest number of 

crimes against the SCs in 2019, followed by 6,794 cases in Rajasthan and 

6,544 cases in Bihar, the report said. 

Rape cases 

 In the number of cases of rape of women belonging to the SCs, Rajasthan 

topped the list with 554, followed by Uttar Pradesh at 537 and Madhya 

Pradesh at 510. 

 A total of 8,257 cases were registered for crimes against the STs, an increase 

of 26.5% over 2018 when 6,528 such cases were registered. Madhya Pradesh 

recorded the highest number of cases against the STs as it recorded 1,922, 

followed by Rajasthan, which recorded 1,797 and Odisha 576.  

 The highest number of incidents of rape of tribal women (358) was registered 

in Madhya Pradesh. 

 A total of 51,56,172 cognisable crimes, comprising 32,25,701 Indian Penal 

Code ones and 19,30,471 Special and Local Laws crimes were registered in 

2019.  

 It showed an increase of 1.6% in registration of cases over 2018 (50,74,635 

cases), the NCRB said. A total of 4,05,861 cases of crimes against women 

were registered in 2019 compared to 3,78,236 cases in 2018, showing an 

increase of 7.3%. 

CHRI statement 

 The Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative (CHRI), a police reforms 

advocacy group, said few cases were being registered for specific 

discriminatory action against the SCs and the STs. 

 

Three-fold increase in leopard capture, translocation: 

study 

 A study conducted across Karnataka indicates that the policy guidelines 

brought out by the government to mitigate human-leopard conflict and 

discourage translocation of the animal have had little impact on the ground. 

 The number of leopards captured per month increased more than threefold 

(from 1.5 to 4.6) after the human-leopard policy guidelines were brought out 

in 2011.  

 Similarly, there was a threefold increase in the number of leopards 

translocated per month (from 1 to 3.5). 

 The guidelines for human-leopard conflict management were brought out in 

April 2011 to reduce conflict with leopards, discourage their translocation, and 

suggest improved ways of handling emergency conflict situations. 
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 In Karnataka, 357 leopards were in conflict situations and were captured 

between 2009 and 2016, and the final outcome was available in the case of 

314 leopards. Of these, 268 were translocated in contravention of the spirit of 

the policy, 34 were captured and kept in captivity, while 12 died during the 

capture. 

These findings have been published in a paper, ‘Policy to on-ground action: 

Evaluating a conflict policy guideline for leopards in India’, in the Journal of 

International Wildlife Law and Policy. 

Taking Karnataka as a case study, the researchers analysed pre- and post-

guidelines leopard captures, reasons for the captures, and the outcome for the 

captured leopards. 

Protected areas: 

 The study found that out of 357 leopards captured across 23 of the 30 districts 

in the State during 2009-16, a majority (79%) occurred in Mysuru, Udupi, 

Hassan, Tumakuru, Ramanagaram, Ballari, Koppal, and Mandya districts. 

 Of the 268 leopards translocated, many were moved to protected areas 

(59.7%) and some to reserved/State/minor forests (29.8%). The highest 

number of translocations occurred into the Bandipur Tiger Reserve (22.5%), 

followed by the Nagarahole Tiger Reserve (20.6%) and the Cauvery Wildlife 

Sanctuary (15%). 

 The study indicated that of the 80 leopards translocated to 

reserved/State/minor forests, most releases were to the Kemphole Reserved 

Forest (16.2%), followed by the Devarayanadurga State Forest (7.5%) and the 

Bukkapatna State Forest (5%). 

 

TRAI’s New Tariff Order/Issues  

In January 2020, broadcasters approached the Bombay High Court after the 

Telecommunications Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) notified an amended 

New Regulatory Framework, which includes a New Tariff Order (NTO) for the 

sector.  

 The broadcasters contended, inter alia, that because of TRAI’s prescriptive 

channel pricing rules outlined in the NTO, they are unable to earn revenue 

from consumers and have to rely on advertising revenue, affecting the quality 

of the content they produce. 

 In the next few weeks, the Court is expected to deliver a judgment which will 

hopefully put an end to this issue of channel pricing. However, this case is 

only one of the many legal webs that tie up India’s broadcasting sector. 

The broadcasting sector in India, in terms of its composition and structure, is 

complex by any definition. The interdependence of its constituents is deep, 
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pervasive and to a large extent, symbiotic. There are four ways to view a 

programme on TV — Cable, DTH, HITS and IPTV. 

 There are at least three major actors in the supply chain — content creators, 

broadcasters and distribution-plat- form owners (DPOs), among them cable 

operators. 

 There are over 900 channels, 1,600 DPOs, four DTH operators, one HITS 

operator and thousands of last-mile cable operators representing a large, 

extensive and intricate web. 

 The legal challenges to this NTO, as well as previous challenges to 

regulations, demonstrate that if the regulator chooses to “manage” every 

aspect of the sector then the consequences will be unpredictable and 

disruptive. 

 The latest NTO is well intentioned as it seeks to place an ‘affordable’ tariff 

regime. However, the practical difficulties in its implementation and a 

disregard for the crucial interplays within the broadcasting ecosystem nullifies 

this objective. 

 Regulations and policies are never static and must respond to ever-changing 

objectives and compulsions. 

 The question remains why TRAI is not considering approaches apart from 

issuing tariff orders, such as giving freedom to the industry to price their 

channels as per market forces. 

 

United Nations 75 years, its birth/achievements / failures. 

 The United Nations completed 75 years this year. In order to commemorate 

the historic moment, world leaders come together, at a one-day high-level 

meeting of the UN General Assembly. The meeting, themed as ‘’The Future 

We Want, the UN We Need: Reaffirming our Collective Commitment to 

Multilateralism’, is a landmark event, as for the first time in 75 years, the 193-

member body would be holding the session virtually on account of the Covid-

19 outbreak. 

 The declaration adopted at the meeting looks back at the glorious years of the 

UN and remarked upon its achievements as well as failures. It also set out its 

goals for the next decade.  

 The goals listed out for the next ten years include protection of the planet and 

environment, promoting peace, gender equality and women empowerment, 

digital cooperation, and sustainable financing. 

 The United Nations was born out of the horrors of World War II. At the time 

of its foundation, it was primarily tasked with the goal of maintaining world 

peace and saving future generations from the evils of war. 
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The birth of the United Nations 

 The UN was born out of the ashes of yet another international organisation 

created with the intention of keeping war away. The League of Nations was 

created in June 1919, after World War I, as part of the Treaty of Versailles. 

However, when the Second World War broke out in 1939, the League closed 

down and its headquarters in Geneva remained empty throughout the war. 

 Consequently, in August 1941, American president Franklin D. Roosevelt and 

British prime minister Winston Churchill held a secret meeting. The heads of 

the two countries discussed the possibility of creating a body for international 

peace effort and a range of issues related to the war. Together they issued a 

statement that came to be called the Atlantic Charter. It was not a treaty, but 

only an affirmation that paved the way for the creation of the UN. It declared 

the realisation of “certain common principles in the national policies of their 

respective countries on which they based their hopes for a better future for the 

world.” 

 The United States joined the war in December 1941, and for the first time the 

term ‘United Nations’ was coined by president Roosevelt to identify those 

countries which were allied against the axis powers. On January 1, 1942, 

representatives of 26 allied nations met in Washington DC to sign the 

declaration of the United Nations, which basically spelled out the war 

objectives of the Allied powers. 

 Over the next couple of years, several meetings took place among the Allied 

big four — The United States of America, the Soviet Union, the United 

Kingdom and China — to decide on the post-war charter that would describe 

the precise role of the United Nations. 

 The United Nations finally came into existence on October 24, 1945 after 

being ratified by 51 nations, which included five permanent members (France, 

the Republic of China, the Soviet Union, the UK and the US) and 46 other 

signatories. The first meeting of the General Assembly took place on January 

10, 1946. 

 The four main goals of the UN included maintaining international peace and 

security, developing friendly relations among nations, achieving international 

cooperation in solving international problems and being at the centre for 

harmonising the actions of nations in the attainment of these common ends. 

Achievements and failures of the UN in the last 75 years. 

 While at the time of its formation, the UN consisted of only 51 member states, 

independence movements and de-colonisation in the subsequent years led to 

an expansion of its membership. At present, 193 countries are members of the 

UN. 
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 The UN boasts of several significant achievements in the last 75 years. It has 

also expanded its scope to resolve over a large number of global issues such 

as health, environment, women empowerment among others. 

 Soon after its formation, it passed a resolution to commit to the elimination of 

nuclear weapons in 1946. In 1948, it created the World Health Organisation 

(WHO) to deal with communicable diseases like smallpox, malaria, HIV. 

  In 1950, the UN created the High Commissioner for Refugees to take care of 

the millions who had been displaced due to World War II. It continues to be 

on the frontlines of crises faced by refugees from countries across the world.  

 In 1972, the UN environment programme was created.  

 More recently in 2002, the UN established the UN criminal court to try those 

who have committed war crimes, genocide, and other atrocities. 

 The UN has also met with its share of criticisms. In 1994, for instance, the 

organisation failed to stop the Rwandan genocide. In 2005, UN peacekeeping 

missions were accused of sexual misconduct in the Republic of Congo, and 

similar allegations have also come from Cambodia and Haiti. In 2011, the UN 

peacekeeping mission in South Sudan was unsuccessful in eliminating the 

bloodshed caused in the civil war that broke out in 2013. 

 

Coronavirus spike protein, clues to why some patients have 

runaway inflammation 

 A new study addresses the question that Why do some people with Covid-

19 develop severe inflammation, by looking at the molecular structure and 

sequence of the SARS-CoV-2 spike protein, the key part of the virus that 

causes Covid-19. The study uses computational modelling to zero in on a part 

of the SARS-CoV-2 spike protein that may act as a “super-antigen”. It 

proposes that this part kicks the immune system into overdrive leading to 

inflammatory syndrome. 

 The study is published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences. 

 Symptoms of a newly identified condition in paediatric Covid-19 patients, 

known as Multisystem Inflammatory Syndrome in Children (MISC), 

include persistent fever and severe inflammation that can affect a host of 

bodily systems. While rare, the syndrome can be serious or even fatal. 

 Researchers created a computer model of the interaction between the SARS-

CoV2 spike protein and the receptors on human T cells. These T cells are part 

of the immune system and normally help the body fight off infection, but when 

they are activated in abnormally large quantities, they produce massive 

amounts of inflammatory cytokines, leading to a “cytokine storm”. 
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 The computer model identified a specific region on the spike protein with 

super-antigenic features — which can lead to an abnormal immune response. 

The researchers compared this region to a bacterial protein that causes toxic 

shock syndrome and found striking similarities in both sequence and structure. 

 Also, the proposed SARS-CoV-2 super-antigen showed a high affinity for 

binding with T cell receptors — the first step towards a runaway immune 

response. 

 The discovery of protein-level similarities between SARS-CoV-2 and the 

bacterial structure that causes toxic shock syndrome, the researchers said, may 

have opened up new avenues for treating not only MIS-C patients, but also 

adults with Covid-19 infection experiencing cytokine storm. 

 The researchers also collaborated with scientists studying adult Covid-19 

patients in Germany and found that those who experienced severe symptoms 

had a T-cell response similar to what is seen in people exposed to super-

antigens and very different from the T cell response in patients who had only 

mild symptoms. 

 

544 New species discovered in the country last year / 

“Animals and Plants Discoveries 2019” 

They include 364 animal and 180 plant varieties 

 A rock-dwelling gecko, Cnemaspis anandani, endemic to the Western Ghats. 

Sphaerotheca magadha, a burrowing frog discovered in the farm fields of 

Jharkhand. Enoplotrupes tawangensis, a dung beetle from Tawang. A wild 

ginger variety, Amomum nagamiense, discovered from the forest behind 

Kohina Zoo in Nagaland. A wild fern, Pteris subiriana, found not just in Kerala 

but also Tamil Nadu and Maharashtra.  

 India has 544 reasons to cheer with the Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) and 

the Botanical Survey of India (BSI) on Friday releasing their annual 

publications, ‘Animal Discoveries 2019’ and ‘Plant Discoveries 2019’ 

respectively. 

 ‘Animal Discoveries 2019’lists 368 faunal species as new to science and 116 

species as being spotted for the first time in India.  

 The publication provides the details about 360 new species, 4 subspecies and 

4 fossil species as well as 116 species spotted for the first time in India. 

 ‘Plant Discoveries 2019’ lists 180 new plant species and 73 species spotted 

for the first time in the country. 

Horticulture value 

 Among the new discoveries this year are plants with horticulture value as well 

those which can serve as alternative foods. The number of plant species found 
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in India, according to the 2019 BSI compilation, is 50,012 and accounts 

roughly for 12% of all flora species in the world. 

 Both the ZSI and BSI have been releasing ‘Animal Discoveries’ and ‘Plant 

Discoveries’ since 2007 and this is the 13th publication in the series. The data 

analysis of the past decade reveals a total of 2,444 new animal species and 

3,500 plant species from the country.  

 

China, South Korea join WHO’s COVAX facility 

 A WHO-led initiative to make coronavirus vaccine accessible to all received 

a boost with China announcing its intention to join the initiative. The 

COVAX facility seeks to accelerate the development and production of 

coronavirus vaccines through pooling in resources from the member countries, 

and then ensure that it is equitably distributed amongst them. 

 It is also meant to be a counter to the individual efforts of some rich countries, 

like the United States, which have been getting into bilateral billion-dollar 

deals with vaccine manufacturers for prioritised and assured supply of doses, 

when these vaccines become available. The United States, for example, has 

booked 800 million doses through six developers. The United Kingdom has 

booked 350 million doses. The prioritised supplies during the initial months 

of production of the vaccine could potentially starve other countries of the 

vaccines, because of limited production capacities. 

 The COVAX facility also intends to get into similar deals with vaccine 

manufacturers, but the vaccines that come out of it would be meant for all the 

member countries, and the initial supplies would be restricted to a maximum 

of 20 per cent of the most vulnerable population groups in each of these 

countries. The idea is to ensure that those who need the vaccine the most, in 

every part of the world, get access first. 

 But the COVAX facility has been struggling to find enough money to fund 

those deals. WHO has said the initiative requires US$ 16 in total to get going, 

but all it has right now in pledges is about US$ 2 billion. 

 China’s decision to join the COVAX initiative could be prompted by a desire 

to earn some international goodwill at a time when it is facing intense criticism 

for its handling of the coronavirus outbreak. The move could also help China 

in pushing its own vaccines through the COVAX facility.  

 Right now, there is only one Chinese vaccine candidate in the list of nine that 

the COVAX facility is backing. China has the maximum number of vaccines 

at the clinical trial stage, at least nine. 

 South Korea had also decided to join the COVAX initiative this week.  

 So far, 171 countries and economies have joined the platform. 
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 Initially, supply of vaccines will be limited. But by sharing supply equitably, 

countries and economies that are part of COVAX can distribute vaccines 

simultaneously to priority populations, including health workers, older people 

and those with underlying conditions. The aim of COVAX is to ensure that 2 

billion doses are manufactured and distributed equitably by the end of 2021. 

 

India’s economy to contract by 10.3% this fiscal, says IMF 

 India’s economy is expected to contract 10.3% in the current fiscal year as the 

country and the world reel from the COVID-19 pandemic, according to the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

 Global output is projected to shrink 4.4% in 2020, the IMF said in its World 

Economic Outlook October 2020 report titled, “A Long and Difficult Ascent”. 

 The projection for India is a downgrade of 5.8 percentage points from its June 

forecast. India is expected to rebound in the fiscal year beginning in April 

2021 with 8.8% growth — an upgrade of 2.8 percentage points relative to the 

June update. 

 “Revisions to the forecast are particularly large for India, where GDP 

contracted much more severely than expected in the second quarter,” the IMF 

said. 

 Consumer prices in India are expected to grow at 4.9% this year and by 3.7% 

in the next fiscal. The current account balance is projected to grow by 0.3% 

this year and -0.9% next year. 

 For the world as a whole, the 2020 growth projection has been revised 

upwards by 0.8 percentage points relative to June — the result of a less dire 

second quarter and signs of a stronger recovery in the third quarter, partly 

offset by downgrades in certain developing countries and emerging economies 

(except China). The recovery in 2021 is projected to be at 5.2%, lower than 

the June 2020 projections. 

 

SVAMITVA Scheme 

Recently PM has launched the physical distribution of Property Cards under the 

SVAMITVA Scheme. 

About SVAMITVA Scheme: 

 SVAMITVA stands for Survey of Villages and Mapping with Improvised 

Technology in Village Areas. 

 Under the scheme, the latest surveying technology such as drones will be used 

for measuring the inhabited land in villages and rural areas. 
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 The mapping and survey will be conducted in collaboration with the Survey 

of India, State Revenue Department and State Panchayati Raj Department 

under the Ministry of Panchayati Raj. 

 The drones will draw the digital map of every property falling in the 

geographical limit of each Indian village. 

 Property Cards will be prepared and given to the respective owners. 

Significance of the scheme: 

 The scheme paves the way for using the property as a financial asset by 

villagers for taking loans and other financial benefits. 

 Also, this is the first time ever that such a large-scale exercise involving the 

most modern means of technology is being carried out to benefit millions of 

rural property owners. 

Various benefits: 

 The scheme will create records of land ownership in villages and these records 

will further facilitate tax collection, new building plan and issuance of permits. 

 It will enable the government to effectively plan for the infrastructural 

programs in villages. 

 It would help in reducing the disputes over property 

 The scheme will help in streamlining planning and revenue collection in 

rural areas and ensuring clarity on property rights. 

 The scheme will enable creation of better-quality Gram Panchayat 

Development Plans (GPDPs), using the maps created under this programme. 

 

The STARS Program.  

 The Union Cabinet has approved a project partially funded by the World Bank 

to carry out a reform agenda in the governance of school education, and 

improve data and assessment systems at the national level, as well as teaching 

and learning outcomes in six States, especially for early childhood and 

vocational education. 

 The project includes an emergency response component to help the 

government respond to disaster situations which lead to school closures and 

loss of learning, such as the current COVID-19 pandemic.  

 The Strengthening Teaching-Learning and Results for States (STARS) project 

will have a total project cost of ₹5,718 crore, with the World Bank’s support 

amounting to about ₹3,700 crore ($500 million). 

 A major component of the project is the establishment of PARAKH 

(Performance Assessment, Review, and Analysis of Knowledge for 
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Holistic Development) as a National Assessment Centre. Included in the 

National Education Policy 2020, this autonomous institution under the Union 

Education Ministry will set norms for student assessment and evaluation for 

all school boards across the country, most of which currently follow norms set 

by State governments. 

 At the State level, the project seeks to improve education outcomes and 

school-to-work transition strategies for better labour market outcomes in 

Himachal Pradesh, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Kerala and 

Odisha. 

 A similar project to be funded by the Asian Development Bank will cover 

Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, Uttarakhand, Jharkhand and Assam and every State will 

partner with one other State to share best practices.  

 

New research sheds light on declining star formation in 

Milky Way.  

 In a vital discovery which may help understand the mystery behind declining 

star formation activity in the Milky Way, a team of astronomers from the 

Pune-based National Centre for Radio Astrophysics (NCRA-TIFR) and 

Raman Research Institute (RRI) in Bengaluru have used the upgraded Giant 

Metrewave Radio Telescope (GMRT) to measure the atomic hydrogen 

content of galaxies seen as they were eight billion years ago when the universe 

was young. 

 The research, has been published in the October 15 issue of the prestigious 

British scientific journal Nature. 

 Galaxies are made up mostly of gas and stars, with gas being converted into 

stars during the life of a galaxy. Understanding galaxies requires to determine 

how the amounts of both gas and stars change with time. Astronomers have 

long known that galaxies formed stars at a higher rate when the universe was 

young than they do today. The star formation activity in galaxies peaked about 

8-10 billion years ago and has been declining steadily till today. 

Unlocking the mystery 

 The cause of this decline was unknown as there had been no information 

regarding the amount of atomic hydrogen gas — the primary fuel for star 

formation — in galaxies in these early times. 

 This research for the first time, measured the atomic hydrogen gas content of 

star forming galaxies about 8 billion years ago, using the upgraded GMRT. 

Given the intense star formation in these early galaxies, their atomic gas would 

be consumed by star formation in just one or two billion years. And, if the 

galaxies could not acquire more gas, their star formation activity would 

decline, and finally cease” 
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 The measurement of the atomic hydrogen mass of distant galaxies was done 

by using the upgraded GMRT to search for a spectral line in atomic hydrogen. 

 Unlike stars which emit light strongly at optical wavelengths, the atomic 

hydrogen signal lies in the radio wavelengths, at a wavelength of 21 cm, and 

can only be detected with radio telescopes. 

 21 cm signal is intrinsically very weak, and difficult to detect from distant 

individual galaxies even with powerful telescopes like the upgraded GMRT. 

To overcome this limitation, the team used a technique called “stacking” to 

combine the 21 cm signals of nearly 8,000 galaxies that had earlier been 

identified with the help of optical telescopes. This method measures the 

average gas content of these galaxies. 

 Studying the distant universe through the 21 cm signal has remained an 

important research area in astronomy, and one of the key science goals of the 

GMRT. 

 Big jump in sensitivity was due to the upgrade of the GMRT in 2017. “The 

new wide band receivers and electronics allowed to use 10 times more 

galaxies [8,000 galaxies were observed in the study] in the stacking analysis, 

giving sufficient sensitivity to detect the weak average 21 cm signal.” 

 Detecting the 21 cm signal from the most distant galaxies in the universe was 

the main science goal of the GMRT, when it was designed and built by a team 

led by the late pioneering astrophysicist Govind Swarup in the 1980s and 

1990s. 

 

National Authority of Ship Recycling (NASR) 

The Central government has notified the Director-General of Shipping as the 

national authority for recycling of ships under the Recycling of Ships Act, 2019. 

About NASR 

 The national authority of ship recycling will be set up in Gandhinagar, Gujarat. 

 The location of the office will benefit the ship recycling yard owners situated 

in Alang, Gujarat which is home to the largest ship recycling industry in the 

world. 

 DG Shipping is authorized to administer, supervise and monitor all activities 

relating to ship recycling in the country. 

 DG Shipping will oversee the sustainable development of the ship recycling 

industry, monitoring the compliance to environment-friendly norms and 

safety and health measures for the stakeholders. 

 DG Shipping will be the final authority for the various approvals required by 

the ship-recycling yard owners and state governments. 
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Recycling of Ships Act, 2019 

 Under the Ship Recycling Act, 2019, India has acceded to the ‘Hong Kong 

International Convention for the Safe and Environmentally Sound Recycling 

of Ships’. 

 This was adopted by the International Maritime Organization (IMO). 

 DG Shipping is a representative of India in the IMO and all the conventions 

of IMO are being enforced by DG Shipping. 

 

AZD7442: A cocktail of antibodies to fight Covid-19 

 Swedish-British drug giant AstraZeneca recently said it was moving an 

antibody combination developed for Covid-19 treatment into late-stage 

human trials. The firm has also received around $486 million from the US 

government for the development and supply of this combination. 

What is this therapy? 

 AZD7442, a similar class of the drug cocktail used to treat US President 
Donald Trump recently, is a combination of two long-acting monoclonal 
antibodies (LAAB). AstraZeneca developed it using its proprietary 
technology with the aim of preventing Covid-19 infection for a long duration. 

 LAABs mimic natural antibodies, and a combination of LAABs could be 
“complementary” to vaccines as a prophylactic agent, according to 
AstraZeneca. This means it could either be used on people for whom a vaccine 
may not be appropriate or it could be given as added protection for those at 
high-risk, it said. 

When did it come in? How much has this combination been tested? 

 The first phase of human trials for this combination started in August to assess 
aspects like the safety and tolerability of the combination in healthy 
individuals. In the next few weeks, AZD7442 will advance into phase 3 
clinical trials in more than 6,000 participants at sites in and outside the US. 
One trial will evaluate its safety and efficacy to prevent infection for up to 12 
months, in approximately 5,000 participants. The combination is also being 
tested for use as a prophylactic and pre-emptive treatment in approximately 
1,100 participants. 

 AstraZeneca is planning additional trials to evaluate it in approximately 4,000 
patients for Covid-19 treatment. 

Is it similar to other experimental therapies? 

 This LAAB combination is similar to the experimental therapy developed by 
Regeneron Pharmaceuticals–a cocktail that Trump has been treated with after 
contracting Covid-19. Eli Lilly is another company that has worked on an 
antibody treatment. Regeneron and Lilly have both reportedly also sought 
emergency authorisation from the US Food and Drug Administration for these 
therapies. 
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How is this relevant for India? 

 India accounts for the second-highest number of Covid-19 cases in the world, 

with nearly 8.40 lakh active cases recorded as of 8 am on October 13. While 

a Covid-19 vaccine is still in the works and the country continues to figure out 

how it will supply the shots to its priority groups, AstraZeneca has said it will 

be ready to supply up to 100,000 doses of this antibody cocktail by the end of 

2020. Considering the potential for India’s biopharmaceutical industry to 

reproduce such therapies with agreements and tech transfers from the 

company, such a therapy could add to the country’s basket of drugs to curb 

the spread of this virus and effectively treat those infected. That is, provided 

that the ongoing trials and any localised trials in India show that the cocktail 

is worth it. 

 

UVIT: India’s first multi-wavelength astronomical 

observatory 

The satellite that detected the first extreme-UV rays in the Universe from the 

cosmic noon celebrated its 5th birthday today. 

Ultra-Violet Imaging Telescope (UVIT) 

 The UVIT is a remarkable 3-in-1 imaging telescope. 

 Weighing all of 230 kg, the UVIT can simultaneously observe in the visible, 

the near-ultraviolet (NUV) and the far-ultraviolet (FUV). 

 UVIT comprises of two separate telescopes. One of them works in the visible 

(320-550 nm) and the NUV (200-300 nm). 

 The second works only in the FUV (130-180 nm). 

Its achievement 

 It has carried out 1166 observations of 800 unique celestial sources proposed 

by scientists both from India and abroad. 

 It has explored stars, star clusters, mapping of the large and small satellite 

galaxies nearby to our own Milky Way galaxy called the Magellanic Clouds. 

 It is an energetic phenomenon in the Universe such as the ultra-violet 

counterparts to gamma-ray bursts, supernovae, active galactic nuclei, and so 

on. 

 Its superior spatial resolution capability has enabled astronomers to probe star 

formation in galaxies as well as resolve the cores of star clusters (3 times better 

than the last NASA mission, GALEX). 

 Observations from UVIT has recently led to the discovery of a galaxy located 

at a distance of about 10 billion light-years from Earth and emitting extreme 

ultraviolet radiation that can ionize the intergalactic medium. 
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India fares poorly in hunger index. Global Hunger Index 

2020 

 India has the highest prevalence of wasted children under five years in the 

world, which reflects acute undernutrition, according to the Global Hunger 

Index 2020. The situation has worsened in the 2015-19 period, when the 

prevalence of child wasting was 17.3%, in comparison to 2010-14, when it 

was 15.1%. 

 Overall, India ranks 94 out of 107 countries in the Index, lower than 

neighbours such as Bangladesh (75) and Pakistan (88). 2020 scores reflect 

data from 2015-19. The Index, which was released on Friday, is a peer-

reviewed report released annually by Concern Worldwide and 

Welthungerhilfe. 

 It uses four parameters to determine its scores. India fares worst in child 

wasting (low weight for height, reflecting acute undernutrition) and child 

stunting (low height for age, reflecting chronic undernutrition), which together 

make up a third of the total score. 

 Although it is still in the poorest category, however, child stunting has actually 

improved significantly, from 54% in 2000 to less than 35% now. Child 

wasting, on the other hand, has not improved in the last two decades, and is 

rather worse than it was decade ago. 

 India has improved in both child mortality rates, which are now at 3.7%, and 

in terms of undernourishment, with about 14% of the total population which 

gets an insufficient caloric intake. 

 In the region of south, east and south-eastern Asia, the only countries which 

fare worse than India are Timor-Leste, Afghanistan and North Korea. 

Pandemic effect 

 Globally, nearly 690 million people are undernourished, according to the 

report, which warns that the COVID-19 pandemic could have affected the 

progress made on reducing hunger and poverty. 

 “The world is not on track to achieve the second Sustainable Development 

Goal — known as Zero Hunger for short — by 2030. At the current pace, 

approximately 37 countries will fail even to reach low hunger, as defined by 

the Global Hunger Index Severity Scale, by 2030,” says the report. “These 

projections do not account for the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

may worsen hunger and undernutrition in the near term and affect countries’ 

trajectories into the future ... COVID-19 has made it clearer than ever that our 

food systems, as they stand, are inadequate to the task of achieving Zero 

Hunger.” 
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Repurposed drugs did not cut down mortality : WHO 

 Interim results from the Solidarity Therapeutics Trial, coordinated by the 

World Health Organization (WHO), have indicated that remdesivir, 

hydroxychloroquine, lopinavir/ritonavir and interferon regimens appeared to 

have little or no effect on 28-day mortality or the in-hospital course of 

COVID-19 among hospitalised patients, according to information released by 

the global health body. 

Clinical outcome 

 WHO Solidarity Trials said The Solidarity trial is the largest trial to examine 

the effect of four treatments on the risk of death in hospitalised patients of 

COVID-19. As a multi-country study, it offers the advantage of large patient 

numbers needed to reach meaningful conclusions on this very important 

clinical outcome and also provides generalisability of its conclusions across 

diverse populations across the world. 

 The trial has not shown any benefit of any of the four tested drugs on reducing 

the risk of dying in hospitalised patients of COVID-19. 

 The trial will continue to evaluate other promising interventions for their 

ability to save lives, through rigorously examined evidence from a large 

randomised trial methodology. 

 In six months, the world’s largest randomised control trial on COVID-19 

therapeutics has generated conclusive evidence on the effectiveness of 

repurposed drugs for the treatment of COVID-19, noted the WHO release. 

30 nations participate 

 It added that the study, which spans more than 30 countries, looked at the 

effects of these treatments on overall mortality, initiation of ventilation, and 

duration of hospital stay in hospitalised patients. 

 Other uses of the drugs, for example in treatment of patients in the community 

or for prevention, would have to be examined using different trials. 

 The results are under review for publication and have been uploaded as 

preprint at medRxiv. 

 The Indian Council for Medical Research (ICMR), an active partner in the 

trials, said in a statement, “ICMR has succeeded in conducting this large 

randomised controlled study even during a pandemic situation and earlier 

lockdown. This study reliably answers critical public health questions 

concerning therapeutics. 

 Earlier, ICMR conducted PLACID trial for convalescent plasma indicating no 

benefit of it in COVID-19 treatment. 

 The trial comprised 26 actively randomising sites with 937 participants in 

India.  
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Anti-ulcer drug shows promise in suppressing coronavirus 

 Researchers from Hong Kong have reported a novel antiviral strategy for 

treatment of Covid-19. They have found that a class of existing drugs, which 

are currently used in the treatment of other infectious diseases, can suppress 

replication of SARS-CoV-2 and relieve Covid-19 symptoms in an animal 

model. 

 Their findings are published in Nature Microbiology. 

 These are metallodrugs, which consist of metal compounds. Generally, metal 

compounds are used as anti-microbial agents, but their antiviral activities have 

rarely been explored, the researchers said. 

 Their findings now provide a new therapeutic option for treatment of Covid-

19. The researchers screened metallodrugs and related compounds including 

ranitidine bismuthcitrate(RBC), a commonly used anti-ulcer drug which 

contains the metal bismuth. 

 They identified RBC as a potent anti-SARS-CoV-2 agent. RBC targets a 

protein called Nsp13, which is essential for SARS-CoV-2 to replicate. 

 The experiments showed that RBC reduces viral loads by over 1,000-fold in 

SARS-CoV-2-infected cells. 

 In a golden Syrian hamster, RBC was found to suppress SARS-CoV-2 

replication and reduce viral loads by 100-fold in both the upper and lower 

respiratory tracts, and to mitigate virus-associated pneumonia. 

 

Need for India to urgently step up efforts to improve its sex 

ratio.  

 Fertility is likely to continue to decline and it is estimated that replacement 

TFR of 2.1 would soon be, if not already, reached for India as a whole. 

 Fertility has been declining in India for some time now. The Sample 

Registration System (SRS) Statistical Report (2018) estimated the Total 

Fertility Rate (TFR), the number of children a mother would have at the 

current pattern of fertility during her lifetime, as 2.2 in the year 2018. 

 Fertility is likely to continue to decline and it is estimated that replacement 

TFR of 2.1 would soon be, if not already, reached for India as a whole. 

 Many people believe that the population would stabilise or begin to reduce in 

a few years once replacement fertility is reached. 

 “This is not so because of the population momentum effect, a result of more 

people entering the reproductive age group of 15-49 years due to the past high-

level of fertility. For instance, the replacement fertility level was reached in 

Kerala around 1990, but its annual population growth rate was 0.7 per cent in 

2018, nearly 30 years later. 
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 UN Population Division has estimated that India’s population would possibly 

peak at 161 crore around 2061. 

 But the most troubling statistics in the SRS report are for sex ratio at birth. 

 Biologically normal sex ratio at birth is 1,050 males to 1,000 females or 950 

females to 1,000 males. 

 The SRS reports show that sex ratio at birth in India, measured as the number 

of females per 1,000 males, declined marginally from 906 in 2011 to 899 in 

2018. 

 There is considerable son preference in all states, except possibly in Kerala 

and Chhattisgarh. The UNFPA State of World Population 2020 estimated the 

sex ratio at birth in India as 910, lower than all the countries in the world 

except China. 

 This is a cause for concern because this adverse ratio results in a gross 

imbalance in the number of men and women and its inevitable impact on 

marriage systems as well as other harms to women. 

 Increasing female education and economic prosperity help to improve the 

ratio,” they point out. It is hoped that a balanced sex ratio at birth could be 

realised over time, although this does not seem to be happening during the 

period 2011-18. 

 In view of the complexity of son preference resulting in gender-biased sex 

selection, government actions need to be supplemented by improving 

women’s status in the society. 

 In conclusion, there is an urgent need to reach young people both for 

reproductive health education and services as well as to cultivate gender equity 

norms. This could reduce the effect of population momentum and accelerate 

progress towards reaching a more normal sex-ratio at birth. India’s population 

future depends on it. 

 

Using holographic imaging to detect viruses and antibodies 

 Scientists have developed a method using holographic imaging to detect both 

viruses and antibodies. The method is described in the journal Soft Matter. If 

fully realised, this proposed test could be done in under 30 minutes, is highly 

accurate, and can be performed by minimally trained personnel, the 

researchers said. 

 Developed by scientists from New York University, the method uses laser 

beams to record holograms of their test beads. The surfaces of the beads are 

activated with biochemical binding sites that attract either antibodies or virus 

particles, depending on the intended test. Binding antibodies or viruses causes 

the beads to grow by a few billionth parts of a metre. 
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 Researchers have shown they can detect this growth through changes in the 

beads’ holograms. The test can analyse a dozen beads per second. This can 

mean cutting the time for a reliable thousand-bead diagnostic test to 20 

minutes. 

 The holographic video microscopy is performed by an instrument, xSight, 

created by Spheryx, a New York-based company co-founded by NYU’s David 

Grier. 

 

The Human Cost of Disasters Report (2000-2019) 

The UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) recently published its 

report titled “The Human Cost of Disasters”. 

Highlights of the report 

 7,348 major disaster events had occurred between 2000 and 2019, claiming 

1.23 lives, affecting 4.2 billion people and costing the global economy some 

$2.97 trillion. 

 Of this, China (577 events) and the US (467 events) reported the highest 

number of disaster events followed by India (321 events). 

 Climate change is to be blamed for the doubling of natural disasters in the past 

20 years says the report. 

 There had also been an increase in geophysical events like earthquakes and 

tsunamis that are not related to climate but are particularly deadly. 

UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction: 

 The UNDRR was established in 1999 as a dedicated secretariat to facilitate 

the implementation of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 

(ISDR). 

 It is headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland. 

 It is mandated to serve as the focal point in the UN system for the coordination 

of disaster reduction and to ensure synergies among the disaster reduction 

activities. 

 It has a vision to substantially reduce disaster risk and losses for a sustainable 

future with the mandate to act as the custodian of the Sendai Framework to 

which India is a signatory. 
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Uranium Supply from Australia  

Recently, the Department of Atomic Energy (DAE) has turned down the offers 

submitted by the two Australian companies for commencing supply of uranium 

ore to India citing lack of viability of the proposals. 

 India-Australia ties have been on an upswing since 2012, when 

the Australian government decided to sell uranium to India despite India 

not being a signatory to the nuclear Non Proliferation Treaty. 

 The above decision was formalised by way of a bilateral agreement in 

2014 known as Cooperation in the Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy. 

 The uranium imports from Australia were to be used to meet fuel 

requirements of Indian nuclear reactors that are under International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards. 

 However, the progress on uranium supply has been very low, despite 

efforts from both sides. In 2017, Australia had sent its first uranium shipment 

to India but that was cited as “a small sample of uranium” transferred “purely 

for testing purposes”. 

India’s Civil Nuclear Capacity 

 India has 22 reactors with an installed capacity of 6,780 megawatt. Of 

these, eight reactors are fuelled by indigenous uranium while the 

remaining 14 are under IAEA safeguards and qualify to use imported 

uranium. 

 India was required to bring 14 reactors under IAEA safeguards in a phased 

manner under the separation plan announced by India in 2006, which was 

negotiated after the 2005 nuclear deal with the USA. 

 Currently, India imports uranium fuel from Russia, Kazakhstan, 

Uzbekistan, France and Canada. 

 A steady supply of uranium is expected to boost the performance of Indian 

nuclear power plants, as well as of several fuel cycle facilities. 

Non-Proliferation Treaty 

 The NPT is an international treaty whose objective is to prevent the spread 

of nuclear weapons and weapons technology, to foster the peaceful uses of 

nuclear energy, and to further the goal of disarmament. 

 The treaty was signed in 1968 and entered into force in 1970. Presently, it has 

190 member states. 

 It requires countries to give up any present or future plans to build 

nuclear weapons in return for access to peaceful uses of nuclear energy. 

 It represents the only binding commitment in a multilateral treaty to the 

goal of disarmament by the nuclear-weapon States. 
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Hybrid model of ‘smart’ fence being tested along the LoC 

 The Army has significantly improved its electronic surveillance along the Line 

of Control (LoC) to check infiltration, and work on converting the existing 

border fence into a smart fence integrated with several sensors is under way, 

several officers have said.  

 However, there is a rethink on converting the entire fence over a 700 km 

stretch into a smart one due to the high cost. A hybrid model is now being 

adopted. 

 The new hybrid model of the smart fence being tested will cost around ₹10 

lakh per km and 60 km is being attempted this year. 

 This has some rudimentary smartisation. The earlier proposal for a hi-tech 

fence was to cost around ₹10 crore for 2.4 km. A ₹10 crore type trial was done 

in the Army’s 19 Division last year, but it was too expensive so no more 

contracting was done. 

 The fence will be integrated with LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) 

sensors, infrared sensors and cameras among others. 

 In recent months, the Army has beefed up troops close to the LoC to plug gaps 

and it has resulted in a drop in infiltration this year. Lt. Gen. B.S. Raju, General 

Officer Commanding, 15 Corps, said that while the multi-tier anti-infiltration 

grid remains in place, the first tier has been strengthened. Troops have also 

been given drones, both big and small, to monitor the ground. 

 

Ayushman Sahakar Scheme 

 The Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare has launched Ayushman 

Sahakar, a scheme to assist cooperatives in creation of healthcare 

infrastructure in the country. 

Formulated By: 

National Cooperative Development Corporation (NCDC). 

 NCDC was set up under an Act of Parliament in 1963 for promotion and 

development of cooperatives. 

 It functions under the Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare. 

Provisions of the Fund: 

 NCDC would extend term loans to prospective cooperatives to the tune of 

Rs.10,000 crore in the coming years.  

 Any Cooperative Society with suitable provision in its byelaws to undertake 

healthcare related activities would be able to access the NCDC fund. 
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 The scheme covers establishment, modernization, expansion, repairs, 

renovation of hospital and healthcare and education infrastructure. 

 NCDC assistance will flow either through the State Governments/ UT 

Administrations or directly to the eligible cooperatives. 

 The scheme also provides working capital and margin money to meet 

operational requirements. 

 Further, the scheme provides interest subvention of 1% to women majority 

cooperatives. 

Significance: 

 It has a comprehensive approach-hospitals, healthcare, medical education, 

nursing education, paramedical education, health insurance and holistic health 

systems such as AYUSH. 

 The Covid-19 pandemic has brought into focus the requirement of creation of 

more facilities. 

 There are about 52 hospitals across the country run by cooperatives. They have 

cumulative bed strength of more than 5,000. The scheme would give a boost 

to provision of healthcare services by cooperatives. 

 The scheme aligns itself with the focus of the National Health Policy, 2017, 

covering the health systems in all their dimensions- investments in health, 

organization of healthcare services, access to technologies, development of 

human resources, encouragement of medical pluralism, affordable health care 

to farmers etc. 

 Cooperatives have a strong presence in rural areas, thus, cooperatives utilizing 

the scheme would revolutionize the way healthcare delivery takes place in 

rural areas. 

 It is in line with the National Digital Health Mission and would bring 

transformation in rural areas.  

 

New research: Coronavirus ‘molecular scissor’ as a target 

of Covid-19 drugs.  

 In the novel coronavirus, an enzyme called SARS-CoV-2-PLpro facilitates 

infection by processing both viral and human proteins. It stimulates the release 

of proteins that the virus to needs to replicate. In the human body, it inhibits 

molecules that signal the immune system to attack the infection. 

 In a new study published in Science Advances, American and Polish scientists 

suggest that drugs for fighting Covid-19 be designed to block this protein — 

SARS-CoV-2’s molecular “scissor”. 
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 US scientists solved the three-dimensional structures of SARS-CoV-2-PLpro. 

Using this knowledge, Polish chemists developed two molecules that inhibit 

the enzyme. 

 These molecules, called VIR250 and VIR251, are very efficient at blocking 

the activity of SARS-CoV-2-PLpro, yet do not cross-react with human 

enzymes with a similar function, researcher Shaun Olsen, of the University of 

Texas at San Antonio, said in a statement. 

 The US team also compared SARS-CoV-2-PLpro against similar enzymes 

from coronaviruses of recent decades, SARS-CoV-1 and MERS. 

 By understanding similarities and differences of these enzymes in various 

coronaviruses, it may be possible to develop inhibitors that are effective 

against multiple viruses, the researchers said. 

 

More than half of farmers oppose farm laws: survey  

Almost 40% fear new laws will end state-run markets  

 More than half of Indian farmers oppose the three farm reform laws passed by 

Parliament last month, while only 35% support them, according to a new 

survey in 16 States conducted by Gaon Connection Insights. Almost 40% 

expressed fear that the new laws will end state-run markets and government 

procurement at minimum support prices, and almost 60% are in favour of a 

legal guarantee for MSPs. 

 Despite the widespread opposition to these laws, almost 44% of respondents 

said Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government was “pro-farmer”, while 

28% said it was “anti-farmer.” Asked about whom the Modi government 

supports, however, about 35% of those surveyed thought that it supports 

farmers, while 30% felt that it supports private companies and multinationals, 

and 15% said the government supports middlemen and traders.  

 Gaon Connection did a face-to-face survey of a sample of more than 5,000 

farmers, three-fourths of whom own less than five acres of land, in 53 districts 

across 16 States between October 3 and 9. It found that state-run mandis are 

the most popular medium of produce sale across the country (36%), followed 

by private traders (26%). Currently, only 2% sell to corporates. 

 The northwestern States of Punjab, Haryana and Himachal Pradesh which 

have the highest proportion of sales in state-run markets (78%), also have the 

highest rates of opposition to the news reform laws (77%).  

 The west was, however, the only region where supporters of the new laws 

 (52%) narrowly overtook the opposition (48%).  
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Ghar Tak Fibre Scheme 

The government’s ambitious ‘Ghar Tak Fibre’ scheme — which aims to connect 

all the villages with high-speed internet — is off to a slow start in poll-bound 

Bihar. 

Ghar Tak Fibre scheme 

 The Scheme will be implemented by the Ministry of Electronics and 

Information Technology. 

 It aims to connect all 45,945 villages of Bihar with high-speed optical fibre 

internet by 31st March 2021. 

 Under the scheme, Bihar has to provide at least five fibre-to-the-home (FTTH) 

connections per village and at least one WiFi hotspot per village. 

What is FTTH? 

 Fiber to the home (FTTH), also called fibre to the premises (FTTP), is the 

installation and use of optical fibre from a central point directly to individual 

buildings such as residences, apartment buildings and businesses to provide 

high-speed internet access. 

 FTTH dramatically increases connection speeds available to computer users 

compared with technologies now used in most places. 

 FTTH promises connection speeds of up to 100 megabits per second (Mbps). 

 

State Water Grid to overcome flood crisis: 

Union Minister Nitin Gadkari suggests formation of State Water Grid in 

Maharashtra to overcome flood crisis in the State. 

How will it be formed? 

1. The State Water Grid will be formed on the lines of the National Power 

Grid and Highway Grid. 

2. The idea is to divert the flood water from one river basin to the other 

river basin in the drought prone area of the state. 

3. The areas with shortage of the water, scanty rainfall can get relief by the 

Grid. 

Benefits of state water grid: 

1. Help the government to ensure the availability of the water in drought 

prone areas and save the resources to manage the flood crisis.  

2. This would also help to increase the area under irrigation, while bringing 

significant reduction in the numbers of suicides of farmers.  

3. This would also help to increase agriculture produce and strengthen the 

rural and national economy. 
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4. The diverted flood waters would relieve the stress on the local resources. 

Transportation of goods and passengers through rivers (Water Transport) 

can be commenced in near future. 

5. Fishing and other businesses can flourish alongside and major 

employment can be generated if such project is taken up as an essential 

infrastructure. 

Need for such measures: 

 Floods create and trigger serious problems in different parts of the state 

and therefore there is an urgent need to chalk out a plan to manage this 

natural disaster that becomes grave because of other man made factors.  

 

COVIRAP: diagnostic test  

Recently, Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) has approved a new 

low-cost Covid-19 diagnostic method named COVIRAP, developed by 

the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT), Kharagpur. 

Working of COVIRAP: 

 COVIRAP has an automated pre-programmable temperature control 

unit, a special detection unit on genomic analysis, and a customised 

smartphone app for results. 

 The machine has an isothermal nucleic acid amplification method, which 

did away with the need for a thermocycler. 

 Isothermal amplification of nucleic acids is a process that rapidly and 

efficiently accumulates nucleic acid sequences at constant temperature. The 

Isothermal Amplification Techniques have been developed as alternatives to 

Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR). 

 Thermocyclers are instruments used to amplify DNA (deoxyribonucleic 

acid) and RNA (ribonucleic acid) samplesby the polymerase chain 

reaction. 

 Once the sample is processed in the machine after being mixed with solutions 

developed by the IIT team, treated paper strips (similar to the pregnancy strips) 

are dipped into it, and the emergence of coloured lines will depict the presence 

of the virus. 

Benefit of COVIRAP Process: 

 Economic: It is a cheaper process, its machine costs less than Rs. 5,000 and 

the test kits would each cost about Rs. 500. 

 Quicker: The test is completed within an hour while RT-PCR 

test (Reverse Transcription Polymerase Chain Reaction) takes 3-4 hours 

for testing the sample. 
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 Simpler to 

Handle: The portable 

test unit that can be 

handled by 

unskilled operators 

outside the lab 

environment. 

 It is also better than 

the FELUDA 

test because the 

FELUDA employs a 

gene editing 

technology 

called CRISPR-

cas9, which requires a 

lab testing 

environment. 

 Reusable: The same 

unit can be used for 

a large number of 

tests on replacement 

of the paper cartridge 

after each test. 

 Efficient: This assay 

(testing) holds 

the capability of detecting extremely low levels of viral loads compared to 

any other method based on similar principles of testing. 

This means that very early stages of infection can be detected, thereby isolating 

the patient and arresting the uncontrolled spread of infection in the community 

via asymptomatic patients. 

 High Accuracy: It correctly detected 108 out of the 115 positive 

samples identified by an RT-PCR machine, and 83 out of 85 negative 

samples, meaning that it has a 94% sensitivity and 98% specificity in 

comparison to RT-PCR (i.e lower than RT-PCR). 

Other Usage: The COVIRAP testing machine can also perform tests other 

than Covid-19. It can be used in influenza, malaria, dengue, Japanese 

encephalitis, TB etc, which are under the category of isothermal nucleic acid-

based tests. 

 

 

https://www.drishtiias.com/images/uploads/1603352088_image2.png
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Blue Dot Network 

A group of US Senators has written to India asking to join the Blue Dot Network. 

The Blue Dot Network 

 Blue Dot is a US-led collaboration with Australia and Japan that supports 

private-sector-led infrastructure financing opportunities in response to 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

 It was formally announced on 4 November 2019 at the Indo-Pacific Business 

Forum in Bangkok, Thailand on the sidelines of the 35th ASEAN Summit. 

 It is led by the U.S. International Development Finance Corporation, Japan 

Bank for International Cooperation, and Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade of Australia. 

 It is expected to serve as a global evaluation and certification system for roads, 

ports and bridges with a focus on the Indo-Pacific region. 

 It is a multi-stakeholder initiative to bring together governments, the private 

sector and civil society to promote high-quality, trusted standards for global 

infrastructure development. 

Fundamental difference between BRI and Blue Dot 

 It is planned as a direct counter to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

 While the former involves direct financing, giving countries in need 

immediate short-term relief, the latter is not a direct financing initiative and 

therefore may not be what some developing countries need. 

 The question is whether Blue Dot offering first-world solutions to third-world 

countries. 

 Secondly, Blue Dot will require coordination among multiple stakeholders 

when it comes to grading projects. 

 Given the past experience of Quad, the countries involved in it are still 

struggling to put a viable bloc. Therefore, it remains to be seen how Blue Dot 

fares in the long run. 

 

State of Global Air 2020 report.  

Recently, a global study, State of Global Air 2020 (SoGA 2020) has been 

released by the Health Effects Institute (HEI). 

 It highlights that air pollution is the largest risk factor for death among all 

health risks and it is the first-ever comprehensive analysis of air pollution’s 

global impact on newborns. 

 HEI is an independent, nonprofit research institute funded jointly by the 

USA’s Environmental Protection Agency and others. 
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 India, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Nepal are among the top ten countries with 
the highest PM2.5 (particulate matter) exposures in 2019 and all of these 
countries experienced increases in outdoor PM2.5 levels between 2010 and 
2019. 

 India is also among the top ten countries with highest ozone (O3) exposure 
in 2019. Also, among the 20 most populous countries, India recorded the 
highest increase (17%) in O3 concentrations in the past ten years. 

 Long-term exposure to outdoor and household (indoor) air pollution 
contributed to over 1.67 million annual deaths from stroke, heart 
attack, diabetes, lung cancer, chronic lung diseases, and neonatal diseases, 
in India in 2019. 

 Infant Related Data: 

o High PM contributed to the deaths of more than 1,16,000 Indian 
infants who did not survive their first month. 

 Infants in the first month of life are already at a vulnerable stage and a 
growing body of scientific evidence-supported studies in India indicates 
that particulate air pollution exposure during pregnancy is linked 
to low birth weight and preterm birth. 

o More than half of these deaths were associated with outdoor PM2.5 and 
others were linked to the use of solid fuels such as charcoal, wood, and 
animal dung for cooking. 

 Although there has been a slow and steady reduction in household 
reliance on poor-quality fuels, the air pollution from these fuels 
continues to be a key factor in the deaths of these youngest infants. 

 Significance of the Study: 

o Addressing impacts of air pollution on adverse pregnancy outcomes and 
newborn health is important for low- and middle-income countries, not 
only because of the high prevalence of low birth weight, preterm birth, and 
child growth deficits but because it allows the design of strategic 
interventions that can be directed at these vulnerable groups. 

 Air Pollution and Covid-19: 

o Although the link between air pollution and Covid-19 is not completely 
established, there is clear evidence linking air pollution and increased 
heart and lung disease. 

o Also, there is growing concern that exposure to high levels of air 
pollution during winter months in South Asian countries and East Asia 
could exacerbate the effects of Covid-19. 

 Current Pollution Status: 

o Average pollution levels in India are declining over the past three years 
but these have been marginal, particularly in the Indo-Gangetic plains 
which see extremely high PM pollution especially during winter. 

o After a decline in pollution due to the nationwide lockdowns after 
March, pollution levels are again rising and air quality is dipping to the 
‘very poor’ category in several cities. 
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Assisted Reproductive Technology (Regulation) Bill, 2020 

The Centre moved to standardize protocols of the growing fertility industry and 

introduced the Assisted Reproductive Technology (Regulation) Bill, 2020, in Lok 

Sabha on the first day of the monsoon session of Parliament. 

Features of the ART Regulation Bill, 2020 

(1) Defining ART 

 The Bill defines ART to include all techniques that seek to obtain a pregnancy 

by handling the sperm or the oocytes (immature egg cell) outside the human 

body and transferring the gamete or the embryo into the reproductive system 

of a woman. 

 Examples of ART services include gamete (sperm or oocyte) donation, in-

vitro-fertilisation (fertilising an egg in the lab), and gestational surrogacy (the 

child is not biologically related to surrogate mother). 

 ART services will be provided through: (i) ART clinics, which offer ART 

related treatments and procedures, and (ii) ART banks, which store and supply 

gametes. 

(2) Regulation of ART clinics and banks 

 The Bill provides that every ART clinic and the bank must be registered under 

the National Registry of Banks and Clinics of India. 

 The National Registry will be established under the Bill and will act as a 

central database with details of all ART clinics and banks in the country. 

 State governments will appoint registration authorities for facilitating the 

registration process. 

 Clinics and banks will be registered only if they adhere to certain standards 

(specialised manpower, physical infrastructure, and diagnostic facilities). 

 The registration will be valid for five years and can be renewed for a further 

five years. Registration may be cancelled or suspended if the entity 

contravenes the provisions of the Bill. 

(3) Conditions for gamete donation and supply 

 Screening of gamete donors, collection and storage of semen, and provision 

of oocyte donor can only be done by a registered ART bank. 

 A bank can obtain semen from males between 21 and 55 years of age, and 

oocytes from females between 23 and 35 years of age. 

 An oocyte donor should be an ever-married woman having at least one alive 

child of her own (minimum three years of age). 

 The woman can donate oocyte only once in her life and not more than seven 

oocytes can be retrieved from her. 
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 A bank cannot supply gamete of a 

single donor to more than one 

commissioning couple (couple 

seeking services). 

(4) Conditions for offering ART 

services 

 ART procedures can only be carried 

out with the written informed 

consent of both the party seeking 

ART services as well as the donor. 

 The party seeking ART services will 

be required to provide insurance 

coverage in the favour of the 

oocytes donor (for any loss, 

damage, or death of the donor). 

 A clinic is prohibited from offering 

to provide a child of pre-determined 

sex. The Bill also requires checking 

for genetic diseases before the 

embryo implantation. 

(5) Rights of a child born through 

ART  

 A child born through ART will be 

deemed to be a biological child of 

the commissioning couple and will 

be entitled to the rights and 

privileges available to a natural 

child of the commissioning couple. 

 A donor will not have any parental 

rights over the child. 

(6) National and State Boards 

 The Bill provides that the National 

and State Boards for Surrogacy 

constituted under the Surrogacy 

(Regulation) Bill, 2019 will act as 

the National and State Board 

respectively for the regulation of ART services. 

 Key powers and functions of the National Board include: 

1. advising the central government on ART related policy matters, 

2. reviewing and monitoring the implementation of the Bill, 
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3. formulating code of conduct and standards for ART clinics and banks, and 

4. overseeing various bodies to be constituted under the Bill 

 The State Boards will coordinate enforcement of the policies and guidelines 

for ART as per the recommendations, policies, and regulations of the National 

Board. 

(7) Offences and penalties 

 Offences under the Bill include: 

(i) abandoning, or exploiting children born through ART, (ii) selling, 

purchasing, trading, or importing human embryos or gametes, (iii) using 

intermediates to obtain donors, (iv) exploiting commissioning couple, woman, 

or the gamete donor in any form, and (v) transferring the human embryo into 

a male or an animal. 

 These offences will be punishable with a fine between five and ten lakh rupees 

for the first contravention. 

 For subsequent contraventions, these offences will be punishable with 

imprisonment for a term between eight and 12 years, and a fine between 10 

and 20 lakh rupees. 

 Any clinic or bank advertising or offering sex-selective ART will be 

punishable with imprisonment between five and ten years, or fine between Rs 

10 lakh and Rs 25 lakh, or both. 

 No court will take cognizance of offences under the Bill, except on a 

complaint made by the National or State Board or any officer authorised by 

the Board 

 

Scientists discover new organ in the throat while studying 

prostate cancer.  

 Scientists in the Netherlands have discovered a potential new organ in the 

human throat that they stumbled upon while carrying out research on 

prostate cancer, Livescience reported.  

 Researchers at the Netherlands Cancer Institute have identified a set of 

salivary glands deep in the upper part of the throat and have named them 

“tubarial salivary glands”. 

 According to a study published in the journal Radiotherapy and Oncology, the 

researchers confirmed the presence of the glands after examining at least 100 

patients. The discovery may be important for cancer treatment. So far, this 

nasopharynx region — behind the nose — was not thought to host anything 

but microscopic, diffuse, salivary glands. 
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 The newly discovered glands are about 1.5 inches (3.9 centimeters) in length 

on average and are located over a piece of cartilage called the torus tubarius, 

Livescience reported. According to the researchers, the glands probably 

lubricate and moisten the upper throat behind the nose and mouth. 

 Until now, there were three known large salivary glands in humans: one under 

the tongue, one under the jaw and one at the back of the jaw, behind the cheek. 

 Beyond those, perhaps a thousand microscopic salivary glands are scattered 

throughout the mucosal tissue of the throat and mouth.  

 The new organ was discovered while scientists were studying prostate cancer 

cells using PSMA PET-CT technology — a combination of CT scans and 

positron emission tomography (PET) — which is good in detecting salivary 

gland tissues. In this technique, a radioactive “tracer” is injected into the 

patient that binds to the protein PSMA, which is elevated in prostate cancer 

cells. 

 Doctors using radiotherapy for treating cancers in the head and neck try to 

avoid the main salivary glands as damaging them could make eating, speaking 

or swallowing difficult for patients.  

However, in this case, the newly discovered glands were getting hit by radiation 

as doctors were not aware of their existence in the human body. Thus, the new 

discovery may result in fewer side effects for cancer patients. 

 

Scientists discover over 1,000 stars with planets that might 

be observing Earth for signs of life.  

 Space-related research has long been an enticing work with amusing facts and 

celestial events over the course of time. Now, researchers have turned the 

course by listing various exoplanets revolving around their own stars that 

might potentially have the capability to observe the Earth. Indeed, this 

research led proposition has brought up the significant crux of the theory 

pertaining to the existence of extra-terrestrial life in other Solar systems. 

 Profound research has produced certain inferences that hint towards the 

existence of as many as 1,004 stars that are similar to the Sun having their 

own exo-planets revolving around them. Further, it also suggests that these 

planets perhaps have the ability to trace the source of life back on the Earth.  

 Researchers have used NASA’s TESS and Europe’s Gaia Spacecraft to 

analytically scrutinize the various datasets while making calculations of those 

planets that can view Earth where the Earth itself seems to be a target planet 

orbiting around the Sun. 

 According to the study, these stars are all within 326 light-years’ distance from 

Earth. That said, astronomers have discovered such star systems by viewing 
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them from Earth through observing their brightness which can easily be 

sighted even without binoculars and telescopes. The exoplanets, on the other 

hand, are being discovered by following its level of brightness which 

decreases once its star comes between the Earth and the planet itself. 

Additionally, only a small fraction of exoplanets can be sighted from the 

Earth while most of the stars in our solar neighborhood could view Earth’s 

transition around the Sun. 

 Apart from these, out of 1,004 stars, there are at least 508 stars that offer 

almost 10 hours of observation window period to their planet when they can 

observe Earth regarding finding the signs of life. Also, most of these stars are 

red-dwarf, slightly smaller and comparatively cooler. 

 

NASA is planning to send humans to the moon again by 

2024 

 NASA wants to send the first woman and the next man to the moon by 2024, 

through its Artemis lunar exploration program.  

 On Thursday, NASA published the outline for its Artemis program, which 

plans to send the next man and first woman to the lunar surface by the year 

2024. The last time NASA sent humans to the Moon was in 1972, during the 

Apollo lunar mission. 

Artemis program 

 With the Artemis program, NASA wishes to demonstrate new technologies, 

capabilities and business approaches that will ultimately be needed for the 

future exploration of Mars. 

 The program is divided into three parts, the first called Artemis I is most likely 

to be launched next year and involves an uncrewed flight to test the SLS and 

Orion spacecraft. Artemis II will be the first crewed flight test and is targeted 

for 2023. Artemis III will land astronauts on the Moon’s South Pole in 2024. 

What does it take to go to the moon? 

 For NASA, going to the moon involves various elements – such as the 

exploration ground systems (the structures on the ground that are required to 

support the launch), the Space Launch System (SLS), Orion (the spacecraft 

for lunar missions), Gateway (the lunar outpost around the Moon), lunar 

landers (modern human landing systems) and the Artemis generation 

spacesuits – are all ready. 

 NASA’s new rocket called SLS will send astronauts aboard the Orion 

spacecraft a quarter of a million miles away from Earth to the lunar orbit. 

 Once the astronauts dock Orion at the Gateway — which is a small spaceship 

in orbit around the moon — they will be able to live and work around the 
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Moon, and from the spaceship, will take expeditions to the surface of the 

Moon. 

 In June, NASA finalised a contract worth $187 million with the Orbital 

Science Corporation of Dulles, Virginia, which will be responsible for the 

design and logistics. 

 The astronauts going for the Artemis program will wear newly designed 

spacesuits, called Exploration Extravehicular Mobility Unit, or xEMU. These 

spacesuits feature advanced mobility and communications and 

interchangeable parts that can be configured for spacewalks in microgravity 

or on a planetary surface. 

NASA and the moon 

 The US began trying to put people in space as early as 1961. Eight years later, 

on July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong became the first human to step on the Moon 

as part of the Apollo 11 mission.  

 Apart from the purpose of space exploration itself, NASA’s endeavour to send 

Americans to the Moon again is to demonstrate American leadership in space 

and to establish a strategic presence on the Moon, while expanding the US 

global economic impact. 

Moon exploration 

 In 1959, the Soviet Union’s uncrewed Luna 1 and 2 became the first rover to 

visit the Moon. Since then, seven nations have followed suit. Before the US 

sent the Apollo 11 mission to the Moon, it sent three classes of robotic 

missions between 1961 and 1968. After July 1969, 12 American astronauts 

walked on the surface of the Moon until 1972. Together, the Apollo astronauts 

brought back over 382 kg of lunar rock and soil back to Earth for study. 

 Then in the 1990s, the US resumed lunar exploration with robotic missions 

Clementine and Lunar Prospector. In 2009, it began a new series of robotic 

lunar missions with the launch of the Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter (LRO) 

and the Lunar Crater Observation and Sensing Satellite (LCROSS). 

 In 2011, NASA began the ARTEMIS (Acceleration, Reconnection, 

Turbulence, and Electrodynamics of the Moon’s Interaction with the Sun) 

mission using a pair of repurposed spacecraft, and in 2012, the Gravity 

Recovery and Interior Laboratory (GRAIL) spacecraft studied the Moon’s 

gravity. 

 Apart from the US, the European Space Agency, Japan, China, and India have 

sent missions to explore the Moon. China landed two rovers on the surface, 

which includes the first-ever landing on the Moon’s far side in 2019. The 

Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) recently announced India’s third 

lunar mission Chandrayaan-3, which will comprise a lander and a rover. 
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Air pollution now biggest health risk in India, says report  

 Long-term exposure to outdoor and household air pollution contributed to 

over 1.67 million annual deaths from stroke, heart attack, diabetes, lung 

cancer, chronic lung diseases and neonatal diseases in India in 2019, according 

to the State of Global Air 2020 by the U.S.-based Health Effects Institute. 

Overall, air pollution was now the largest risk factor for death among all health 

risks, the report noted. 

 Outdoor and household particulate matter pollution also contributed to the 

deaths of more than 1,16,000 Indian infants in their first month of life last 

year. More than half of these deaths were associated with outdoor PM2.5 and 

others were linked to use of solid fuels such as charcoal, wood, and animal 

dung for cooking. 

 For the youngest infants, most deaths were related to complications from low 

birth weight and preterm birth. 

 India faced the highest per capita pollution exposure — or 83.2 μg/cubic metre 

— in the world, followed by Nepal at 83.1 μg/cubic metre and Niger at 80.1, 

according to the report which sources its data from publicly available sources. 

Countries with the least population exposure are below 8 micrograms (μg) per 

cubic metre. 

Marginal decline 

 The government has claimed that average pollution levels in India are 

declining over the past three years but these have been marginal, particularly 

in the Indo-Gangetic plains which see extremely high particulate matter 

pollution especially during winter. 

 After a decline in pollution due to the nationwide lockdown in late March and 

the months-long process of reopening, pollution levels are again rising and air 

quality has dipped to ‘very poor’ category in several cities. 

 COVID-19, a disease for which people with heart and lung disease are 

particularly at risk of infection and death, has claimed more than 1,10,000 

lives in India. Although the full links between air pollution and COVID-19 are 

not yet known, there is clear evidence linking air pollution and increased heart 

and lung disease, creating a growing concern that exposures to high levels of 

air pollution during winter months in South Asian countries and East Asia 

could worsen the effects of COVID-19. 

 This newest evidence suggests an especially high risk for infants born in South 

Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.   

 Although there has been slow and steady reduction in household reliance on 

poor-quality fuels, the air pollution from these fuels continues to be a key 

factor in the deaths of these fuels continues to be a key factor in the deaths of 

these youngest infants. 
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Two new Ramsar Sites.  

Recently, Kabartal Wetland (Bihar) and Asan Conservation Reserve 

(Uttrakhand) have been designated as Ramsar sites, making them ‘Wetlands 

of International Importance’. 

 Earlier in 2020, India designated 10 more wetlands as a Ramsar site, taking 

the total number from 27 to 37. 

 With 2 more inclusions, the total number of Ramsar sites in 

India is 39, the highest in South Asia. 

Kabartal Wetland:  

 Also known as Kanwar Jheel, it covers 2,620 hectares of the Indo-Gangetic 

plains in the Begusarai district of Bihar. 

 It acts as a vital flood buffer for the region besides providing livelihood 

opportunities to local communities. 

 Significant biodiversity is present, with 165 plant species and 394 animal 

species recorded, including 221 bird species. It is also a valuable site for fish 

biodiversity with over 50 species documented. 

 It is an important stopover along the Central Asian Flyway, with 58 

migratory waterbirds using it to rest and refuel. 

 Five critically endangered species inhabit the site, including three 

vultures – the red-headed vulture (Sarcogyps calvus), white-rumped 

vulture (Gyps bengalensis) and Indian vulture (Gyps indicus) – and two 

waterbirds, the sociable lapwing (Vanellus gregarius) and Baer’s 

pochard (Aythya baeri). 

 Major threats to the Site include water management activities such as 

drainage, water abstraction, damming and canalization. 

Asan Conservation Reserve: 

 ACR is a 444-hectare stretch of the Asan River running down to its 

confluence with the Yamuna River in Dehradun district of Uttarakhand. It 

is Uttarakhand's first Ramsar Site.  

o The damming of the River by the Asan Barrage in 1967 resulted in 

siltation above the dam wall, which helped to create some of the Site’s 

bird-friendly habitats. 

 These habitats support 330 species of birds including the critically 

endangered red-headed vulture (Sarcogyps calvus), white-rumped 

vulture (Gyps bengalensis) and Baer’s pochard (Aythya baeri). 

 Other non-avian species present include 49 fish species, one of these being 

the endangered Putitora mahseer (Tor putitora). Fish use the site for 

feeding, migration and spawning. 
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Ramsar Site:  

 Ramsar Convention on Wetlands is an intergovernmental treaty adopted 

in 1971 in the Iranian city of Ramsar, on the southern shore of the Caspian 

Sea. 

 It came into force for India on 1st February, 1982. Those wetlands which 

are of international importance are declared asRamsar sites. 

 The Convention’s mission is “the conservation and wise use of all wetlands 

through local and national actions and international cooperation, as a 

contribution towards achieving sustainable development throughout the 

world”. 

 The Montreux Record is a register of wetland sites on the List of Wetlands 

of International Importance where changes in ecological character have 

occurred, are occurring, or are likely to occur as a result of technological 

developments, pollution or other human interference. It is maintained as part 

of the Ramsar List. 

o At present, two wetlands of India are in Montreux Record: Keoladeo 

National Park (Rajasthan) and Loktak Lake(Manipur). 

o Chilika Lake (Odisha) was placed in the record but later removed from 

it. 

 

Tectonically Active Zone of Himalayas. 

Recently, a group of scientists from the Wadia Institute of Himalayan 

Geology (WIHG), Dehradun have found that the Indus-Tsangpo Suture Zone 

(ITSZ) of Himalaya is tectonically active. 

 The suture zone of Himalaya was conventionally thought to be locked. 

 WIHG is an autonomous institute under the Department of Science and 

Technology (DST), Government of India. 

 Tectonics is the scientific study of the deformation of the rocks that make 

up the Earth’s crust and the forces that produce such deformation. 

o It deals with the folding and faulting associated with mountain building, 

the large-scale, gradual upward and downward movements of the crust 

and sudden horizontal displacements along faults. 

Geological Features that Support the Finding: 

o Sedimentary beds are tilted and thrust broken. 

o Rivers are associated with uplifted terraces. 

o Bedrock shows brittle deformation at much shallower depths. 

 These deformed geological features were dated using the technique of 

Optically Stimulated Luminescence (OSL) and data 

of seismicity and denudation rate was also reviewed. 
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o Optically-Stimulated Luminescence: It is a late quaternary (geological 

time period that encompasses the most recent 2.6 million years) dating 

technique used to date the last time quartz sediment was exposed to light. 

As sediment is transported by wind, water or ice, it is exposed to sunlight 

and zeroed of any previous luminescence signal. 

o Seismicity: It is the worldwide or local distribution of earthquakes in 

space, time, and magnitude. More specifically, it refers to the measure of 

the frequency of earthquakes in a region. 

o Denudation: It is a long term process in which the wearing and tearing of 

the surface of the Earth take place. It includes all those processes that lower 

relief and acts both chemically (chemical weathering) and 

physically (mechanical weathering). 

 The region of the ITSZ has been neo-tectonically active since the last 

78000-58000 years. 

o The ITSZ is a suture zone in the Ladakh region and marks the limit of 

the Indian plate where it collides with the Eurasian plate and is 

subducted below the latter. 

o The ITSZ can be traced for more than 200 km and a wide variety of rock 

association along the ITSZ indicates that the collision at the plate boundary 

was of very complex nature. 

 The ITSZ was conventionally believed to be a locked zone till now. 

 This will have major implications in terms of earthquake study, prediction, 

understanding the seismic structure of the mountain chains well as its 

evolution. 

Suture Zones: 

 A suture zone is a linear belt of intense deformation, where distinct terranes, 

or tectonic units with different plate tectonic, metamorphic, and 

paleogeographic histories join together. 

 These zones also provide the only record of deep oceanic crust and of 

ancient seafloor processes for roughly the first 90% of Earth’s history. 

 Their study provides a means to understand the end-product of plate tectonic 

processes in time and space. In plate tectonics, sutures are seen as the remains 

of subduction zones together with the terranes possibly representing fragments 

of different tectonic plates. 

 The suture zone is often represented on the surface by a mountain range 

comprising intensely deformed rocks. 

 The Iapetus Suture from Great Britain, which is now concealed beneath 

younger rocks, and Indo-Tsangpo Suture well exposed in the Himalayas 

are some of the best examples of suture zones. 
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A 100 million-year-old fish in Kerala, named after a Lord 

of the Rings character. 

 It looks like a dragon, swims like an eel, and has remained hidden for a 

hundred million years. After a social media post made a researcher in Kerala 

curious, a type of fish was discovered in the watery underground rocks of the 

state that scientists have named “Gollum”, after the dark and conflicted 

character of JRR Tolkien’s epic saga ‘Lord of the Rings’. 

 ‘Aenigmachanna gollum’ belongs to an old family of fish, called dragon 

snakeheads, which retains its primitive characteristics after all these millennia. 

 “These living fossils hold a prominent role for understanding of the 

diversification of the group in question,” wrote researchers in a paper, titled 

‘Aenigmachannidae, a new family of snakehead fishes (Teleostei: 

Channoidei) from subterranean waters of South’, on the open access 

nature.com a few weeks ago. 

 Besides the Gollum, a sister species has also been discovered, called 

‘Aenigmachanna mahabali’. The scientists call the find one of the most 

exciting in the fish world of the last decade.  

A rare sighting 

 The discovery of a new family of fish is very rare. The dragon snakeheads 

have evaded scientists till now because they live in subterranean aquifers and 

come to the surface only after heavy flooding from rain. 

 The closest relative of the family Aenigmachannidae is the Channidae, of 

which at least 50 species can be found in the streams and lakes of Asia and 

tropical Africa. According to molecular analyses, the two families split from 

each other 34 million to 109 million years ago. 

 “This may indicate that Aenigmachanna is a Gondwanan lineage, which has 

survived break-up of the supercontinent, with India separating from Africa at 

around 120 million years ago,” the researchers have said in the paper. 

Relic from another time 

 The lack of evolution can be seen in the shortened swim bladder of the dragon 

snakeheads as well as fewer vertebrae with ribs. These indicate that the family 

is less specialised than regular snakeheads. The family also has eyes and a 

reddish brown pigmentation, which is unusual as most subterranean fish are 

pale and have no eyes. 

 Unlike the Channidae, the Aenigmachannidae also lack the suprabranchial 

organ that allows the former to breathe air and proliferate widely. 

 “Among the seemingly endless diversity of animal life on our planet, a few 

extant species hold a unique position for our understanding of the evolution of 

the group to which they belong. Such taxa have previously been characterized 
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with the term ‘living fossil’ starting with Darwin or have been referred to as 

‘basal taxa’. They exhibit a striking level of morphological stasis as evidenced 

by a surprisingly large number of primitive characters compared to their extant 

sister group, and often represent lineages with only few extant representatives 

and a restricted distribution,” says the paper. 

 The Gollum snakehead was first identified as a new species and genus in May 

2019 in a study published in Zootaxa. Soon after the researchers came across 

a single specimen of its sister, the Mahabali snakehead. 

There’s more unknown 

 The researchers say that the area where Aenigmachanna was collected is part 

of the Western Ghats – Sri Lanka Hotspot — which is among the richest 

biodiversity hotspots in the world. 

 “Its high levels of endemism are not only the result of recent radiations, but 

also of the presence of a number of ancient lineages. Especially among 

vertebrates there are a number of such relic lineages in the Western Ghats, 

often with unclear phylogenetic relationships, such as the cyprinid 

Lepidopygopsis and the catfish Kryptoglanis, or with remote biogeographical 

connections, such as the burrowing frog Nasikabatrachus,” the researchers 

have said in the paper. 

 Ten other species of subterranean fish have been discovered in the aquifers. 

This area also services around six million wells in the region so the water table 

is lowering — a danger to other unknown life forms that have resided here for 

millennia. 

 

Action Plan for Vulture Conservation 2020-2025. 

Uttar Pradesh, Tripura, Maharashtra, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu will get a vulture 

conservation and breeding centre each, according to the Action Plan for Vulture 

Conservation 2020-2025. 

Action Plan for Vulture Conservation 

 The action plan was approved by the National Board for Wildlife (NBWL) 

October 5, 2020. An earlier one was formulated in 2006 for three years. 

 The new plan has laid out strategies and actions to stem the decline in vulture 

population, especially of the three Gyps species: 

1. Oriental white-backed vulture (Gyps bengalensis) 

2. Slender-billed vulture (Gyps tenuirostris) 

3. Long-billed vulture (Gyps indicus) 

These three vulture species were listed by IUCN, in 2000 as ‘Critically 

Endangered’, which is the highest category of endangerment. 
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 This would be done through both ex-situ and in-situ conservation. 

 The plan has also suggested that new veterinary non-steroidal anti-

inflammatory drugs (NSAIDS) be tested on vultures before their commercial 

release. NSAIDS often poisons cattle whose carcasses the birds pray on. 

Highlights of the new plan 

 A system to automatically remove a drug from veterinary use if it is found to 

be toxic to vultures, with the help of the Drugs Controller General of India. 

 Conservation breeding of red-Headed vultures and Egyptian vultures and the 

establishment at least one vulture-safe zone in each state for the conservation 

of the remnant populations in that state. 

 Coordinated nation-wide vulture counting, involving forest departments, the 

Bombay Natural History Society, research institutes, non-profits and members 

of the public. 

 A database on emerging threats to vulture conservation, including collision 

and electrocution, unintentional poisoning, etc. 

Why protect vultures? 

 Vultures are often overlooked and perceived as lowly scavengers, but they 

play a crucial role in the environments in which they live. 

 The scavenging lifestyle that gives them a bad reputation is, in fact, that makes 

them so important for the environment, nature and society. 

 Vultures, also known as nature’s cleanup crew, do the dirty work of cleaning 

up after death, helping to keep ecosystems healthy as they act as natural 

carcass recyclers. 

Reasons for Death of Vultures 

 The major reason behind the vulture population getting nearly wiped out was 

the drug Diclofenac. It was found in the carcass of cattle on which the 

vultures feed. 

o The drug was commonly administered to cattle to treat inflammation. 

o Its veterinary use was banned in 2008 by the Government of India. 

o Bioaccumulation (the gradual accumulation of substances, such as 

pesticides, or other chemicals in an organism) of Diclofenac caused kidney 

failure in Vultures, leading to death. 

o Diclofenac is dangerously fatal for Vultures. Even 1% of it in carcass 

would kill the Vulture in a short time after it feeds such carcass. 

 The poisoned carcasses were dumped to kill some local stray animals. But 

when vultures fed on them, it became one of the vital reasons leading to their 

death. 
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o It is imperative to manage our carcass dumps and make sure that poisoned 

carcasses are not dumped for the vultures to feed on. 

 The forest department cremates the animal carcasses instead of 

burying them, to keep the poachers away. But this practice is denying food 

to vultures leading to their death out of starvation. 

 

The Human Cost of Disasters 2000-2019”, - UNDRR  

In a new report “The Human Cost of Disasters 2000-2019”, the United Nations 

pointed out that climate change is largely to blame for a near doubling of natural 

disasters in the past 20 years. 

 The report is published by the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk 

Reduction (UNDRR). The report did not touch on biological hazards and 

disease-related disasters like the coronavirus pandemic. 

 International Day for Disaster Risk Reduction is observed 

on 13th October every year. 

 Findings: 

o 7,348 major disaster events had occurred between 2000 and 

2019, affecting 4.2 billion people and costing the global economy 

some USD 2.97 trillion. 

 The figure is far more than the 4,212 major natural disasters recorded 

between 1980 and 1999. 

o 6,681 climate-linked disasters had been recorded in the period 2000-19, 

up from 3,656 during the previous 20-year-period. 

 Climate-related disasters include disasters categorized as 

meteorological, climatological, or hydrological. 

 There had also been an increase in geophysical events like 

earthquakes and tsunamis that are not related to climate but are 

particularly deadly. 

o Major floods had more than doubled to 3,254, there had been 2,034 major 

storms up from 1,457 in 20 years. 

 India is the 2nd most affected country by floods after China. 

o Extreme heat is proving especially deadly. Heatwaves of 2015 in 

India resulted in 2,248 deaths. 

o The deadliest single disaster in the past 20 years was the 2004 Indian 

Ocean tsunami, with 2,26,400 deaths, followed by the Haiti 

earthquake in 2010, which claimed some 2,22,000 lives. 
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o The data showed that Asia has suffered the highest number of 

disasters in the past 20 years with 3,068 such events, followed by the 

Americas with 1,756 and Africa with 1,192. 

o In terms of affected countries, China topped the list with 577 events 

followed by the United States with 467 and India (321 events). 

 Concern: 

o Governments are not doing enough to prevent climate hazards. 

o A temperature increase of 3°C of the global climate is estimated 

to increase the frequency of potentially high impact natural hazard 

events across the world. This could render current national and local 

strategies for disaster risk reduction and climate change 

adaptation obsolete in many countries. 

o Shifting rainfall patterns and greater variability in precipitation poses 

a risk to the 70% of global agriculture that is rain-fed and the 1.3 billion 

people dependent on degrading agricultural land. 

 Recommendations: 

o The concentrated impact due to a single disaster in some countries provides 

an opportunity for a more focused approach on disaster risk reduction. 

However, Covid-19 demonstrates the need for a systemic, multi hazard 

approach in an increasingly globalized and interconnected world. 

o There is a requirement for strengthening disaster risk governance to 

manage disaster risk with clear vision, competence, plans, guidelines, 

funding and coordination across sectors and in a manner, which takes 

account of the increasingly systemic nature of disaster risk. 

o Public and private investment in disaster risk prevention and reduction 

through structural and non-structural measures needs to be stepped up 

to create disaster resilient societies. 

United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 

 The UNDRR was established in 1999 as a dedicated secretariat to facilitate 

the implementation of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 

(ISDR). 

 It is headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland. 

 It is mandated to serve as the focal point in the United Nations system for the 

coordination of disaster reduction and to ensure synergies among the disaster 

reduction activities. 

 It is an organisational unit of the UN Secretariat and is led by the UN 

Special Representative of the Secretary General for Disaster Risk Reduction 

(SRSG). 
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 UNDRR’s Strategic Framework 2016-2021 has a vision to substantially 

reduce disaster risk and losses for a sustainable future with the mandate to 

act as the custodian of the Sendai Framework (India is a signatory). 

Indian Scenario: 

 The National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) is the apex 

statutory body for disaster management in India. 

 The NDMA was formally constituted in 2006, in accordance with the Disaster 

Management Act, 2005 with the Prime Minister as its Chairperson. 

 National Disaster Management Plan (NDMP) defines the roles and 

responsibilities of various stakeholders including Central Ministries/ 

Departments, State Governments, UT Administrations, District Authorities 

and local self Governments. 

o Primary responsibility of disaster management rests with the States. 

o The Central Government conducts regular mock drill, community 

training and awareness programmes to prepare the civilian populations for 

disasters. 

 

International Snow Leopard Day 

 International Snow Leopard Day is observed on 23rd October. 

 Aim: To raise awareness on conservation and protection of snow 

leopards. 

 Background: International Snow Leopard Day came into being 

on 23rd October, 2013, with the adoption of the Bishkek Declaration by 12 

countries on the conservation of snow leopards.  

 The 12 countries included, India, Nepal, Bhutan, China, Mongolia, Russia, 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. 

 The Global Snow Leopard and Ecosystem Protection Programme 

(GSLEP) was also launched on the same day to address high-mountain 

development issues using conservation of the snow leopard as a flagship. 

Snow Leopard: 

 Top Predator: The Snow Leopard (also known as Ghost of the mountains) 

acts as an indicator of the health of the mountain ecosystem in which they 

live, due to their position as the top predator in the food web. 

 Habitation: The Snow Leopard lives at high altitudes in the steep mountains 

of Central and Southern Asia, and in an extremely cold climate. 

 They inhabit the higher Himalayan and trans-Himalayan landscape in the 

states/union territories of Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, 

Uttarakhand, Sikkim, and Arunachal Pradesh. 
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 India is a unique country to have a good presence of 5 big 

cats, including Snow Leopard. The other 4 are, Lion, Tiger, Common 

Leopard, and Clouded Leopard. 

 Snow Leopard capital of the world: Hemis, Ladakh. 

 Hemis National Park is the biggest national park of India and also has a good 

presence of Snow Leopard. 

Threat: Factors that have contributed to the decline in the snow leopard 

populations include, reduction in prey populations, illegal poaching and 

increased human population infiltration into the species habitat and illegal trade 

of wildlife parts and products among others. 

Protection:  

 IUCN Red List- Vulnerable 

 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES)- Appendix 

I  

 Convention on Migratory Species (CMS)- Appendix I  

o Appendix I includes species threatened with extinction. 

 Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972- Schedule I 

o Schedule I provides absolute protection and offences under this have the 

highest penalties. 

Conservation Efforts Launched by India: 

 HimalSanrakshak: It is a community volunteer programme, to protect 

snow leopards, launched on 23rd October 2020. 

 In 2019, First National Protocol was also launched on Snow Leopard 

Population Assessment which has been very useful for monitoring 

populations. 

 SECURE Himalaya: Global Environment Facility (GEF)-United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) funded the project on conservation of 

high altitude biodiversity and reducing the dependency of local 

communities on the natural ecosystem.  

o This project is now operational in four snow leopard range states, 

namely, Jammu and Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand, and 

Sikkim. 

 Project Snow Leopard (PSL): It was launched in 2009 to promote an 

inclusive and participatory approach to conserve snow leopards and their 

habitat. 

 Snow Leopard is in the list of 21 critically endangered species for the 

recovery programme of the Ministry of Environment Forest & Climate 

Change. 

 Snow Leopard conservation breeding programme is undertaken 

at Padmaja Naidu Himalayan Zoological Park,Darjeeling, West Bengal. 
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What is Atlantification? 

Scientists have uncovered “hotspots” where some parts of the Barents Sea are 

starting to more closely resemble the Atlantic. They call this phenomenon 

“Atlantification”. 

What is Atlantification? 

 Streams of warmer water from the Atlantic Ocean flow into the Arctic at the 

Barents Sea. 

 This warmer, saltier Atlantic water is usually fairly deep under the more 

buoyant Arctic water at the surface. 

 Lately, however, the Atlantic water has been creeping up. That heat in the 

Atlantic water is helping to keep ice from forming and melting existing sea 

ice from below. 

 This process is called “Atlantification”. 

 The ice is now getting hit both from the top by a warming atmosphere and at 

the bottom by a warming ocean. 

Reasons for it: 

 In the background of all of this is global climate change. 

 The Arctic sea ice extent and thickness have been dropping for decades as 

global temperatures rise. 

 As the Arctic loses ice and the ocean absorbs more solar radiation, global 

warming is amplified. 

 That affects ocean circulation, weather patterns and Arctic ecosystems 

spanning the food chain, from phytoplankton all the way to top predators. 
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District Development Councils (DDCs).  

The Centre has amended the Jammu and Kashmir Panchayati Raj Act, 1989, to 

facilitate the setting up of District Development Councils (DDC). 

What are DDCs? 

 DDCs structure will include a DDC and a District Planning Committee (DPC). 

 The J&K administration has also amended the J&K Panchayati Raj Rules, 

1996, to provide for establishment of elected District Development Councils 

in J&K. 

 This system effectively replaces the District Planning and Development 

Boards in all districts, and will prepare and approve district plans and capital 

expenditure. 

Composition of DDCs 

 Their key feature, however, is that the DDCs will have elected representatives 

from each district. 

 Their number has been specified at 14 elected members per district 

representing its rural areas, alongside the Members of 

 Legislative Assembly chairpersons of all Block Development Councils within 

the district. 

Term of reference 

 The term of the DDC will be five years, and the electoral process will allow 

for reservations for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and women. 

 The Additional District Development Commissioner (or the Additional DC) 

of the district shall be the Chief Executive Officer of the District Development 

Council. 

 The council, as stated in the Act, will hold at least four “general meetings” in 

a year, one in each quarter. 

What will be the process here onward? 

 The 14 constituencies for electing representatives to the DDC will have to be 

delimited. 

 These constituencies will be carved out of the rural areas of the district, and 

elected members will subsequently elect a chairperson and a vice-chairperson 

of the DDC from among themselves. 

Within the third tier, where do the DDCs fit in? 

 The DDCs replace the District Planning and Development Boards (DDBs) that 

were headed by a cabinet minister of the erstwhile state of Jammu and 

Kashmir. 
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 For Jammu and Srinagar districts, as winter and summer capitals, the DDBs 

were headed by the Chief Minister. 

However, for Leh and Kargil districts, the Autonomous Hill Development 

Councils performed the functions designated for the DDBs. 

How will DPC work, then? 

 For every district there will be DPC comprising MPs representing the area, 

Members of the State Legislature representing the areas within the District etc. 

among others. 

 The MP will function as the chairperson of this committee. 

 The committee will “consider and guide” the formulation of development 

programmes for the district. 

 It would indicate priorities for various schemes and consider issues relating to 

the speedy development and economic uplift of the district. 

 It would function as a working group for formulation of periodic and annual 

plans for the district; and formulate and finalise the plan and non-plan budget 

for the district. 

Centre’s objective behind this new structure 

 The J&K administration in a statement said that the move to have an elected 

third tier of the Panchayati Raj institution marks the implementation of the 

entire 73rd Amendment Act in J&K. 

 The idea is that systems that had been made defunct by earlier J&K 

governments such as the panchayati raj system are being revived under the 

Centre’s rule in the state through the Lieutenant Governor’s administration. 

 In the absence of elected representatives in the UT, senior government 

officials argue that DDCs will effectively become representative bodies for 

development at the grassroots in the 20 districts of the UT. 

 They hope that this may draw some former legislators in as well. 

 

Five Eyes (FVEY) group of nations. 

India joins the UK in drive known as ‘Five Eyes’ group of nations, as a seventh 

member against encrypted social media messages. 

‘Five Eyes’ group of nations: 

 The Five Eyes (FVEY) is an intelligence alliance comprising Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States. 

 The origins of the Five Eyes alliance can be traced back to the Atlantic 

Charter, which was issued in August 1941 to lay out the Allied goals for the 

post-war world. 
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 These countries are parties to the multilateral UK-USA Agreement, a treaty 

for joint cooperation in signals intelligence. 

 India is among seven countries to back a UK-led campaign against end-to-end 

encryption of messages by social media giants such as Facebook, which they 

say hinder law enforcement by blocking all access to them. 

A formal expansion: 

 The UK and India joined this group to ensure they do not blind themselves to 

illegal activity on their platforms, including child abuse images. 

 This marks an expansion of the so-called “Five Eyes” group of nations, a 

global alliance on intelligence issues, to include India and Japan. 

For a common cause: 

 All members claim that end-to-end encryption policies such as those 

employed by the social media giant erode the public’s safety online. 

 They have made it clear that when end-to-end encryption is applied with no 

access to content, it severely undermines the ability of companies to take 

action against illegal activity on their own platforms. 

 It also prevents law enforcement investigating and prosecuting the most 

serious crimes being committed on these services such as online child sexual 

abuse, grooming and terrorist content. 

End-to-end encryption: 

 End-to-end encryption (E2EE) is a system of communication where only 

communicating users can read the messages. 

 It is regarded as the most secure way to communicate privately and securely 

online. 

 By encrypting messages at both ends of a conversation, end-to-end encryption 

prevents anyone in the middle from reading private communications. 

 In principle, it prevents potential eavesdroppers – including telecom 

providers, Internet providers, and even the provider of the communication 

service – from being able to access the cryptographic keys needed to decrypt 

the conversation. 

 

E-VIN network to handle COVID-19 vaccine supply. 

The eVIN network, which can track the latest vaccine stock position; the 

temperature at storage facility; geo-tag health centres; and maintain facility-level 

dashboard, is being repurposed for the delivery of the COVID-19 vaccine. 

What is eVIN network? 

 The eVIN is an innovative technological solution aimed at strengthening 

immunization supply chain systems across the country. 
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 This is being implemented under the National Health Mission (NHM) by the 

Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. 

 It aims to provide real-time information on vaccine stocks and flows, and 

storage temperatures across all cold chain points in the country. 

 This system has been used during the COVID pandemic for ensuring the 

continuation of the essential immunization services and protecting our 

children and pregnant mothers against vaccine-preventable diseases. 

Components of eVIN : 

 eVIN combines state-of-the-art technology, a strong IT infrastructure and 

trained human resource to enable real-time monitoring of stock and storage 

temperature of the vaccines kept in multiple locations across the country. 

 At present, 23,507 cold chain points across 585 districts of 22 States and 2 

UTs routinely use the eVIN technology for efficient vaccine logistics 

management. 

Benefits of eVIN: 

 It has helped create a big data architecture that generates actionable analytics 

encouraging data-driven decision-making and consumption-based planning. 

 It helps in maintaining optimum stocks of vaccines leading to cost savings. 

Vaccine availability at all times has increased to 99% in most health centres 

in India. 

 While instances of stock-outs have reduced by 80%, the time taken to 

replenish stocks has also decreased by more than half, on an average. 

 This has ensured that every child who reaches the immunization session site 

is immunized, and not turned back due to unavailability of vaccines. 

 

ASER Survey 2020 

Recently, the Annual State of Education Report (ASER) survey has been 

released which provides a glimpse into the levels of learning loss that students 

in rural India are suffering, with varying levels of access to technology, school 

and family resources resulting in a digital divide in education. 

 This year, in the wake of the pandemic, the survey was conducted via phone 

calls, reaching 52,227 rural households with school-age children in 30 States 

and Union Territories (UTs). 

Annual Status of Education Report 

 It is a nationwide survey of rural education and learning outcomes in 

terms of reading and arithmetic skills that has been conducted by the NGO 

Pratham for the last 15 years. 

 It uses Census 2011 as the sampling frame and continues to be an important 

national source of information about children’s foundational skills across 

the country. 
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 ASER 2018 surveyed children in the age group of 3 to 16 years and included 

almost all rural districts in India and generated estimates of foundational 

reading and arithmetic abilities of children in the age group 5 to 16 years. 

 ASER 2019 reported on the pre-schooling or schooling status of children in 

the age group 4 to 8 years in 26 rural districts, focused on the “early years” 

and laid emphasis on “developing problem-solving faculties and building a 

memory of children, and not content knowledge”. 

 ASER 2020 is the first ever phone-based ASER survey and it was conducted 

in September 2020, the sixth month of national school closures. 

Enrollments 

o 5.5% of rural children are not currently enrolled for the 2020 school year, 

up from 4% in 2018. 

 This difference is the sharpest among the youngest children (6 to 10) 

where 5.3% of rural children had not yet enrolled in school in 2020, in 

comparison to just 1.8% in 2018. 

 Due to the disruptions caused by the pandemic, families are waiting for 

the physical opening of schools to enrol their youngest children, with 

about 10% of six-year-olds not in school. 

o Among 15-16 year-olds, however, enrollment levels are slightly 

higher than in 2018. 

o The proportion of boys enrolled in government schools has risen from 

62.8% in 2018 to 66.4% in 2020, while for girls, that number has gone 

up from 70% to 73% in the corresponding period. 

o Patterns show a slight shift toward government schools, with private 

schools seeing a drop in enrolment in all age groups. 

o The Centre has now permitted States to start reopening schools if they can 

follow Covid-19 safety protocols but the majority of the country’s 25 crore 

students are still at home. 

 Availability of Smartphones: 

o Among enrolled children, 61.8% live in families that own at least one 

smartphone which was merely 36.5% in 2018. 

 About 11% of families bought a new phone after the lockdown, of which 

80% were smartphones. 

o WhatsApp is by far the most popular mode of transmitting learning 

materials to students, with 75% of students receiving input via this app. 

 Availability of Learning Material: 

o Overall more than 80% of children said they had textbooks for their 

current grade. 
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 This proportion was higher among students enrolled in government 

schools (84.1%) than in private ones (72.2%). 

o In Bihar, less than 8% got such materials from their schools, along with 20% 

in West Bengal, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh. 

o More than 80% of rural children in Himachal Pradesh, Punjab, Kerala and 

Gujarat received such input. 

 Learning Activities: 

o Most children (70.2%) did some form of a learning activity through 

material shared by tutors or family members themselves, with or without 

regular input. 

o 11% had access to live online classes, and 21% had videos or recorded 

classes, with much higher levels in private schools. 

 About 60% studied from their textbooks and 20% watched classes 

broadcast on TV. 

 

Pelagornithids 

Scientists have identified the fossil of a giant bird that lived about 50 million years 

ago, with wingspans of up to 21 feet that would dwarf today’s largest bird, the 

wandering albatross. 

Pelagornithids: 

 Called Pelagornithids, the birds filled a niche much like that of today’s 

albatrosses and travelled widely over Earth’s oceans for at least 60 million 

years. 

 They are known as ‘bony-toothed’ birds because of the bony projections, or 

struts, on their jaws that resemble sharp-pointed teeth, though they are not true 

teeth, like those of humans and other mammals. 

 The bony protrusions were covered by a horny material, keratin, which is like 

our fingernails, the researchers said. 

 Called pseudoteeth, the struts helped the birds snag squid and fish from the 

sea as they soared for perhaps weeks at a time over much of Earth’s oceans, 

they said. 

Their extinction 

 The pelagornithids came along to claim the wingspan record in the Cenozoic, 

after the mass extinction and lived until about 2.5 million years ago. Around 

that same time, teratogens, now extinct, ruled the skies, they said. 

 The newly described fossil — a 50 million-year-old portion of a bird’s foot — 

shows that the larger Pelagornithids arose just afterlife rebounded from the 

mass extinction 65 million years ago, when the dinosaurs, went extinct. 

 The last known pelagornithid is from 2.5 million years ago, a time of changing 

climate as Earth cooled, and the ice ages began. 
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Arctic Amplification 

A team of scientists have identified iodic acid (HIO3) as a novel driver of 

new aerosol particle formation in the Arctic which is responsible for Arctic 

Amplification or Arctic Warming. Presence of Iodic acid in the region had not 

been observed previously. 

 These aerosol particles influence the formation of clouds. As these clouds 

reflect solar radiation (known as Aerosol Radiative Forcing) but also 

retain heat on the Earth's surface, they have an influence on the warming of 

the Arctic. 

 About: 

o Over the past 30 years, the Arctic has warmed at roughly twice the rate as 

the entire globe, a phenomenon known as Arctic amplification. 

o This means that global warming and climate change are impacting the 

Arctic more than the rest of the world. 

o Global temperatures from 2000–2009 were on average about 0.6°C higher 

than they were from 1951–1980. The Arctic, however, was about 2°C 

warmer. 

o Scientists first started to see evidence of changes in Arctic climate in the 

1980s. Since then, the changes have become much more pronounced. 

 Reasons: 

o Change in Albedo: 

 Albedo is a measure of how much light that hits a surface is reflected 

without being absorbed. 

 When bright and reflective ice (with more albedo) melts, it gives way 

to a darker ocean (lowering albedo); this amplifies the warming trend 

because the ocean surface absorbs more heat from the Sun than the 

surface of snow and ice. 

o Changing Ocean currents: 

 Ocean currents normally bring in warmer water from the Pacific, and 

colder water exits out of the Arctic into the Atlantic. 

 But those currents may be changing because more melting ice is 

injecting the Arctic Ocean with freshwater. The missing ice also 

exposes the surface waters to more wind. This mixes up colder 

freshwater at the surface and warmer saltwater below, raising surface 

temperatures and further melting ice. 

o Changing Weather 

 Ocean currents drive the powerful polar jet stream, which moves hot 

and cold air masses around the Northern Hemisphere. This is a product 

of the temperature differences between the Arctic and the tropics. 
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 But as the Arctic warms, the jet stream now undulates wildly north and 

south. This has been injecting the Arctic with warm air. 

 Thunderstorms are also much more likely to occur in the tropics than 

the higher latitudes. The storms transport heat from the surface to higher 

levels of the atmosphere, where global wind patterns sweep it toward 

higher latitudes. 

 The abundance of thunderstorms in tropics creates a near-constant flow 

of heat away from the tropics towards the Arctic. 

 Impact in the Arctic: 

o The floating sea ice cover of the Arctic Ocean is shrinking, especially 

during summer. 

o Snow cover over land in the Arctic has decreased, notably in spring. 

o In addition, frozen ground in the Arctic, known as permafrost, is warming 

and in many areas thawing. 

 Comparison with Antarctica: 

o There is no Antarctic amplification. Antarctic warming has been similar 

to the global average, although some parts are warming much faster. 

o Reason: Antarctica is surrounded by the vast Southern Ocean, which is 

soaking up much of the atmosphere’s excess heat. 

 Effects Worldwide: 

o Higher temperature will cause a Sea-Level Rise globally that in turn has 

impacts like the destruction of ecosystems, displacement, loss of life and 

property etc. 

o Arctic permafrost thaw is also releasing the potent greenhouse gas 

methane causing profound global warming effects. 

o Arctic wildfire, called Zombie Fire intensity is also increasing each year 

as thawing ground dries out. 

 Other Related Information: 

o The Arctic Council is the leading intergovernmental forum promoting 

cooperation, coordination and interaction among the Arctic States, Arctic 

indigenous communities and other Arctic inhabitants on common Arctic 

issues, in particular on issues of sustainable development and 

environmental protection in the Arctic. 

o Recently, the Indian Prime Minister at Eastern Economic Forum (EEF), 

mentioned India’s willingness to play a significant role in the Arctic 

Council. 
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G -20 Anti- Corruption Working Group (ACWG) 

Recently, Saudi Arabia hosted the first-ever Ministerial Meeting of the G-

20 Anti-Corruption Working Group (ACWG) virtually. 

 Currently, Saudi Arabia holds the presidency of G-20 and is the first Arab 

nation to do so. 

G-20 Anti-Corruption Working Group: 

o It was set up in June 2010 at the Toronto Summit of G-20. The 

year 2020 marks its 10th anniversary. 

o Objective: To prepare "comprehensive recommendations for consideration 

by leaders on how the G20 could continue to make practical and valuable 

contributions to international efforts to combat corruption". 

o ACWG has led the G-20 anti-corruption efforts coordinating the collective 

and national actions taken by its members. 

o It actively works with the World Bank Group, the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF), the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), etc. 

 The World Bank and the UNODC are also involved in the ACWG through 

the active participation and contribution of Stolen Asset Recovery 

Initiative (StAR) to its work, which plays an advisory role on asset 

recovery, anti-money laundering/counter-terrorism financing, 

transparency and beneficial ownership, etc. 

G-20 on Corruption: 

o In recent years the G-20 has played a critical role in global and national 

anti-corruption efforts. 

o It recognises the negative impact of corruption which, ‘threatens the 

integrity of markets, undermines fair competition, distorts resource allocation, 

destroys public trust, and undermines the rule of law’. 

o It is committed to ensuring that member countries lead by example and 

add value to existing international instruments and commitments. 

o The G-20 agreed on the Anti-Corruption Action Plan, 2019-2021 in Buenos 

Aires in 2018. In the framework of this action plan, G-20 members look 

forward to developing targeted actions where the G-20 can best add value in 

promoting international efforts in the fight against corruption. 

G-20 

 It is an informal group of 19 countries and the European Union (EU), with 

representatives of the IMF and the World Bank. 

o The G20 membership comprises a mix of the world’s largest advanced 

and emerging economies, representing about two-thirds of the world’s 
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population, 85% of global gross domestic product (GDP) 80% of global 

investment and over 75% of global trade. 

Headquarter: 

 The G20 operates as a forum and not as an organisation. Therefore, it does 

not have any permanent secretariat. 

Origins: 

 1997-1999 Asian Financial Crisis: This was a ministerial-level forum which 

emerged after G7 invited both developed and developing economies. 

The finance ministers and central bank governors began meeting in 1999. 

 Amid the 2008 Financial Crisis, the world saw the need for a new 

consensus-building at the highest political level and it was decided that the 

G20 leaders would begin meeting once annually. 

Members: 

o The members of the G20 are Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, 

France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Republic of Korea, Mexico, 

Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, the UK, the USA, and the EU. 

o One nation holds the chair every year, known as the 'G20 Presidency'. 

 

Scientists create 3D atomic map of novel coronavirus 

replication mechanism.  

 In the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 is an enzyme called the main protease, which 

drives its replication once it infects the human cell. For the first time, scientists 

have completed a 3D map that reveals the location of every atom in the 

molecule of this enzyme.  

 As Covid-19 cases surge again in several countries, this 3D mapping will 

allow scientists to better understand how the coronavirus behaves, and how it 

can be stopped. 

 The mapping was done by researchers at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory 

under the US Department of Energy. The results are published in the Journal 

of Biological Chemistry. 

 SARS-CoV-2 expresses long chains of proteins. When these chains are broken 

down and cut into smaller strands, it enables the virus to reproduce. This task 

is performed by the main protease. Its structure: two identical protein 

molecules held together by hydrogen bonds. If a drug can be developed that 

inhibits or blocks the protease activity, it will prevent the virus from 

replicating and spreading to other cells in the body. 

 Researchers used a technique called neutron crystallography. The site 

containing the amino acids where the protein chains are cut, these experiments 
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revealed, is in an electrically charged reactive state — not in a resting or 

neutral state, contrary to previously held beliefs. Second, researchers mapped 

the location of each hydrogen atom in the places where drug inhibitors could 

bind to the protease enzyme, as well as the electrical charges of the associated 

amino acids.   

 Previous research published in Nature Communications creates a complete 

atomic structure of the protease enzyme. The new research builds on that. 

 The team will now use the newly obtained information to investigate the 

binding properties of drug molecule candidates to produce improved Covid-

19 therapeutics. 

The research is novel In several ways. It is the first time anyone has obtained a 

neutron structure of a coronavirus protein. The researchers said it is also the first 

time anyone has looked at this class of protease enzymes using neutrons. Further, 

the fact that the protein chains are cut at a site that is in an electrically charged 

reactive state, rather than neutral, was a surprise finding. 

 

SERB-POWER Scheme. 

Recently, the Union Minister for Science and Technology has launched SERB-

POWER (Promoting Opportunities for Women in Exploratory Research) 

Scheme, which has two components of fellowship and research grants. 

 The Science and Engineering Research Board (SERB), is a statutory body 

of the Department of Science and Technology (DST), Government of India. 

 It is a scheme designed exclusively for women scientists to mitigate gender 

disparity in science and engineering research in various science and 

technology (S&T) programmes in Indian academic institutions and research 

and development (R&D) laboratories. 

 It will serve as a benchmark of recognition in the national scenario and 

will empower women scientists and cultivate a women-friendly 

culture and ensure more women in leadership positions in decision-

making bodies. 

 SERB-POWER Fellowship: 

o Target: 

 Women researchers in 35-55 years of age. 

 Up-to 25 Fellowships per year and not more than 75 at any point in 

time. 

o Components of Support: 

 Fellowship of Rs. 15,000/- per month in addition to regular income. 

 Research grant of Rs. 10 lakh per annum. 
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 Overhead of Rs. 90,000/- per annum. 

o Duration: 

 Three years, without the possibility of extension. Once in a career. 

 SERB-POWER Research Grants: 

o Funding under Two Categories for up to 50 Power Grants: 

 Level I: Up to 60 lakhs for three years for applicants from IITs, IISERs, 

IISc, NITs, Central Universities, and National Labs of Central 

Government Institutions. 

 Level II: Up to 30 lakhs for three years for applicants from State 

Universities/Colleges and Private Academic Institutions. 

o Regulations: 

 Grants will be regulated through terms of reference conforming to 

SERB-Core Research Grant (CRG) guidelines. 

 

More Contribution to Emissions by Rich.  

Recently, the Oxfam International and the Stockholm Environmental 

Institute (SEI) has released a report titled “Confronting Carbon 

Inequality”, which highlights that a rich person contributes more to the 

climate crisis than a poor person. 

 Oxfam is a global organisation with affiliates in 20 countries, working 

together to end the injustice of poverty. 

 SEI is an international non-profit research and policy organisation which 

promotes sustainability in policy making. 

 Data Analysis from 1990 to 2015: 

 Cumulative Emissions: The richest 1% of humanity accounted for 15% 

of cumulative emissions, while the poorest 50% accounted for only 7%. 

 Depletion of Global Carbon Budget: The richest 10% depleted the global 

carbon budget by 31% and the poorest 50% used only 4% of the carbon 

budget. 

o A carbon budget is a cumulative amount of carbon 

dioxide (CO2) emissions permitted over a period of time to keep 

within a certain temperature threshold. 

 Emissions Growth: While the richest 10% accounted for 46% of 

emissions growth, the poorest 50% accounted for only 6%. 

o About half of the emissions of the richest 10% are associated with North 

America and the European Union (EU). 
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 Indian Comparison with Others: 

o An Indian emitted only 1.97 tonnes of CO2 (tCO2) 

annually, while Americans and Canadians both emitted well over 16 

tCO2. 

o The per capita CO2 emissions of the richest 10% of Indians were about 

4.4 tonnes in 2018, in comparison to the per capita emissions of the 

richest 10% Americans were 52.4 tonnes, almost 12 times that of the 

richest Indians. 

o India’s per capita emissions were a fraction of not just the EU (6.78 

tCO2/person), but also China (7.95 tCO2/person), making it the lowest 

per capita emitter amongst the world’s large economies. 

 Highlighted Concerns: 

o The global carbon budget is being rapidly depleted due to the 

increasing consumption of the rich in the name of dignity and a decent 

standard of living. 

 Of this increased consumption, the largest share of emissions by the rich 

was from flights and cars, including private jets, luxury SUVs and sports 

cars. 

o Also, the report briefly acknowledged the intersectionality of 

income inequality and the climate crisis with factors such as race, 

class, gender, caste and age. 

 For example, gender pay inequity meant that men earned higher 

wages than women which led to higher spendings and more 

travels. 

o Global consumption and production models are driven by tenets 

of capitalistic growth and neoliberalism and it is impossible to 

decouple those systems from resource extraction and environmental 

degradation. 

o Moderate measures such as carbon tax and non-binding climate 

commitments from corporations and countries are inadequate while 

considering the scale of transformation. 

 Suggestions by report:  

o Systemic change rather than a sole focus on individual action. 

o Clip emissions of the richest 10% and reduce the per capita 

footprint to the 1.5°C-consistent level by 2030 which would cut 

annual carbon emissions by over a third. 

o Call for “new economic models that do not depend on the endless 

growth in consumption of the already affluent”. 
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 This is a departure from the mainstream discourse on climate 

solutions which tends to focus on changes in behaviour and 

personal habits such as driving electric vehicles and consuming 

less meat. 

o Comprehensive approaches like the Green New Deal (popular in 

the USA in 2018 and different from the European Green Deal), 

which might help avert the worst of the climate crisis amid widespread 

income inequality and imbalanced power structures. 

 The Green New Deal combines a series of goals including 100% 

renewable energy, along with full access to health care and 

guaranteed wages. 

 The United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (UNCTAD) echoed the same in 2019 and called 

for a global iteration of a Green New Deal through a large-scale 

investment push led by the public sector instead of the private 

sector. 

o Wealth redistribution via taxes on the wealthiest, rapid 

decarbonisation via large-scale public investments in clean 

energy and low carbon transportation, mass mobilization and 

the creation of a social safety net through measures like jobs 

guarantee programme and universal healthcare. 

 

Dairy production in the Indus Valley Civilization 

A new study has shown that dairy products were being produced by the 

Harappans as far back as 2500 BCE. 

Dairy production in IVC 

 By analysing residues on ancient pots, researchers show the earliest direct 

evidence of dairy product processing, thus throwing fresh light on the rural 

economy of the civilization. 

 The studies were carried out on 59 shards of pottery from Kotada Bhadli, a 

small archaeological site in present-day Gujarat. 

How did they find it? 

 The team used molecular analysis techniques to study the residues from 

ancient pottery. 

 Pots are porous. The pot preserves the molecules of food such as fats and 

proteins. Using techniques like C16 and C18 analysis we can identify the 

source of lipids. 

 Traces were seen in cooking vessels indicating that milk may have been boiled 

and consumed. 
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Significant outcome of the study 

 The study has found residues in a bowl showing that either heated milk or curd 

could have been served. 

 There are also remains of a perforated vessel, and similar vessels were used in 

Europe to make cheese. 

 The Harappans did not just use dairy for their household. 

 The large herd indicates that milk was produced in surplus so that it could be 

exchanged and there could have been some kind of trade between settlements. 

 This could have given rise to an industrial level of dairy exploitation. 

 

Earth observation satellite EOS-01 

India would launch its latest earth observation satellite EOS-01 and nine 

international customer satellites from Satish Dhawan Space Centre in Andhra 

Pradesh’s Sriharikota. 

 The Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV-C49) of the Indian Space Research 

Organisation (ISRO) will launch these ten satellites on 7th November 2020. It 

will be PSLV's 51st Mission. 

What is EOS-01? 

It is an earth observation satellite and is intended for applications in agriculture, 

forestry and disaster management support. 

 Earth observation satellites are the satellites equipped with remote sensing 

technology. Earth observation is the gathering of information about Earth's 

physical, chemical and biological systems. 

 Many earth observation satellites have been employed on sun-synchronous 

orbit. 

 Other earth observation satellites launched by ISRO include 

RESOURCESAT- 2, 2A, CARTOSAT-1, 2, 2A, 2B, RISAT-1 and 2, 

OCEANSAT-2, Megha-Tropiques, SARAL and SCATSAT-1, INSAT-3DR, 

3D, etc. 

Nine Customer Satellites: These are being launched as part of a commercial 

agreement with NewSpace India Limited (NSIL), Department of Space. 

 NSIL, incorporated in 2019 (under the Companies Act, 2013), is a wholly 

owned Government of India company, under the administrative control of 

Department of Space (DOS). 

 NSIL is the commercial arm of ISRO with the primary responsibility of 

enabling Indian industries to take up high technology space related activities 

and is also responsible for promotion and commercial exploitation of the 

products and services emanating from the Indian space programme. 
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The major business areas of the NSIL include: 

 Production of Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV) and Small Satellite 
Launch Vehicle (SSLV) through industry. 

 Production and marketing of space-based services, including launch services 
and space-based applications like transponder leasing, remote sensing and 
mission support services. 

 Building of Satellites (both Communication and Earth Observation) as per 
user requirements. 

 Transfer of technology developed by ISRO centres/ units and constituent 
institutions of Dept. of Space. 

o Marketing spin off technologies and products/ services emanating out of 

ISRO activities. 

 Consultancy services. 

o Recently, the Government of India has created the Indian National Space 

Promotion and Authorization Center (IN-SPACe), an independent nodal 

agency under the Department of Space, to provide a boost to the private 

sector participating in space-related activities or using India’s space 

resources. 

 

Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA) 

The Centre has designated 18 key operatives and leaders of extremists groups as 

individual terrorists under the recently-amended Unlawful Activities Prevention 

Act (UAPA). 

About UAPA. 

 The UAPA is aimed at effective prevention of unlawful activities associations 
in India. 

 Its main objective was to make powers available for dealing with activities 
directed against the integrity and sovereignty of India 

 It is an upgrade on the Terrorist and Disruptive Activities (Prevention) Act 
TADA, which was allowed to lapse in 1995 and the Prevention of Terrorism 
Act (POTA) was repealed in 2004. 

 It was originally passed in 1967 under the then Congress government led by 
former Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. 

 Till 2004, “unlawful” activities referred to actions related to secession and 
cession of territory. Following the 2004 amendment, “terrorist act” was added 
to the list of offences. 

Recent amendments: 

 The Centre had amended UAPA, 1967, in August 2019 to include the 

provision of designating an individual as a terrorist. 

 Before this amendment, only organisations could be designated as terrorist 

outfits. 
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The road to economic recovery: 

When the pandemic continues, what factors raise hopes of recovery? 

 Active cases are coming down despite normalisation of economic activities. 
A vaccine breakthrough seems to be on the horizon. Lower oil, gold and 
Chinese goods imports have made India current account-surplus. Foreign 
exchange reserves are about to exceed foreign exchange debt. Global firms 
are opening up their purses for direct as well as portfolio investment. 
Agriculture reforms will materially benefit a large rural population. Labour 
reforms and postal life insurance schemes are steps in the right direction for 
India becoming a manufacturing hub, although a lot more needs to be done on 
the ground. 

 The September 20 quarterly results are by and large ahead of street 
expectations. Margins have expanded across sectors due to deep cost cuts. In 
sectors like auto and consumer durables, volumes are ahead of expectations. 
Many attribute it to pent-up demand. Demand, pent up or otherwise, has 
recovered due to steps taken in the past. However, it needs to be sustained in 
the future by further measures. 

Factors that will determine the recovery path for firms: 

 Leverage, cost structure, governance, access to capital and adaptiveness 

determine the virtuosity of a firm. Firms with less leverage, good governance, 

and the ability to raise capital, cut costs with the precision, and innovate to 

adapt in the current situation will not only survive but also prosper. Economic 

recovery will be a function of top-down factors like fiscal and monetary 

stimulus as well as bottom-up entrepreneurial efforts. 

Policy focus needed:  

 The monetary policy is accommodative but credit transmission needs to 

improve further. Policy rates are at lifetime low levels but the cost of 

borrowing needs to be lowered for below-AA rated borrowers. Fiscal stimulus 

has supported growth at the bottom of the pyramid but sectors like travel, 

tourism, hotel, retailing, aviation, infrastructure etc require more support. The 

path of fiscal prudence is important but it needs to be achieved by raising non-

tax resources like proceeds from strategic divestment and monetisation of 

assets, unlocking capital stuck in gold lying in tijori etc. 

 Ease of doing business has improved but rule of law needs to be improved. 

Despite good intentions, commercial disputes are getting addressed like the 

never-ending trial of the 1992 security scam rather than the quick, everyone-

wins solution of Satyam. Laws are being made for the lowest common 

denominator as crooks escape without adequate punishment. This increases 

the cost of compliance for the rest. Investment cannot pick up sustainably 

unless rule of law is experienced by investors. Big has become bigger in these 

challenging times, but eventually small and medium firms need to become 

competitive and prosper. 
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Is the global resurgence of Covid-19 a threat to the stock market recovery? 

 The stock market has responded enthusiastically with large cap indices trading 

a little below their pre-Covid highs. Flows and improving fundamentals have 

pulled the market to current levels. Undoubtedly, we are not out of the woods. 

Factors like the ongoing second wave in the US and Europe, the US election 

results etc will impact our markets, albeit on a temporary basis. 

Amid such concerns, what can drive the market going forward? 

 The stock market will be driven by the long-term growth trajectory. Global 
capital in an era of abundant liquidity and ultra-low interest rates will chase 
returns (US junk bonds are trading at life-time low yields). For many 
investors, growth or Innovation will be a proxy for returns. 

 There is a money-making opportunity for a disciplined stock-picker. On one 
side, defensive sectors like FMCG, pharma, tech etc are trading at high 
valuations. On the other hand, public-sector undertakings and public-sector 
banks are trading at lifetime low valuations. On the one hand, big is becoming 
bigger, but on the other hand the market is valuing David far more than 
Goliath. The future is becoming uncertain due to massive disruption, but is 
most exciting for the disruptor. Within a sector, there is a wide range of returns 
as winners get rewarded disproportionately. There is plenty of information and 
news, but it is difficult to determine facts. 

Which sectors or themes hold promise for investors going forward? 

 # Sustainable long-term growth is visible in sectors where India is becoming 

part of the global supply chain. Sectors like contract manufacturing and 

chemicals are at a take-off stage, like the IT sector at the beginning of the 

century, albeit with high valuations. 

 # Firms on the wrong side of ESG (environment, social and corporate 

governance) investment will get de-rated. Their profits will get low valuation 

irrespective of growth. 

 # Challengers/disruptors will get high valuations despite capital burn. Firms 

doing disintermediation will get rewarded disproportionately. 

 # Sector where PSUs dominate, such as banking and insurance, will provide 

long-term growth opportunities to private firms. 

 

Rising Cybercrims  

The Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) has written to all States to examine and 

register First Information Reports (FIRs) based on the complaints received 

on National Cybercrime Reporting Portal (www.cybercrime.gov.in). 

 Low Conversion Rates: As per Ministry of Home Affairs, only 2.5% of total 

complaints registered on the portal are converted into FIRs. 



 

65 

 Cyber Crime Volunteers: Through the portal, the Government seeks to 

promote Cyber Crime Volunteers for identifying, reporting and removal of 

illegal/unlawful online content. 

 Increase in Cases: According to the National Crime Records Bureau 

(NCRB), the number of registered cybercrimes increased by 63.5% in the year 

2019 compared to 2018. 

Benefits: 

 Help in curbing rising cyber frauds, cyber bullying, child pornography etc. 

 In consonance with the Digital India drive of the government as with rising 

digital footprint cybercrimes are bound to rise. 

 Massive Digitalisation in the post-covid world in the sectors of education, 

health etc highlights the importance of cyber governance initiatives such as 

this. 

National Cyber Crime Reporting Portal 

 Launched in 2019, it is a citizen-centric initiative enabling citizens to report 

cybercrimes online. 

 The portal specifically focuses on crimes against women, children, 

particularly child pornography, child sex abuse material, online content 

pertaining to rapes/gang rapes, etc. 

 It also focuses on crimes like financial crime and social media related crimes 

like stalking, cyberbullying, etc. 

 It will improve the capacity of law enforcement agencies to investigate the 

cases after successful completion by improving coordination amongst the law 

enforcement agencies of different States, districts and police stations. 

Budapest Convention 

 The Council of Europe’s (CoE) Cybercrime Convention, also known as 

the Budapest Convention is the sole legally binding international 

multilateral treaty on cybercrime. It coordinates cybercrime investigations 

between nation-states and criminalizes certain cybercrime conduct. 

 It was open for signature in 2001 and came into force in 2004. 

 The Budapest Convention is supplemented by a Protocol on Xenophobia and 

Racism committed through computer systems. 

 India is not a party to it. India recently voted in favour of a Russian-led UN 

resolution to set up a separate convention. The resolution seeks to set up new 

cyber norms considered as a counter alternative to the US backed Budapest 

Accord. 
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CSIR IndiGenome resource of 1029 Indian genomes 

provides a compendium of genetic variants representing 

the contemporary Indian population.  

Recently, the results from the computation analysis of the 1029 sequenced 

genomes from India were published in the scientific journal, Nucleic Acid 

Research. 

 The analysis has found that out of 55,898,122 single nucleotide variants in 

India 18,016,257 (32.23%) variants are unique and found only in the 

samples sequenced from India. 

 This emphasizes the need for an India centric population genomic initiative. 

 The analysis was carried out by CSIR constituent labs, Institute of 

Genomics and Integrative Biology (IGIB), Delhi and Centre for Cellular and 

Molecular Biology (CCMB), Hyderabad. 

IndiGenomes Resource Database: 

 It encompasses the genomic data from over 1000 whole genome sequences 

sequenced from across India as part of the IndiGen programme and 

represents diverse geographies and ethnicities. 

o The IndiGen Programme was launched in April 2019, under 

which genome sequencing of 1029 self-declared healthy Indians drawn 

from across the country has been completed. 

o Its objective was to enable genetic epidemiology and develop public 

health technologies applications using population genome data. 

 The resource provides access to over 55 million genetic variants 

representing the contemporary Indian population with an objective to 

classify variants involved in mendelian disorders and improve precision 

medicine outcomes. 

o Mendelian disorder is a type of genetic disorder, resulting due to 

alterations in a gene or due to abnormalities in the genome. 

 It enables the identification of markers for carrier screening, variations 

causing genetic diseases, prevention of adverse events and provides better 

diagnosis and optimal therapy through mining data. 

 This resource can provide useful insights for clinicians and researchers in 

comprehending genetics not only at the population level but at the individual 

level. 

What is a Genome? 

 A genome is all the genetic matter in an organism. It is defined as an 

organism’s complete set of Deoxyribose Nucleic Acid (DNA), including all 

of its genes. 
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o Every organism’s genetic code is contained in its DNA, the building blocks 

of life. 

 Each genome contains all of the information needed to build and maintain that 

organism. 

 In humans, a copy of the entire genome contains more than 3 billion DNA 

base pairs. 

What is Genome sequencing? 

 Genome sequencing is figuring out the order of DNA nucleotides, or 

bases, in a genome—the order of Adenine, Cytosine, Guanines, and 

Thymine that make up an organism's DNA. 

What are its applications? 

 Genome sequencing can play a crucial role for new advancements in medical 

science (like predictive diagnosis and precision medicine, genomic 

information) and in disease management. 

 Through genome sequencing methodology, researchers and clinicians 

can easily detect the disease related to genetic disorder. 

 

WWF report on global water scarcity: 

Nearly a third of the 100 cities in the world susceptible to ‘water risk’ — defined 

as losses from battling droughts to flooding — are in India, according to the WWF 

Water Risk Filter. 

What is Water Risk Filter? 

 This is an online tool, co-developed by the Worldwide Fund for Nature that 

helps evaluate the severity of risk places faced by graphically illustrating 

various factors that can contribute to water risk. 

 Launched in 2012, it is a practical online tool that helps companies and 

investors assess and respond to water-related risks facing their operations and 

investments across the globe. 

 After a major upgrade in 2018, the Water Risk Filter 5.0 enables companies 

and investors to Explore, Assess, Value and Respond to water risks. 

 Lately, the Water Risk Filter provides scenarios of water risks for 2030 and 

2050, integrating climate and socio-economic changes in different pathways. 

Key findings: 

 It reported 30 Indian cities that would face a ‘grave water risk’ by 2050 due to 

a dramatic increase in their population percentage to 51 per cent by 2050, from 

17 per cent in 2020. 

 Jaipur topped the list, followed by Indore and Thane. Mumbai, Kolkata and 

Delhi also featured on the list. 
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 The global list includes cities such as Beijing, Jakarta, Johannesburg, Istanbul, 

Hong Kong, Mecca and Rio de Janeiro. China accounts for almost half the 

cities. 

Key suggestions: 

 The future of India’s environment lies in its cities. As India rapidly urbanizes, 

cities will be at the forefront both for India’s growth and for sustainability. 

 For cities to break away from the current vicious loop of flooding and water 

scarcity, nature-based solutions like restoration of urban watersheds and 

wetlands could offer solutions. 

 Urban watersheds and wetlands are critical for maintaining the water balance 

of a city, flood cushioning, micro-climate regulation and protecting its 

biodiversity, the report notes. 

 

Amended land laws for Jammu & Kashmir 

The amended land laws for Jammu & Kashmir Who can buy or sell land in the 

Union Territory and what are the other rules governing it?  

The story so far:  

 On October 26, the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) announced several 

amendments to land laws for the Union Territory of Jammu Kashmir (J&K), 

including the Jammu and Kashmir Development Act of 1970, which till now 

entitled only permanent residents to purchase or sell property in the former 

State, and the J&K Land Revenue Act, 1996. The MHA notification said the 

“Union Territory of Jammu and Kashmir Reorganisation (Adaptation of 

Central Laws) Third Order, 2020 shall come into force with immediate effect 

and will encourage development in the UT of Jammu and Kashmir”. In August 

last year, the special status granted to Jammu and Kashmir under Article 370 

and Article 35A was revoked. Section 96 of the J&K Reorganisation Act, 2019 

empowers the MHA to adapt and modify any law by way of repeal or 

amendment before the expiration of one year from the appointed day of the 

Union Territory of J&K, which is October 31, 2019.  

What are the changes?  

 The MHA has amended sections of the J&K Land Revenue Act, 1996 and 

the J&K Development Act of 1970. The 1996 Act pertains to management 

of agricultural land and the 1970 Act deals with zonal development plans 

determining land use for public buildings, roads, housing recreation, industry, 

business, markets, schools, hospitals and public and private open spaces. 

According to the amendment to the Land Revenue Act, anyone from any part 

of the country can now buy land in J&K, including agricultural land. Though 

the amendments prohibit sale, transfer, mortgage and conversion of 

agricultural land to a non-agriculturist in the UT, it can still be allowed, 
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“provided that the Government or an officer authorized by it in this behalf may 

grant permission to an agriculturist to alienate the land to a non-agriculturist 

by way of sale, gift, exchange or mortgage”. 

 The government can allow the transfer of agricultural land to a public trust for 

charitable work, healthcare, education, industrial or commercial purposes. A 

Board of Revenue headed by a Financial Commissioner has been constituted 

and a fresh clause defining “agricultural land” as land which is used or is 

capable of being used for agriculture and allied activities, including fallow 

land, has been inserted. The amendment deletes the “permanent resident” 

provision in the 1970 Act that provided housing sites within the range of 25-

30 square metres to permanent residents belonging to “economically weaker 

section” and “low income groups”. Now, economically deprived people from 

all parts of the country will be eligible for such housing sites.  

 A fresh provision has been added, by which the government, on the written 

request of an Army officer not below the rank of a Corps Commander, may 

declare an area as a “strategic area” for direct operational and training 

requirements of the armed forces.  

 It also creates the Jammu and Kashmir Industrial Development 

Corporation for establishing commercial centres and industries in the UT. 

The Corporation shall consist of twelve directors, four of whom could be 

nominated from the private sector with experience in “industry or trade or 

finance”. The Corporation will have the power to acquire movable and 

immovable property, and to lease, sell, exchange or transfer any property held 

by it. If the Corporation is unable to acquire land by an agreement, the 

government could order proceedings under the Right to Fair Compensation 

and Transparency in Land Acquisition Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 

2013 and acquire the land for “public purpose”. No court can take cognisance 

relating to property vested in the Corporation, except when the Corporation 

files a complaint. No legal suit can be filed against officials of the Corporation 

without a prior notice of two months and not later than six months from the 

date of complaint.  
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What amendments have been brought about in government land holdings? 

 The Jammu and Kashmir Land Grants Act, 1960, which regulates grant of 

government land on lease and earlier applied to urban areas of Jammu, 

Srinagar and towns, will now be extended to the entire UT. The amendment 

omits the permanent resident clause to get government land on lease for 

“residential purposes”. The J&K Agrarian Reforms Act, 1976, which 

provided for transfer of land from big land owners to tillers, has been 

amended. The erstwhile agrarian reforms Act stated that only up to two kanals 

(0.25 acre) of land could be held per family for residential purposes.  

Laws for Ladakh:  

 The main political parties in J&K have questioned the land laws, and say the 

Centre engaged with Ladakh and not J&K on land laws and job protection. 

The laws for Ladakh have not yet been notified as local leaders have 

demanded inclusion in the Sixth Schedule (tribal) of the Constitution to protect 

their land from “outsiders”. 

 

The importance of Gilgit-Baltistan, and why Pakistan has 

given it provisional province status.  

 On November 1, observed every year in Gilgit-Baltistan as “Independence 

Day”, Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan announced that his government 

would give the region “provisional provincial status”. When that happens, 

G-B will become the fifth province of Pakistan, although the region is claimed 

by India as part of the erstwhile princely state of Jammu & Kashmir as it 

existed in 1947 at its accession to India. 

 Gilgit-Baltistan is the northernmost territory administered by Pakistan, 

providing the country’s only territorial frontier, and thus a land route, with 

China, where it meets the Xinjiang Autonomous Region. The China Pakistan 

Economic Corridor has made the region vital for both countries. In a recent 

analysis by Andrew Small (Returning to the Shadow: China, Pakistan and the 

Fate of CPEC), this ambitious project is seen to have been going slow for a 

combination of reasons. But given the strategic interests of both countries, 

CPEC will continue.  

 To G-B’s west is Afghanistan, to its south is Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, and 

to the east J&K. The plan to grant G-B provincial status gathered speed over 

the last one year. While some commentary links it to CPEC and Chinese 

interest, others in Pakistan say the push might have well come from India’s 

reassertion of its claims after the August 5, 2019 reorgansiation of Jammu & 

Kashmir. 

 Pakistan’s Dawn newspaper reported in September that the government and 

the opposition had “almost reached a consensus” on granting ‘provisional 

provincial status’ to the region.  
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What is the region’s current status? 

 Though Pakistan, like India, links G-B’s fate to that of Kashmir, its 

administrative arrangements are different from those in PoK. While PoK has 

its own Constitution that sets out its powers and their limits vis-à-vis Pakistan, 

G-B has been ruled mostly by executive fiat. Until 2009, the region was simply 

called Northern Areas. 

 It got its present name only with the Gilgit-Baltistan (Empowerment and Self-

Governance) Order, 2009, which replaced the Northern Areas Legislative 

Council with the Legislative Assembly. The NALC was an elected body, but 

had no more than an advisory role to the Minister for Kashmir Affairs and 

Northern Areas, who ruled from Islamabad. The Legislative Assembly is only 

a slight improvement. It has 24 directly elected members and nine nominated 

ones.   

 In 2018, the then PML(N) government passed an order centralising even the 

limited powers granted to the Assembly, a move linked to the need for greater 

control over land and other resources for the infrastructure projects then being 

planned under CPEC. The order was challenged, and in 2019, the Pakistan 

Supreme Court repealed it and asked the Imran Khan government to replace 

it with governance reforms. This was not done. Meanwhile, the Supreme 

Court extended it jurisdiction to G-B, and made arrangements for a caretaker 

government until the next Legislative Assembly elections. 

 The last polls were held in July 2015, and the Assembly’s five-term ended in 

July this year. Fresh elections could not be held because of the pandemic. It is 

not clear if the provincial status will come before or after the polls. 

Why the separate status? 

 Pakistan’s separate arrangement with G-B go back to the circumstances under 

which it came to administer it7. On November 1 1947, after J&K ruler Hari 

Singh had signed the Instrument of Accession with India, and the Indian Army 

had landed in the Valley to drive out tribal invaders from Pakistan, there was 

a rebellion against Hari Singh in Gilgit. 

 A small force raised by the British to guard Gilgit, ostensibly on behalf of the 

Kashmir ruler but in fact to serve its administration of the Gilgit Agency, on 

the frontiers of what was then the Soviet-British Great Game territory, 

mutinied under the leadership of its commander, Major William Alexander 

Brown. Gilgit had been leased to the British by Hari Singh in 1935. The British 

returned it in August 1947. Hari Singh sent his representative, Brigadier 

Ghansar Singh, as Governor, and Brown to take charge of the Gilgit Scouts. 

But after taking protective custody of the Governor on November 1, Brown 

would raise the Pakistani flag at his headquarters. Later the Gilgit Scouts 

managed to bring Baltistan under their control. 
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 Pakistan did not accept G-B’s accession although it took administrative 

control of the territory. After India went to the UN and a series of resolutions 

were passed in the Security Council on the situation in Kashmir, Pakistan 

believed that neither G-B nor PoK should be annexed to Pakistan, as this could 

undermine the international case for a plebiscite in Kashmir. It also reckons 

that in the event a plebiscite ever takes place in Kashmir, votes in G-B will be 

important too. 

Is granting this status a step towards Pakistan accepting the LoC status quo? 

 While India has objected to the plan to make G-B a province of Pakistan and 

in the recent past asserted that it will take control of G-B, there is a realisation 

that it is impossible to change the map now. In this sense, it can argued that 

the merger of G-B with Pakistan is a move that could help both countries put 

the past behind and move forward on the Kashmir issue, sometime in the 

future. 

What do the people in Gilgit Baltistan want? 

 The people of G-B have been demanding for years that it be made a part of 

Pakistan, they do not have the same constitutional rights Pakistanis have. 

 There is virtually no connect with India. Some have in the past demanded a 

merger with PoK, but the people of G-B have no real connect with Kashmir 

either. They belong to several non-Kashmiri ethnicities, and speak various 

languages, none of these Kashmiri. 

 A majority of the estimated 1.5 million G-B residents are Shias. There is anger 

against Pakistan for unleashing extremist sectarian militant groups that target 

Shias, and for dictating over the use of their natural resources, but the 

predominant sentiment is that all this will improve once they are part of the 

Pakistani federation. There is a small movement for independence, but it has 

very little traction. 

 

Electing the American President 

What are primaries and caucuses? 

The nominees of the two political parties in the US Presidential elections are 

chosen through a series of primaries and caucuses in every US state that begin 

earlier in the election year. This year, the two are Joe Biden of the Democratic 

Party and Donald Trump of the Republican Party.  

Is there an Election Commission in the US like in India? 

No. US is a `coming together’ federation. States have all the powers. States 

conduct the election. There is no Central Election Commission in US.  

How is the US President elected? 

He/she is elected by an electoral college. 
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What is an electoral college? 

In the United States, the Electoral College refers to the group of presidential 

electors required by the United States Constitution to form every four years for 

the sole purpose of electing the president and vice president of the United States. 

The members of the college are elected by the people directly who in turn elect 

the President. 

How many electors are there in the college and how are they elected? 

Constitution, empowers each state legislature to determine the manner by which 

the state's electors are chosen. The number of electors in each state is equal to the 

sum of the state's membership in the Senate and House of Representatives which 

are the US counterparts of Rajya Sabha and Lok Sabha respectively. 

Currently, there are 100 senators and 435 state representatives. In addition, 

District of Columbia has 3 electors. Thus, there are currently 538 electors. 

Winning candidate requires to poll 270 electoral college votes. 

What are swing states? 

In American politics, the term swing state (or battleground state) refers to any 

state that could reasonably be won by either the Democratic or Republican 

presidential candidate by a swing in votes. These states are usually targeted by 

both major-party campaigns. Florida and Pennsylvania for example.  

The states that regularly lean to a single party are known as safe states. 

What and why is early voting? 

Early voting is a convenience voting process by which voters in 

the Presidential election can vote prior to the scheduled election day. Early voting 

can take place via postal voting, or in person. The goals of early voting are usually 

to increase voter participation and relieve congestion at polling stations on 

election day. 

The COVID-19 pandemic led many states both to reduce the number of polling 

stations for the 2020 elections and to relax requirements for both mail-in and early 

voting, including mailing applications to all active registered voters and providing 

drop-boxes for ballots. Record numbers of early votes were cast. 

When does the elected President actually take over? 

Following the national presidential election day (on the first Tuesday after 

November 1), which is today this year, each state counts its popular votes 

according to its laws to select the electors. 

In almost all the states, the winner of the plurality of the statewide vote receives 

all of that state's electors. It is like the Lok Sabha and Assembly elections in India 

where there may be tens of candidates fighting from a constituency, but the one 

who gets more votes than any other contestant, wins. That is the plurality of votes. 

Not the majority. 
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The electors of each state meet in their respective state capital on the first Monday 

after the second Wednesday of December to cast their votes. The results are 

counted by Congress. 

Is the winner-take-all and plurality system the same? 

Yes. Winner-take-all system is one where the candidate who wins the most 

popular votes in a state wins all of that state's electoral votes. 

What if none of the candidates gets a majority?  

In that case, the House of Representatives turns itself into a presidential election 

session, where one vote is assigned to each of the fifty states. Similarly, the Senate 

is responsible for electing the vice president, with each senator having one vote. 

The elected President and Vice President are inaugurated on January 20. 

What is the controversy this year? 

Donald Trump says that his lawyers will challenge the counting of postal votes 

that arrive after the election day. States have allowed the counting of votes that 

come after the polling day as the actual counting will take place in December.  

 

India-US Relations under Donald Trump 

US Presidential election outcome will be known tomorrow. Regardless of it, it is 

time to look back at and take stock of the India-US relation under Donald Trump. 

What unites India and the US? 

Irrespective of the leadership of the two countries, the relation is bound by many 

basic commonalities. The relationship is bound by a shared sense of values, a 

shared economic stake, a shared concern about China’s rise, and a shared need to 

work together to tackle challenges like climate change and transnational 

terrorism. Based on these convergences, earlier in 2020, during President 

Trump’s visit to India and US elevated the relationship to a Comprehensive 

Global Strategic Partnership.  

How is China a compelling factor? 

In recent years, particularly after Trump becoming the President in 2016, the 

China factor achieved unprecedented importance. The emergence of China as a 

global power threatening the status quo has been a worry for both. China has been 

belligerent, having abandoned its earlier position that its rise would be peaceful. 

India is a direct victim of Chinese expansionism. US also feels that China is 

taking undue advantage of global multilateralism by way of currency 

manipulation; 5G technology for spying; theft of intellectual property etc. The 

two countries are thus strategising to make China conduct its foreign policy by 

global rules. 

Aren't the Indo-Pacific and Quad central to the bilateral cooperation? 

Yes. Quad is shaping up with critical weight under Trump.  
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The emergence of the Indo-Pacific as a new geographic space—bringing together 

the Indian and the Pacific Oceans—represents the new strategic reality of the 

twenty-first century. It is a direct response to the rise of China across the Indian 

and Pacific Oceans which poses a threat to the security of the countries in the 

region unless they fall in line. It calls for greater security cooperation between 

India and the US which is reflected in India having 2 plus 2 meetings with the 

important players in the region like the US, Australia and Japan where every year 

their foreign and defense ministers meet and take stock of the developments in 

the region. Malabar military exercises are an aspect of it. So is the Quad which 

some officials in the US call an emerging Asian NATO. It will bolster India’s 

role as a net provider of security in the Indo-Pacific. 

China’s aggressiveness in the straits of Taiwan, South China Sea, eastern Ladakh 

and Hong Kong gives the Quad its justification.  

The defense relationship is strengthening between the two. What are the 

details? 

India signed four foundational agreements with the US for defense cooperation. 

All under Trump: 

 LEMOA (logistics exchange agreement)  

 COMCASA (communications security agreement)  

 Communication and Information Security Memorandum of Agreement 

(CISMOA) and 

 Basic Exchange Cooperation Agreement (BECA) that was signed last week 

in the 2+2 meet in India. 

The US is India’s second-largest source of arms after Russia, with India–US 

defence trade increasing significantly from US$200m in 2000 to over US$20bn. 

Key factors in this growth include the US recognition of India as a ‘Major 

Defence Partner’ in 2016, and the signing of the four foundational agreements.  

Any tensions? 

India and Russia signed the USD 5 billion S-400 air defence system deal in 2018. 

It runs against the US law called the Countering America’s Adversaries Through 

Sanctions Act (CAATSA).US agreed to give us waiver. But it is uncertain.  

How about the new area of the relationship, that is, the energy sector? 

The energy relation between India and the US is growing of late under Trump.  

India and the US decided to boost trade in crude oil and liquefied natural gas 

(LNG) and also strengthen technology partnerships in the energy sector. India has 

become the fourth-largest export destination for US crude and the fifth-largest 

buyer of LNG from the US. India is looking at the US for energy supplies as part 

of a strategy to diversify its crude and gas sources to give New Delhi more 

bargaining power while dealing with traditional suppliers. 
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How is the bilateral trade doing? 

The US has surpassed China to become India's top trading partner.  in 2018-19, 

the bilateral trade in merchandise between the US and India stood at USD 88 

billion. It is in addition to the trade in services. 

What are the trade tensions? 

However, there are trade tensions centered around 

 US imposing higher tariffs on India’s exports of steel and aluminium 

 US withdrawing the duty free exports of India under the Generalised System 

of Preferences(GSP) 

 US objecting to our intellectual property protection laws 

 US threatening to impose restrictions on Indian skilled workforce going to the 

US under the H1B visa. 

These tensions are due to Trump’s policy of nationalism that is followed under 

the banner: make America great again, which is essentially a transactional policy.  

 

Electronic Waste Management 

A recent report one waste painted an alarming picture about the e-waste, as it is 

piling up and the consequences of it. It is time for a deep dive into the issue.  

What is e-waste? 

It represents discarded appliances with a battery or a plug. 

Why is it piling up? 

Rapid advances in technology, economic growth, urbanisation processes, 

increasing demand for consumer electronic equipment and a downward trend in 

prices are a few factors responsible for the unparalleled growth of E-waste 

worldwide during the last two decades. 

The demand for electronics, especially in the form of information and 

telecommunication equipment, has been fueled by the ongoing novel coronavirus 

disease (COVID-19) pandemic. Today, we are a part of a new work culture where 

virtual is the new norm. 

The lifespan of electronic equipment, particularly of mobile phones and laptops, 

is decreasing alarmingly. 

New design and innovation as well as a downward pricing trend lure consumers 

to purchase new electronic products well before the older ones become unusable. 

How serious is the problem of e-waste? 

As the demand for electronic equipment increases, so does the amount of E-waste 

generated. A recent report by the United Nations Global E-waste Monitor, 2020 

estimated that in last five years, the volume of E-waste increased by 21 per cent 
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globally. It has already set a record with a massive 53.6 million tonnes (MT) 

generated in 2019 alone. 

The India data is equally disturbing. E-waste generation in India increased by 43 

per cent in just three years, according to the Ministry of Environment, Forest and 

Climate Change. 

Why is it a concern? Why should it be a concern? What dangers does it pose? 

Electronic waste (E-waste) represent a major environmental challenge in the 
world today. E-waste contains hazardous chemicals. For example, average 
computer screen has unhealthy levels of Lead. When computers are incinerated, 
put in landfills or melted down, it leads to emission of fumes, gases, and 
particulate matter into the air, the discharge of liquid waste into water and 
drainage systems. The disposal of hazardous wastes contribute to environmental 
degradation. The processes of dismantling and disposing of electronic waste in 
developing countries leads to a number of environmental impacts. Liquid and 
atmospheric releases end up in bodies of water, groundwater, soil, and air and 
therefore in land and sea animals – both domesticated and wild, in crops eaten by 
both animals and human, and in drinking water. 

What are the benefits of recycling? 

Recycling raw materials from end-of-life electronics is the most effective solution 

to the growing e-waste problem. Most electronic devices contain a variety of 

materials, including metals that can be recovered for future uses. By dismantling 

and providing reuse possibilities, natural resources are conserved and air and 

water pollution caused by hazardous disposal is avoided. Additionally, recycling 

reduces the amount of greenhouse gas emissions caused by the manufacturing of 

new products. 

Improper management of e-waste is resulting in a significant loss of scarce and 

valuable raw materials, such as gold, platinum, cobalt and rare earth elements. As 

much as 7% of the world's gold may currently be contained in e-waste, with 100 

times more gold in a tonne of e-waste than in a tonne of gold ore. 

What are the three pillars of e-waste management? 

Adequate research and development expertise, public participation and policy 

interventions are the three pillars. 

What is the R&D in handling e-waste? 

There are interesting developments on the research front towards addressing E-

waste concerns such as extraction of valuable metals from E-waste or degradation 

of hazardous compounds through biotechnological or physico-chemical 

processes but there is no progress on the lab to the land. 

What about people’s participation? 

Engagement and awareness of the general public is crucial. Public as consumers 

are probably the most important part of any effective E-waste management 

solution. 



 

78 

They largely decide the success or failure of the E-waste management initiatives 

and policy interventions. Further, their purchase behaviour of electronic 

equipment determines the volume of E-waste to be generated in the immediate 

future. 

Without popular participation, the challenge can not be met but there is a 

significant lack of information and awareness on responsible E-waste 

management among the people. 

In India, it is the informal sector that deals with E-waste removal and recycling. 

This informal sector is central to a successful E-waste management strategy in 

India and needs to be regulated and educated. 

How do the e-waste laws in India handle the e-waste challenge?  

Originally, e-waste was covered under the Hazardous Waste Management Rules. 

Under the Environmental Protection Act 1986, the E-waste (Management and 

Handling) Rules, 2011 were enacted. These Rules were brought into force to 

enable recovery and reuse of useful material from e-waste to address the safe and 

environment friendly handling, transporting, storing, and recycling of e-waste. 

For the first time, the concept of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) was 

introduced which made manufacturers liable for safe disposal of electronic goods. 

Thereafter, the E-Waste (Management) Rules, 2016 were enacted. A 

manufacturer, dealer, refurbisher and Producer Responsibility Organization 

(PRO) were also brought under the ambit of these Rules.  

What is a Producer Responsibility Organization (PRO)? 

PRO is a professional organization authorized or financed collectively or 

individually by producers, which can take the responsibility for collection and 

channelization of e-waste generated from their products to ensure 

environmentally sound management.  

Were the rules amended in 2018? 

Yes. The Amendment to the E-Waste Management Rules in 2018 was made with 

the objective of channelizing the e-waste generated in the country towards 

authorized dismantlers and recyclers.  

  

Genome India Project (GIP) 

What is a genome project? 

Genome projects are scientific endeavours that ultimately aim to determine the 

complete genome sequence of an organism. 

What is a genome? 

A genome is an organism’s complete set of DNA, including the genes. A gene 

contains all the information that serve as building blocks life. Gene sequencing 

has given scientists the tool to identify the genes that are critical to life, and which 
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can be separated to understand the potential to give rise to diseases, and thereafter 

find genetic ways to manipulate. 

A complete genome sequence will involve 46 separate chromosome sequences. 

What was the Human Genome Project (HGP)? 

It was an international scientific research project for identifying and mapping all 
of the genes of the human genome from both a physical and a functional 
standpoint. It remains the world's largest collaborative biological project that was 
formally launched in 1990, and completed in 2003. 

Is India undertaking any such project? 

Yes. It is called Genome India Project (GIP). Its mandate is to map and use the 
human genome information to understand fully the nature and types of diseases 
that affect the Indian population, and prevent and cure them at the ‘root’. For 
instance, Every year over 100,000 babies in India are born with genetic disorders. 
The limited understanding of these disorders leads to a mistaken diagnosis. The 
Genome India project will help catalogue genetic variations in India and their 
categorisation to disease and non-disease. Their genetic roots are traced and 
cured. 

Which agency is the nodal agency? 

The Genome India Project is led by the Centre for Brain Research of the Indian 

Institute of Science, and involves 20 institutions spread across the country, 

engaged in collecting samples, collating the information, conducting research and 

eventually creating a grid of the ‘Indian reference genome’.  

What is the Indigen project? 

As a precursor of the "Genome India Project," the Council of Scientific and 

Industrial Research (CSIR) concluded the "Indigen" project in 2019. It was a six-

month-long exercise that did genome sequencing of one thousand Indians.  

What is the plan? 

In the first phase, 10,000 genetic samples will be collected from across the 

country in a bid to have a ‘representative Indian genome’.  

When the Human Genome Project has already completed the task, why the 

Indian project? 

The international HGP used mostly white Caucasians as subjects. This created an 

information gap in better comprehending the genetic make-up of South Asians. 

Also, most genomes have been sourced from urban middle-class persons and are 

not really seen as representative. The current project aims to make an India-

specific study.  

The scale and genetic diversity of the Indian population demand the creation of a 

unique genome data pool. Scientists recognise that while the first migrations were 

from Africa, there were others too, which make for a special case of the 

intermingling of genetics, known as "horizontal diversity." 
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The practice of endogamy has led to some diseases and traits being passed on 

strictly within groups. This tracing of disease and traits by lineage is what 

scientists call "vertical diversity. 

The intersection of both horizontal and vertical diversity creates unique genetic 

types that need focused understanding. 

How will it benefit Indians? 

In multiple ways. 

It will support the development of predictive diagnostic markers. It would also 
open new vistas for advancing next-generation personalized medicine in the 
country, paving the way for predicting health and disease outcomes and 
modulating treatment protocols based on the genome sequences. The initiative 
would also support the development of targeted preventive care, as it has the 
potential to help identify those population groups which are more susceptible to 
various risk factors for certain diseases. For instance, if a region shows a tendency 
towards a specific disease, customized interventions can be made in the region 
leading to more effective treatment overall. 

Some of the priority areas are Precision health, study and cure for rare genetic 
disorders, Genetic Epidemiology of Multifactorial Lifestyle Diseases. 

This initiative strengthens India’s progress in gene therapies and precision 
medicine, and its movement towards emerging next-generation medicine which 
yields the possibilities for greater customization, safety, and earlier detection. 
This initiative would help lay the foundation of personalized healthcare. 

What are the risks and ethical issues involved? 

Genome mapping mandate in India does not include gene manipulation through 

editing but the two are closely interrelated. India is devoid of a regulation 

governing the Genome Project. 

The anonymity of genome data collected and its possible uses or misuses to be 

thought through.  

A question arises as to the ownership of data. 

The storage of the information on cloud servers raises concerns of hacking and 

sale of information by third parties. 

During the HGP in the 1990s, there were intense debates on misuse of data for 

hiring or firing employees. 

Denial of insurance by companies based on their genetic predisposition towards 

some diseases was also noticed.  

The targeted use of diseases in biowarfare and ethnic cleansing is a strong 

possibility. The Wuhan virus is being accused as a Chinese attempt at biological 

warfare.  

The question of heredity and racial purity can come up for political and 

exclusionary purposes.  
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“Selective breeding” and eugenics may be talked about all over again to the 

detriment of the plan. 

What did the Union Budget 2020-21 say about it? 

The budget for 20-21 spoke of expanding genome mapping to agriculture—

greater understanding of the genetic basis for susceptibility to diseases like 

blights, rusts, etc, would aid genetic engineering efforts to reduce chemical 

dependence in agriculture.  

 

Coral Reefs, Threats and Protection 

What are Corals? 

Corals are marine invertebrate animals. Coral polyps are tiny, soft-bodied 

organisms. At their base is a hard, protective limestone skeleton called a calicle, 

which forms the structure of coral reefs. Reefs begin when a polyp attaches itself 

to a rock on the seafloor, then divides, or buds, into thousands of clones. The 

polyp calicles connect to one another, creating a colony that acts as a single 

organism. As colonies grow over hundreds and thousands of years, they join with 

other colonies and become reefs. Some of the coral reefs on the planet today 

began growing over 50 million years ago. 

What is their use? 

Sometimes called rainforests of the sea, coral reefs occupy less than 0.1% of the 
world's ocean area and yet they provide a home for at least 25% of all marine 
species including fish, crustaceans, sponges etc. One fifth of all protein consumed 
by humans comes from marine environments, and one billion people in Asia 
alone depend on reefs for their food Coral reefs deliver ecosystem services for 
tourism, fisheries and shoreline protection. Reefs all over the world protect 
shorelines from natural calamities like Tsunami and hurricane waves and serve 
as breakwaters for islands. The annual global economic value of coral reefs is 
estimated over a trillion USD. 

What is coral bleaching? 

When corals are stressed by changes in conditions such as temperature, light, or 
nutrients, they expel the symbiotic algae living in their tissues, causing them to 
turn completely white. That is called bleaching. 

What poses a threat to coral reefs? 

They are under threat from excess nutrients (nitrogen and phosphorus), rising 
temperatures, oceanic acidification, overfishing and harmful land-use practices, 
including runoff and seeps. Thus, pollution, global warming, and sedimentation 
are threatening large swathes of the world's reefs. 

Describe the coral reefs in India? Where do we have them? 

India, despite having approximately a 6000 km long coast line, has very few coral 

reefs off its mainland coast. Corals are mostly concentrated around the Gulf of 
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Kutch to the northwest, and the Gulf of Mannar in the southeast. Reefs are highly 

developed in the area of Lakshadweep and the Andaman and Nicobar islands. 

Total coral reef area in India is approximately 5790 sq.km with almost 270-300 

numbers of species. 

What is the institutional network for their protection in India? 

The Ministry of Environment and Forest as a nodal ministry has been entrusted 

with the task of monitoring, conservation and management of coral reefs in India. 

The Indian Coral Reef Monitoring Network and the Indian Coral Reef Initiative 

were established in late 1990s to provide a cross-sectoral approach for coral reef 

conservation and management in India. 

How do we give legal protection to corals in India? 

There are a few laws in the Country that can be activated for the protection of 

coral reef areas such as the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986 and the Coastal 

Regulation Zone Notification of 1991 issued under the broad EPA as well as the 

Wildlife (Protection) Act, (WPA) 1972 since all coral reef areas in India are 

protected areas declared under the Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972.  Four species 

of corals are included in Schedule I Part IVA of the Wildlife (Protection) Act 

1972. Hence for the purposes of the Act, Reef-building corals, Black corals, 

Organ Pipes, Fire corals and Sea Fan are wild animals. 

The other laws that would have a bearing on coral reef areas are the Indian Forest 

Act 1980 and the Indian Fisheries Act. Various state fisheries acts would be 

relevant for conservation and management of coral reef areas. 

The only law that explicitly outlaws coral mining is the Coastal Regulation Zone 

Notification 1991. The CRZ-notification of 1991 issued under the Environment 

(Protection) Act 1986 places restrictions on industries, operations and processes 

in the CPZ areas. 

 

National Income and Women 

National accounts as we know them were created in the 1930s by Richard Stone 

and James Meade, with support from John Maynard Keynes and Simon Kuznets. 

The idea was to revive the economy from the Great Depression for which 

measuring the output was essential so that it could be regulated. Their method 

was intended to provide a comprehensive and up-to-date picture of an entire 

national economy, by estimating the monetary value of all “economic” 

production that took place in a country in a given year. 

What is the meaning of `economic activity’ within the GDP? 

It includes all transactions in the market. It means all goods and services that are 

meant to be sold in the marketplace.  
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Is it not a major lacuna in the scope of GDP that it excludes trillions of 

dollars worth of work at home done mostly by women? 

Indeed it is. GDP calculations, all over the world, do not include unpaid labour, 

which is usually the household work of women. It is the invisibility of female 

labour. 

Women do not accept high paying jobs to take care of the family work. They are 

assigned the work of caring for kids, old people and others at home; cooking; 

cleaning; taking care of health and education of children. Hundreds of millions 

of women worldwide have to walk more than a 30-minute round-trip to reach 

clean water for their families. 

How did a section of economists react to the exclusion of it from statistics? 

The exclusion created a backlash. Many progressive scholars argued that male 

“economic” production was impossible without women’s uncompensated “non-

economic” labour. For instance, without a wife to tend to the children and the 

home, how would a male factory labourer have the time or the energy to fulfil his 

stereotypical role as the breadwinner. 

What attempts are being made to rectify the gaps in the GDP estimates? 

A 2009 report commissioned by the then French President Nicolas Sarkozy and 
chaired by Joseph Stiglitz stated that because GDP is treated as a measure of 
economic well-being it can lead to misleading indicators about how well-off 
people are and entail the wrong policy decisions. 

More recently, the World Bank pointed out that GDP only measures flows of 
income but doesn’t tell us whether health care, education, and the wealth of the 
natural world are being built up or depleted. The Economist journal called for a 
“new metric” of economic progress that included “unpaid work in the home, such 
as caring for relatives”. According to data from the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, women in India spend on average almost six 
hours a day doing household work, at least 40% more than women in China or 
South Africa and almost six times as much as Indian men.  

What are the consequences of not counting and monetising the contribution 

of women for the domestic work? 

It perpetuates the perception that women are dependent and unproductive merely 

because tier work is unpaid. It leaves them without autonomy and decision 

making power. It transmits such distortions through generations. It causes great 

harm to equality, dignity and individuality of women.   

Is India making any progress in this regard? 

Recently, the National Sample and Survey Organization (NSSO) has recognised 

the problem, and is attempting to measure at least the value of cooking and 

cleaning by women at home. It should ideally be taken to the logical next step 

and a basic income policy should be instituted for the financial autonomy of 

women.  
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Cooling Off Period for Civil Servants 

Election Commission recommended to the Centre that All-India Services officers 

who have recently retired or resigned should be kept away from electoral politics 

for a significant period. The EC did so in 2012 too but was rejected. The issue of 

a cooling period comes up in the context of civil servants joining politics and also 

the post retirement opportunities for them in the private sector. There is an 

associated issue of the private sector employees joining the government at the 

middle and the higher level.  

Why should it be a concern? 

Civil servants who resign or retire and join politics may be seen by the public as 

having done favours to the political party that gives them tickets. Public loses 

faith in the impartiality and integrity of the civil service. It can damage the 

legitimacy of the government and breed public apathy. 

What can be done? 

A Cooling off period can be imposed but there is very little chance of such a 

regulation being upheld by the judiciary as it violates right to equality and right 

to join an association and represent people which are all a part of Art.19. 

Besides, it is upto people to accept or reject such candidates. 

However, if a balance is sought between the civil right to good governance and 

the individual right to represent, the courts may uphold such a regulation.  

What about the judges finding post-retirement posts in the government? 

It may be seen as a dilution of the independence of the judiciary. But there is also 

a need use the experience, knowledge and wisdom of the retired dignitaries for 

good governance. 

How do we understand the practice of ‘revolving door’? 

The term ‘revolving door’ refers to the movement of individuals back and forth 

between public office and private companies which may lead to exploit their 

period of service to the benefit of their current employer.  

The ’revolving door’ can move in two directions: From government to the private 

sector; and from the private sector to government like the appointment of 

corporate executives to key public offices and posts in government. It raises the 

possibility of a pro-business bias in policy formulation. Another risk comes from 

lobbyists who leave consultancies, think tanks or trade associations to join the 

government in an advisory or decision making capacity.  

Why is there a need to regulate the revolving door? 

In recent years, the public sector has developed an increasingly close relationship 

with the private sector. The rise of public-private partnerships, the continued push 

toward privatisation, the increased role of lobbying have all put government in 

more intimate contact with business. Increased interaction between business and 
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government has also meant increased opportunities for corruption and rise in 

conflicts of interest. In order to enhance transparency in policy making and 

preserve the public interest, we need to strengthen legal frameworks to better 

regulate the revolving door. The aim is not to completely close the door, since the 

movement of skilled experts between sectors helps to bring innovation and 

different perspectives into government and business. Instead, we need to prevent 

the abuse of it.   

How do the rules in India seek to regulate and restrict revolving door? 

In 2015, the Department of Personnel and Training (DoPT) made the following 

rules: 

Civil servants are not allowed to join a private company for a commercial 

appointment for a period of one year from the date of their superannuation. 

They have to take prior permission from the Central government  

They need to declare clear service records particularly with respect to integrity 

and dealings with non-government organisations (NGOs). 

They need to mention that the proposed emoluments and pecuniary benefits being 

offered to them are in conformity with the industry standards. 

They also have to declare that the organisation in which he or she seeking 

employment is not involved in activities which are in conflict with or prejudicial 

to India's foreign relations, national security and domestic harmony; and it is not 

undertaking any activity for intelligence gathering.  

Lastly, they have to declare that the employment, which he or she takes up also 

will not entail activities which are in conflict with or involve activities prejudicial 

to India's foreign relations, national security and domestic harmony  

 

Pandemic and Neoliberalism 

What is neoliberalism? 

Neoliberalism is the 20th-century resurgence of 19th-century ideas associated 

with economic liberalism and free-market capitalism of Adam Smith. The 

invisible hand of social rationality is the basis of it. It is generally associated with 

policies of economic liberalization, including privatization, deregulation, 

globalization, free trade and reductions in government spending in order to 

increase the role of the private sector in the economy and society. Its re-

emergence in the 1980’s   is commonly associated with the economic policies 

introduced by Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom and Ronald Reagan in 

the United States. 

It propagates austerity. What is austerity? 

Austerity policies reduce government spending. Public goods like health and 

education suffer. Private sector is encouraged to contribute to growth. It leads to 
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increased unemployment. Cuts to education spending leave a country's workforce 

less able to do high-skilled jobs. It is typical of neoliberal state to retreat from 

welfare obligations. One example is Donald Trump discarding Obamacare for 

health for all.  

What are the merits of neoliberalism? 

Markets are known for their efficiency, innovation, expansion and scale. 

What is the criticism of neoliberalism? 

Some critics contend neoliberal thinking prioritizes economic indicators like 

GDP growth and per capita income and forex reserves over social factors like 

education., health and social justice. Inclusion in economic growth is not talked 

about. This focus on economic efficiency can compromise social and mental well 

being. Growth can be at the expense of environment.  

Great depression about 90 years back challenged neoliberalism with 

Keynesianism. Didn’t it? 

Yes. It did. In the 1930s during the Great Depression, anti-austerity arguments 

gained more prominence. John Maynard Keynes became a well known anti-

austerity economist. It advocated larger role for State in economic revival. Same 

kind of challenge was witnessed after the global financial crisis in 2008 and 

during the current pandemic. 

How is the impact of the pandemic linked to neoliberalism? 

Neoliberalism meant state did not provide public goods like health. Health care 

expenditure declined. Millions were left without medical care. Food and 

nutritional security also suffered as State retreated from its welfare role. Markets 

provide only private goods. Millions could not afford them. Corporate taxes were 

reduced and thus fiscal collections suffered. It further weakened the role of state 

to serve the common man. This is the context in which the pandemic struck. The 

damage could have been limited if the social infrastructure were strong.  

Is neoliberalism retreating? 

Neoliberalism is no longer confident about its model of growth with so much of 

economic pain. Its advocacy of minimal government has taken a beating. Markets 

themselves have come to a standstill. The future of markets depends on the state 

bailing them out with trillions of dollars being printed for it. Thus, both in theory 

and policy, neoliberalism is in retreat.  

Is neoliberalism being questioned even in India? 

No. India does not follow the classical model of neoliberalism. In India, welfare 

state is a Constitutional obligation under Part IV of the Constitution called 

Directive Principles of State Policy. However, the recent spate of laws for labour 

reforms and agricultural laws for market reforms are an example of neoliberal 

state. They are required to boost investment in agriculture; provide choice to 

farmers; and create more employment.  
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Public Debt to GDP Ratio of India 

What did the World Economic Outlook of the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) say last week about India’s sovereign debt? 

It painted an alarming picture about India´s public debt. It said that the public 

debt to gross domestic product (GDP) ratio is likely to increase to a record high 

of 89% in 2020, breaking the previous high of 84% in 2003. 

Why did the public debt position of India deteriorate so precipitously? 

Economists attribute the sharp rise in India´s public debt to related factors  

 GDP contraction due to pandemic and  

 additional borrowing   

The Covid19 lockdown has created an unprecedented condition of a double digit 

dip in GDP and tax revenues and sharp rise in government borrowing to fill the 

shortfall in revenues. 

The result is a record rise in the debt GDP ratio. 

What are the revenue and growth projections that we find in the IMF 

report? 

According to the IMF, India´s government revenues, including those of the 

Centre, states and local bodies, are expected to decline by 12.3 per cent in rupee 

terms and 15.4 per cent in dollar terms in 2020. 

IMF expects a 6.3 per cent and 9.6 per cent decline in India´s GDP at current 

prices in rupee and dollar terms, respectively, in 2020. 

What is the significance of this metric of Public Debt to GDP ratio? 

Every government borrows and spends because the need to spend always exceeds 

the government’s fiscal collections. But if the debt of the government exceeds a 

certain threshold, doubts emerge as to the ability of the government to repay. A 

low debt-to-GDP ratio indicates an economy that produces and sells goods and 

services sufficient to pay back debts without incurring further debt. A high level 

of public debt can trap the government to borrow to repay what has been already 

borrowed. 

Does the public debt include internal and external loans? 

Yes, it does.  

What are the grave economic consequences of a high public debt to GDP 

ratio? 

 Government expenditure programme suffers. 

 Social welfare cuts take place. 

 Capital spending and asset creation won’t be possible. 
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 Government loans can be raised only at a higher rate which will further burden 

the budget. 

 Foreign investors won’t lend any more. 

 Rating agencies will downgrade the status of the economy that will complicate 

the finances even more. 

 Capital markets will not be able to function stably.  

India is far from such a crisis as our foreign exchange reserves have crossed $ 

550 billion last week.  

What is a safe level for the ratio? 

It depends on the performance of the economy. For an economy like that of Japan, 

even 250% is accepted because Japan exports; has outbound FDI of a sizeable 

global presence and has forex reserves of US$ 1.4 trillion.  

In the eurozone with the euro as the common currency, debt-to-GDP should be 

below 60%. 

For emerging economies whose economic performance does not have long 

history, the ratios should be about 60% or so. The N K Singh panel to review the 

then FRBM rules had in 2017 recommended a debt-to-GDP ratio of 40 per cent 

for the central government and 20 per cent for combined state governments. 

Together, 60%. It includes internal and external loans.  

What should be done now? 

The following: 

 There should be cutting down of wasteful expenditure.  

 Projects should be completed in time.  

 Productivity should be enhanced.  

 Structural demand should be boosted by gainful employment to create assets. 

Disinvestment and privatisation should be vigorously pursued.  

 Liquidity support to the economy should be preferred to fiscal pump priming 

though public debt. 

  Foreign borrowings from commercial sources should not be attempted by the 

government at all.  

 More should be borrowed from multilateral sources like AIIB, ADB and WB.  

India needs to be cautious but not worried. 
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New Base Year for Consumer Price Index for Industrial 

Workers (CPI-IW) 

The base year for calculating the Consumer Price Index for Industrial Workers 

(CPI-IW) has been updated to 2016 from 2001. There are basic changes in the 

composition of the basket, the weights for some goods and services and also the 

way the data is collected. 

What are the changes? 

There is more weight to expenditure on housing, education and health. The new 

index will give 39% weight to food and beverage as against 46.2% earlier. That 

means less for food and beverages. It is in line with the changing consumption 

pattern. It is also relative to other items in percentage terms. 

Spending on housing will get almost 17% weight as against 15.2% earlier. 

Spending on heads like education, health and transport is given a sizable jump in 

weight from 23% earlier to 30% now. 

What is the Consumer Price Index for Industrial Workers (CPI-IW)? 

It is the index that measures the prices changes in a basket of goods and services 
consumed by the industrial workers. The basket of goods and services is 
consumed by an average working class family belonging to any of the seven 
sectors of the economy- factories, mines, plantation, motor transport, port, 
railways and electricity generation and distribution.  

Why is the base year changed? 

It is changed from time to time to capture the changes in the goods and services 
consumed by the group. Changes occur both in what is consumed and the 
quantum of it. If the changes in consumption patterns are reflected in the basket, 
it serves as a useful tool to influence wages, inflation relief etc. The Labour 
Ministry is committed to changing the base year every five years from now on. 
The next series, with a base year of 2022, will be released in 2025. 

What was the previous base year for CPI (IW)? 

It was 2001. That is, 2001 was equal to 100. 

Who compiles the CPI (IW)? 

Compilation of CPI (IW) is done by the Labour Bureau of the Ministry of Labour 

& Employment. 

How does the Labour Bureau collect the data for the compilation? 

The retail prices used in the compilation of CPI(IW) are collected by the Labour 

Bureau through part-time price collectors, who are employees of the State 

Directorates of Economics and Statistics or State Labour Commissioners' offices 

on weekly, monthly and half yearly basis and from selected markets and shops. 

In the new series, the number of selected markets for collection of retail price data 

has been increased to 317 markets as against 289 markets covered in the 2001 
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series. The number of centres covered has also been increased to 88 from 78 

earlier. The coverage of workers has also been increased from 41,000 in 2001 

series to 48,500 in the new series as the sample size for income & expenditure 

survey. 

How quickly are the inflation numbers under the CPI(IW) released? 

The numbers are released with a time lag of one month on the last working day 

of the month.  

What is the use of these numbers for public policy? 

The CPI-IW is used as a benchmark for calculating dearness allowance for 

government employees, dearness relief for pensioners and wages for industrial 

workers in some sectors. The DA which is linked to salary, is revised every six 

months to keep pace with the inflation rate. For private sector workers, the central 

government and most states increase the DA of minimum wages twice a year 

based on the CPI(IW) inflation numbers. 

When will the base year for the CPI for agricultural and rural labourers be 

updated? 

Labour Bureau is working towards modifying the base year for CPI for 

agricultural and rural labourers and is likely to complete the task by mid-2021. 

The base year for the CPI agricultural and rural labourers, used for computing 

wages for agricultural and MGNREGA workers, is 1986-87 and is likely to 

change to 2019. 

 

Recent Governance Reforms 

What is the background? 

Good and effective governance is central to not only economic growth but also 

the social goals of poverty eradication, social and environmental justice. One of 

the important channels of good governance is the accountability of the 

administration to its clients and citizens. Another is the structure of administrative 

institutions and how they come to be composed. It includes recruitment and 

training.  

What has been the history of administrative reforms in India? 

The first Administrative Reform Commission was set up in 1966 under Shri. 

Morarji Desai. Its report of 20 volumes and 537 recommendations was not acted 

upon as expected. 

The reforms of 1991 freed many parts of the economy from direct government 

control.  

A second Administrative Reform Commission was set up in 2005 under Veerappa 

Moily to prepare a detailed blueprint for revamping the public administration 

system. The Commission was given the mandate to suggest measures to achieve 
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a proactive, responsive, accountable, sustainable and efficient administration for 

the country at all levels of the government. It presented 15 Reports. 

What about the recent reforms? 

Apart from initiatives such as lateral entry and digitisation since 2014, there are 

many cutting edge governance reforms in the last few weeks.  

Is The National Recruitment Agency (NRA) a path breaking reform? 

Yes. It is an independent body that will conduct examinations for government 

jobs. The decision to set up the NRA was approved by the Union Cabinet in 

August 2020. The agency will conduct a Common Eligibility Test for various 

government jobs. While the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) recruits 

essentially the elite civil servants, there is a multitude of bodies that conduct 

exams for lakhs of other government posts. It needs streamlining and 

rationalisation for the conveniece of the aspirants.  National Recruitment Agency 

will conduct a Common Eligibility Test at the first-level filter. The scores will be 

shared, so state governments, public sector and even private sector can use them 

as they deem fit. 

What about Mission Karma Yogi? 

Recently government announced ‘Mission Karmayogi’. It is a new capacity-

building scheme for civil servants aimed at upgrading the post-recruitment 

training mechanism of the officers and employees at all levels. Officers and 

employees in the government will get an opportunity to improve their 

performance under the Mission Karmayogi to prepare Indian civil servants for 

the future by making them more creative, constructive, imaginative, innovative, 

proactive, professional, progressive, energetic, transparent and technology-

enabled. 

How will compulsory retirement improve administration? Does the law 

provide for it? 

Yes, compulsory retirement to remove the unfit is necessary for efficient and 

effective work culture; and people’s faith in the administration. 

Service rules have provisions that allow for civil servants to be compulsorily 

retired after he/she has completed certain years of service and crossed certain age. 

Government recently reissued the guidelines with supporting Supreme Court 

judgments. It provided basic criteria and procedures for using these provisions to 

remove officials “whose integrity is doubtful” or “found to be ineffective”. 

Has there been rationalisation of various autonomous bodies in various 

ministries? 

The central government has hundreds of autonomous bodies — think-tanks, 

industry bodies, advisory boards and so on. These entities have a role in the 

delivery of public services but there is also a large amount of duplication and 

redundancy. For the first time, the central government is carrying out a 
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comprehensive initiative to review the functioning of these institutions. In August 

2020, the ministry of textiles abolished the All India Handicrafts Board, Cotton 

Advisory Board, Jute Advisory Board, and the All India Handloom Board. Their 

duties have been transferred to other existing bodies for better delivery. Other 

ministries are also carrying out similar exercises. 

Isn’t tax payer’s charter a vital governance reform with multiple 

advantages? 

Indeed. Faceless Assessment and Taxpayers’ Charter are being implemented 

Finance Act 2020 has been made provisions for the charter. Taxpayers’ Charter 

aims at setting out the rightful duties and obligations of the taxpayers in the 

country. 

Taxpayer’s charter and faceless assessment. An important aspect of 

administrative reform is to improve the interface with the citizen. Taxpayers 

Charter clearly lays out 14 rights for the taxpayer. 

The announcement of the Charter accompanied a shift to a system of faceless 

assessment where cases are to be assigned by an automated system.  

The aim of introducing the charter is to build a trust between a tax payer and the 

tax administration and reduce harassment. 

 

Punjab Farm Bills: What, Why and the Way Ahead 

What were the three Bills that the Punjab legislature passed yesterday? 

Three farm Bills were passed by the Punjab Legislative Assembly. They are: 

 the Farmers Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) 

Special Provisions and Punjab Amendment Bill 2020,  

 the Essential Commodities (Special Provisions and Punjab Amendment) Bill 

2020, and  

 the Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agreement on Price Assurance 

and Farm Services (Special Provisions and Punjab Amendment) Bill 2020. 

Why did the Punjab Legislative Assembly pass them? 

There are many reasons: 

1. The central Acts made in September 2020 was rejected as unconstitutional and 

so they had to be overridden. 

2. The central laws facilitated agri trade outside the APMC mandis and thus the 

state government stood to lose indirect mandi taxes on the agriproduce that is 

otherwise sold in the mandis. 

3. Essential commodities Act has been modified to give the state government 

more powers to limit stock holding in pursuit of action against hoarders in the 

face of market inflation. 
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4. Farmers were apprehensive that they won’t be paid minimum support price 

for their grain and so one of the Bills makes it an offence to buy or sell at a 

price less than the MSP. 

5. To respond to the farmers groups that showed their displeasure. 

Wasn’t there a fourth Bill that was passed? 

Yes. Code of Civil Procedure (Punjab Amendment) Bill, 2020 promises relief to 

farmers from attachment of plots measuring below 2.5 acres in case they fail to 

pay off debt.  

The bill seeks to exempt agricultural land from Section 60 of the Code of Civil 

Procedure, 1908, which provides for attachment of properties, moveable and 

immoveable.  

Are the Bills Constitutional? 

Though agriculture is a state subject (Entry 14 in the State List), the Concurrent 

List empowers the Centre to legislate on production and trade and supply of 

foodstuffs (Entry 33). Therefore, central laws are valid, according to one opinion. 

But others contest it.  

Civil law is a concurrent list subject. 

In other words, the Punjab farm Bills are constitutional, subject to the satisfaction 

of the President of India.  

How does it reach the President of India? 

The Governor has the Constitutional privilege to keep any state Bill after its 

passage in the state legislature for the assent of the President. There is no 

compulsion though. Since the Punjab far Bills are a negation of the Central laws 

on the same subjects, the Governor as the guardian of the federal Constitution, 

will keep them for the assent of the President.  

What about the courts in relation to these laws? 

Given the conflict with the central Laws, there is every reason to believe that the 

High Court and the Supreme Court will declare them null and void, either suo 

moto or when challenged. If the President allows the Bills to become laws, courts 

do not have the power to do so. 

How do we find a middle ground? 

Ours is a federal polity operating on the principle of cooperation. There are many 

bodies that enable union-state consultations like Niti Aayog, Inter State Council 

and the Zonal Councils. Discussions are likely to take place and arrive at a federal 

consensus because unless the states cooperate with the centre, these laws can not 

be effectively implemented. 
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Share Buyback: Meaning and Purpose 

Why is share buyback in news? 

Union government asked about eight public sector firms to go for share buybacks. 

The idea is to come closer to the ambitious disinvestment target of Rs.2.1 lakh 

crores. It is critical as tax resources suffered due to the deep recession in the 

economy. The PSUs that may go for buybacks include NTPC, Kudremukh Iron 

Ore, RITES, Coal India, NMDC, and Engineers India. All of them are sitting on 

thousands of crores of cash reserves and have limited avenues for investment.  

What does a firm do with cash reserves? 

They can invest in expansion and new green field ventures. They can pay 

dividends to share holders.  Or they can go for share buybacks. 

How will the government benefit if the PSUs go for a share buyback? 

Government is the majority shareholder in them and the government can choose 

to sell some of its holdings to monetise. It means, additional fiscal receipts for the 

government for its budgetary expenditure. In short, it is a tool of disinvestment 

for resource mobilisation. It is particularly important presently as the economy is 

contracting and so are the finances for the government. 

What is the difference between a dividend and a share buy back? 

Dividend is a portion of the profit of the company being distributed among the 

shareholders. Buyback is cash paid for the shares surrendered. Both are resorted 

to by the cash rich company. Which one is better depends on the tax implications.  

Why not the government ask for a large sum of special dividend? 

Government is getting special dividend too. But the PSUs have much more 

reserves and the government is in deep need for capital. 

What is share buyback? 

When a cash-rich company buys its own shares back from shareholders it is called 

share repurchase or buyback? 

Why is it done? 

For a variety of reasons. 

When share prices are not rising due to stock market under performance, the 

company may use a part of its cash reserves to buy its own shares to give adequate 

yields to the share holder. 

 It helps the share holder because the price at which the share is repurchased is 

higher than the market price and so the shareholder is given an exit opportunity. 

There is one more way in which the shareholders profit. When a portion of the 

shares is bought and extinguished, it leads to shrinkage of total stock of shares. 

Demand being the same, supply having reduced, the share price gains to benefit 

the shareholders. 
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The cash rich company coming being concerned about the share valuation is 

another positive that helps in better valuation.  

It builds investor confidence. 

Stock market acquire greater credibility which is good for the capital markets in 

general. 

What does it mean to extinguish shares that are repurchased? 

To extinguish means that the shares are no longer valid. If the company has issued 

100 shares and repurchased 5, then there are only 95 shares after the buyback.  

 

Inflation Targeting: Boon or Bane? 

RBI Act 1934 was amended in 2016 to enable the Central Government to 

determine the inflation target in terms of the Consumer Price Index, in 

consultation with the Reserve Bank of India. It does so once in every five years 

and notify the inflation target in the Official Gazette. That is, next year the target 

will come up for review. 

What is inflation targeting? 

Inflation targeting is a monetary policy priority where a central bank follows an 

explicit target for the inflation rate for the short and medium-term and announces 

this inflation target to the public. The assumption is that it long-term growth of 

the economy needs price stability and price stability is achieved by controlling 

inflation.  

What instrument is available to target inflation and stabilise prices? 

The central bank uses interest rates, its main short-term monetary instrument. The 

conventional wisdom is that raising interest rates usually controls inflation by 

reducing the money in the market; lowering interest rates usually accelerates the 

economy, thereby raising prices. 

Whose responsibility is it to keep inflation within the target? 

The Central Government constitutes a Committee to be called the Monetary 

Policy Committee of the Bank. The Monetary Policy Committee shall determine 

the Policy Rate (repo rate) required to achieve the inflation target. The decision 

of the Monetary Policy Committee shall be binding on the Bank. 

What is the Monetary Policy Framework Agreement? 

The Reserve Bank of India and Government of India signed a Monetary Policy 

Framework Agreement on 20th February 2015. As per terms of the agreement, 

the objective of monetary policy framework would be primarily to maintain price 

stability, while keeping in mind the objective of growth. The monetary policy 

framework would be operated by the RBI. RBI would aim to contain consumer 

price inflation within 6 percent by January 2016 and within 4 percent with a band 

of (+/-) 2 percent for all subsequent years. 
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Why did the government choose to adopt it? 

The decision was taken after India had about 10% inflation rate for around 5 years 

during the 11th five-year plan period.  

Why do countries target inflation? 

There are many benefits. 

 Macroeconomic stability and growth depend on inflation.  

 Investors need price stability to take long term investment decisions.  For 

them, uncertainty is reduced. Investors may more easily factor in likely 

interest rate changes into their investment decisions. 

 Similarly, consumers also can take borrowing decisions with an element of 

predictability about interest rates. 

  Inflationary expectations are also stabilised and that induces rational 

behaviour. 

 Transparency is another key benefit of inflation targeting. Central banks 

maintain regular channels of communication with the public. 

 Central bank accountability is another outcome. 

 Political pressure can not succeed to reduce the rates when inflation needs to 

be controlled. 

Did we do well with inflation targeting since 2016? 

Evidence shows that the inflation rate has come down sharply from the high and 

volatile rate earlier to a far lower and more stable rate after the adoption of the 

inflation targeting regime. 

Then, why is it criticised? 

Corporates believe that targeting inflation comels the interest rates to be kept 

relatively high to control the money supply. They resent it as their cost of funds 

rises.  

Another section believes that rates being kept high cost us economic growth and 

so inflation targeting is the villain.  

 

15 Years of the Right to Information (RTI) Act 

What is the Right to Information (RTI) Act? 

It came into effect 15 years back. Under the provisions of RTI Act, any citizen of 

India may request information from a "public authority" which is required to reply 

expeditiously. The Act also requires every public authority to computerize their 

records for wide dissemination and to proactively publish certain categories of 

information so that the citizens need minimum recourse to request for information 

formally. 
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Is right to information a Fundamental Right? 

It is not mentioned in the Constitution as a Fundamental Right but it derives from 

a Fundamental Right- Art.19.1.a which is the right to freedom of speech and 

expression. 

Does the RTI precede the Official Secrets Act 1923? 

Yes. But if government classifies a document as “secret” under Official Secrets 

Act, the information can be kept outside the ambit of the RTI Act. 

How is the RTI related to the Whistle Blowers Protection Act  2014? 

Right to Information has been an effective tool for whistle-blowers to obtain 

information about any illegal or unethical activity and make it known to the public 

at large. It helps in good and accountable governance. But many people have 

misused the RTI to blackmail and extort.  

Does the RTI apply to private bodies and the political parties? 

Private institutions and NGOs receiving substantial funds from the government 

come under the Act. Political parties were ruled to be public authorities by the 

Central Information Commission (CIC) because they enjoy income tax 

exemption and receive other benefits from government that amounts to 

significant amounts. But the ruling has not being followed. 

Does the office of the Chief Justice of India fall within the ambit of the RTI? 

In the Central Public Information Officer, Supreme Court of India v. Subhash 

Chandra Agarwal (2019), the five-judge constitution bench of the Supreme 

Court held that the office of the Chief Justice of India comes under the definition 

of ‘public authority’ in the Right to Information Act. 

What has the RTI achieved? 

Citizens felt empowered. Transparency and accountability were given 

importance. Corruption reduced. 

The Right to Information Act was amended in 2019. What are the 

amendments? 

Amendments change the terms and conditions of service of the CIC and 

Information Commissioners at the centre and in states.  

 The original Act sets the term of Central Chief Information Commissioner and 

Information Commissioners at five years (or until the age of 65, whichever is 

earlier). It has been replaced now with “for such term” as may be prescribed 

by the Central government. 

 The original law says that salaries, allowances and other terms of service of 

the “Chief Information Commissioner shall be the same as that of the Chief 

Election Commissioner”, and those of an Information Commissioner “shall be 

the same as of the Election Commissioner”. Through amendment now, the 

salaries, allowances and other terms of service of the Chief Information 
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Commissioner and the Information Commissioners “shall be such as may be 

prescribed by the Central Government”. 

 Almost identical changes have been brought to Chief Information 

Commissioner and Information Commissioners of states. The salaries, 

allowances and others terms of service now shall be such as prescribed by the 

Central Government. 

 State Chief Information Commissioner and Information Commission would 

be chosen by the Centre. Earlier as per the original Act, State Chief 

Information Commissioner and Information Commissioner were chosen by a 

three-member panel consisting of the Chief Minister (CM), leader of the 

opposition and a state cabinet minister nominated by the CM. 

 Dismissals: If the tenure is fixed by the Centre, it may follow that their 

removal from office may also be dependent on the Centre. But in the original 

Act, the CIC and IC may be removed only by the President — and the state 

Governor in case of SCIC and SIC — after an enquiry by the Supreme Court 

finds reason for their dismissal from office. 

What is the criticism? 

By controlling the appointment and tenure; and acquiring the authority to fix 

salaries, allowances and other terms of service, the Government has eroded the 

autonomy of the Information Commissions.  

It is against the principles of cooperative federalism.  

It is a well-established rule of governance that the fixity of tenure and insulation 

from changes in salaries and allowances contribute to the impartiality and helps 

in decision making without fear or favour. 

 


