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The ‘swing State’ skew in the U.S. electoral framework 

GS II: Comparison of the 

Indian Constitutional Scheme 

with that of Other Countries. 

Understanding the US 

electoral System 

1. First-past-the-post is a 

‘plurality’ voting system 

where the candidate winning 

the most votes in a 

constituency is elected. 

While a ‘constituency’ 

means a Lok Sabha 

constituency in the general election in India, it is mostly a State in the U.S. 

presidential election.  

2. In 48 States and DC, the candidate winning most votes in a state receives all 

of that State’s electors.  

3. The U.S. ‘Electoral College’ has 538 electors, where an absolute majority of 

at least 270 electoral votes is required to win the election.  

4. Each state gets two electoral votes for its two U.S. Senators, and one more 

vote for each of its members in the House of Representatives. California has 

the maximum electors (55), while Alaska has only three electoral votes.  

5. There are instances of losing the election despite getting more ‘popular votes’, 

even in this century. While U.S. President Donald Trump got 77 more 

electoral votes than Hillary Clinton in spite of getting 2.1% less nationwide 

popular vote share in 2016.  

Campaigns and swing States 

It is widely observed that most of the States in the U.S. have voted for the same 

party, the Republicans or the Democrats, in the most recent elections. However, 

some States occasionally ‘swing’ from one party to another. Thus, the key 

election strategy is to fix the campaign plan accordingly. For obvious reasons, 

there is not much point of desperate campaigning in States heavily inclined 

towards favouring either party.  
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Electoral college matters 

Overall, this is the structure of the U.S. presidential elections. Obviously, it is an 

unprecedented election in 2020 when a sitting President is up to his re-election 

bid amid a deadly pandemic ravaging the world and causing a tanking of the U.S. 

economy. While Democrat Joe Biden is leading at the moment according to most 

opinion polls, we must keep in mind that only the ‘electoral college’ matters in 

the U.S. elections — not the ‘popular votes’. And, the political balance in some 

‘swing States’ is so evenly poised that the U.S. election might turn to be ‘Too 

Close to Call’.  
 

Time for a ‘sponge cities’ mission in India 

GS I: Urbanization, their 

problems and their remedies. 

Context: In the Hyderabad 

flood recently, the scale of 

destruction has been 

unprecedented. This experience 

is not unique to the city of 

Hyderabad but something that 

cities across India have been 

experiencing in recent years. 

Barely five years ago, it was 

Chennai that saw a massive 

flood costing much damage and lives; Gurugram over the past few years came to 

a complete standstill during the monsoon months, and for Mumbai, the monsoon 

has become synonymous with flooding and enormous damages. 

The case of Hyderabad 

Almost 10 years ago, scientists from the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 

Research, Germany, built climate change adaptation tools for Hyderabad. 

Anticipating significant increases in rainfall, they offered tools to build solutions.  

1. The first is unprecedented rainfall. The rainfall received in 2020 has been the 

highest for the month of October in a century. Every year, the rains bring 

something unprecedented with them. Unprecedented rainfall only highlights 

our inability to manage the city’s drainage systems. The floods of October 
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2020 occurred because we did not discharge the water in time. And when we 

did discharge the water, we did it in a sudden, uncontrolled manner.  

2. The second is the antiquated infrastructure. Hyderabad’s century-old drainage 

system (developed in the 1920s) covered only a small part of the core city. In 

the last 20 years, the city has grown at least four times its original built-up 

area. 

Communities are left out 

We neglect the issues of incremental land-use change, particularly of those 

commons which provide us with necessary ecological support — wetlands. This 

framing also disavows the role of local communities in managing local 

ecosystems — people with traditional rights for fishing and farming. This is a 

lesson that has been learnt by others around the world. We need to start paying 

attention to the management of our wetlands by involving local communities. The 

risk is going to increase year after year with changing rainfall patterns and a 

problem of urban terrain which is incapable of absorbing, holding and 

discharging water. 

Making cities permeable 

1. We need a mission that mitigates flood risk and provides a pathway to water 

security. The most promising idea across the world at this time appears to be 

the idea of “sponge cities”.  

2. The idea of a sponge city is to make cities more permeable so as to hold and 

use the water which falls upon it.  

3. Sponge cities absorb the rainwater, which is then naturally filtered by the soil 

and allowed to reach urban aquifers. This allows for the extraction of water 

from the ground through urban or peri-urban wells. This water can be treated 

easily and used for city water supply.  

4. Inbuilt form, this implies contiguous open green spaces, interconnected 

waterways, and channels and ponds across neighbourhoods that can naturally 

detain and filter water.  

5. It implies support for urban ecosystems, bio-diversity and newer cultural and 

recreational opportunities, These can all be delivered effectively through an 

urban mission along the lines of the Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban 

Transformation (AMRUT). 
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Sponge City components 

1. The first subject is the wetland policy. Sometimes owned by private 

individuals, other times existing as ecological commons. Regardless of 

ownership, land use on even this small scale needs to be regulated by 

development control. 

2. Watershed management and emergency drainage plan are the next. This 

should be clearly enunciated in policy and law. Urban watersheds are micro 

ecological drainage systems, shaped by contours of the terrain. 

3. Detailed documentation of these must be held by agencies which are not 

bound by municipal jurisdictions; instead, we need to consider natural 

boundaries such as watersheds instead of governance boundaries like electoral 

wards for shaping a drainage plan.  

4. The Metropolitan Development Authorities, National Disaster Management 

Authority, State revenue and irrigation departments along with municipal 

corporations should be involved in such work together. 

5. Ban against terrain alteration is third. Lasting irreversible damage has been 

done to the city by builders, property owners, and public agencies by flattening 

terrain and altering drainage routes. 

6. Our cities are becoming increasingly impervious to water, not just because of 

increasing built up but also because of the nature of materials used (hard, a 

non-porous construction material that makes the soil impervious). To improve 

the city’s capacity to absorb water, new porous materials and technologies 

must be encouraged or mandated across scales.  

7. Examples of these technologies are bioswales and retention systems, 

permeable material for roads and pavement, drainage systems which allow 

stormwater to trickle into the ground, green roofs and harvesting systems in 

buildings. These not only reduce run-off and the load on infrastructure but also 

help keep water in the city for later use. 

Conclusion: 

We can learn to live with nature, we can regulate human conduct through the state 

and we can strategically design where we build. We need to urgently rebuild our 

cities such that they have the sponginess to absorb and release water without 

causing so much misery and so much damage to the most vulnerable of our 

citizens, as we have seen. 
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Terror in Nice 

GS III: Role of 

External State and 

Non-state Actors in 

creating challenges to 

Internal Security. 

Bottom line: France 

must win the terror fight 

if the world is not to 

descend into 

civilisational chaos. 

Highlights: 

1. France, home to Europe’s largest Muslim community, has particularly been 

hit by Islamist terrorism in recent years.  

2. Thursday’s incident is the latest in a series of terror attacks in the country in 

the last eight years that have killed more than 200.  

3. Each time, it serves as a reminder that neither the government’s preventive 

measures, that include credible intelligence gathering and deradicalization 

efforts, nor its combative postures work in ending this terror run.  

4. Needless to say, these attacks are driving a wedge between France’s already 

polarised communities, feeding into the far-right Islamophobic political 

narrative. 

Challenge of Radicalization: 

1. Implacable security response is an imperative of any counter-terrorism 

strategy. But it is important to understand the enemy.  

2. The Islamist terrorists see the world as an arena of a clash of civilisations.  

3. Driven by a perverted interpretation of religion, they are ready to unleash 

violence against anybody who does not subscribe to their worldview.  

4. The fight against jihadists should be mindful of not allowing them to sow 

discord on the basis of religious identities.  
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5. This is the biggest challenge before France. It should lead a united response 

to terrorism that does not posit French values against any belief system.  

6. The fight is for civilisational values, for democracy, secularism, freedom, and 

equality against radical Islamism, a medieval ideology that has equipped itself 

with modern weapons. It is important for the world that France wins this fight. 

Way Forward:  

1. Accepting Indian form of inclusive secularism 

2. Allowing religious markers in public space 

3. Dogmatic conformity demands from the state create breeding grounds for 

radicalization, allowing religious markers in public space will actually provide 

an expression of religion to the individual which is necessary, also space of 

dialogue and mutual understanding. 

UPSC Mains: 

1. What can France learn from the Indian Constitution’s approach to secularism? 

(10 Marks) (2019-GS II) 

 

Science of monsoons 

GS I: Important Geophysical 

phenomena such as 

earthquakes, Tsunami, 

Volcanic activity, cyclone etc. 

Crux: Along with more 

understanding of how climate is 

changing locally, India needs 

better science to prepare more 

effective disaster management 

plans and improve resilience in 

a warming world.  

Highlights: 

1. Good rainfall means more than rain, it also implies floods, overflowing dams, 

landslides and loss of lives.  
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2. Moreover, surplus rains are not evenly distributed in time and space. 

Therefore, much like there are attempts to improve flood forecast warnings — 

especially the short-term ones — there ought to be commensurate efforts by 

authorities and infrastructure agencies to prepare for the environmental and 

ecological impact of excess rain.  

3. This year the withdrawal has been extremely delayed. Factoring in these 

changes must become a key part of a State and city’s disaster management 

preparedness. 

4. The southwest monsoon’s withdrawal also heralds the advent of north-easterly 

winds that bring in the northeast monsoon to parts of peninsular Andhra 

Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. While significant to the agriculture there, the 

northeast monsoon contributes 10%-12% of India’s annual rainfall, against 

the southwest monsoon’s 75%-80%.  

5. Its limited geographic spread and small annual contribution have meant that 

the northeast monsoon is not showered with as much research attention.  

6. However, studies show that northeast monsoon rainfall displays significant 

variation and climate models are fairly inaccurate in their forecasts of its 

unfolding over the subcontinent.  

7. There have been significant investments in supercomputing infrastructure to 

simulate weather as well as to tune forecasts to go beyond just giving rainfall 

estimates and factor in the potential damage of floods and cyclones.  

8. Building on these, scientists must also put in more effort and design research 

programmes that better analyse the vagaries of the northeast monsoon. Along 

with more understanding of how climate is changing locally, India needs 

better science to prepare more effective disaster management plans and 

improve resilience in a warming world. 
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Biomedical Waste Management in India: Still a looming concern 

GS III: Environmental 

Pollution and Degradation 

Crux: The seemingly endless 

stream of biomedical waste 

management (BMWM) in India 

has necessitated the Ministry of 

Environment, Forest and 

Climate Change to amend and 

enforce the 'parent rules' of 

2016. 

Latest Amendments 

1. All bedded healthcare facilities (HCFs), irrespective of their number of beds 

have to regularly update the BMWM register; display the monthly record on 

its website. 

2. HCFs which have beds less than 10 shall have to comply with the output 

discharge standard for liquid waste generated. 

The scenario of bio-medical waste management in India 

1. According to the CPCB annual report of 2016, the total quantity of BMW 

generation in the country is approximately 517 tonnes per day (TPD) and these 

figures are likely to increase close to 775.5 TPD by 2022.  

2. To grapple with these manifold increases in generation of BMW, 199 common 

bio-medical waste treatment facilities (CBWTFs) are in operation and 23 are 

under construction (CPCB, 2017). 

3. However, as per CBWTF operators, setting up such facilities is not 

economically feasible for considering non-availability of funds for operation, 

non-compliance with segregation of such wastes at the HCFs level and non-

payment of fees by them to the CBWTF personnel. 

4. Most of the healthcare establishments handover their mixed waste to CBWTFs 

after 48 hours. 

5. In March 2018, the BMW amendments delve into establishing barcode system 

by both, generators and operators; institute Global Positioning System (GPS) 
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in vehicles of CBWTF — by March 27, 2019, and ensure on-site pre-treatment 

of non-sanitary wastewater through disinfection or sterilisation as prescribed 

in the WHO Blue Book, 2014. 

Enforcement Challenge 

1. Nevertheless, these amendments are yet to be monitored and enforced on the 

ground. 

2. Defaulters (HCFs, CBWTFs) are mostly, either suspended or their contracts 

are cancelled through District Magistrate (DM) but are never levied heavily 

for their non-compliance. 

3. Despite having the BMWM legislation since 1998, followed by the changes 

in the recent past, many regions of the country still have a dearth of systematic 

efforts to mitigate risks associated with such waste.  

4. Similar findings were also observed when Centre for Science and 

Environment (CSE) conducted a study in Jharkhand (2017) wherein hospitals 

and nursing homes blatantly flouted BMW laws with respect to segregation, 

collection, storage, treatment and disposal in the state.  

Way Forward 

1. Managing healthcare waste requires effective knowledge not only among 

those who produce healthcare waste but also among those who handle it.  

2. So, to achieve this, HCFs and regulatory authorities have to take stringent 

measures in order to ensure the safe disposal of BMW in the country.  

3. To state a few, inventorisation of the total number of HCFs and the quantity 

of their waste generation needs to be addressed; training and awareness 

programme for healthcare personnel needs to be conducted; legal actions 

against defaulting HCFs and ill-operated CBWTFs is obligatory; a self-

regulatory mechanism for monitoring and implementation for waste 

management should be encouraged, and well-timed efficient allocation of 

funds through central funding from National Rural Health Mission (NRHM) 

should be ensured. 

 


