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Current Affairs of the Day 
 

 Parliamentary panel bats for laws to counter bio-terrorism 

 Ethics of denying COVID-19 vaccine to the placebo group 

 How kala-azar was eliminated from a highly endemic 

district in Bihar 

 A successful solution to the ‘slash and burn’ problem 

 Why did India stay out of the RCEP deal? 

 India to double oil refining capacity in five years, says PM 
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Parliamentary panel bats for laws to counter bio-terrorism 

GS III: Disaster and Disaster Management 

 

Formulating effective laws to counter bioterrorism is one of the important lessons 

to be learnt from the COVID-19 pandemic, a Parliamentary Standing Committee 

on Health has said in a report, “The Outbreak of Pandemic COVID-19 And its 

Management.” 

Highlights of the report: 

1. The adverse effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have taught the lesson on the 

importance of controlling biological agents and the need for strategic 

partnerships among different nations. The report has suggested that the Health 

Ministry should engage with agencies and actively participate in ongoing 

international treaties. 

2. The committee, therefore, feels that the present time is the most appropriate 

for the government to formulate effective laws to counter bioterrorism. 
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3. The committee emphasized the need for an action plan that is needed to ensure 

security against biological weapons. 

4. These include strengthening disease surveillance, including at animal-human 

interface, training and capacity building for management of public health 

emergencies arising from the use of bio-weapons and strengthening research 

and surveillance activities related to the development of diagnostics, vaccines 

and drugs. 

COVID mismanagement  

1. Among other things, the report said low testing and shoddy contact tracing 

were responsible for the spike in cases. 

2. The plethora of guidelines issued by the Health Ministry caused confusion and 

chaos, the report noted. Many of these guidelines were contradictory and 

different quarantine rules imposed by the State governments added to the 

panic, the report said. 

3. The committee has also pulled up the Union Health Ministry for the “grossly 

inadequate” number of hospital beds in government hospitals. Citing an 

example, the report said, “The committee is pained to observe that in RML 

Hospital, out of 1,572 beds, only 242 were dedicated COVID-19 beds whereas 

in Safdarjung Hospital, out of 2,873 beds, only 289 were reserved for COVID-

19 patients.  

4. Since the demand for oxygen cylinders has reported an exponential increase, 

the committee has strongly advocated that necessary measures be taken to cap 

their price. 

 

Ethics of denying COVID-19 vaccine to the placebo group 

GS IV: Ethical Concerns and Dilemmas in Government and Private 

Institutions 

On November 20, Pfizer tweeted saying that it would, along with BioNTech, be 

submitting a request the same day to the U.S. FDA for Emergency Use 

Authorisation (EUA) of the mRNA COVID-19 vaccine candidate.  
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Highlights:  

1. The announcement comes two days after Pfizer said in a press release that in 

the primary efficacy analysis, the vaccine was 95% effective against COVID-

19 disease beginning 28 days after the first dose.  

2. The analysis was carried out on 170 confirmed cases of COVID-19 disease, 

of which 162 were in the placebo group and just eight were in the vaccine arm. 

3. Now that the vaccine has been found to be highly efficacious, including in 

older adults, and can prevent severe disease, a tricky question is whether it 

would be ethical to deny the vaccine to those participants who have received 

the placebo when FDA grants a EUA and vaccination of high-risk groups 

begins in December. 

4. But offering the vaccine right away to those in the placebo group will first 

require unblinding the study. Unblinding the study and offering the vaccine to 

the placebo group will make it almost impossible to gather further information 

on vaccine efficacy, thus making full licensure challenging. 

 

How kala-azar was eliminated from a highly endemic district in 

Bihar 
GS II: Issues Relating to Development and Management of Social 

Sector/Services relating to Health, Education, Human Resources. 

Bottom line: Integrated control strategy in Vaishali district helped reduce cases 

from 664 in 2014 to 163 in 2016. 

Kala-azar 

Kala-azar or visceral leishmaniasis (VL) is a tropical disease characterised by 

irregular fever, weight loss, anaemia and swelling of the spleen and liver. It is 

caused by a protozoan Leishmania parasite and is transmitted to humans by the 

bite of infected female sandflies. According to the World Health Organisation 

(WHO), globally, about 7 to 10 lakh new cases occur annually. 

WHO initiative 

India accounts for about two-thirds of the total global cases, and the disease is 

endemic to Bihar, Jharkhand, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal. An initiative was 
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launched by WHO to eliminate VL as a public health problem from the South 

East Asia region by 2020. The deadline has now been extended to 2023. 

Experiment 

A recent paper tells the success story of how ICMR eliminated the disease from 

Vaishali, a district in Bihar where the disease is highly endemic. We call a disease 

eliminated when the annual incidence is reduced to less than 1 case per 10,000 

people at the sub-district or block level. Eradication would mean there are zero 

cases.  

Campaigns, measures 

Their programme included mapping of the case distribution, early case detection 

and chemical-based vector control. We also carried out community awareness 

campaigns. Hospital staff and medical doctors in these regions were trained. 

Monitoring disease 

A strong supervision and monitoring system is required. GIS-based mapping, and 

case data management and spatial visualisation system are required for the proper 

implementation of control strategies. Also, frequent monitoring of active cases – 

track, test, and treat strategy – in the hotspot region is very important at the current 

stage. 

 

A successful solution to the ‘slash and burn’ problem 

GS III: Conservation, Environmental Pollution and Degradation 

Context: The Government of Delhi has recently come up with a viable solution 

to handle the problem of stubble burning in collaboration with the Indian 

Agricultural Research Institute (IARI) at Pusa.  

Pusa Decomposer 

It is called ‘Pusa Decomposer’, they have come up with a set of capsules, which 

are dissolved in water containing jaggery, chickpea flour and a set of about eight 

types of microorganisms (fungi), essential to quicken the decomposition of the 

stubble. This is then fermented for three-to-four days, and the liquid so obtained 

is ready to be sprayed in the farmers’ field in order to decompose the leftover 

biomass. They state that four such capsules are enough to make 25 litres, which 
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can be used to decompose the crop residue per hectare of the field. Thereby, the 

stubble gets converted into manure in the field. 

The Pusa decomposer has been successful in solving the problem and appears to 

pave the way for large scale applications across the country.  

Organic farming 

Incidentally, it is interesting to note that food grains produced using the Pusa 

Decomposer qualify as organic farming since it involves no growth hormones, 

antibiotics, no genetically modified organisms, and no leaching of surface water 

or groundwater. 

 

Why did India stay out of the RCEP deal? 

GS II: Bilateral, Regional and Global Groupings and Agreements involving 

India and/or affecting India’s interests. 

Context: On November 15, the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) was signed by 15 countries led by China, Japan, South Korea, Australia, 

New Zealand, and the 10-country ASEAN group. It is billed as one of the world’s 

largest Free Trade Agreement (FTA), accounting for nearly 30% of the global 

GDP covering 30% of the world’s population. After long negotiations, India 

exited the grouping last November, saying it wanted to protect its economy from 

rising trade deficits with a number of RCEP members. 

FTAs: Bad for India? 

The effect of past trade agreements has been to de-industrialise some sectors. The 

consequences of future ones would lock us into global commitments, many of 

them not to our advantage. 

1. If you look at India’s experience with the already signed free trade agreements 

with the ASEAN group, South Korea and Japan, you will see that India's trade 

deficit with these countries or groups rose very sharply during this period. 

2. India's trade deficit with ASEAN rose from about $5 billion to about $22 

billion.  

3. The trade deficit with China has burgeoned from about $4 billion in 2005-06 

to nearly $50 billion today, even without a trade agreement.  
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RCEP: India’s concerns 

1. India’s concerns over Chinese goods flooding the Indian market through other 

markets under the RCEP.  

2. Provisions allowing trade in services, particularly financial, 

telecommunications and professional services do not satisfy Indian demands. 

Fault in the FTA argument  

1. While deficits have increased for India in all foreign trade, India’s FTAs do 

not account for a bigger chunk of the trade deficit than they did before. 

2. Trade deficits with India’s bilateral partners (Due to FTAs) accounted for 

12.6% of the overall trade deficit in the year 2007. In 2017, they accounted 

for a considerably smaller 7.5%. 

3. Another explanation for the growing trade deficits comes from the downturn 

in India’s GDP since 2016, and the decline in manufacturing.  

4. FTAs are not the only reason imports from RCEP countries, especially China, 

are rising.  

5. If one looks at China, 75% of the inputs from China on machinery, bulk drugs, 

chemicals, and other equipment that are not available in India in sufficient 

amounts or at competitive prices.  

Effect of COVID-19 pandemic  

1. The COVID-19 pandemic has left the global economy in a state of disarray. 

For the first time in 60 years, nearly every country in the RCEP grouping is 

facing a recession.  

2. The fears over individual losses, combined with the trend worldwide against 

globalisation, are driving countries to formulate smaller trading coalitions 

outside of the World Trade Organization.  

3. In addition, travel between countries is being restricted by the spread of the 

virus, further promoting local or regional trade and travel bubbles.  

4. As the world’s second-largest economy and one of the only ones to show GDP 

growth this year, China offers potential investment to RCEP countries, and 

that was another incentive for them to conclude the agreement on schedule, 

without delaying it to a time after the pandemic.  
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Boundary worries 

On the other hand, India’s tensions with China over the PLA’s (People’s 

Liberation Army) aggression at the Line of Actual Control this year, and the 

continued standoff between their armies have hardened its position on RCEP, and 

officials say events during the pandemic have only “vindicated” India’s stand on 

staying out of the grouping. 

Rationale in joining 

1. Several RCEP countries still hope India will reconsider its decision of staying 

out.  

2. For Japan and Australia, the large size of the Indian economy and its 

negotiating heft would pose a valuable counterpoint to China within the 

grouping.  

3. For ASEAN countries that led the RCEP negotiations, India’s presence would 

provide weight to the centrality of the ASEAN grouping in the region.  

4. The importance of drawing India into the agreement was underlined when 

leaders of all ten ASEAN countries travelled to India as the Republic Day 

chief guests in 2018.  

5. For China, too, having India within the RCEP tent would not just open up 

India’s market access for Beijing, but would also provide one more forum on 

which to cooperate that does not include the United States (U.S.), its biggest 

rival. 

Quad Trade Angle 

Finally, there is the question of how the Quad (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) 

would operate on economic issues, particularly in terms of securing supply 

chains, with the U.S. walking out of the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), and India exiting the RCEP. 
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India to double oil refining capacity in five years, says PM 

GS III: Infrastructure: Energy, Ports, Roads, Airports, Railways etc. 

 

Crux: India aims to raise the share of natural gas in energy consumption by up 

to 4 times 

Highlights: 

1. India plans to almost double its oil refining capacity in the next five years, 

offering a much more aggressive timeline than previously, despite the 

coronavirus pandemic blighting the economy. 

2. The Prime Minister said India was also aiming to raise the share of natural gas 

in its energy-consumption mix by up to four times. The cleaner-burning fuel 

currently accounts for about 6% of the energy consumed in the country. 

3. India would achieve its target of increasing renewable energy capacity to 175 

gigawatts by 2022, and 450 gigawatts by 2030, ahead of schedule. 

4. The country had a renewable energy capacity of about 75 gigawatts at the end 

of 2018. 


