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BRICS Astronomy Working Group moots networking of existing 

telescopes 

The BRICS Astronomy Working Group (BAWG) has recommended networking 

of telescopes in member countries and creating a regional data network. 

Highlights:  

1. In the BAWG meeting, the delegates agreed to develop a flagship project in 

this area. It witnessed participation from all five BRICS countries – Brazil, 

Russia, India, China and South Africa. 

2. The members of the working group also indicated future directions of research 

in this area such as building a network of intelligent telescopes and data, the 

study of transient astronomical phenomena in the universe, big data, artificial 

intelligence, machine learning applications to process the voluminous data 

generated by the enhanced multi-wavelength telescope observatory. 

3. The delegates deliberated on strategic and operational matters and 

recommended the networking of existing telescopes in BRICS countries and 

creating a regional data network.  

Enhance collaboration 

1. The BAWG, which provides a platform for BRICS member countries to 

collaborate in the field of astronomy, recommended that each country should 

present the scientific results of the work being carried out in their country.  

2. This will help seek funding support to realise the flagship project whenever 

funding opportunities were announced by BRICS funding agencies. The 

BAWG noted the importance of enhancing collaboration among astronomers 

from the BRICS countries. 

 

Identifying mutants 

The story so far:  

1. Members of the Indian SARS-CoV-2 Genomic Consortia (INSACOG), an 

advisory group to the Central government, warned of a new and contagious 

form of the novel coronavirus.  
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2. Experts in consortia have been a critic of aspects of the government’s handling 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly on data sharing, the emergence of 

new variants and their role in the second wave of infections. 

What is INSACOG? 

1. INSACOG is a consortium of 10 labs across the country tasked with scanning 

COVID-19 samples from swathes of patients and flagging the presence of 

variants that were known to have spiked transmission internationally.  

2. It has also been tasked with checking whether certain combinations of 

mutations were becoming more widespread in India.  

Double mutant:  

1. The “foreign” variants identified were primarily the B.1.1.7 (first identified in 

the United Kingdom) and the B.1.351 (first found in South Africa) and a small 

number of P2 variants (from Brazil).  

2. However, some labs flagged the growing presence of variants identified in 

India that were clubbed into a family of inter-related variants called B.1.617, 

also known as the ‘double mutant’ variant, primarily due to two mutations — 

E484Q and L452R — on the spike protein. These have been individually 

identified elsewhere but not together.  

3. However, there are many more mutations that contribute in different 

measures, in ways not fully understood, to the virus being able to adapt to 

human hosts. 

4. The B.1.617 family was marked as an international ‘variant of concern’ after 

it was linked to a recent spike in cases in the United Kingdom.  

Beyond identifying patterns, why is genome sequencing useful? 

1. The purpose of genome sequencing is to understand the role of certain 

mutations in increasing the virus’s infectivity. Some mutations have also been 

linked to immune escape, or the virus’s ability to evade antibodies, and this 

has consequences for vaccines. 

2. Labs across the world, including many in India, have been studying if the 

vaccines developed so far are effective against such mutant strains of the 

virus.  
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3. In general, the antibodies generated after vaccination — and this was true of 

Covaxin, Covishield, Pfizer and Moderna jabs — were able to neutralise 

variants. However, there were fewer antibodies produced against South 

African, Brazil and the ‘double mutant’ variant. 

4. Antibody levels are not the only markers of protection and there is a parallel 

network of cellular immunity that plays a critical role in how vaccines activate 

immunity.  

5. The current evidence for most COVID-19 vaccines is that they have almost 

75% to 90% efficacy in protecting against disease but less so in preventing re-

infection and transmission. 

 

A jobs crisis in the second wave of COVID-19 

The story so far:  

1. Hit by a relentless second wave of COVID-19 infections, India has seen 

localised lockdowns across several States. With activity restrained, job losses 

have climbed.  

2. This has dampened family incomes and consumer sentiment, setting the stage 

for lower-than-anticipated economic growth and belying the nation’s hopes of 

racing back to activity this year on a low base last year. 

What do the data indicate about unemployment in rural and urban areas? 

1. At 7.13%, the rural unemployment rate for April 2021 is lower than the urban 

figure of 9.8%.  

2. The labour participation rate (LPR) for April 2021, at 40%, remained lower 

than the levels seen before last year’s lockdown. Labour participation helps 

measure the section of the population that is willing to take on jobs.  

3. Unemployment is a subset, which helps in giving a measure of those who are 

willing to take on jobs but are not employed. 

4. Women tend to face a double challenge, with lower labour participation and a 

higher unemployment rate for females compared with males (for ages above 

15).  
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How has the agriculture sector fared? 

1. Agriculture was the saving grace during the first wave, but it is not so during 

the second one. April 2020 saw this sector as the only one to add jobs — the 

count of those employed in the agriculture sector had gone up by 6 million or 

5% compared with the average count in FY20, according to CMIE data. 

2. In April 2021, agriculture shed 6 million jobs compared to a month earlier. 

This figure ties in with reports of the hinterland being far more affected by the 

pandemic this year compared with last year. 

3. The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act data 

showed that April saw an uptick in the demand for jobs — 2.7 crore 

households signed up for work in April 2021, rising from 1.3 crores a year 

earlier — as reverse migration of labour picked up, resulting in availability of 

hands in the rural parts. 

Which States have been hit the hardest? 

1. Haryana recorded the highest unemployment rate in April 2021 at 35%, as per 

CMIE data, followed by Rajasthan at 28%, Delhi at 27.3%, and Goa at 25.7%.  

2. Significantly, Gujarat, which, like the above States, also witnessed the ferocity 

of the pandemic’s second wave, saw unemployment at an appreciably lower 

level of 1.8%. 

What are the economic consequences of rising unemployment? 

1. Obviously, job losses have a telling effect on incomes. Loss of income 

naturally dampens consumer sentiment and lowers economic demand. 

2. The RBI’s monthly bulletin acknowledged that the biggest toll of the 

pandemic’s second wave was in terms of “a demand shock — loss of mobility, 

discretionary spending and employment, besides inventory accumulation”. 

3. This is an ominous sign for the Goods and Services Tax (GST) collections in 

the coming months. Collections in April 2021 were the highest-ever at ₹1.41 

lakh crore since the new tax regime was introduced.  

Would the situation improve if the current lockdowns were to end today? 

1. Food insecurity is a key welfare issue in the months following an economic 

shock. A report from Azim Premji University’s Centre for Sustainable 
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Employment, titled ‘State of Working India 2021, One year of COVID-19’, 

showed that on average, households lost about 22% of their cumulative 

income over eight months ended October 2020. Also, poorer households lost 

a larger proportion of their already low incomes.  

2. This not only led to increased poverty levels, the researchers said, but also that 

the ways in which households coped with this shock was by borrowing, largely 

from informal sources, selling assets, and cutting back on food consumption.  

3. This means that even after a lockdown is lifted and employment begins 

returning close to the earlier levels, consumer spending, the lifeblood of any 

economy, may remain muted. 

4. The report cited a couple of surveys — the University’s own ‘COVID 

Livelihoods Phone Survey’ (CLIPS) and Hunger Watch — to highlight the 

problem of the low-income population cutting back on food intake.  

5. The researchers argued that incomes lost during the months when economic 

activity is more severely affected “leave a long-term impact either as depleted 

savings or as incurred debt, which must be built back or paid back, by 

curtailing future consumption and investment”.  

6. The CLIPS survey showed that the poorest households took the largest loans 

relative to their earnings. 

How are governments addressing these issues? 

1. The Central government has announced that it will distribute 5 kg of rice and 

wheat for free to ration cardholders across the country. Individual States have 

added to this. Bihar, for example, has announced that it would add an equal 

measure to the Centre’s distribution from the State’s resources for free 

distribution via the Public Distribution System.  

2. Tamil Nadu has announced a ₹4,000 handout per ration card and has begun 

distributing the first tranche of half that amount. Kerala has promised that no 

family would go hungry in the State.  

3. Karnataka has announced a ₹1,250-crore relief package, through which 

farmers, auto, taxi and maxi cab drivers, construction workers and other 

informal sector workers will receive varying amounts in the form of a one-

time dole. 
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Call for action to protect Odisha tribes 

Activists and writers have urged the Odisha government to take immediate steps 

to prevent loss of lives among Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups (PVTG) like 

the Dongria Kondh and Bonda due to COVID-19. 

Highlights:  

1. They said home quarantine as a measure to contain the spread of COVID-19, 

as suggested by the State government, would not work as privacy and isolation 

hardly exist within communities in tribal culture. 

2. Requesting the government to protect the lives of PVTGs, they proposed the 

government set up quarantine centres exclusively for tribals within 2 km of 

their settlements. 

3. Door to door surveys must be done by a team of trained local volunteers from 

villages for regular monitoring of symptoms and reporting to quarantine 

centres for any suspected cases. 

4. All the Dongria and Bonda families must be provided with a special livelihood 

relief package as compensation for their agriculture and minor forest produce 

(MFP), which they cannot sell in the local markets that are non-functional due 

to the prolonged shutdown or lockdown. 

5. Activists demanded the distribution of health kits comprising of three-layered 

masks, necessary medicines and vitamins. 

6. They laid emphasis on upgradation of all primary health centres located in 

tribal areas on a war footing, and provisioning of manpower, medical 

equipment, medicines and other infrastructure. 


