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Current Affairs of the Day
EWS criteria rethink
The story so far:
1. The Union Government has decided to revisit the criteria set out for
eligibility for its 10% reservation under the economically weaker sections
(EWS) category within a month. The main criterion is a family income
ceiling of ₹8 lakh.
2. The decision came after the Supreme Court closely questioned it on how it
arrived at the income figure while considering a challenge to the
implementation of 27% reservation for the Other Backward Classes and
10% for the EWS under the all-India quota for medical admissions.
How was the EWS reservation introduced?
1. The 10% reservation was introduced through the 103rd Constitution
Amendment and enforced in January 2019. It added Clause (6) to Article
15 to empower the Government to introduce special provisions for the EWS
among citizens except those in the classes that already enjoy reservation.
2. It allows reservation in educational institutions, both public and private,
whether aided or unaided, excluding those run by minority institutions, up
to a maximum of 10%.
3. It also added Clause (6) to Article 16 to facilitate reservation in
employment. The new clauses make it clear that the EWS reservation will
be in addition to the existing reservation.
4. The Constitution initially allowed special provisions only for the socially and
educationally backward classes. When the Congress Government tried to
introduce a 10% quota for the poorer among the general category in 1991,
the Supreme Court struck it down, saying there is no provision in the
Constitution for reservation on the basis of an economic criterion.
5. Through this amendment, the Government introduced the concept of
‘economic backwardness’ for a new class of affirmative action programmes
for those not covered by or eligible for the community-based quotas.
What are the criteria to identify the section?
1. The main criterion is that those above an annual income limit of ₹8 lakh
are excluded (income from all sources such as salary, business, agriculture
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and profession for the financial year prior to the application) of the family
(applicants, their parents, siblings and minor children).
2. Possession of any of these assets, too,
can take a person outside the EWS
pool: five or more acres of agricultural
land, a residential flat of 1,000 sq.ft.
and above, a residential plot of 100
square yards and above in notified
municipalities, and a residential plot
of 200 square yards and above in
other areas.
What are the court’s questions about the
criteria?
1. The court has been intrigued by the
income limit being fixed at ₹8 lakh
per year, as it is the same figure for
excluding the ‘creamy layer’ from
OBC reservation benefits.
2. A crucial difference is that those in
the general category, to whom the
EWS quota is applicable, do not suffer
from
social
or
educational
backwardness, unlike those classified
as the OBC. Therefore, the question
the court has raised is that when the
OBC category is socially and
educationally
backwards
and,
therefore, has additional impediments
to overcome, “would it be arbitrary to
provide the same income limit both
for the OBC and EWS categories.”
3. In line with the Supreme Court’s
known position that any reservation
or norms for exclusion should be based
on relevant data, the Bench wants to
know whether the criteria for the EWS
were arrived at based on any study.
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4. It is now a settled principle that quantifiable data or proof of a detailed
study are required to justify any category of reservation, as well as the
norms that determine which section gets it and which does not.
5. The larger issue that remains is whether reservation can be treated as a
poverty alleviation measure and those not well-off but belonging to socially
advanced communities can be given a share of the reservation pie. The
Constitution Bench should resolve this question early.
What is the current status of the EWS quota?
1. The reservation for the EWS is being implemented by the Union Government
for the second year now. Recruitment test results show that the category
has a lower cut-off mark than the OBC, a point that has upset the
traditional beneficiaries of reservation based on caste.
2. The explanation is that only a small number of people are currently
applying under the EWS category — one has to get an income certificate
from the revenue authorities — and therefore the cut-off is low. However,
when the number picks up over time, the cut-off marks are expected to
rise.
3. The EWS quota remains controversial as its critics say it reduces the size
of the open category, besides breaching the 50% limit on the total
reservation.
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What will a legal guarantee of MSP involve?
The story so far:
1. After a year-long agitation on the borders of Delhi, protesting farm unions
under the banner of the Samyukt Kisan Morcha have achieved their
headline demand, namely the repeal of three contentious laws seeking to
reform the storage and marketing of agricultural produce.
2. However, farmers say this is only a half-victory and are pushing for their
other major demand for providing a legal guarantee that all farmers will
receive remunerative prices for all their crops.
How many crops does the minimum support price cover?
1. The Central Government sets a minimum support price (MSP) for 23 crops
every year, based on a formula of one-and-a-half times production costs.
This takes into account both paid-out costs (A2) such as seeds, fertilizers,
pesticides, fuel, irrigation, hired workers and leased-in land, as well as the
imputed value of unpaid family labour (FL).
2. Farm unions are demanding that a comprehensive cost calculation (C2)
must also include capital assets and the rentals and interest forgone on
owned land as recommended by the National Commission for Farmers.
3. There is currently no statutory backing for these prices, nor any law
mandating their enforcement. The government only procures about a third
of wheat and rice crops at MSP rates (of which half is bought in Punjab
and Haryana alone), and 10%-20% of select pulses and oilseeds.
4. According to the Shanta Kumar Committee’s 2015 report, only 6% of the
farm households sell wheat and rice to the government at MSP rates.
However, such procurement has been growing in the last few years, which
can also help boost the floor price for private transactions.
What is the Government’s position?
1. A policy paper by NITI Aayog’s agricultural economist Ramesh Chand,
which is often quoted by Agriculture Ministry officials, argues, “Economic
theory, as well as experience, indicates that the price level that is not
supported by demand and supply cannot be sustained through legal
means.”
2. It suggests that the States are free to guarantee MSP rates if they wish,
but also offers two failed examples of such a policy.
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3. One is in the sugar
sector, where private
mills are mandated to
buy cane from farmers
at prices set by the
Government. Faced with
low sugar prices, high
surplus stock and low
liquidity, mills failed to
make full payments to
farmers, resulting in an
accumulation
of
thousands of crores worth of dues pending for years.
4. The other example is a 2018 amendment to the Maharashtra law penalising
traders with hefty fines and jail terms if they bought crops at rates lower
than MSP. “As open market prices were lower than the (legalised) MSP
levels declared by the State, the buyers withdrew from the market and
farmers had to suffer,” says the paper, noting that the move was soon
abandoned.
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Does the data protection Bill have safeguards on privacy?
The story so far:
1. The Joint Parliamentary Committee on the Personal Data Protection Bill
submitted its report. The Personal Data Protection Bill, 2019, stems from
the 2017 judgment of the Supreme Court in the Puttaswamy vs.Union of
India case that recognised privacy as a fundamental right protected by the
Constitution.
2. The committee, which had been deliberating on the Bill since it was
introduced in Parliament in 2019, has made several recommendations for
modifying the draft.
3. However, it steered clear of the main sticky points such as government
access to private data, leading to dissent notes from panel members from
the Opposition.
What has the JPC left untouched?
1. The committee has retained Section 35 of the Bill. It gives the Government
the right to authorise any of its agencies to circumvent the provisions of
the law if it finds it necessary to do so under “public order”, “sovereignty”,
“friendly relations with foreign states” and “security of the state”.
2. It
is
being
interpreted
as
essentially
a
carte blanche for
the
Union
Government to
act as it wishes
when it comes to
accessing data
on citizens. The
draft Bill leaves
it
to
the
Government to
frame the rules
for oversight and safeguards for this provision.
3. The critics of this provision, particularly the dissenting JPC members, are
seeking judicial oversight and a more detailed prescription for the agencies
that can access the data and the conditions under which they can do so.
The final JPC report does not favour any change in this provision.
4. The JPC also leaves untouched the state’s ability to process personal data
without consent, as allowed under Section 12.
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5. The JPC has also left mostly untouched the draft Bill’s provisions for data
localisation. The Bill requires a copy of any user data generated in India to
be kept in the country, which critics say is unnecessary and may facilitate
surveillance.
What does it say on social media?
1. The JPC has suggested that any social media that is not an intermediary
be treated as a publisher. Under India’s Information Technology Act, an
intermediary is a website or service that only receives, stores, and
transmits information online, without any sort of selection or curation of
the content.
2. Such intermediaries enjoy “safe harbour” protection from being held liable
for the content that they are hosting or transmitting. A publisher, however,
is legally liable for the content that it is hosting.
3. In its report, the JPC says it is of the “strong view that these designated
intermediaries may be working as publishers of the content in many
situations”, making choices on what content is being shown to whom.
4. The JPC has also suggested a regulatory body for social media on the lines
of the Press Council of India. This will have major implications for
companies like Facebook. What it will mean for freedom of speech online
also remains to be seen.
5. The draft Bill already places social media in a separate class of
intermediaries when it comes to data protection, adding provisions for
voluntary verification of accounts.
6. The modes for verification of accounts are to be prescribed by the
Government, which leads to the question of who will be excluded and who
will be allowed to be verified, and about the repercussions of not being
verified.
7. Critics of this provision also see it as being misplaced in data protection
legislation. They say that social media is best handled within the ambit of
the Information Technology Act itself.
Has the ambit of the Bill been changed?
1. According to the JPC recommendation, the Bill should cover both personal
and non-personal data. Non-personal data would include the traffic
information that Google Maps collects and other such information.
2. The JPC has even recommended changing the name of the Bill as the Data
Protection Bill, 2021, dropping the word ‘personal’. This takes the Bill
beyond its original ambitions, as laid down by the B.N. Srikrishna
Commission worked on drafting it in the wake of the Puttaswamy verdict.
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Q1. The recently launched educational programme of the

Tamil Nadu government, Illam Thedi Kalvi (Education at the
Doorsteps) aims at social justice in the context of COVID led
disruption and the prevailing digital divide in the country.
Comment.

MCQs

Q1. Which of the following languages are part of schedule 8
of the Indian Constitution?
1. Bodo
2. Sanskrit
3. Urdu
Select the correct answer from the codes given below
a. 1 and 2 only
b. 1 only
c. 2 and 3 only
d. 1, 2, and 3
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