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INSIGHTS into EDITORIAL 

 
GENERAL STUDIES I 

 

1.The road to zero hunger by 2030 

 

                   

 

Introduction: 

Food is the essence of life and the bedrock of our cultures and communities.  

It can be a powerful means to bring people together to grow, nourish and sustain the planet.  

The exceptional circumstances we have all been living in through 2020 underscores this not only 

does COVID-19 pose a threat to food security and agricultural livelihoods, it compounds the threats 

already faced by 690 million people around the world.  

This World Food Day, we the food agencies of the United Nations (UN) pledge to work together to 

end hunger, eradicate food insecurity and achieve Sustainable Development Goal 2. 

 

What is a food system?  

1. It is a framework that includes every aspect of feeding and nourishing people: from 

growing, harvesting and processing to packaging, transporting, marketing and consuming 

food.  

2. Today, with the FAO celebrating 75 years of fighting hunger in over 130 countries, IFAD 

becoming the first UN agency to receive a credit rating, and the WFP being awarded the 
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Nobel Prize for Peace this year, we are more committed and better prepared than ever to 

together develop solutions with the government, civil society and private sector. 

3. To be sustainable, a food system must provide enough nutritious food for all without 

compromising feeding future generations. 

4. As countries begin to develop and implement COVID-19 recovery plans, it is also an 

opportunity to adopt innovative solutions based on scientific evidence so they can build back 

better and make food systems more resilient and sustainable.  

 

India’s food supply chain: 

1. India has gone from being a net importer to a net exporter of food grains. This strength has 

been evident through the pandemic.  

2. Central and State governments were able to distribute around 23 million tonnes from India’s 

large domestic food grain reserves in three months (April to June) through the Public 

Distribution System, providing much-needed emergency assistance to families around the 

country.  

3. The government also successfully mobilised food rations for 820 million people from April to 

November 2020, including finding alternate solutions to provide food rations to 90 million 

schoolchildren.  

4. Throughout the national lockdown imposed in March, there were efforts to remove 

bottlenecks in the food supply chain due to restrictions on movements, and to ensure that 

agricultural activities weren’t disrupted.  

5. Thanks to these measures, agriculture grew at 3.4% during the first quarter this financial year 

and the area cultivated this kharif exceeded 110 million hectares. This is a major 

achievement. 

 

Multi-dimensionality of India’s food challenges: Malnutrition, anaemia: 

1. The focus on food during the COVID-19 containment measures has also brought out the 

multi-dimensionality of India’s food challenges — not least those centred around 

malnutrition and climate change.  

2. Even as malnutrition in India has notably declined over the past decade, the Comprehensive 

National Nutrition Survey 2016-18 revealed that over 40 million children are chronically 

malnourished, and more than half of Indian women aged 15-49 years are anaemic.  
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3. Initiatives such as the Integrated Child Development Services which provides cooked meals 

and take-home rations to 100 million children under the age of six, as well as to pregnant 

and lactating mothers and the mid-day meal programme, are however stellar examples of 

how the government is working to fix these challenges. 

4. Climate change continues to be a real and potent threat to agrobiodiversity, which will 

impact everything from productivity to livelihoods across food and farm systems.  

5. Though India is dealing innovatively with climate change. for example, through the 

development of drought and flood tolerant seed varieties, weather-based agricultural 

advisories, promotion of millets, and small-scale irrigation this year, we saw how climate-

related shocks made it difficult for farmers to deal with pest and locust attacks, as well as 

floods and cyclones.  

6. Intensified food production systems with excessive use of chemicals and unsustainable 

farming practices cause soil degradation, fast depletion of groundwater table and rapid loss 

of agro-biodiversity.  

 

One-third of the food we produce is wasted: 

1. These challenges multiply with an increase in fragmentation of landholdings.  

2. In India, more than 86% farmers have less than two hectares of land contributing around 

60% of the total food grain production and over half the country’s fruits and vegetables. 

3. All this points to two undeniable imperatives: the way we produce food must change 

through agroecology and sustainable production practices in agriculture and allied sectors; 

and second, we must stop the waste one-third of the food we produce is wasted.  

4. That is why the UN, and three agencies — the FAO (The Food and Agriculture Organisation), 

IFAD (International Fund for Agricultural Development) and WFP (The World Food 

Programme) are committed to working with government, civil society, farmers’ organisations 

and the private sector to build sustainable food systems. 

 

Supporting India: 

During the COVID-19-precipitated lockdown, the FAO, IFAD and the WFP worked in close 

coordination to support the Government of India’s Empowered Group 5 on facilitating supply chain 

and logistics management, so necessary items such as food and medicines were available.  

The agencies provided daily updates on the real-time situation on the ground, collating 

challenges/red flags, dynamic anecdotal data and good practices from their sources in the field.  
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This prompted swift action in terms of resolving bottlenecks and ensured progress on addressing 

red flag issues. 

 

Conclusion: 

More than two billion people globally still lack access to sufficient, nutritious and safe food.  

Projections show that the world is not on track to achieve zero hunger by 2030, or to meet global 

nutrition targets. 

This World Food Day (October 16), we call for global solidarity to help all populations, and 

especially the most vulnerable, to recover from the crisis, and to make food systems more resilient 

and robust.  

Everybody governments, the private sector, civil society and local communities has a role to play in 

transforming our food systems so they can withstand increasing volatility and climate shocks, 

deliver affordable and sustainable healthy diets for all, and provide decent livelihoods for food 

chain workers.  

We must all work in concert to make sure that our food systems nourish a growing population and 

sustain the planet, together. 

 
 

2.Why India must urgently step up efforts to improve its sex ratio 

 

 

Context: 

Recently released Sample Registration System (SRS) Statistical report (2018) which measures the 

global population projection, highlighted that fertility rate has been declining in India for some time 

now. 
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In their joint opinion piece, C Rangarajan (former Chairman, Prime Minister’s Economic Advisory 

Council) and J K Satia (Professor Emeritus, Indian Institute of Public Health) argue that there is an 

urgent need to reach young people both for reproductive health education and services as well as 

to cultivate gender equity norms. 

 

Skewed sex ratio could upset the gains from a falling fertility rate: 

1. Recently, there has been discussion in the media on India’s population future prompted by 

release of the Sample Registration System (SRS) Statistical Report (2018) and global 

population projections made by the Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME), US. 

2. Fertility has been declining in India for some time now.  

3. SRS report 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.  

4. 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. As fertility declines, so does the 

population growth rate.  

5. This report estimated the natural annual population growth rate to be 1.38 per cent in 2018. 

With India’s estimated population of 137 crore, this means that net 1.9 crore persons would 

have been added that year. 

6. A comparison of 2011 and 2018 SRS statistical reports shows that TFR declined from 2.4 to 

2.2 during this period. Fertility declined in all major states.  

7. In 2011, 10 states had a fertility rate below the replacement rate. This increased to 14 states 

(including two new newly carved states Telangana and Uttarakhand).  

8. The annual natural population growth rate also declined from 1.47 to 1.38 per cent during 

this period. 

 

Troubling Statistics in the SRS report: 

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

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

males. 

3. 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. 

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

Chhattisgarh.  
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5. India must implement the Pre-Conception and Pre-Natal Diagnostic Techniques (PCPNDT) 

Act, 1994 more stringently and dedicate more resources to fighting the preference for boys.  

 

6. In this context, the Drugs Technical Advisory Board decision to include ultrasound machines 

in the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, is a step in the right direction. 

7. 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. 

8. 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. 

Thus, much more attention is needed on this issue. 

 

India’s Population reach its peak depends on replacement fertility levels: 

1. Many people believe that the population would stabilise or begin to reduce in a few years 

once replacement fertility is reached.  

2. 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.  

3. 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.  

4. The UN Population Division has estimated that India’s population would possibly peak at 

161 crore around 2061 at the medium-fertility variant, and will be lower by about 10 per 

cent at the low fertility variant.  

5. Recently, IHME estimated that it will peak at 160 crore in 2048.  

6. Needless to add that estimates so far out in time have considerable uncertainty. Some of 

this momentum effect can be mitigated if young people delay childbearing and space their 

children. 

 

Conclusion: 

Increasing female education and economic prosperity help to improve the ratio. 

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. 
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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. 

 
 

3.Metrics of world happiness and the Muslims of India 

 

             

 

Introduction: 

For the Muslims of India, a comparison to Islamic countries is of no relevance at all.  

In any case, India should compare itself with the Scandinavian countries rather than some of the 

regressive Muslim regimes.  

The Constitution nowhere says only Hindus can live in India, or that to live in India one has to 

accept the supremacy of Hindus. 

Indian Muslims will be more concerned about the health of Indian democracy and how far the 

country is upholding or violating the high values enshrined in the Constitution. 

 

Let us see India’s performance in various reports: 

How do we assess happiness?  

In the eighth World Happiness Report of 2020 released, India is ranked 144 out of 153 countries.  
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The Sustainable Development Solutions Network for the United Nations released the World 

Happiness Report on 20th March, 2020. 

The first five ranks go to Finland, Denmark, Switzerland, Iceland and Norway, respectively.  

Even India’s neighbours are ahead Bangladesh (107), Sri Lanka (130), Nepal (92) and Pakistan (66). 

The unhappiest people are in Afghanistan (153), South Sudan (152), Zimbabwe (151), Rwanda (150) 

and the Central African Republic (149). 

 

Global Hunger Index 2020: 

Annual Report: Jointly published by Concern Worldwide and Welthungerhilfe. 

Aim: To comprehensively measure and track hunger at the global, regional, and country levels. 

In the recently released World Hunger Index-2020, India ranks 94 out of 107 countries; Pakistan 

(88) and Bangladesh (75) are ahead. Both Kuwait and Turkey are in the top 17. Other rankings are 

Tunisia (23); Saudi Arabia (35); Iran (39) and Jordan (43). 

The GHI scores are calculated each year to assess progress and setbacks in combating hunger. It is 

calculated on the basis of four indicators: 

1. Undernourishment: Share of the population with insufficient caloric intake. 

2. Child Wasting: Share of children under age five who have low weight for their height, 

reflecting acute undernutrition. 

3. Child Stunting: Share of children under age five who have low height for their age, reflecting 

chronic undernutrition. 

4. Child Mortality: The mortality rate of children under the age of five. 

 

On civil liberties: 

Civil liberties are an important component too in ensuring contentment.  

1. In the World Freedom of Press Index-2020, India was ranked 142 out of 180 countries. 

Several Muslim countries are ahead Bosnia-Herzegovina (58); Kosovo (70); Tunisia (72) and 

Malaysia (101). 

2. In the World Justice Project Rule of Law Index, it is a grim situation for India (a global rank of 

69 out of 128 countries).  

3. Factors such as constraints on governmental power; open government; fundamental rights; 

order and security, absence of corruption; regulatory enforcement; civil justice system and 

criminal justice system matter.  
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4. With verdicts such as the acquittal of all the accused in the Babri Masjid demolition case, 

India’s rank is unlikely to improve in 2021.  

5. Once again, several Muslim countries are ahead even in the rule of law the UAE (30); 

Malaysia (47); Jordon (50); Tunisia (56); Indonesia (59) and Kazakhstan (62).  

6. Happiness is also closely related to the state of rule of law. Increasingly, faith in the rule of 

law is diminishing with some courts becoming more executive minded than the executive 

itself. 

 

On Religious freedom: 

1. Finally, on freedom of religion, the Indian Constitution grants this freedom to everyone 

including Muslims, yet its definition of the term Hindu is problematic and is criticised by 

Sikhs, Jains and Buddhists.  

2. A denial of Scheduled Caste status to Muslims and Dalit Christians by Presidential order is 

seen to be discriminatory.  

3. Anti-conversion laws of many States require the prior permission of district officials for 

conversion.  

4. Religion being a purely private matter, the state should have no concern with it. Charging 

protesters against the Citizenship (Amendment) Act and the National Register of Citizens 

with offences under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act. 

5. Even on religious freedom, the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom 

(USCIRF) has downgraded India’s ranking in its 2020 report.  

6. It is scathing when it says, “India took a sharp downward turn in 2019. The national 

government used its strengthened parliamentary majority to institute national-level policies 

violating religious freedom across India, especially for Muslims.”  

7. Strangely, Afghanistan, Sudan, Indonesia and Egypt have better rankings, while India has 

been clubbed with Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, North Korea, Syria, Burma and China 

(‘Countries of Particular Concern’).  

8. The International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA) defines CPCs as “countries where the 

government engages in or tolerates ‘particularly severe’ violations of religious freedom.”  

9. Under U.S. law, these include violations such as ‘torture, degrading treatment, prolonged 

detention without charges and other fragrant denial of right to life, liberty or the security of 

persons. 
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Conclusion: 

Indian Muslims are the happiest lot of Muslims may not be completely true but it would certainly 

have the much-needed calming effect in assuring Muslims of their rightful and equal claim to India 

as their country.  

In an age of majoritarianism, certainly help to restore sanity, tolerance and accommodation which 

were essential attributes of classical Hinduism.  

The values of diversity and the remarkable contribution that Muslims have made to Indian 

civilisation. 
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                                                                     GENERAL STUDIES II 
 

1.Diagnosing what ails medical education 

 

                                     

 

Context: 

The new National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 aims to provide “universal access to quality 

education…” and bridge the “gap between the current state of learning outcomes and what is 

required through undertaking major reforms that bring the highest quality, equity and integrity 

into the system, from early childhood care and education through higher education”.  

It suggests that where it differs from previous policies is that in addition to the issues of access and 

equity, the present policy lays an emphasis on quality and holistic learning. 

 

National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 promises quality Medical Education: 

The outcome sought in higher education is more than the creation of greater opportunities for 

individual employment.  

It represents the key to more vibrant, socially engaged, cooperative communities and a happier, 

cohesive, cultured, productive, innovative, progressive, and prosperous nation.  

In a brief paragraph on medical education, it states that the aim is to train health care professionals 

“primarily required for working in primary care and secondary hospitals.” 

 

Need of Efficient Healthcare system: 

http://www.insightsonindia.com/
http://www.insightsonindia.com/


www.insightsonindia.com 15 INSIGHTS IAS 

  
 
www.insightsonindia.com                          INSIGHTS IAS                                 support@insightsias.com 
  

 

Medical education is the bedrock on which the needs of ‘human resources for health’, one of the 

major building blocks of any health system, are met.  

Today’s health professionals are required to have knowledge, skills, and professionalism to provide 

safe, effective, efficient, timely, and affordable care to people.  

They are required to: be proficient in handling disruptive technologies, understand the economics 

of healthcare, have the skills to work in and handle large and diverse teams, be ethical, 

demonstrate empathy, and be abreast of rapid developments in medicine. 

The key elements that define today’s global health systems include ageing populations; demand 

for quality, equity and dignity; transition from communicable to non-communicable diseases and 

from episodic illnesses to lifelong ailments; double burden of disease in some countries; and 

disruptive advances in medical knowledge, IT, and biotechnology. 

 

Issues of quality and equity in Medical Education system: 

Successive governments have been faced with the quandary of how to quickly expand educational 

opportunities while simultaneously addressing the issues of quality and equity.  

Faced with this situation, the public has approached the polity, the executive and the courts to 

ensure equity, if not quality. The results have been patchy.  

On and off, there have been attempts to regulate fees, sometimes by governments and sometimes 

by courts.  

Faced with the fundamental contradiction that all governments have been complicit in violations of 

their own policies to ensure quality as well as equity, these efforts have not been fruitful. 

 

Failure of Medical Council of India: 

The executive, primarily the Medical Council of India, has proven unequal to the task of ensuring 

that private institutions comply with regulations.  

When the courts are approached, which issues are seen as important depends on the Bench.  

Some judges wish to ensure quality and equity; others give importance to points of law on the 

rights of private parties, federalism and such issues. 

It was in this situation that the board of governors, which replaced the Medical Council of India, as 

an interim before the National Medical Commission became operative, introduced the National 

Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test (Undergraduate), or NEET-UG, as a single all-India gateway for 

admission to medical colleges.  
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It is well known, though not easy to prove, that entrance examinations being held by almost all 

private colleges were a farce, and seats were being sold to the highest bidder.  

Challenged in courts, after an initial setback, the NEET scheme has been upheld. 

 

NEET has improved quality but worsened equity: 

1. NEET may have improved the quality of candidates admitted to private institutions to some 

extent, but it seems to have further worsened equity.  

2. Under any scheme of admission, the number of students from government schools who are 

able to get admission to a medical college is very low.  

3. With NEET, the number has become lower. The high fees of private medical colleges have 

always been an impossible hurdle for students from government schools, whatever the 

method used for admission.  

4. Allowing government medical colleges to admit students based on marks in Standard XII and 

using NEET scores for admission to private colleges will be more equitable right now. 

5. The basic cause of inequity in admission to higher educational institutions is the absence of 

a high-quality school system accessible to all.  

6. In medical education, the situation is made far worse by the rent seeking and profiteering of 

the majority of private medical colleges. 

 

Objectives of medical education: 

In the field of health care, there is a continuing shortage of health-care personnel. The 

infrastructure required for high-quality modern medical education is expensive. 

Faced with public demand for high-quality medical care on the one hand and severe constraints on 

public resources on the other, private entities have been permitted to establish medical 

educational institutions to supplement government efforts.  

Though they are supposed to be not-for-profit, taking advantage of the poor regulatory apparatus 

and the ability to both tweak and create rules, these private entities, with very few exceptions, 

completely commercialised education. 

None of the three stated objectives of medical education has been achieved by the private sector 

that is,  

1. Providing health-care personnel in all parts of the country,  

2. Ensuring quality and  
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3. Improving equity.  

The overwhelming majority of private medical colleges provide poor quality education at extremely 

high costs. 

 

Way Forward: It’s about political resolve: 

The fundamental problem in achieving quality, equity and integrity in education, the stated 

objectives of the new NEP, is confusion on the part of successive governments between policy-

making for human resource development and economic policy.  

On the one hand, the Ministry of Human Resources Development repeatedly says that quality and 

equity are the cornerstones of good education.  

On the other, the economic policies consider education a consumer good which can be sold to the 

highest bidder.  

No amount of tweaking the methods of admission can address this contradiction. Only a resolute 

government, determined to ensure that economic policy facilitates quality and equity in education, 

can do it. 

 

2.To curb stubble burning, make straw management machines affordable 

 

                         

 

Introduction: 
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The Supreme Court, in November 2019, had directed the governments of Punjab, Haryana and 

Uttar Pradesh to pay farmers a financial incentive to curb the practice, which accounts for nearly 4-

30% of daily pollutant concentration in Delhi’s air in the early winter months. 

The Supreme Court appointed Environment Pollution (Prevention and Control) Authority, or EPCA, 

is right in saying that an incentive of Rs 100 per quintal of grain—paid on top of the MSP during 

procurement by the Centre is “not viable”.  

Though such an incentive will likely encourage more farmers to refrain from burning crop stubble, 

in the long run, the government can’t keep bearing this burden. 

 

About Stubble Burning: 

Stubble (parali) burning is the act of setting fire to crop residue to remove them from the field to 

sow the next crop. 

In order to plant winter crop (Rabi crop), farmers in Haryana and Punjab have to move in a very 

short interval and if they are late, due to short winters these days, they might face considerable 

losses. Therefore, burning is the cheapest and fastest way to get rid of the stubble. 

If parali is left in the field, pests like termites may attack the upcoming crop. 

The precarious economic condition of farmers doesn’t allow them to use expensive mechanised 

methods to remove stubble. 

 

Stubble Burning: Environmental and Health Risks: 

1. It is reported that 25%-30% contribution to the air pollution in the NCR is caused by burning 

of crops in the States of Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and Delhi.  

2. A study estimates that crop residue burning released 149.24 million tonnes of carbon dioxide 

(CO2), over 9 million tonnes of carbon monoxide (CO), 0.25 million tonnes of oxides of 

sulphur (SOX), 1.28 million tonnes of particulate matter and 0.07 million tonnes of black 

carbon.  

3. Cough or increase in cough was reported by 41.6 per cent people and 18.0 per cent reported 

wheezing.  

4. Another study by the Institute for Social and Economic Change, Bengaluru, estimated that 

people in rural Punjab spend Rs 7.6 crore every year on treatment for ailments caused by 

stubble burning. 

5. These directly contribute to environmental pollution, and are also responsible for the haze in 

Delhi and melting of Himalayan glaciers. 
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6. The view of experts is that in-situ management of the crop residue is beneficial to the soil 

organisms and has nutrient value.  

7. This benefit is ignored either on account of ignorance or on account of curiosity to sow the 

next crop at the earliest. The paddy crop residue is not useful as fodder on account of silica 

content.  

8. As per the newspaper reports, 15,000 deaths took place in the year 2016 in the NCR on 

account of air pollution which required exploring measures for controlling the air pollution. 

 

Reasons for Stubble Burning: 

1. India is the third largest wheat producer and there is pressure on farmers to grow more and 

more crops. Also, we are not tracking soil health. Soil biology is not discussed much. 

2. When it comes to wheat residue burning in Punjab, there is a problem with manual labour. 

Migrant workers have stopped visiting the state.  

3. Burning of wheat stubble has been going on for decades. Earlier, bulk of the harvesting was 

done manually and then the stubble used to be pulled out or ploughed back into the field.  

4. With the increase in mechanised harvesting, longer stalks are left back. These require a 

longer time to decompose once ploughed back into the land. So, farmers tend to burn the 

crop residue and then plough the land. 

5. The main problem behind crop burning is the rotational cropping system of rice and wheat.  

6. Farmers burn stubble as they have to quickly clear the fields for the next crop. Also, cost of 

fodder is too high or of converting the stubble into something else. 

7. There is a mismatch between manual labour required and its availability, as most migrant 

workers leave in October- November and come back in May-June. 

8. Though wheat straw is suitable for animals, it is problematic to store huge volumes of straw 

in one part of the land. It is also difficult to transport it back to villages, as additional cost is 

incurred.  

9. At the village level, there is also the problem of selling the husk due to the absence of a 

proper rate for fodder. Absence of market linkages is responsible for this. 

10. Besides India, wheat stubble burning is an issue in China as well. This is primarily happening 

in rice-wheat system areas where farmers have to go for transplanting of rice manually after 

wheat.  
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11. Small stubbles, if not managed properly, create obstacles to labourers in transplanting. 

Sometimes, stubbles accumulate in one area of the field and damage newly planted rice 

seedlings. 

 

Way Forward: Solutions: 

1. Both in-situ (in the field) and ex-situ (elsewhere) solutions need to be considered, apart 

from tackling the fundamental factors prompting the practice. 

2. To that end, the Supreme Court had directed action based on the Union agriculture and 

farmers welfare ministry’s submissions to it.  

3. Under a 100% centrally-funded scheme, machines that help farmers in in-situ management 

by tilling the stubble back into the soil were to be provided to individual farmers at 50% 

subsidy and to custom hiring centres (CHCs) at 80% subsidy.  

4. The CHCs were to be under the oversight of village panchayats, primary agricultural 

cooperative societies and farmer producer organisations.  

5. Ex-situ solutions could include the purchase of the residue from farmers for the generation 

of ethanol, biogas, etc.  

6. While Haryana has set up CHCs and has provided nearly 16,000 straw-management 

machines.  

7. Similarly, Punjab, which has provided and reach 41% of its panchayats by October 2020.  

8. Unless the Centre and the state governments accelerate efforts to reach farmers, this year 

too will be lost.  

 

Conclusion: 

Another key factor will be ensuring affordability of service for those hiring the machines; Haryana 

has reserved 70% of the machines at panchayat-run CHCs for small and marginal farmers, while 

Punjab has prioritised service to them.  

Both states, as the EPCA has pointed out, will need to formalise what farmers are to be charged;  

While Haryana has said that panchayats are not charging any rental, Punjab has stated that small 

and marginal farmers are being charged only operational costs. 

If, instead of incentives, the state governments were to find a way to provide the service for free, 

there would likely be greater uptake.  
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The long-term solution has to be crop diversification, away from paddy, but till the time the MSP-

public procurement policies remain in place, it would be difficult to wean Punjab-Haryana farmers 

away from paddy meaningfully. 

 

3.Weighing the costs: On COVID-19 vaccine 

 

     

 

Context: 

Union Health Minister, on multiple occasions has said that an India-made vaccine was likely to be 

available in “early 2021”. The government already has an expert committee on vaccine 

distribution. 

With over 6 million cases and the death toll from COVID-19 approaching 100,000, India is entering 

the first winter of the pandemic.  

Viral infections, particularly of the influenza variety, are also common at this time of the year and 

there may be new unknowns in the risks that lie ahead.  

However, another potential milestone approaches: the probable availability of a vaccine.  

 

Expert committee on vaccine distribution: 
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1. The government had formed the expert committee comprising representatives from all 

relevant ministries and institutions to oversee all aspects of its Covid-19 vaccine plan.  

2. It has been tasked with the identification of the vaccine to buying to financing the purchase 

to distribution and administration. 

3. The committee members will take the decision on vaccines that will be effective for Indian 

citizens. The task force will also chalk out a budget and discuss how capital can be raised for 

procurement, distribution of the vaccine.  

4. Moreover, the high-level panel will prepare a strategy on inventory management and 

administration. 

5. Expert committee job is to decide who gets the vaccine first, how many will be eligible for 

the early doses, what the costs would be, and whether there should be a cost at all for the 

majority of Indians, who anyway were the hardest hit by the pandemic in the summer.  

6. Storage and supply of vaccines are also problems as daunting as making one and pose 

complex challenges in India. 

 

Nobody would be denied a vaccine on the grounds of affordability: 

The government is yet to make its policy on distribution explicit but the current thinking appears to 

be that nobody would be denied a vaccine on the grounds of affordability.  

There is even discussion that a vaccine may be available via the national immunisation 

programme.  

This initiative currently offers at least nine vaccines for preventable diseases free for children and 

pregnant women.  

The pandemic’s global nature has meant that even the quest for a vaccine is international.  

The GAVI Covax alliance has emerged as the largest coordinator of vaccine development as well as 

distribution of a probable vaccine.  

Based on a combination of payments by 78 high-income countries and donations, the GAVI Covax 

aims to ensure that between 15-20% of every country’s population, or at least their most 

vulnerable, are able to be inoculated first. 

 

COVAX Facility: 

Gavi is coordinating the development and implementation of the COVAX Facility, the global 

procurement mechanism of COVAX.  
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The COVAX Facility will make investments across a broad portfolio of promising vaccine candidates 

(including those being supported by CEPI) to make sure at-risk investment in manufacturing 

happens now.  

This means the COVAX Facility, by pooling purchasing power from all countries that participate, will 

have rapid access to doses of safe and effective vaccines as soon as they receive regulatory 

approval.  

Gavi is working with Alliance partners UNICEF and WHO to ensure that the infrastructure is in 

place, and the technical support available, to make sure COVID-19 vaccines can be safely delivered 

to all those who need them.  

Gavi is also part of the health systems work of the ACT-Accelerator effort, focusing on areas where 

it has expertise and experience, such as cold chain. 

Guided by an allocation framework being developed by WHO, the COVAX Facility will then equitably 

distribute these doses to help protect the most at-risk groups in all participating countries. 

 

Once the vaccine has been rolled out to scale, how long will it take to bring the pandemic to a 

halt? 

1. The pandemic comes to a halt when there are enough people immune in the population, and 

the virus can no longer transmit from person to person.  

2. There are two ways we get immunity, the first is by getting the infection, and the other is 

through vaccination.  

3. For many diseases, we build up our immunity by getting the infection in childhood. That is 

true of many coronaviruses that exist in the world today.  

4. We have all had them as children, and that has built up our immunity. The difference here is 

that this is a new virus that no humans have seen before, and so it will take a while for that 

immunity to build up. 

5. The problem is that if you just have a virus spreading wildly until everyone is immune, there 

will be lots of people dead in the meantime.  

6. That is where the vaccines may be able to intervene, by generating immunity without 

facing the consequences of the infection. 

7. We need to have enough doses of the vaccine available, and then we need to be able to 

vaccinate enough people to stop the virus in its tracks.  

8. But that is quite a big deal. First of all, you have got to manufacture it at an enormous scale, 

for a country like India, to be able to vaccinate a large proportion of the population.  
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9. Then you actually have to get out and deliver the vaccine on a scale that has never been 

seen before. That is also a big hurdle.  

10. Even if you have a vaccine and you have enough doses, the logistics of preventing infection 

is everyone is going to be a huge, mass vaccination programme. 

11. Many countries are thinking, initially, about how to protect those at greatest risk, like 

hospital workers, older individuals, and those with comorbidities. That is probably the right 

way to start. 

 

Conclusion: 

In principle, these are laudable aims and underline principles of equity. A paucity of testing 

facilities and equipment in March led to stringent restrictions on who could be tested.  

Though the tests were ‘free’, they were first available only in government facilities and this 

contributed to a significant pool of untested carriers and a rapid spread of the virus that was only 

marginally blunted by the lockdown.  

Only after the number of labs expanded to both public and private labs, restrictions on who could 

get tested were removed and, a greater variety of tests became available that disease management 

improved even though testing though not expensive was also not free.  

It is to be anticipated that vaccine delivery will be a protracted process and it will be a long time 

before the average citizen has access to it.  

There are at least three Indian companies testing their own vaccines, and so a prohibitively 

expensive vaccine, besides being unacceptable, is also unlikely. 
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4.Redefining cities: A new urban consensus 

 

 

 

Introduction: 

In policymaking and the consequent activities of legislative and executive responses and budgetary 

allocations, the fundamental step that decides the course of action is the definition of the issue at 

hand.  

After COVID, we have been forced to redefine issues so that we can make the most of what lies 

ahead.  

The way a policy issue is defined determines the next step. The battle is mostly won and lost at the 

policy definition stage. No other issue has carried the cross of the subjectivity of definition like 

urbanisation in India. 

 

There are two main ways to define urban areas.  

One is a statutory town, which includes all places with a municipality, corporation, cantonment 

board or notified town area committee.  

These towns are defined by state governments and place India’s urbanisation rate at 26.7%.  

Census, however, adopts three criteria to define what is urban.  
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The three criteria are:  

i) A minimum population of 5,000;  

ii) At least 75% of the male main working population engaged in non-agricultural pursuits, 

and  

iii) A density of population of at least 400 persons per sq km. 

iv)  This, coupled with statutory towns, pegs India’s urbanisation rate at 31%. Total number 

of towns (state and census) stand at 7,933, together constituting a 377-mn population. 

This definition skews the policy maker’s attention and budgetary allocation, which is not in tandem 

with the ground realities.  

 

Urban planning lost ground substantially during the 1980s and the 1990s. To a large extent, this was 

due to the spread of neoliberal ideology of market-led development paradigm.  

In India and in several other developing countries, it was also due to the inability of the urban 

planners to emerge out of their preoccupation with archaic land use control regulations and adopt 

more strategic and participatory approaches. 

 

Need to change the definition of Urban Areas: 

There is growing evidence mostly from satellite imagery that India is way more urban than the 2011 

Census estimate.  

This is quite plausible because there is a large sum of money allocated for rural development, and it 

is in the interest of state governments to under-represent urbanisation.  

Besides, the Census’s stringent definition was first carved out in 1961 by census commissioner 

Asok Mitra.  

They clearly do not reflect the realities of the 21st century. India won’t be alone in changing these 

definitions for Census 2021.  

Many countries, such as China, Iran, the UK, among others, have changed the definition of ‘urban’ 

from one census to another. 

India, thus, is also not alone in facing the challenge of defining what constitutes urban.  

Worldwide, there are a fairly large set of thresholds being used (sometimes in combination, as in 

India) to define an urban area.  

However, India is one of the only four countries to use a combination of administrative, economic 

and density for urban definition. 
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New definition will give actual picture of Urbanisation: 

1. Taking a more liberal and realistic approach in the upcoming census to define urban 

areas will prove critical as it will present the actual picture of urbanisation.  

2. Many think-tanks have highlighted this issue. For instance, if we just use the population 

density criteria like 37 other countries, with the 400 people per sq km threshold, we will 

add around 500 mn people to the urban share of the population.  

3. This pegs the urbanisation rate at over 70%! Surely, we are harming ourselves by 

maintaining the status quo. We have a rare opportunity in Census 2021 to redefine what 

constitutes as urban.  

4. This becomes more important in the wake of Covid-19, a considerable share of the 

migrant population has moved back to either smaller cities or their villages.  

5. If they do not move back to cities soon enough, this will reflect in the 2021 census, and 

the urban areas will get even lower funding, limiting their ability to invest in developing 

urban areas. 

 

Benefits that can get by new definition: Newly defined urban areas: 

i) There is no doubt that the actual numbers will mobilise a sense of urgency and resources 

in India to set right the injustice meted out to Indian cities. There are some clear benefits.  

ii) First, the budgetary allocation will reflect the reality and scales will balance between 

rural and urban areas.  

iii) Second, the urban areas will not be governed through rural governance structures of 

Panchayati Raj Institutions.  

iv) Third, we can avoid the trap existing cities face, devoid of basic urban infrastructure.  

v) The sewerage networks, fire services, building regulations, high-density housing, transit-

oriented development, piped drinking water supply, among others can be provided in 

areas which otherwise would continue to operate as rural areas.  

vi) Post-COVID, there is an urgent need to expand our investments in the urban areas—

housing, transport, medical facilities, among others.  

vii) Else, only a decade later, we will recognise that we are repeating the same mistakes all 

over again. 
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viii) Fourth, these newly defined urban areas could act as a new source of revenue for 

funding local infrastructure development through municipal finance sources such as 

property tax and development rights. This would ease pressure on state finances.  

 

Conclusion: 

Lastly, the rethink of urban definition would have an impact on the regional and national economy.  

These newly defined urban areas will open them to new infrastructure such as railway lines, 

DISCOM services, highway connectivity, creation of higher education institutes which will together 

increase the connectivity and resource capability at the local level.  

This will not only boost the local economy but also ease pressure on bigger cities and help in 

cluster level development. 

A small tweak such as defining what is urban in India can have a far-reaching impact on the ease of 

living and economic development.  

As more people continue to depend on non-farm incomes, this change in definition will usher in 

new economic opportunities.  

A rethink of urban definition in Census 2021, particularly with some degrowth in urban areas due to 

COVID, will bode well for India for coming decades in more ways than one.  

We showed such agility while undertaking reforms in the agriculture sector. There is no reason why 

we cannot do it for urbanisation. 

 

5.We need laws that give farmers more space to sell their produce 
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Introduction: 

Indian democracy has been at full play in reaction to the new farm laws.  

The Bills aim to do away with government interference in agricultural trade by creating trading 

areas free of middlemen and government taxes outside the structure of Agricultural Produce 

Market Committees (APMCs). 

They also aim to remove restrictions on private stock holding of agricultural produce. 

However, see that both sides of the political spectrum want farmers’ incomes to increase.  

The Opposition parties want to ensure that through higher and more effective MSP (minimum 

support prices), while the government is offering greater choices to farmers through markets, 

without demolishing the existing MSP system. 

Having analysed the MSP business over decades, clearly that the regime was the creation of the era 

of scarcity in the mid-1960s. Indian agriculture has, since then, turned the corner from scarcity to 

surplus.  

 

Why are the farmers of Haryana and Punjab more concerned? 

The public procurement in these States is large. These fears gain strength with the experience of 

States such as Bihar which abolished APMCs in 2006.  

After the abolition of mandis, farmers in Bihar on average received lower prices compared to the 

MSP for most crops. For example, as against the MSP of ₹1,850 a quintal for maize, most farmers in 

Bihar reported selling their produce at less than ₹1,000 a quintal.  

So, despite the shortcomings and regional variations, farmers still see the APMC mandis as essential 

to ensuring the survival of the MSP regime. 

The attempts to reform the APMC are not new and have been part of the agenda of successive 

governments for the last two decades. Most farmer organisations also agree that there is excessive 

political interference and there is need for reform as far as functioning of mandis are concerned.  

 

Reforms in MSP: 

1. The policy instruments of dealing with shortages are different from those dealing with 

surpluses. In a surplus economy, unless we allow a greater role for markets and make 

agriculture demand-driven, the MSP route can spell financial disaster.  
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2. This transition is about changing the pricing mix how much of it should be state-supported 

and how much market-driven.  

3. The new laws are trying to increase the relative role of markets without dismantling the MSP 

system.  

4. Currently, no system is perfect, be it the one based on MSP or that led by the markets.  

5. But the MSP system is much more costly and inefficient, while the market-led system will be 

more sustainable provided we can “get the markets right”. 

 

FCI’s economic burden and MSP as government burden: 

1. MSP rates were hiked for wheat, barley, gram, masoor dal (lentil), safflower, and rapeseed 

and mustard. 

2. However, the MSP has seen a lower hike compared to 2020-21. The wheat MSP has seen an 

increase of just 2.6%, the lowest increase in 11 years. 

3. The increase in MSP is in line with the principle of fixing the MSPs at a level of at least 1.5 

times of the All-India weighted average Cost of Production as announced in Union Budget 

2018-19. 

4. The increase in MSP comes in the midst of a vehement protest by farmers, who fear that new 

agricultural marketing reforms will result in the phasing out of MSP and public procurement. 

5. The economic cost of procured rice comes to about Rs 37/kg and that of wheat is around Rs 

27/kg. However, market prices of rice and wheat are much lower than the economic cost 

incurred by the Food Corporation of India (FCI). 

6. Due to this, the FCI’s economic burden is touching Rs 3 lakh crore. 

7. This amount eventually will have to be borne by the Union government and may 

subsequently lead to divergence of funds from being invested in agriculture infrastructure. 

 

Market prices to realise better prices: 

Government is relying on the market to realise better prices. However, recent data suggest 

limitations of market intervention in raising farm gate prices. 

For most crops where MSP-led procurement is non-existent, the decline has been sharper. Even 

cash crops such as cotton have seen a collapse in prices in the absence of government intervention. 

With rising input costs, farmers do not see the market providing them remunerative prices. 
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The farmers also raise concern about the intent of the government to leave the price discovery 

mechanism on the market. 

It has time and again made ad hoc interventions, such as raising import duties on masur and a ban 

on onion exports. 

 

Way Forward: Strengthening FPO:  

Agriculture lies at the backbone of Indian economy. Therefore, more sustainable solutions lie in 

augmenting productivity, diversifying to high-value crops, and shifting people out of agriculture to 

the high productivity sector. 

With the changes brought the recent farm legislation, it is expected that many companies will be 

encouraged to build efficient supply lines somewhat on the lines of milk. 

However, there is a genuine demand for protection of farmers from ruthless market orientation for 

Profit. 

Thus, there is a need for strengthening of Farmers Producer Organisations (FPOs), this will 

increase bargaining power of farmers on one hand and provide a suitable investment climate on 

the other. 

Government must come up with a suitable transition to agricultural pricing policy, whereby partial 

agricultural pricing should be state-supported and partially market-driven. 

 

Conclusion: 

Agriculture is a State subject in the Constitution, listed as Entry 14 in the State List (List II). Apart 

from this, entry 26 in List II refers to “trade and commerce within the State”; entry 27 refers to 

“production, supply and distribution of goods”; and entry 28 refers to “markets and fairs”. 

For these reasons, intra-State marketing in agriculture was always considered a legislative 

prerogative of States. 

However, there is a case to argue that the current three farm legislations, have poor legal validity 

and may weaken federalism. 

Therefore, any reform pertaining to agriculture and farmer’s income must come up after 

consultation with the states. 
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6.A concerted attack on RTI 

 

                         

 

Context: 

This year marks 15 years of the enactment of the Right to Information (RTI) law, which has 

empowered millions to assert their citizenship and show truth to power.  

A report by the Satark Nagrik Sangathan and the Centre for Equity Studies has pointed out that 

more than 2.2 lakh Right to information cases are pending at the Central and State Information 

Commissions (ICs), which are the final courts of appeal under the RTI Act, 2005. 

The report was released on the occasion of completion of the 15 years of Right to Information (RTI) 

Act. 

 

About Right to Information (RTI) law: 

It was a vibrant grassroots movement, led not just by the educated elite but the working poor 

across the country, that eventually resulted in the passage of the historic law in 2005. 

The right to information has been upheld by the Supreme Court as a fundamental right flowing 

from Article 19 of the Constitution, which guarantees every citizen the right to free speech and 

expression.  

Without access to relevant information, people’s ability to formulate opinions and express 

themselves meaningfully is curtailed.  
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Since its enactment, the RTI law has been used by people to seek information to actively participate 

in decision-making processes and hold governments accountable. 

 

The potential of the law: even during the COVID times also: 

1. Every year nearly six million applications are filed under the RTI Act, making it the most 

extensively used transparency legislation in the world.  

2. National assessments have shown that a large proportion of these are filed by the poorest 

and the most marginalised who have understood the tremendous potential of the law to 

empower them to access their basic rights and entitlements, especially in the absence of 

effective grievance redress mechanisms to address service delivery failures.  

3. During the COVID-19 crisis too, the law has been widely used to seek information about 

availability of medical facilities, like ventilators and ICU beds, and to hold government 

departments accountable for delivery of food grains and social security benefits meant for 

those in distress, including migrant workers. 

4. The RTI Act has also been put to effective use by public-spirited citizens to shine the light on 

corruption and arbitrary abuse of power by the state. People have used it to question the 

highest offices.  

5. Information has been accessed about the anonymous electoral bonds though which 

thousands of crores have been channelled into political parties.  

6. The Prime Minister’s Office has been queried about the expenditure of the PM CARES Fund 

set up to provide relief during disasters like the current pandemic. 

7. By giving every citizen of India the right to access government files and records, the law has 

potentially created 1.3 billion whistle-blowers and auditors.  

8. It has empowered citizens to question those who govern and hold them to account.  

9. Consistent attempts by governments to denigrate the law bear testimony to this tilting of the 

balance of power. 

 

Recent Amendment: Right to Information (Amendment) Act, 2019: 

It provided that the Chief Information Commissioner and an Information Commissioner (of Centre 

as well as States) shall hold office for such term as prescribed by the Central Government. Before 

this amendment, their term was fixed for 5 years. 
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It provided that the salary, allowances and other service conditions of the Chief Information 

Commissioner and an Information Commissioner (of Centre as well as States) shall be such as 

prescribed by the Central Government. 

The RTI (Amendment) Act, 2019 was criticized on grounds of diluting the law and giving more 

powers to the central government. 

 

Attack on the transparency watchdogs: 

1. The worst blow to the RTI regime has come in the form of a persistent and concerted attack 

on the transparency watchdogs set up under the law.  

2. Information Commissions at the Centre and in the States are the final adjudicators 

empowered to act against violations of the legislation.  

3. In 2019, regressive amendments were made to the RTI Act which did away with statutory 

protection of fixed tenure and high status conferred on the commissioners.  

4. Despite stiff opposition within and outside Parliament, the government pushed the RTI 

(Amendment) Act which allows the Central government to determine the tenure and salaries 

of all Information Commissioners, signalling that directions to disclose inconvenient 

information could invite adverse consequences. 

5. The functioning of commissions has been severely impeded by governments not appointing 

Information Commissioners in a timely manner.  

6. Vacancies in Information Commissions lead to large backlogs of appeals/complaints and 

long delays in the disposal of cases, effectively frustrating the people’s right to know.  

7. Since May 2014, not a single commissioner of the Central Information Commission (CIC) has 

been appointed without citizens having to approach courts.  

8. Despite Supreme Court orders to fill all vacancies, six out of 11 posts of commissioners are 

currently vacant in the CIC, including that of the chief.  

9. The CIC is headless for the fifth time in the last six years! State governments appear to have 

adopted a similar strategy.  

10. Eight State Information Commissions are functioning without a chief. Two commissions 

Tripura and Jharkhand are totally defunct with no commissioners. 

 

Important limitations that need urgent attention: 

The assessment found that on average, the CIC takes 388 days (more than one year) to dispose of 

an appeal/complaint from the date that it was filed before the commission. 
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The highest number of pending appeals, with over 59,000 cases were in Maharashtra, followed by 

Uttar Pradesh and the Central Information Commissions (CIC). 

The report found that the Government officials face hardly any punishment for violating the law. 

Penalties were imposed in only 2.2% of cases that were disposed of, despite previous analysis 

showing a rate of about 59% violations which should have triggered the process of penalty 

imposition. 

 

Conclusion: 

The right to question is the hallmark of a democracy. Any attack on the RTI law, which has 

empowered citizens to question those in power, is an attack on the foundation of our democratic 

republic.  

It is a clear reflection of the lack of political will of governments to be answerable to the people of 

the country. 

As the RTI law completes 15 years, it is again time for those whom it empowers the citizens to 

assert themselves and protect their fundamental right to information, which they attained after a 

long struggle. 

 

7.Transforming business and the insolvency system 

 

 

 

Introduction: 
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The Prime Minister mentioned the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC 2016) as one of the key 

legislative reforms that would help aid India’s path to self-reliance on a high growth trajectory.  

The IBC, along with the Goods and Services Tax regime, among other key reforms, were helping in 

significantly improving the ease of doing business in India and enabling it to emerge as a ‘Make for 

World’ platform. 

PM Modi also credited these reforms for a surge in Foreign Direct Investment into India in 2019-

2020, to the tune of nearly $74.5 billion, or a significant increase of 20 per cent from the previous 

year 

 

Background: Need for Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code: 

Insolvency is a situation where individuals or companies are unable to repay their outstanding 

debt. 

Bankruptcy, on the other hand, is a situation whereby a court of competent jurisdiction has 

declared a person or other entity insolvent, having passed appropriate orders to resolve it and 

protect the rights of the creditors. It is a legal declaration of one’s inability to pay off debts. 

 

About Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code IBC: 

1. Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, 2016 is considered as one of the biggest insolvency 

reforms in the economic history of India. 

2. This was enacted for reorganization and insolvency resolution of corporate persons, 

partnership firms and individuals in a time bound manner for maximization of the value of 

assets of such persons. 

3. Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, 2016 provides a time-bound process for resolving 

insolvency in companies and among individuals. 

4. The Government implemented the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) to consolidate all 

laws related to insolvency and bankruptcy and to tackle Non-Performing Assets (NPA), a 

problem that has been pulling the Indian economy down for years.  

5. Establishment of an Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of India to exercise regulatory 

oversight over insolvency professionals, insolvency professional agencies and information 

utilities. 

6. Insolvency professionals handle the commercial aspects of insolvency resolution process. 
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7. Insolvency professional agencies develop professional standards, code of ethics and be first 

level regulator for insolvency professionals members leading to development of a 

competitive industry for such professionals. 

 

When does the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) apply? 

In March this year, the government raised the threshold for invoking insolvency under the IBC to Rs 

1 crore from Rs 1 lakh with a view to prevent triggering of such proceedings against small and 

medium enterprises that are facing currently the heat of coronavirus pandemic. 

The IBC is both flexible and dynamic, which makes it impactful, given how forward thinking the 

concept of an omnibus legislation of its nature actually is.  

The IBC goes beyond other similar pieces of legislation across the world, and through the Insolvency 

and Bankruptcy Board of India (IBBI), it has established an unprecedented organisation that both 

regulates and develops insolvency policy, and assesses market realities. 

 

Objectives achieved so far by IBC: 

1. Two key drivers for the IBC are relatively short time-bound processes, and the focus on 

prioritising resolution rather than liquidation to support companies falling within its ambit. 

2. Its core implication has been to allow credit to flow more freely to and within India while 

promoting investor and investee confidence.  

3. It has successfully instilled confidence in the corporate resolution methodology as IBC has 

streamlined insolvency processes in a sustainable, efficient, and value retaining manner. 

4. Improvement in India’s Ease of Doing Business Rankings to 63 rd place. 

5. According to the Resolving Insolvency Index (component of Ease of Doing Business), India’s 

ranking improved to 52 in 2019 from 108 in 2018, which is a leap of 56 places.  

6. The Recovery Rate improved nearly threefold from 26.5% in 2018 to 71.6% in 2019. And the 

overall time taken in recovery also improved nearly three times, coming down from 4.3 years 

in 2018 to 1.6 years in 2019. 

 

Limitations that need to be addressed: 

1. According to the data from the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of India (IBBI), of the 2,542 

corporate insolvency cases filed between December 1, 2016 and September 30, 2019, about 

156 have ended in approval of resolution plans — a mere 15%. 
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2. High number of liquidations is a cause for major worry as it violates IBC’s principal objective 

of resolving bankruptcy. 

3. Slow judicial process in India allows the resolution processes to drag on, this was the same 

reason for slow recovery under SICA or RBBD. 

 

Wah Ahead: 

Other legislative measures that will further improve the investment climate, include the rolling out 

of the commercial courts, commercial divisions and the Commercial Appellate Divisions Act, 2015, 

to allow district court-level commercial courts, and the removing of over 1,500 obsolete and archaic 

laws.  

Together with the IBC, these highlight a major and multi-dimensional effort by the government to 

provide comfort, relief and reliability to the potential investors. 

Going forward, there could perhaps be a look at institutionalising the introduction of a pre-packed 

insolvency resolution process, the need for which is highlighted by the necessary suspension of the 

IBC proceedings.  

This will also help resolve matters expeditiously, outside of the formal court system, and allow 

resolution even during the COVID-19 altered reality. 

 

Conclusion: 

Given the need for social distancing and the suspension or limitation of physical hearings, a 

concerted effort should be made to enhance the role of digitally conducting all processes and 

hearings to achieve greater efficiency in the new normal.  

Bringing in technology would help ease of access to justice and greatly help ease of doing business 

from a process and efficiency standpoint as well.  

The IBC has provided a major stimulus to ease of doing business, enhanced investor confidence, 

and helped encourage entrepreneurship while also providing support to MSMEs.  

Its further streamlining and strengthening will surely instil greater confidence in both foreign and 

domestic investors as they look at India as an attractive investment destination. 
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8.On the Quad, define the idea, chart a path 

 

            

 

Introduction: 

It is reported that the second Ministerial meeting of the four countries under the Quad will be held 

in Japan.  

Mr. Abe was a strategic thinker who thought beyond the limited timeframe of Japanese revolving-

door politics.  

In 2007, the Quad (the United States, Japan, India, and Australia) was an idea whose time had not 

yet come. That was a different world. 

 

About Quad: 

1. Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) is the informal strategic dialogue between India, 

USA, Japan and Australia with a shared objective to ensure and support a “free, open and 

prosperous” Indo-Pacific region. 

2. The idea of Quad was first mooted by Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in 2007. However, 

the idea couldn’t move ahead with Australia pulling out of it, apparently due to Chinese 

pressure. 
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3. In December 2012, Shinzo Abe again floated the concept of Asia’s “Democratic Security 

Diamond” involving Australia, India, Japan and the US to safeguard the maritime commons 

from the Indian Ocean to the western Pacific. 

4. In November 2017, India, the US, Australia and Japan gave shape to the long-pending "Quad" 

Coalition to develop a new strategy to keep the critical sea routes in the Indo-Pacific free of 

any influence (especially China). 

 

An evolution of QUAD grouping: 

1. The global financial crisis was still lurking in the shadows as America continued to enjoy its 

‘unipolar moment’.  

2. China’s shrill reaction to the idea of four like-minded countries establishing a plurilateral 

platform was, prima facie, intriguing. The idea was barely on the table; there was no clearly 

enunciated concept or proposed structures, much less joint understandings.  

3. The Chinese, however, labelled it as an Asian version of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization. It became evident years later that the real reason for China’s hyperreaction 

was out of concern that such a grouping would “out” China’s plans for naval expansion by 

focusing on the Indo-Pacific maritime space.  

4. China was hoping that its naval build-up might slip under the radar because the Americans 

were distracted by continental challenges including Russia, Afghanistan and Iran, and would 

not look sea-ward. 

5. Once the idea of Quad 1.0 had died down, China gained in confidence to reveal its hand. It 

advanced a new claim the Nine-Dash Line in the South China Sea;  

6. Then China undertook the rapid kind of warship building activity reminiscent of Wilhelmine 

Germany before 1914; it built its first overseas base in Djibouti; and it started systematically 

to explore the surface and sub-surface environment in the Indian Ocean beyond the 

Malacca Straits.  

7. This entire activity was coordinated by a Central Leading Small Group for Protecting Maritime 

Rights and Interests, established in 2012.  

8. The manner of China’s dismissal of the Arbitral Award in the dispute with the Philippines on 

the South China Sea and its brazen militarisation of the islands after its President had publicly 

pronounced to the contrary, has once again brought the four countries onto the same page 

and given a second chance to the Quad. 

 

Significance of the grouping: 
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1. Quad is an opportunity for like-minded countries to share notes and collaborate on projects 

of mutual interest. 

2. Members share a vision of an open and free Indo-Pacific. Each is involved in development 

and economic projects as well as in promoting maritime domain awareness and maritime 

security. 

3. It is one of the many avenues for interaction among India, Australia, Japan and the US and 

should not be seen in an exclusive context. 

There are also common references to the creation of a free, open and inclusive regional 

architecture, rules of the road, freedom of navigation and over-flight, and, ASEAN centrality. 

 

A plurilateral mechanism: 

The Chinese are skilled at obfuscation. They will, perhaps, endeavour to conflate the Quad with the 

Indo-Pacific vision, and link both to the so-called China Containment Theory.  

The Quad nations need to better explain that the Indo-Pacific Vision is an overarching framework 

that is being discussed in a transparent manner, with the objective of advancing everyone’s 

economic and security interests.  

The Quad, on the other hand, is a plurilateral mechanism between countries that share interest on 

specific matters. 

The entire focus on the Indo-Pacific makes the Quad a maritime, rather than a land-based 

grouping, raising questions whether the cooperation extends to the Asia-Pacific and Eurasian 

regions. 

In 2016, China itself established a Quadrilateral Cooperation and Coordination Mechanism with 

Afghanistan, Pakistan and Tajikistan and, more recently earlier this year, another one with Pakistan, 

Afghanistan and Nepal. The Quad is no exception. 

 

The world today suffering with global pandemic: 

1. This time around, the four countries are navigating through more turbulent waters. The 

global pandemic and the faltering global economy are taking a toll on the region’s growth 

and prosperity.  

2. The two major Pacific powers (China and America), are moving into a more adversarial phase 

of their relationship.  

3. Public opinion about China in all four countries is different from what it used to be in 2007.  
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4. The fact of the meeting itself will signal to China that assertive or aggressive behaviour is not 

going to derail this mechanism. Needless provocation of China should be avoided.  

5. There is no gain in actions that anger the Chinese with no commensurate benefit to the 

others. 

6. In a recent address to the U.S.-India Strategic Partnership Forum (USISPF), the U.S. Deputy 

Secretary of State spoke about making sure that all the countries were moving at the same 

speed.  

7. This is an important statement because a plurilateral mechanism should also serve national 

interest. He also suggested that other countries might be invited to join in the future. This 

too is welcome; India has many other partners in the Indo-Pacific. 

 

Reaching out to develop a comprehensive vision: 

The forthcoming Ministerial meeting will be an opportunity to define the idea and chart a future 

path. 

A positive agenda built around collective action in humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, 

monitoring shipping for search and rescue or anti-piracy operations, infrastructure assistance to 

climatically vulnerable states, connectivity initiatives and similar activities, will re-assure the littoral 

States that the Quad will be a factor for regional benefit, and a far cry from Chinese allegations that 

it is some sort of a military alliance. 

India should develop a comprehensive vision on the Indo-Pacific which would ideate on the 

current and future maritime challenges, consolidate its military and non-military tools, engage its 

strategic partners 

 

Conclusion: 

An outreach to the Indian Ocean littoral states is especially important since there are motivated 

reports from some quarters suggesting that India is, somehow, seeking to deny access, or to create 

infrastructure that impedes the legitimate movement of some extra-regional countries through the 

Indian Ocean.  

The Quad nations need to better explain the Indo-Pacific Vision in an overarching framework with 

the objective of advancing everyone’s economic and security interests. 
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Prime Minister Abe had presciently said in the Central Hall of the Parliament of India on August 22, 

2007 - “A ‘broader Asia’ that broke away geographical boundaries is now beginning to take on a 

distinct form.” It is the right time to realise this dream. 

 

9.What’s behind the Armenia-Azerbaijan clashes? 

 

  

 

Context: 

Fresh clashes erupted on the Armenia-Azerbaijan border, threatening to push the countries back to 

war 26 years after a ceasefire was reached. 

 Dozens have been killed so far as the violence is entering in increase mode. The conflict between 

the two former Soviet republics has wider geopolitical implications as Turkey, which shares a 

border with Armenia, is backing Azerbaijan, while Russia, which has good ties with both countries, 

has called for a ceasefire. 

 

Why are they fighting? 

1. The largely mountainous and forested Nagorno-Karabakh, home for some 150,000 people, is 

at the centre of the conflict.  
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2. Nagorno-Karabakh is located within Azerbaijan but is populated, mostly, by those of 

Armenian ethnicity (and mostly Christian compared to the Shia Muslim majority Azerbaijan).  

3. The conflict can be traced back to the pre-Soviet era when the region was at the meeting 

point of Ottoman, Russian and the Persian empires.  

4. Once Azerbaijan and Armenia became Soviet Republics in 1921, Moscow gave Nagorno-

Karabakh to Azerbaijan but offered autonomy to the contested region. 

5. In the 1980s, when the Soviet power was receding, separatist currents picked up in Nagorno-

Karabakh.  

6. In 1988, the national assembly voted to dissolve the region’s autonomous status and join 

Armenia. But Baku suppressed such calls, which led to a military conflict.  

7. When Armenia and Azerbaijan became independent countries after the collapse of the 

Soviet Union in 1991, the clashes led to an open war in which tens of thousands of people 

were killed.  

8. The war lasted till 1994 when both sides reached a ceasefire (they are yet to sign a peace 

treaty and the border is not clearly demarcated). 

9. By that time, Armenia had taken control of Nagorno-Karabakh and handed it to Armenian 

rebels. The rebels have declared independence, but have not won recognition from any 

country.  

10. The region is still treated as a part of Azerbaijan by the international community, and Baku 

wants to take it back. 

 

Significance of the Nagorno-Karabakh: 

The energy-rich Azerbaijan has built several gas and oil pipelines across the Caucasus (the region 

between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea) to Turkey and Europe. 

Some of these pipelines pass close to the conflict zone (within 16 km of the border). 

In an open war between the two countries, the pipelines could be targeted, which would impact 

energy supplies and may even lead to higher oil prices globally. 

 

What triggered the current clashes? 

Despite the ceasefire, there were occasional flare-ups on the border.  

In July this year, at least 16 people were killed in clashes. After recent violence, Azerbaijan and 

Armenia blamed each other.  
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Baku said it was forced to respond after Armenian attacks killed and wounded Azeris.  

The Defence Ministry said the troops have captured territories from Armenian forces. Armenia, on 

the other side, blamed Azerbaijan for launching the “large-scale” attack targeting peaceful 

settlements.  

Nagorno-Karabakh authorities have claimed that dozens were killed in the region in the Azeri 

attack. 

 

India’s position is balancing between the two Extremes: 

India does not have a publicly articulated policy for the South Caucasus unlike “Neighbourhood 

First”, “Act East” or “Central Asia Connect”.  

The region has remained on the periphery of its foreign policy radar. Further, there is visible 

asymmetry in India’s relations with Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. 

 

1. With Armenia, India has a friendship and cooperation treaty (signed in 1995), which, 

incidentally, would prohibit India from providing military or any other assistance to 

Azerbaijan. 

2. In the case of Azerbaijan, ONGC/OVL has made investments in an oilfield project in 

Azerbaijan and GAIL is exploring the possibilities of cooperation in LNG. 

3. Azerbaijan also falls on the International North South Transport Corridor (INSTC) route, 

connecting India with Russia through Central Asia. 

4. It can also connect India with Turkey and beyond through the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars passenger and 

freight rail link. 

5. The conflict is essentially a conflict between two international principles viz. the principle of 

territorial integrity advocated by Azerbaijan and the principle of the right to self-

determination invoked by Nagorno-Karabakh and supported by Armenia. 

6. India has every reason not to support Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity as Azerbaijan has 

shown scant regard for India’s territorial integrity violated by Pakistan in Jammu and 

Kashmir. 

7. At the same time, it is difficult for India to publicly endorse Nagorno-Karabakh is right for 

self-determination in view of the possible repercussions it can have repercussions for India as 

its adversaries like Pakistan may misuse it not only by making erroneous connections with 

Kashmir but also re-ignite secessionist movement in certain parts of India. 
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Conclusion: 

Armenia-Azerbaijan conflicts reflect the failure of the Minsk Group of the Organization for Security 

and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE).  

In the absence of a peacekeeping force and the political will for peace, low-level frictions have 

persisted over the years. 

Under these circumstances, India has done the right thing to adopt a balanced and neutral stance 

and pitching for a political solution as outlined in the Madrid Principles. 

India has also expressed its support for the OSCE Minsk Group’s continued efforts towards peaceful 

resolution, implying that India is not in favour of involvement of any other entity, including Turkey.  

Arguably, India’s statement should have also reflected its position on the alleged entry of 

mercenaries in the conflict. 

 

10.India’s UN journey, from outlier to the high table  

 

                       

 

Context: 

The 75th anniversary of the founding of the United Nations (UN) is an opportunity to look at the 

major trends, patterns and future challenges as far as India is concerned in terms of safeguarding 

its interests and promoting common good.  

That the UN is indispensable is uncontested despite the clamour for reforms to strengthen its role.  
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As Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru once observed in his address to the UN General Assembly on 

December 20, 1956, “Of course, even if the United Nations did not do anything wonderful, the 

mere fact of the United Nations itself has been of great significance to the world.” 

 

India at the UN: Membership and phases 

1. Seven and a half decades of India at the UN may be viewed with reference to roughly three 

distinct phases.  

2. In the first phase until the end of the Cold War in 1989, India had learnt the ropes of 

exploring and enhancing its diplomatic influence as a moderating force in easing armed 

conflicts in Asia and Africa by disentangling them from the superpower rivalry.  

3. In parallel, the Indian leadership learned the hard way that the UN could not be relied upon 

to impartially resolve vital security disputes such as Jammu and Kashmir. 

4. As such, it strove to utilise the UN only to focus on common causes such as anti-colonialism, 

anti-racism, nuclear disarmament, environment conservation and equitable economic 

development.  

5. India, in a clever way, seemed to claim the moral high ground by proposing, in 1988, a bold, 

but obviously impractical, three-phase plan to eliminate nuclear weapons from the surface of 

earth. But it resisted attempts by neighbouring countries to raise bilateral problems. This was 

reflected during the Bangladesh liberation war and after.  

6. In essence, a loss of face for India in the 1962 border war against China meant a definitive 

redesign of the country’s diplomatic style to privilege bilateral contacts over the third-party 

role by the UN. 

 

At present, need for UN reforms: 

Since 1993, the UN General Assembly has hotly debated Council reform but has not been able to 

reach agreement.   

1. The membership of the Security Council has changed very little since its inception in 1945, 

even though the number of UN member states has almost quadrupled. 

2. The UNSC does not include a permanent member from the African, Australian and South 

American continents, the G-4 group of Brazil, India, Germany and Japan. 

3. The differences between permanent and non-permanent seats produce a highly unequal 

and inefficient Security Council.  
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4. The five permanent members (P5) – Britain, France, United States, Russia and China – 

possess permanent seats and have the privilege of the veto whilst the status of non-

permanent members is low. 

5. The performance of the Security Council in maintaining international peace and security has 

been poor. It failed in its actions in Somalia, Bosnia and Rwanda. 

6. The UN’s reform process, held through IGN has not made progress over decades, despite 

commitments.  

7. Intergovernmental Negotiations framework (IGN) is a group within the United Nations that 

looks into UNSC reforms but it has made no progress since 2009 when it was formed. The 

group's conversation is considered 'informal' in nature. 

 

Winds of change: 21st century opened new avenues for India to shine at the UN: 

1. The impressive economic performance in the first decade, thanks to economic liberalisation 

and globalisation policies, helped a great deal in strengthening its profile.  

2. This is only aided by its reliable and substantial troop contributions to several peacekeeping 

operations in African conflict theatres.  

3. India has emerged as a responsible stakeholder in non-traditional security issue areas such 

as the spread of small and light weapons, the threat of non-state actors acquiring weapons of 

mass destruction, and the impact of climate change.  

4. In a related dimension, India has scaled up its contributions to development and 

humanitarian agencies, while India’s share to the UN assessed budget has registered a hike 

from 0.34% to 0.83%. 

5. Finally, India’s growing popularity is evident in the successful electoral contests for various 

prestigious slots in the UNSC, the Human Rights Council, the World Court, and functional 

commissions of the Economic and Social Council, at times defeating the nominees of China 

and the United Kingdom.  

However, two major initiatives India has heavily invested in are stuck without much hope of a 

timely outcome.  

6. The first relates to the draft Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism it 

drafted and revised with the hope of helping consensus.  

7. But it encountered reservations from among Islamic and other countries on provisions 

regarding definition of terrorist and the convention’s application to state armed forces. 
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Security Council expansion: 

1. Equally important is the question of equitable expansion of the UNSC to enable India to 

attain permanent membership along with other claimants from Asia, Africa and Latin 

America.  

2. The move has been stuck for more than 25 years because of a lack of unity among the 

regional formations.  

3. It also includes stout opposition from some 30 middle powers such as Italy and Pakistan 

which fear losing out to regional rivals in the event of an addition of permanent seats, and 

the intrigues masterminded by one or two permanent members.  

4. Although India enjoys by far the greatest support, the only realistic possibility seems to 

settle for a compromise, i.e. a new category of members elected for a longer duration than 

the present non-permanent members without veto power. 

 

Conclusion: 

India’s future role will probably depend on its ability to weather the impact of the multiple crises it 

now faces on account of an unabated economic slowdown and a troubled relationship with China.  

This is pertinent as India will soon begin its two-year term as a non-permanent UNSC member 

(January 1, 2021).  

Its areas of priority will continue to be the upholding of Charter principles, mounting effective 

punitive measures against those who support, finance and sponsor terrorists, besides striving for 

securing due say to the troop contributing countries in the management of peace operations.  

While the UNSC was dysfunctional, India developed a multilateral agenda of its own from 

decolonisation and disarmament to a new international economic order and mobilised considerable 

political support for it.  

This underlines the possibilities for shaping the global discourse in the present. 

It is reasonable to assume that India will work for and join in consensus on key questions wherever 

possible.  
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11.Engaging the neighbourhood 

 

                   

Introduction: 

India’s foreign policy engagements with its neighbourhood is an active topic of debate now, 

especially in the context of “territorial disputes” with China and Nepal.  

The South Asian region, which is home to eight countries, and the Indian Ocean region (maritime 

Indian Ocean region; mostly Western Indian Ocean) comes under the broad geographic expanse of 

India’s neighbourhood. 

Moreover, there are ideas such as “extended neighbourhood” (linking India with other regions 

which do not necessarily share borders but share cultural, civilisational or economic linkages) that 

have come up in policy parlance in recent times. 

In general, in the immediate neighbourhood, there is an India-centric system with India dominating 

its geography, economic, social and cultural systems.  

Given its centrality and capabilities, since Independence, traditionally India had preponderance in 

the region, especially in South Asia and to a large extent, in the Western Indian Ocean.  
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Most of the South Asian smaller neighbours have had friendly ties with India in their post 

independent period. 

 

Evolution of India’s neighbourhood policy: 

India’s neighbourhood policy has been through several phases.  

1. The phase under colonial times centred on ideas and slogans around anti-colonialism, anti-

imperialism, anti-racism, (for instance, major agendas of Asian Relation Conference of 1948) 

which cemented India’s relations with its neighbours and in a way, supported their 

respective de-colonisation movements. 

2. The post-colonial phase, which broadly began in the late 1940s, again, has had a 

complementariness which helped India and its neighbours to propel ideas such as non-

alignment in the international arena, which was inspired by a macro-level “third worldism”, 

“South-South cooperation” and so on. 

3. Though multilateralism prevailed in India’s foreign policy at the international level, there has 

been a tremendous focus on bilateralism in India’s approach to its immediate 

neighbourhood.  

4. This was due to a variety of factors since Cold War related dynamics at play in the region.  

5. In that context, to a large extent, India’s foreign policy approach towards its neighbours 

were shaped by the “principle of balancing”.  

6. For instance, the policies that the major adversarial States (such as Pakistan and China) 

followed with super powers defined India’s relations with the latter. Such balancing and 

counterbalancing have had an effect on India’s neighbourhood.  

7. It does not imply that domestic level factors never played a role in the shaping of 

neighbourhood policy; indeed, some of the conflicts in the neighbourhood had domestic 

dimensions for example, the India-Sri Lanka conflicts in the eighties and water sharing issues 

with Bangladesh.  

8. Parallel to this, the role of super powers and their Cold War proclivities significantly 

contributed to India’s neighbourhood policies.  

9. In general, there is a dominant perception that India’s neighbourhood policy was mostly 

dominated by issues involving Pakistan and China in the land territorial sphere and was 

overtly overlooking maritime issues. 

10. In the post-Cold War period, which began in the 1990s, India set out to refashion its foreign 

policy premises on non-alignment, its relations with Western bloc countries, regionalism and 

so on, which in turn had a huge impact on India’s neighbourhood/regional policies.  
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11. The factors that contributed to such changes broadly fell under two categories systemic and 

domestic.  

12. The systemic (international) level factors included the collapse of the Cold War binaries, 

spread of globalisation, increased degree of regionalism. 

13. The domestic level factors included introduction of economic reforms, emergence of 

coalition politics, nuclearisation and so on.  

In a way, India’s newly defined foreign policy premises began to provide an unprecedented 

attention to the neighbourhood.  

 

In recent past, India to build better ties with its neighbours: 

1. There were several initiatives to build better ties with its neighbours as evident from the 

increased trade, confidence building measures (CBMs), border agreements/treaties and so 

on.  

2. India even undertook non-reciprocal initiatives to its South Asian neighbours to build ties 

and instil a high degree of confidence. One of those initiatives was the “Gujral Doctrine” of 

1996. 

3. However, intermittent conflicts with neighbouring States like Pakistan continued, which to a 

large extent, affected the forward march of the South Asia specific regional organisation, the 

SAARC.  

4. In general, India through new neighbourhood policy at that point in time was striving to 

address both traditional and non-traditional issues.  

5. Traditional included military and economy while non-traditional included water, sharing, 

migration, climate and disasters and so on. 

6. Since the 1990s, many treaties have been signed with neighbouring States to address such 

issues, for instance, the India-Bangladesh Ganges Treaty, Mahakali Treaty with Nepal and so 

on.  

7. On the other end, security related issues have dominated India’s relations with Pakistan, and 

of late with China, though India-China trade increased exponentially in the period of post-

Cold War era. 

 

Present Issues as new economic and political realities: 

1. In the “current pandemic phase”, in the times of contracting economies, several fissures have 

emerged between India and its neighbours resulting in violent conflicts like the one 
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witnessed involving China on June 15, 2020, which subsequently expanded into the 

economic and business arena.  

2. The pandemic to a large extent has accentuated the issues as new economic and political 

realities are transforming the world at a fast pace.  

3. In fact, the non-traditional security threats such as the COVID-19 pandemic are increasingly 

leading to traditional security conflicts. 

4. China’s aggressive actions and action of smaller countries are some of the indicators of a new 

geo-political situation emerging in the region.  

5. Apart from this, there is an ongoing trade conflict between the US and China, an offshoot of 

the emerging new Cold War at the global arena, which is most likely to impact India’s 

neighbourhood and its neighbourhood policies.  

6. In other words, the China factor, the changing global power architecture, and the existing 

conflicts with neighbours will play a significant role in India’s foreign policy, of which its 

neighbourhood policy is a crucial one. 

 

Conclusion: 

A new neighbourhood policy needs to be imaginatively crafted in tune with the emerging realities 

in order to maintain its regional power status and to realise status transformation to the next 

level in the near future.  

It calls for promotion of a multi-vector foreign policy by diversifying its foreign policy attention on 

multiple powers in the global arena while developing a stronger matrix of multilateralism and 

employing stronger diplomatic communications strategies.  

Such re-strategizing can enable India to strengthen its position in the region/neighbourhood.  

India’s neighbourhood policy can go a long way, if these initiatives are properly backed up by 

sufficient innovative hard power resources (defence and economy) and the use of soft power 

strategies.  

The latter can be operationalised only by way of creatively propelling India’s democratic values and 

ideas, which can further improve its civilisational ties with regional states. This in turn can lead to 

a recalibration of India’s neighbourhood policy. 
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12.Contesting neighbours, revised geopolitical playbooks 

 

 

Context: 

The year 2020 has been a watershed moment for relations between India and China following the 

most serious clashes between the two countries in the Galwan region of Ladakh since the 1962 

war; relations between New Delhi and Beijing are at new lows.  

These events have had a cascading effect on the very thought process of foreign policy, not just for 

India with regard to its neighbourhood but also China’s understanding of its own threat perceptions 

as well. 

 

Importance of West Asia in geo-politics: 

Geopolitically West Asia occupies an important position in international relations due to its 

geographical location and proximity to continents and countries – South Asia, China, Central Asia, 

Europe, and Africa.  

The region is strategically significant due to its enormous energy resources, trade route links to 

different parts of the world and the fact that it is a place of origin for the Abrahamic religions.  

It is the world largest oil-producing region accounting for 34% of world production, 45% of crude 

oil exports and 48% of oil proven reserves.  

All powers seek a stake in the affairs of the region due to the abundance of natural resources. It is 

also a region plagued with instability largely due to the involvement of external forces, and 

sometimes due to internal conflicts. 
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India and West Asia: 

1. India’s commercial and cultural relations with the region have ancient roots.  

2. People to people contacts were established between the two great civilizations in those 

early days when the merchants of the Kulli culture in Southern Baluchistan and the early 

Sumer dynasties were in existence. Later the period between the rise of Islam in the 7th 

century A.D. to about the 10th century A.D. may be termed as the golden age of trade 

relations between India and the Arab world.  

3. An important factor influencing India’s foreign policy is her socio-cultural affinity of Indian 

Muslims owing to – Macca and Madina located in this region.  

4. Every year more than a lakh Indian Muslims go for Hajj, providing a binding force between 

two regions. For the past four decades trade, energy and human resource have been the 

principal drivers of India’s economic relations with the Gulf Cooperation Council (G.C.C.).  

5. India has been heavily dependent on energy supplies from the region, while Indian 

expatriates have constituted a substantial share of the regional labour market.  

6. Remittances from the region were last estimated to be fifty percent of the total of 80 million 

USD coming to India. 

 

Presently, What dictates alignment now: ‘Strategic autonomy’: 

1. Strategic autonomy is today a term New Delhi’s power corridors are well-acquainted with.  

2. According to a former Foreign Secretary of India, Vijay Gokhale, the ideation of ‘strategic 

autonomy’ is much different from the Nehruvian era thinking of ‘non-alignment’. “The 

alignment is issue based, and not ideological.” 

3. For Beijing and New Delhi, one region where both contesting neighbours have employed 

similar versions of ‘non-alignment’ thinking is in West Asia, and the ethos of equitable 

engagement with the three poles of power in Saudi Arabia, Iran and Israel, without stepping 

into the entanglements of the region’s multi-layered conflicts and political fissures.  

4. However, the year 2020 and the tectonic geopolitical shifts it has brought in its wake, from 

deteriorating U.S.-China ties, to the COVID-19 pandemic that started in China, followed by 

the Ladakh crisis, is forcing a drastic change in the geopolitical playbooks of the two Asian 

giants, and, by association, global security architectures as well. 
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5. Pre-dating 2020, India’s outreach to West Asia sharpened since 2014 with the coming of the 

Narendra Modi government.  

6. As the powerful and oil-rich Gulf states looked for investment alternatives away from the 

West to deepen their own strategic depth, persuaded by Mr. Modi’s centralised decision-

making style.  

7. India doubled down on its relations with the likes of Abu Dhabi and Riyadh, giving open 

economic and political preference to the larger Gulf region.  

8. While engagements with Israel moved steadily forward, Iran lagged behind, bogged down by 

U.S. sanctions, which in turn significantly slowed the pace of India-Iran engagements. 

 

China’s Advantage in West Asia region: 

1. Meanwhile, China’s overtures have been steadily more adventurous as it realises two major 

shifts that have taken place in West Asia.  

2. First, Beijing has tried to capitalise around the thinking in the Gulf that the American 

security safety net is not absolute, and they need to invest more in others.  

3. China, being second only to the U.S. in both economic and military terms today, is the 

obvious engagement.  

a. The fact that the United Arab Emirates (UAE) obtained Chinese Wing Loong drones in 

2016 a copy of U.S.’s infamous armed MQ-9 ‘Reaper’ drone that Washington refused 

to sell offers a good example of the Gulf’s resolve of attaining military capabilities 

from wherever possible.  

4. Second, the Gulf economies such as Saudi Arabia, even though attempting a hard shift away 

from their addiction to the petro dollar, will still need growing markets to sell oil to in the 

coming decade as they reform their economic systems. The obvious two markets here are 

China and India. 

 

China’s recent play: with Iran: 

1. A report in September shone light on a $400 billion, 25-year understanding between Iran and 

China, with Beijing taking advantage of U.S. President Donald Trump’s abandonment of the 

Iran nuclear deal.  

2. Scholars have pontificated that China is no longer happy with a passive role in West Asia, and 

through concepts such as “negative peace” and “peace through development”, in concert 
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with tools such as the Belt and Road Initiative, Beijing is now ready to offer an alternative 

model for “investment and influence”.  

3. Over the past month, Chinese Foreign Minister suggested to Iran for the development of a 

“new forum” to address the region’s tensions an alternative to the West-led ecosystems that 

have prevailed for decades.  

4. It remains to be seen, however, how China balances itself between the poles of power while 

backing one so aggressively. 

5. From India’s perspective, as it maintains its trapeze-wire balancing act of diplomacy in West 

Asia, the overt outreach to the Gulf and the ensuing announcements of multi-billion-dollar 

investments on Indian shores by entities from Saudi Arabia. 

 

Conclusion: 

The theory of interests superseding ideology in foreign policy is fast unravelling practically, both 

from the perspectives of India and China.  

While in the recent past, the Indo-Pacific, with the development of the Quad, has taken centre 

stage, other geographies such as West Asia have also started to showcase bolder examples of New 

Delhi and Beijing’s metamorphosing approaches towards the international arena. 

 

13.The message in the Peace Nobel — multilateralism 
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Context: 

It is a paradox that precisely at a time when the salience of cross-national and global challenges has 

significantly increased, nation states are less willing to cooperate and collaborate in tackling them.  

COVID-19 recognises no national or regional boundaries as it rages across the world.  

One would have expected that countries, particularly those with technological and financial 

capabilities, would agree to pool their resources together to work on an effective and affordable 

anti-virus vaccine.  

Instead, there are several parallel national efforts under way even as the World Health 

Organization (WHO) has put together a Covax alliance for the same purpose.  

There is a competitive compulsion at work which may be appropriate in economic and commercial 

domains.  

When the lives of people are at stake, active collaboration would have enhanced our collective 

ability to overcome what has become a public health-cum-economic crisis.  

But we live in an era when nationalist urges, fuelled by a political opportunism, diminish the appeal 

of international cooperation.  

As pointed out by Nicholas Eberstadt of The National Bureau of Asian Research, “The post 

pandemic world will have no choice but to contend at last with a problem long in the making: the 

awful dilemma of global integration without solidarity.” 

 

The UN at 75 is still important: 

The United Nations is at the centre of multilateral institutions and processes.  

It is celebrating the 75th anniversary of its founding. While it is a pale shadow of the vision with 

which it was invested at its founding, nevertheless it has kept alive the notion of international 

solidarity and cooperation.  

If it has become increasingly marginal in mobilising international responses to global challenges, the 

fault lies with its most powerful member countries. They have deprived the UN of resources.  

They have resisted efforts to institute long overdue reforms; 75 years on, its structure no longer 

reflects the changes in power equations that have taken place. It is anachronistic that a country 

such as India continues to be denied permanent membership of the Security Council.  

And yet despite these disabilities, the UN is now an essential part of the fabric of international 

relations;  

Its role has become even more important precisely because the salience of global issues has 

expanded and the need for multilateral approaches in finding solutions has greatly increased. 
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Multilateral Institutions and problems 

1. There is a network of multilateral institutions, several as part of the UN system.  

2. Others are inter-governmental in nature; still others may be non-governmental of a hybrid 

character.  

3. This is a network which enables governance in areas which require coordination among 

nation states and set norms to regulate the behaviour of states so as to avoid conflict and to 

ensure both equitable burden sharing and, equally, a fair distribution of benefits.  

4. This network continues to function and deliver benefits to participating states despite the 

less than propitious international environment.  

5. However, going forward, there are more complex challenges which would require a different 

mind-set and patterns of behaviour. 

6. While there are multilateral institutions, they have become platforms for contestations 

among their member states.  

7. There is recognition of the need to cooperate but this is seen as compulsion rather than 

desirable.  

 

An Opportunity for India as Leadership roles and statesmanship: 

1. Success of 2008 response: U.S.-led response to the global financial and economic crisis of 

2008 lead to the birth of G-20 summit and a coordinated response prevented catastrophic 

damage to the global economy. 

2. Since US and West have adopted nationalistic leaning, India which is a key G-20 country, the 

world’s fifth largest economy and with a long tradition of international activism should step 

into the leadership role by advocating the multilateral approach of tackling the pandemic. 

3. A leadership role in mobilising global collaboration would be in keeping with India’s 

traditional activism on the international stage. 

4. India’s recent video conferencing with SAARC nation to collaborate on tackling the pandemic 

in the subcontinent is a step in right direction. 

5. This should be followed by an international initiative, either through the G-20 or through the 

U.N. 

6. India should reaffirm its policy of seeking friendship with all countries – which is the 

underlying principle followed in our non-alignment foreign policy practised since Nehru time. 
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Globalisation here to stay: 

Don’t we need to first focus on getting our domestic imperatives right and then think of 

international cooperation?  

1. In the contemporary world, the line separating the domestic from the external has become 

increasingly blurred. In tackling domestic challenges deeper, external engagement is often 

indispensable.  

2. This is certainly true of climate change. Even if India’s carbon emissions became zero 

tomorrow, climate change would continue to affect us if others do not also reduce their 

emissions.  

3. The pandemic originated in a third country, but soon raged across national borders. If there 

had been a robust and truly global early warning system, perhaps it could have been 

contained. 

4. Given the scale, urgency and seriousness of the challenges we confront, we need maximal, 

not minimal, responses.  

5. The dynamics of negotiations and their outcomes would dramatically change if delegations 

came with a brief to contribute as much as possible within the limitation of resources and 

demand the minimum in terms of assessed needs.  

6. This is the international solidarity which a globalised world requires to handle the dense 

interconnections that bind us. 

7. Globalisation may have stalled, but as we become increasingly digitised, there will be more, 

not less, globalisation. The pandemic has triggered galloping globalisation in the digital 

economy.  

8. Globalisation is driven by technology and as long as technology remains the key driver of 

economic growth, there is no escape from globalisation. 

 

The thread in challenges and inter-connectedness: 

When one speaks of the rising salience of cross-national issues, we must also take into account the 

inter-connectedness among various challenges.  

1. For example, food, energy and water security are inter-linked with strong feedback loops. 

2. Enhancing food security may lead to diminished water and energy security. It may also have 

collateral impact on health security.  
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3. Raising crop yields with current agricultural strategies means higher incremental use of 

chemical fertilizers and toxic pesticides.  

India’s unprotected farmers are exposed to serious health risks as a result and often get 

bankrupted not due to crop failure but debilitating health costs.  

It is in recognition of these inter-connections that the international community agreed on a set of 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

The SDGs are cross-domain but also cross-national in character.  

Hence demand greater multilateral cooperation in order to succeed. 

 

Looming food crisis: 

1. This year’s Nobel Peace Prize to the World Food Programme (WFP) is a recognition of its 

role in combating hunger and malnutrition across the developing world.  

2. But the WFP’s achievement are modest, not because it is an inefficient institution, but 

because it is perennially under-funded.  

3. But more important is the message which this award is sending to the world that we need 

multilateralism as an expression of international solidarity.  

4. It is also a warning that the novel coronavirus pandemic is reversing the substantial gains 

made in the fight against poverty. 

5. According to the WFP, 132 million more people could become malnourished as a 

consequence of the pandemic.  

6. To the 690 million people who go to bed each night on an empty stomach, perhaps another 

100 million or more will be added.  

7. This counts for a major world-wide catastrophe and unless the conscience of the world is 

aroused, we will be condemning vast pools of humanity to living in wretchedness and 

deprivation.  

8. The Nobel Prize to the WFP will hopefully nudge our collective conscience to come together 

and relieve this looming humanitarian crisis. 

 

Conclusion: 

India has been a consistent advocate of multilateralism and Prime Minister Narendra Modi recently 

said: India firmly believes that the path to achieve sustainable peace and prosperity is through 

multilateralism.  
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As children of Planet Earth, we must join hands to address our common challenges and achieve our 

common goals. 

Finally, this also points to the need for a more democratic world order since lack of cooperation 

from even a single state may frustrate success in tackling a global challenge.  

A fresh pandemic may erupt in any remote corner of the world and spread throughout the globe.  

Prevention cannot be achieved through coercion, only through cooperation. It is only 

multilateralism that makes this possible. 

 

 

14.Potholes on the digital payment superhighway 

 

                       

 

Introduction: 

Digital payments have found strong ground, especially in India, increasingly relegating all other 

modes of payments to the background.  

It is through a faster system of simultaneous debits and credits that the money value is transferred 

from one account to the other across banks.  

It embraces all kinds of operators (including direct benefit transfer by the government) across the 

country and even internationally, subject to regulatory forbearance.  

According to a report, Indian digital payment industry is expected to reach $1 trillion by 2023. 

The Indian start-up ecosystem is expected to play a crucial role in enabling this industry as it is 

capable of leveraging the opportunities by addressing a multitude of challenges. 
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With such versatility and ease of settling financial transactions, the growth of digital payments is 

going to be phenomenal, supported by banks and Fin-Tech, or financial technology, companies. 

 

Evolution of digital payments in India: steered by the RBI: 

1. There is a long and interesting history behind the evolution of digital payments in India, 

piloted by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and succinctly captured in the Payment Systems in 

India, published in 1998.  

2. A major thrust toward large value payments was affected through the Real Time Gross 

Settlement System, or RTGS, launched by the RBI in March 2004.  

3. This acted as a major thrust toward large value payments such as government bond trading, 

reducing huge risks such as large scams and reduced the time taken for settlements.  

4. Introduction of National Electronic Funds Transfer (NEFT) and bulk debits and credits to 

support retail payments around the same time. 

5. Now, NEFT is available round the clock and RTGS will follow from December 2020 only a few 

countries have achieved this. 

6. Such historical changes by RBI triggered major changes in the corporate and capital market 

transactions. 

7. The large value payments on stock trading, government bond trading and other customer 

payments were covered under the RTGS, providing finality of settlement, thereby reducing 

huge risks such as the Harshad Mehta scam; besides this, it substantially reduced the time 

taken for settlements.  

8. Such historical changes brought about by the RBI triggered major changes in the corporate 

and capital market transactions as well.  

9. Time Bound Settlements: Today, the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI), the 

market regulator, is contemplating a T+1 settlement (T is for transaction date) because the 

underlying consideration of the sale proceeds of the shares get exchanged very fast under 

the payments system.  

10. This is expected to attract more international capital into the Indian market, in turn 

broadening and deepening the financial market. 

 

An umbrella system: 

http://www.insightsonindia.com/
http://www.insightsonindia.com/


www.insightsonindia.com 64 INSIGHTS IAS 

  
 
www.insightsonindia.com                          INSIGHTS IAS                                 support@insightsias.com 
  

 

1. The sterling contribution of this robust payment system, especially retail payments, was 

seeded and reinforced with the setting up of the National Payments Corporation of India 

(NPCI) by 10 lead banks at the instance of the RBI in 2009.  

2. The idea for this umbrella retail payments institution emerged in the vision document on 

payments system, 2005-08 released by RBI in 2005.  

3. Very few people know about the unwritten history of the background under which this 

umbrella organisation was mooted.  

4. The model appeared as an attractive proposition as payments is basically a public good.  

5. Thus, the idea of the NPCI as a not-for-profit company has a link from the BGC. 

6. The setting up of such an umbrella organisation to build a super highway for digital payments 

has a strong appeal which was well-appreciated by Dr. Y.V. Reddy, the then RBI Governor, 

taking a number of policy decisions to spread digital payments and protect consumer 

interest.  

7. However, there were many within and outside the RBI, including in the Indian Banks’ 

Association, who had apprehensions about the success of such a model for the NPCI. 

 

Indicators of success: 

1. With digital payment being a public good like currency notes, it was necessary that the 

corporation was fully supported by the RBI and the government as an extended arm of the 

sovereign.  

2. It was also necessary to contain expectations on profits, avoiding gyrations of the stock 

market along with direct or indirect control by powerful private interests which had the 

potential to dilute the public good character of the outfit.  

3. The NPCI’s success against deeply entranced formidable international players, supported by 

innovative technology, viz. Unified Payments Interface (UPI) and Immediate Payment Service 

(IMPS), is well recognised by central banks in many other countries.  

4. The Bank for International Settlements endorsement of the NPCI model in 2019 is a major 

accolade.  

5. If the NPCI has gained such a rare distinction in just 10 years of its successful and path 

breaking journey, we should be proud to preserve this precious jewel. 

6. There is a demand from some quarters that the NPCI should be converted into a for-profit 

company to withstand competition. The shareholders of the NPCI can have windfall gains 

too.  
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7. But this will be a retrograde step with huge potential for loss of consumer surplus along with 

other strategic implications.  

8. Instead, like the RBI providing free use of the RTGS and other products, the strategy should 

be to assist the NPCI financially, either by the RBI or the government, to provide retail 

payment services at reduced price (in certain priority areas).  

9. This may also help support expansion of the payment system network and infrastructure in 

rural and semi-urban areas in partnership with Fin-Tech companies and banks. 

 

On Merchant Discount Rate: 

1. The Merchant Discount Rate (MDR) is the rate charged to a merchant for the payment 

processing of debit and credit card transactions from their customers. 

2. In Budget 2020-21, the government prescribed zero Merchant Discount Rate (MDR), the 

rate merchants pay to scheme providers, for RuPay and UPI, both NPCI products, to 

popularise digital payments benefiting both customers and merchants.  

3. There is justification in this prescription by the government because depositors implicitly pay 

around 3% to banks as net interest margin, being the difference between saving and risk-free 

bond rate, for enjoying certain payments services traditionally.  

4. When banks enjoy such a huge amount of current account savings account (CASA) deposits, 

in return, is it not incumbent on them to provide such payment services, costing only a small 

fraction of such a gain? 

5. For reasons unknown, the government left out other providers of digital payment products 

from this MDR prescription, which is unjustified and had adverse effects.  

6. Taking advantage of this dichotomy, many issuing banks switched to mainly Visa and Master 

cards for monetary gains.  

7. As customers were induced by such supplier banks, it created a kind of indirect market 

segmentation and cartel formation, though there is hardly any quality difference in payment 

products.  

8. It may be noted that even the European Central Bank imposed a ceiling on MDR for all, 

protecting consumer interest.  

9. It is hoped that the government will take corrective action in the next Budget to ensure a 

level playing field and to relieve the NPCI from such policy-induced market imperfection. 
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In order to boost Digital Payments in India: 

The central government must deadline digitising all its payments. The RBI must implement the 100-

plus action items arising from its own Vision 2021 document and the Nandan Nilekani Committee 

for Deepening Digital Payments. 

RBI must also make UPI and RuPay fit for use in our $70 billion inward remittances that currently 

come through exploitative financial institutions. 

The RBI must replicate the design of UPI (sustainable private and public competition) in bank credit 

as credit-to-GDP ratio (ratio of the magnitude of loans given by financial institutions in an 

economy to the GDP of the country) in India is low i.e. 50% against 300% in China. 

However, this needs to be complemented by raising India's human capital and technology game in 

regulation and supervision, issuing more private bank licences, facilitating management changes in 

old private banks and human capital revolution at PSU banks. 

 

Conclusion: 

The introduction of UPI by National Payments Corporation of India has shown a remarkable result. 

Also, RBI’s Vision 2021 is a step in the right direction as it looks to create a robust digital payment 

ecosystem by moving towards a cash-lite economy. 

While India has a robust start-up ecosystem capable of addressing several digital payment 

challenges, Government should help accelerate the process through better policies and 

framework. 

In this context, government has a crucial role to play in protecting consumers against exploitation. 

With versatility and ease of settling financial transactions, the growth of digital payments in India 

can be phenomenal with mutual support from banks and Fin-Tech companies. 
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15.The many bright spots on India’s innovation horizon 

 

                          

 

Introduction: 

Innovation rearranges existing elements into permutations and combinations that benefit society.  

In his Brāhmaphutasiddhānta, Brahmagupta’s marvellous take on his innovation of zero was, “A 

debt minus zero is a debt.  

A fortune minus zero is a fortune. A debt subtracted from zero is a fortune. A fortune subtracted 

from zero is a debt. The product of zero multiplied by a debt or fortune is zero.”  

The Indian innovation of zero fundamentally reordered history. The novel coronavirus pandemic 

provides an opportunity for similar reordering for posterity. 

Walter Isaacson once cited this:  

“Advances in science when put to practical use mean more jobs, higher wages, shorter hours, 

more abundant crops, more leisure for recreation, for study, for learning how to live without 

deadening drudgery which has been the burden of the common man for past ages.”  

 

What are innovations?  

1. Innovation is a recombinant and brings tangential benefits through products and services 

that may not even have been its initial purpose.  
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2. For example, the founders of Twitter had set out to make a platform for people to find 

podcasts or Instagram was first intended to be a sign-in application. 

3. The founders of Twitter had set out to make a platform for people to find podcasts; 

Instagram was first intended to be a sign-in application; CRISPR, or the clustered regularly 

interspaced short palindromic repeats, which is the transformative gene editing tool, was 

partly being researched for fixing problems in the yoghurt industry.  

4. It won this year’s Nobel Prize in Chemistry. The realistic potential of technology for India 

resonates in the ‘Amara law’ named after Roy Amara, a Stanford computer scientist, who 

said that “People tend to overestimate the impact of a new technology in the short run, but 

to underestimate it in the long run.” 

 

India in Innovation: Recent initiatives: 

India is a fertile ground to be a technology-led innovation garage. It is the fastest growing country 

in terms of Internet usage, with over 700 million users and the number projected to rise to 974 

million by 2025. The JAM trinity (Jan Dhan, Aadhaar, Mobile) trinity has 404 million Jan Dhan bank 

accounts with 1.2 billion Aadhaar and 1.2 billion mobile subscribers.  

There is a potential to add over $957 billion to India’s GDP by 2035 with artificial intelligence (AI), 

according to a recent report by Accenture. 

Innovation in India is being structured around the triad of collaboration, facilitation and responsible 

regulation. It is advanced by cross-disciplinary collaboration.  

 

Realistic potential of India through Innovation: 

1. In his famous essay, ‘I Pencil’, Leonard Read brings forward the wonder of collaboration 

between people cutting trees, mining graphite, working in factories, marketing, designing 

and managing, just to produce a single pencil. 

2. October 2020 saw two disruptive events that were organised by the Government of India for 

collaborative knowledge creation.  

3. At the Vaishvik Bharatiya Vaigyanik (VAIBHAV) summit, which was inaugurated on October 

2, more than 3,000 overseas Indian-origin academicians and scientists from 55 countries, and 

about 10,000 Indians participated to ideate on innovative solutions to our challenges.  

4. The Prime Minister articulated this spirit of knowledge sharing while inaugurating the 

summit; he called it “a true sangam or confluence of great minds” where “we sit to form our 

long-lasting association for empowering India and our planet”. The concluding session has 

been planned on October 31.  
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5. This has been concomitant to the Responsible AI for Social Empowerment (RAISE) 2020 

summit, which was from October 5-9.  

6. It was to charter a course to effectively use AI for social empowerment, inclusion, and 

transformation in key sectors such as health care, agriculture, finance, education and smart 

mobility. 

 

Examples: Innovation through Start-up disruptions: 

This focus on celebrating innovation has led to several start-ups disrupting the Indian market.  

1. The recent winners of the ‘Digital India AatmaNirbhar Bharat Innovate Challenge’ Chingari 

with its video communication tools and MapMyIndia with its elaborative maps, ‘Logically’, 

with its news delivery features are becoming household names.  

2. Furthermore, Setu, true to its name, is building a bridge to bring banks to people. It has built 

an application programming interface which allows customers to make small ticket payments 

without going to the bank.  

3. Yelo is offering neo-banking payment and money transfer services online for workers in the 

gig economy. Niramai (or Non-Invasive Risk Assessment with Machine Intelligence) uses an 

AI-based thermal imaging portable tool that carries out non-invasive breast cancer screening 

for women for early detection.  

4. This intervention is of great importance as an estimate suggests that one in two affected 

women in India die due to late detection.  

5. Qure.ai uses AI for health-care diagnostics in rural India, tackling challenges such as 

tuberculosis and now COVID-19.  

6. Gramophone offers pricing information from mandis, advice on soil and crop health and 

access to agricultural inputs via micro-entrepreneurs to farmers in Madhya Pradesh, aiding 

their operation efficiency.  

7. Vernacular.ai offers a voice-based AI product that can understand up to 10 Indian languages 

and around 160 dialects.  

8. It is helping build virtual, smart, responsive and effective chat assistants suitable for diverse 

Indian consumers. 

 

Many government incentives: Needs risk capital: Resources and Psychological security for 

researchers: 

1. Innovation needs risk capital in terms of resources and psychological security for researchers.  
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2. It needs an environment where it is safe to fail. The government has been building a 

comprehensive framework to this end.  

3. It is incentivising research and development with several schemes such as Innovation in 

Science Pursuit for Inspired Research (INSPIRE) scholarships, the Ramanujan Fellowship, the 

Knowledge Involvement in Research Advancement through Nurturing (KIRAN) scheme, 

Smart India Hackathons (SIH), Atal Innovation Mission (AIM), the Biotechnology Ignition 

Grant (BIG) scheme, setting up of the Future Skills PRIME (Programme for 

Reskilling/Upskilling of IT Manpower for Employability) capacity building platform and also 

the triad of Scheme for Transformational and Advanced Research in Sciences (STARS), 

Scheme for Promotion of Academic and Research Collaboration (SPARC) and Impactful Policy 

Research in Social Science (IMPRESS).  

4. The National Mission on Interdisciplinary Cyber-Physical Systems aims to ‘catalyse 

translational research across “Al, IoT or the Internet of Things, Machine Learning, Deep 

Learning, Big Data Analytics, Robotics, Quantum Computing, Data Science”. 

5. Furthermore, the government has been actively facilitating collaborative and light touch 

regulatory practices to promote innovation and incentivise risk-taking.  

6. It has increasingly relied on collaboration, communication and creativity, taking the route of 

standard and principles adherence.  

7. The Reserve Bank of India, Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) and the Insurance 

Regulatory and Development Authority of India allow for regulatory sandboxes for piloting 

new ideas.  

8. The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) has recently introduced recommendations 

for regulating cloud services in India, suggesting a light-touch regulation in collaboration 

with industry, balancing commercial freedom and principles adherence. 

 

Conclusion: For a better life: 

Innovation has the potential to build a future where AI will transform education and health care, 

machine learning and blockchain will make commerce robust and resilient, clean energy will drive 

our economy, gene-drives would exterminate invasive and harmful species, gene-editing would 

help us bring back extinct species and reinvigorate depleted ecosystems, quantum computing will 

raise our processing capability to resolve challenges which seem insurmountable and augmented, 

and virtual reality will optimistically change the way we interact with the physical world. 

Steam engines made us understand thermodynamics, flights made us understand aerodynamics.  

There is ‘in-deed’ merit in relentless focus on innovation as it essentially augments ease of living 

for citizens, dematerialising and democratising products and services. 
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GENERAL STUDIES III 
 

1.The hues in the green tribunal’s resilient journey  

 

 

 

Context: 

Over 10 years, the NGT has made a difference to environmental protection, helped by a new tribe 

of legal practitioners 

October 18 was a significant day, as it marked the 10th anniversary of the National Green Tribunal, 

or NGT.  

Few ministries can boast of as varied, diverse, and challenging a mandate as the Ministry of 

Environment and Forests.  

The downside to this vast and all-encompassing scope, which covers forests, wildlife, environment, 

climate change and coastal protection, is that it gives rise to an equally diverse volume of 

litigation. 

 

Stages in an evolution of NGT: 

1. Several years prior, Parliament had passed laws related to the establishment of a National 

Environment Tribunal (1995) and a National Environment Appellate Authority (1997).  

2. The Authority was intended to act primarily as a forum for challenges to environmental 

clearances while the Tribunal could award limited amounts of compensation in cases of 

environmental damage to life or property.  
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3. Many opined, these did not go far enough in terms of jurisdiction, authority, impact, or 

autonomy. 

4. It was clear that the enforcement, protection, and adjudication of environmental laws 

required a specialised and dedicated body.  

5. A tribunal, staffed with judges and environmental experts, would need to be empowered to 

hear these issues so that the burden on the High Courts and the Supreme Court could be 

reduced.  

6. The quality of time spent on these issues could also be increased as, unlike the Supreme 

Court, the tribunal could have benches in various States, thereby increasing access to all 

citizens. Thus, the idea for the ‘NGT’ was born. 

7. The NGT was established on 18th October, 2010 under the National Green Tribunal Act 2010 

for effective and expeditious disposal of cases relating to environmental protection and 

conservation of forests and other natural resources. 

8. New Delhi is the Principal Place of Sitting of the Tribunal and Bhopal, Pune, Kolkata and 

Chennai shall be the other four places of sitting of the Tribunal. 

9. The Tribunal is not bound by the procedure laid down under the Code of Civil Procedure, 

1908, but shall be guided by principles of natural justice. 

 

About National Green Tribunal (NGT) 

1. It is a specialised body set up under the National Green Tribunal Act (2010) for effective and 

expeditious disposal of cases relating to environmental protection and conservation of 

forests and other natural resources. 

2. With the establishment of the NGT, India became the third country in the world to set up a 

specialised environmental tribunal, only after Australia and New Zealand, and the first 

developing country to do so. 

3. NGT is mandated to make disposal of applications or appeals finally within 6 months of filing 

of the same. 

4. The NGT has five places of sittings, New Delhi is the Principal place of sitting and Bhopal, 

Pune, Kolkata and Chennai are the other four. 

 

Strengths and Achievements of NGT: 
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1. Over the years NGT has emerged as a critical player in environmental regulation, passing 

strict orders on issues ranging from pollution to deforestation to waste management. 

2. NGT ensures enforcement of any legal right relating to the environment and provides relief 

and compensation for damages to persons and property and for matters connected 

therewith or incidental thereto. 

3. NGT offers a path for the evolution of environmental jurisprudence by setting up an 

alternative dispute resolution mechanism. 

4. It helps reduce the burden of litigation in the higher courts on environmental matters. 

5. NGT is less formal, less expensive, and a faster way of resolving environment related 

disputes. 

6. It plays a crucial role in curbing environment-damaging activities. 

7. The Chairperson and members are not eligible for reappointment; hence they are likely to 

deliver judgements independently, without succumbing to pressure from any quarter. 

8. The NGT has been instrumental in ensuring that the Environment Impact Assessment process 

is strictly observed. 

 

The track record: 

Since its inception, the NGT has, apart from creating a new breed of legal practitioners, protected 

vast acres of forest land, halted polluting construction activities in metros and smaller towns.  

It has penalised errant officials who have turned a blind eye towards enforcing the laws, and held 

large corporate entities to account.  

It has protected the rights of tribal communities and ensured the enforcement of the “polluter 

pays” principle in letter and spirit.  

 

But key challenges remain:  

1. The NGT must focus less on governance issues and more on adjudication. Benches have to 

expand manifold. Vacancies have to be filled quickly. 

2. Decisions of NGT have also been criticised and challenged due to their repercussions on 

economic growth and development. 

3. The absence of a formula-based mechanism in determining the compensation has also 

brought criticism to the tribunal. 
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4. The decisions given by NGT are not fully complied by the stakeholders or the government. 

Sometimes its decisions are pointed out not to be feasible to implement within a given 

timeframe. 

5. The lack of human and financial resources has led to high pendency of cases - which 

undermines NGT’s very objective of disposal of appeals within 6 months. 

6. The justice delivery mechanism is also hindered by limited number of regional benches. 

7. Two important acts - Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 and Scheduled Tribes and Other 

Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 have been kept out of 

NGT’s jurisdiction.  

8. This restricts the jurisdiction area of NGT and at times hampers its functioning as the crucial 

forest rights issue is linked directly to the environment. 

 

Conclusion: 

In this endeavour it has been assisted by brilliant practitioners, many of whom are young counsels, 

passionate and dedicated towards protecting the environment. 

There is need for more autonomy and widen NGT’s scope for effective protection of environment 

in balance with human developmental activities. 

In its next decade, the NGT must continue to remain a proactive ‘inconvenience’ to all those who, 

while pontificating grandiloquently on the need for environmental protection, take actions that 

make economic growth ecologically unsustainable. 
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2.Towards cleaner air in Delhi 

 

 

 

Context: 

Every year, Diwali fireworks blanket Delhi in a haze, compounding air pollution’s health risks, 

particularly to children, the elderly and those with underlying illnesses.  

The difference this year is that rare respite from pollution as COVID-19 slammed the brakes on 

economic activity.  

But with air pollution returning to pre-COVID levels, it is opportune that the Delhi administration 

has launched a major anti-pollution campaign this month. 

 

Air Pollution in Delhi: 

According to air quality data compiled by the World Health Organisation (WHO), Delhi is among the 

world’s most polluted cities. 

Particulate matter, PM2.5 and PM10 in Delhi, exceed national standards and the more stringent 

World Health Organization limits. 
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Delhi needs a 65% reduction to meet the national standards for PM2.5. Delhi’s toxic air also 

contains high doses of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxide. 

The lack of wind worsens the pollutant concentration. The Ministry of Earth Sciences published a 

research paper in October 2018 attributing almost 41% to vehicular emissions, 21.5% to dust and 

18% to industries. Emission testing of vehicles is only 25%. 

According to the WHO, India has the world's highest death rate from chronic respiratory diseases 

and asthma. Air pollution also impacts the environment through reduced visibility, acid rain, and 

formation of ozone at the tropospheric level. 

 

Anti-pollution Campaign in Delhi: 

1. The Delhi Government has recently launched a major anti-pollution campaign, Yuddh 

Pradushan Ke Viruddh, which includes a tree transplantation policy, construction of a smog 

tower at Connaught Place (Delhi), promoting Electric vehicles and preventing stubble 

burning. 

2. This will help in combating the poor air quality of Delhi which deteriorates even more in the 

winter season. 

3. The campaign is rightly focused on cutting the deadly smoke from thermal plants and brick 

kilns in the National Capital Region as well as on chemical treatment of stubble burning from 

nearby States.  

4. Air pollution before COVID-19 was dire. Particulate matter, PM2.5 and PM10, exceed 

national standards and the more stringent World Health Organization limits.  

5. Delhi’s toxic air also contains high doses of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxide. The lack of 

wind worsens the pollutant concentration. 

6. Delhi needs a 65% reduction to meet the national standards for PM2.5.  

7. Vehicles, including trucks and two-wheelers, contribute 20%-40% of the PM2.5 

concentrations. Tackling vehicle emissions would be one part of the agenda, as in 

comparable situations in Bangkok, Beijing, and Mexico City.  

 

Control emissions by taking certain measures: 

1. The first part is stricter enforcement of emission controls and a willingness to impose 

tougher penalties.  

2. Two-wheelers and three-wheelers were as important as cars and lorries in Beijing’s 

experience.  
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3. Bangkok ramped up inspection and maintenance to cut emissions. The first order of business 

is to implement the national standards. Emission testing of vehicles under Delhi’s Pollution 

Under Control Policy was only 25%. 

4. The second prong is reducing private vehicles on the road by strengthening public transport.  

5. Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) systems in Mexico City, Bogota, Istanbul, and Johannesburg show 

how the sizeable investment cost is more than offset by the benefits, and that financing pays 

off.  

6. Delhi has lessons from its BRT experience in designating better BRT lanes, improving the 

ticketing system and synchronising with the Metro.  

7. The Supreme Court’s ruling to increase Delhi’s bus fleet and align it with the Metro network 

must be carried out.  

8. The ‘odd-even’ number plate policy can help, but the system should reduce exemptions, 

allow a longer implementation period, and complement it with other measures. 

 

A longer-term solution: 

The agenda to could cut air pollution from all sources combined by one-quarter to one-third by 

2025, which, if sustained, could extend people’s lives by two-three years, ameliorating respiratory 

complications from COVID-19. 

The another prong, even if longer term, involves electric vehicles (EVs). Subsidies and investment 

will be needed to ensure that EVs are used to a meaningful scale, without fossil fuels for charging 

them.  

The Delhi government’s three-year policy aims to make EVs account for a quarter of the new 

vehicles registered in the capital by 2024.  

EVs will gain from purchase incentives, scrappage benefits on older vehicles, loans at favourable 

interest and a waiver of road taxes. 

 

Conclusion: 

A three-part action comprises emissions standards, public transport, and electric vehicles. 

Delhi’s long-term solution will depend importantly also on abating emissions from transportation.  

Transport solutions need to be one part of pollution abatement that includes industry and 

agriculture. Delhi’s own actions will not work if the pollution from neighbouring States is not 

addressed head on. 
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A three-part action for combating vehicular emissions comprises emissions standards, public 

transport, and electric vehicles.  

The Supreme Court’s ruling to increase Delhi’s bus fleet and align it with the Metro network must 

be carried out. 

Technical solutions need to be underpinned by coordination and transparency across Central, State, 

and local governments.  

Citizen participation and the media are vital for sharing the message on pollution and health, using 

data such as those from the Central Pollution Control Board. 

It is a matter of prioritising people’s health and a brighter future. Once the pandemic is over, Delhi 

must not stumble into yet another public health emergency. The time to act is now. 

 

3.Less pollution, more soil fertility 

 

 

 

Introduction: 

Stubble burning refers to the practice of farmers setting fire to plant debris that remain in farms 

after harvest.  

Before the 1980s, farmers used to till the remaining debris back into the soil after harvesting the 

crops manually.  
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Origin of stubble burning: 

The origin of stubble burning can be traced to the advent of the Green Revolution and 

mechanised harvesting, which utilised the combined harvesting technique.  

The Green Revolution increased greatly rice and wheat production, which simultaneously increased 

stubble post-harvest.  

However, the popular combined harvesting technique was not efficacious, as machines left behind 

one-foot-tall stalks.  

This prompted stubble burning as a low-cost and speedy solution available to farmers due to the 

limited time period of 20-25 days between harvesting one crop and sowing another. 

 

Environmental impact: 

1. Stubble burning is practised predominantly by farmers in north India. It releases harmful 

gases including nitrogen oxide and carbon monoxide into the atmosphere.  

2. In recent years, this practice has created vast smoke blankets across the Indo-Gangetic Plain 

and numerous neighbouring States, including Delhi.  

3. This directly exposes millions of people to air pollution. As per a TERI (The Energy and 

Resources Institute) report, in 2019 the air pollution in New Delhi and other parts of north 

India was 20 times higher than the safe threshold level as prescribed by the World Health 

Organization.  

4. Stubble burning also has a deleterious impact on soil fertility, destroys organic fertilizers and 

reduces ground water levels.  

5. Stubble burning during a pandemic could worsen the situation by making lungs weaker and 

people more susceptible to disease. It could also impact those recovering from infection. 

6. In 2013, stubble burning was banned by the Punjab government. In 2015, the National 

Green Tribunal imposed a ban on stubble burning in Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Haryana and 

Punjab and directed government to assist farmers by obtaining equipment like happy 

seeders and rotavator.  

7. Stubble burning is an offence under Section 188 of the Indian Penal Code and the Air 

(Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1981. 

 

Polluting our soils is polluting our future: 
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1. Soil is a finite resource, meaning its loss and degradation is not recoverable within a human 

lifespan. Soils affect the food we eat, the water we drink, the air we breathe, our health and 

the health of all organisms on the planet.  

2. Without healthy soils we wouldn’t be able to grow our food. In fact, it is estimated that 95 

percent of our food is directly or indirectly produced on our soils. 

3. Soil pollution causes a chain reaction. It alters soils’ biodiversity, reduces soil organic matter 

and soils’ capacity to act as a filter.  

4. It also contaminates the water stored in the soil and groundwater, and causes an imbalance 

of soil nutrients.  

5. Among the most common soil pollutants are heavy metals, persistent organic pollutants and 

emerging pollutants like pharmaceutical and personal care products.   

6. Soil pollution is devastating to the environment and has consequences for all forms of life 

that encounter it.  

7. Unsustainable agricultural practices that reduce soil organic matter can facilitate the transfer 

of pollutants into the food chain. 

8. For example: polluted soil can release contaminants into the groundwater, which goes on to 

accumulate in plant tissue, and is then passed to grazing animals, birds, and finally to the 

humans that eat the plants and animals. 

 

Findings of the Study: 

Crop burning contributed nearly 40% of the near-surface PM 2.5 in Delhi in 2016, which saw one of 

Delhi’s severest pollution episodes. 

In results, it emerged that crop residue contribution to PM over Delhi in 2016, increased only 

marginally (1%) when compared to a hypothetical scenario of crops being burned 10 days earlier. 

Early burning while reducing PM burning by 20g/m3, did not reduce the number of days of 

significant PM exposure in Delhi, which hovered around 55 days. 

However, the study showed that delaying rice burning 10 days beyond what is currently practised 

could be harmful leading to an increase in peak PM emissions as well as increase the number of 

pollution days. 

 

Recent measures taken by the government: 
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Recently, in Aditya Dubey v. Union of India, the Supreme Court appointed retired apex court judge 

Justice Madan B. Lokur as a one-man committee to monitor and provide steps to prevent stubble 

burning activities in Punjab, Haryana and U.P.  

Haryana submitted that numerous steps are taken to curb stubble burning in Punjab and Haryana, 

including the development of an app to detect and notify authorities about stubble burning 

committed in a particular field.  

Now the Union government has brought out an ordinance to set up a permanent commission for 

air quality management, which will replace the Justice Madan B. Lokur Commission. 

 

Solution: New revolution: The PUSA Decomposer: 

A revolution in timely stubble removal is the need of the hour.  

1. The action plan of Punjab and Haryana appears to focus more on setting up Custom Hiring 

Centres which will facilitate farmers removing stubble by providing them with machinery 

such as the happy seeder, rotavator, paddy straw chopper, etc. on rent along with the supply 

of more balers.  

2. As per a study by the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre, the application of 

happy seeders and super SMS machines can improve agricultural productivity by 10% to 

15% while reducing labour costs and allowing the soil to become more fertile. 

3. This year, the Union government is testing an innovative method, the PUSA Decomposer, 

developed at the Indian Agricultural Research Institute, Pusa.  

4. The PUSA Decomposer is a set of four tablets made by extracting fungi strains that help the 

paddy straw to decompose at a much faster rate than usual, giving farmers the option to 

shred the straw, spray a solution containing the fungal strains, and mix it with the soil for 

decomposition.  

 

Conclusion: 

Healthy soils are the key to food security and our sustainable future. They help sustain food 

production, mitigate and adapt to climate change, filter water, improve resilience to floods and 

droughts and so much more. 

If methods such as this become successful, it will be a new revolution in farming. This has the 

potential to both reduce air pollution and increase soil fertility. 
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4.Vanquishing viruses: On Nobel prize for medicine 

    

 

Context: 

At a time when the world is faced with multiple assaults from a frighteningly obscure virus, it 

cannot be mere coincidence that the Nobel Committee decided to anoint three scientists who 

peeled the layers off another virus that confounded generations of physicians the Hepatitis C virus 

(HCV).  

The 2020 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, to Harvey J. Alter, Michael Houghton and Charles 

M. Rice, is a stout endorsement of years of work that went towards identifying one of the world’s 

greatest scourges.  

But to see it shorn of the context it is couched in would be to miss the larger point or purpose it 

could serve.  

Choosing researchers who went after a pathogen and succeeded in unwrapping the whole puzzle at 

a time when others are fighting fatigue in a daily battle against the SARS-CoV-2 virus, is also a hat 

tip to the virologists and geneticists burning the midnight oil, for over nine months now. 
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Identification of Hepatitis C virus: 

1. Identification of the novel virus was now a high priority. All the traditional techniques for 

virus hunting were put to use but, in spite of this, the virus eluded isolation for over a 

decade.  

2. Michael Houghton, working for the pharmaceutical firm Chiron, undertook the arduous work 

needed to isolate the genetic sequence of the virus. Houghton and his co-workers created a 

collection of DNA fragments from nucleic acids found in the blood of an infected 

chimpanzee.  

3. The majority of these fragments came from the genome of the chimpanzee itself, but the 

researchers predicted that some would be derived from the unknown virus.  

4. On the assumption that antibodies against the virus would be present in blood taken from 

hepatitis patients, the investigators used patient sera to identify cloned viral DNA fragments 

encoding viral proteins.  

5. Following a comprehensive search, one positive clone was found. Further work showed that 

this clone was derived from a novel RNA virus belonging to the Flavivirus family and it was 

named Hepatitis C virus.  

6. The presence of antibodies in chronic hepatitis patients strongly implicated this virus as the 

missing agent. 

 

Hepatitis – a global threat to human health: 

1. Liver inflammation, or hepatitis, a combination of the Greek words for liver and 

inflammation, is mainly caused by viral infections, although alcohol abuse, environmental 

toxins and autoimmune disease are also important causes.  

2. In the 1940’s, it became clear that there are two main types of infectious hepatitis. The first, 

named hepatitis A, is transmitted by polluted water or food and generally has little long-

term impact on the patient.  

3. The second type is transmitted through blood and bodily fluids and represents a much 

more serious threat since it can lead to a chronic condition, with the development of 

cirrhosis and liver cancer. 

4. This form of hepatitis is insidious, as otherwise healthy individuals can be silently infected for 

many years before serious complications arise.  
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5. Blood-borne hepatitis is associated with significant morbidity and mortality and causes 

more than a million deaths per year world-wide, thus making it a global health concern on a 

scale comparable to HIV-infection and tuberculosis. 

 

Difference between hepatitis A, hepatitis B, and hepatitis C: 

Hepatitis A, hepatitis B, and hepatitis C are liver infections caused by three different viruses. 

Hepatitis A is usually a short-term infection. 

Hepatitis B and hepatitis C can also begin as short-term infections, but in some people, the virus 

remains in the body and causes chronic (long-term) infection. 

There are vaccines to prevent hepatitis A and hepatitis B; however, there was no vaccine for 

hepatitis C. Hepatitis C is a liver infection caused by the hepatitis C virus. 

Hepatitis C can range from a mild illness lasting a few weeks to a serious, long-term illness. 

 

Hepatitis in India: 

1. 40 million people are chronically infected with the Hepatitis B virus and 6 to 12 million with 

the Hepatitis C virus. 

2. According to the World Health Organization, about 71 million people in the world have 

chronic infection with the Hepatitis C virus, which is also a major cause of liver cancer. 

3. A vaccine for the disease has still not been developed but it can be treated with the help of 

anti-viral drugs. 

4. In 2018 the National Viral Hepatitis Control Programme (NVHCP) was launched which has 

the target to eliminate Hepatitis C by 2030.  

5. The program is the largest program for Hepatitis B and C diagnosis and treatment in the 

world. 

6. Hepatitis B is included under India's Universal Immunization Programme (UIP) which provides 

free of cost vaccination against a total of 12 vaccine-preventable diseases. 

7. The first recombinant DNA-based vaccine for Hepatitis B infection was made in India by 

Hyderabad-based Shantha Biotech. 

 

Significance of this Nobel Prize-awarded discovery: 

The Nobel Laureates discovery of Hepatitis C virus is a landmark achievement in the ongoing battle 

against viral diseases. 
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Thanks to their discovery, highly sensitive blood tests for the virus are now available and these 

have essentially eliminated post-transfusion hepatitis in many parts of the world, greatly 

improving global health.  

Their discovery also allowed the rapid development of antiviral drugs directed at hepatitis C.  

For the first time in history, the disease can now be cured, raising hopes of eradicating Hepatitis C 

virus from the world population.  

To achieve this goal, international efforts facilitating blood testing and making antiviral drugs 

available across the globe will be required. 

 

Conclusion: 

The Nobel Committee called it “among the most impactful scientific accomplishments of the 20th 

century”.  

In true lineage of other Nobel Prizes for Medicine, their identification represents “milestone 

achievements that have revolutionised medicine and substantially improved human health”.  

The triumph of humanity, over the pathogens that debilitate and kill men and women is certainly a 

singular achievement that is worth celebrating and showcasing this achievement will send a 

deeply inspiring message at a time when another virus is holding the world to ransom. 
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5.Scissoring the DNA: On Chemistry Nobel 

 

 

 

Context: 

Emmanuelle Charpentier of France and Jennifer A Doudna of the USA have been awarded the 2020 

Nobel Prize in Chemistry for developing CRISPR/Cas9 genetic scissors, one of gene technology’s 

sharpest tools. 

It is for the first time a Nobel science prize has gone to a women-only team. 

 

CRISPR Technology: 

The CRISPR (short for Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats) technology for 

gene-editing was first developed in 2012. 
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It makes gene sequencing very easy, simple and extremely efficient providing nearly endless 

possibilities. 

Editing, or modifying, gene sequences is not new and has been happening for several decades now, 

particularly in the field of agriculture, where several crops have been genetically modified to 

provide particular traits. 

It locates the specific area in the genetic sequence which has been diagnosed to be the cause of the 

problem, cuts it out, and replaces it with a new and correct sequence that no longer causes the 

problem. 

 

CRISPR change the deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA): 

The CRISPR/Cas9 genetic scissors can be used to change the deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) of 

animals, plants and microorganisms with extremely high precision. 

The CRISPR/Cas9 tool has already contributed to significant gains in crop resilience, altering their 

genetic code to better withstand drought and pests. 

This technology has had a revolutionary impact on the life sciences and contributes to new cancer 

therapies. It has the potential of curing inherited diseases. 

 

Application in various treatments: 

1. The gene-editing technology has opened up a vast window of opportunity. In the last six 

years, the tool has enabled scientists to edit human DNA in a dish and early-stage clinical 

trials are being attempted to use the tool to treat a few diseases, including inherited 

disorders/diseases and some types of cancer. 

2. The CRISPR-Cas9 tool has already contributed to significant gains in crop resilience, altering 

their genetic code to better withstand drought and pests. 

3. The technology has also led to innovative cancer treatments and many experts hope that it 

may help in curing the inherited diseases.  

4. Genes of plants can be edited to make them withstand pests, or improve their tolerance to 

drought or temperature. 

5. Though in 2016 China began the first human clinical trial to treat an aggressive form of lung 

cancer by introducing cells that contain genes edited using CRISPR-Cas9, the use of the tool 

has so far been limited to curing genetic diseases in animal models.  

6. Last year, a Chinese researcher used the tool to modify a particular gene in the embryo to 

make babies immune to HIV infection, which led to international furore.  
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Concerns regarding in scientific and ethics communities: 

1. Though no guidelines have been drawn up so far, there is a general consensus in the 

scientific and ethics communities that the gene-editing technique should not be used 

clinically on embryos.  

2. The fear of a premature rush of the CRISPR system for therapeutic use still remains. Studies 

have shown that cells edited from CRISPR-Cas9 can lead to cancer. 

3. The risk of mutations in those cells elsewhere in the genome may increase.  

4. Although the technique of CRISPR-Cas9 has been used widely to treat many disorders, what 

diseases or characteristics should be decided through genetic modification is still unknown. 

 

5. The problem in this case, potential infection to HIV virus, already had other alternative 

solutions and treatments.  

6. What made matters worse was that the gene-editing was probably done without any 

regulatory permission or oversight. 

7. Besides, CRISPR technology wasn’t 100 per cent accurate, and it is possible that some other 

genes could also get altered by mistake. 

 

Conclusion: 

Unlike in the case of humans, the tool is being extensively used in agriculture. It is being tried out 

in agriculture primarily to increase plant yield, quality, disease resistance, herbicide resistance and 

domestication of wild species.  

The huge potential to edit genes using this tool has been used to create a large number of crop 

varieties with improved agronomic performance; it has also brought in sweeping changes to 

breeding technologies.  

The gene-editing tool has indeed taken “life sciences into a new epoch”. 
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6.Gig work and its skewed terms 

 

            

 

Context: 

The new Code on Social Security allows a platform worker to be defined by their vulnerability not 

their labour, nor the vulnerabilities of platform work. 

Swiggy workers have been essential during the pandemic. Even so, they have faced a continuous 

dip in pay and no rewards for being essential workers.  

During the last six months, many platform workers have unionised under the All India Gig Workers 

Union and have protested day in and day out, deploring Swiggy for reducing their base pay from 

₹35 to ₹10 per delivery order. 

It has been truly remarkable to see the ‘food delivery’ identity being developed through collective 

action, just as that of Uber and Ola taxi drivers has been taking shape for a few years now.  

Stable terms of earning have been a key demand of delivery-persons and drivers through years of 

protests. 

 

About gig economy: 
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A gig economy is a free market system in which temporary positions are common and 

organizations contract with independent workers for short-term engagements 

Examples of gig employees in the workforce could include freelancers, independent contractors, 

project-based workers and temporary or part-time hires. 

An estimated 56% of new employment in India is being generated by the gig economy companies 

across both the blue-collar and white-collar workforce. 

 

‘Gig’ economy is creating lakhs of jobs, but workers don’t see a future: 

1. The recent Periodic Labour Force Survey from the Ministry of Statistics and Programme 

Implementation shows unemployment rate at a 45-year high, at 6.1%; the highest levels of 

joblessness is among urban youth.  

2. Other reports show that over the past two years domestic consumption has reduced, 

industrial growth has flatlined, private investments are lower, and market volatility has hit 

drivers of employment.  

3. And so, not surprisingly, many, including undergraduates and diploma holders, now look at 

the gig economy as a stop-gap solution until the market turns. 

4. Human resources firm TeamLease estimates that 13 lakh Indians joined the gig economy in 

the last half of 2018-19, registering a 30% growth compared to the first half of the fiscal year.  

5. Better Place, a digital platform that does background verification and skill development in 

the informal sector, estimates that of the 21 lakh jobs that will be created in the metros in 

2019-20, 14 lakh will be in the gig economy.  

6. Food and e-commerce delivery will account for 8 lakh positions and drivers will account for 

nearly 6 lakh positions, says the report, based on 11 lakh profiles in over 1,000 companies.  

7. Delhi, Bengaluru and other metros are expected to be the biggest drivers of this sector. And 

two-thirds of this workforce will be under the age of 40. 

 

Three new labour codes:  Acknowledged gig workers: 

The three new labour codes passed by Parliament recently acknowledge platform and gig workers 

as new occupational categories in the making, in a bid to keep India’s young workforce secure as it 

embraces ‘new kinds of work’, like delivery, in the digital economy.  

But do the codes let Swiggy workers ask for the pay that they were promised? No.  
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What a platform worker is allowed to claim as rights, responsibilities and working conditions that 

can be legally upheld is the key question in these codes, such as for factory workers, who have 

been an important industrial element in India and around the world.  

The specific issues of working in factories, the duration of time needed on a factory floor, and 

associated issues are recognised as the parameters for defining an ideal worker under most labour 

laws, and this has not shifted much. 

 

Defining an ‘employee’: 

1. The Code on Wages, 2019, tries to expand this idea by using ‘wages’ as the primary 

definition of who an ‘employee’ is.  

2. The wage relationship is an important relationship in the world of work, especially in the 

context of a large informal economy.  

3. Even so, the terms ‘gig worker’, ‘platform worker’ and ‘gig economy’ appear elsewhere in the 

Code on Social Security. 

4. Since the laws are prescriptive, what is written within them creates the limits to what rights 

can be demanded, and how these rights can be demanded.  

5. Hence, the categories and where they appear become key signs for understanding what kind 

of identity different workers can have under these new laws. Platform delivery people can 

claim benefits, but not labour rights.  

6. This distinction makes them beneficiaries of State programmes. This does not allow them to 

go to court to demand better and stable pay, or regulate the algorithms that assign the tasks.  

7. This also means that the government or courts cannot pull up platform companies for their 

choice of pay, or how long they ask people to work. 

8. The main role of the laws for a ‘platform worker’ is to make available benefits and safety 

nets from the government or platform companies.  

9. Even though platforms are part of the idea of how work will evolve in the future, the current 

laws do not see them as future industrial workers. 

 

Secure benefits: No guarantees: 

1. In the Code on Social Security, 2020, platform workers are now eligible for benefits like 

maternity benefits, life and disability cover, old age protection, provident fund, employment 

injury benefits, and so on.  
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2. However, eligibility does not mean that the benefits are guaranteed. None of these are 

secure benefits, which means that from time to time, the Central government can formulate 

welfare schemes that cover these aspects of personal and work security, but they are not 

guaranteed.  

3. Actualising these benefits will depend on the political will at the Central and State 

government-levels and how unions elicit political support.  

4. For some states like Karnataka, where a platform-focused social security scheme was in the 

making last year, this will possibly offer some financial assistance by the Centre.  

5. However, that is not assured. The language in the Code is open enough to imply that 

platform companies can be called upon to contribute either solely or with the government to 

some of these schemes.  

6. But it does not force the companies to contribute towards benefits or be responsible for 

workplace issues. 

 

Conclusion: 

With a population of over 1.3 billion, and a majority of them below the age of 35, relying on the "gig 

economy" is perhaps the only way to create employment for a large semi-skilled and unskilled 

workforce.  

Therefore, it is important to hand-hold this sector and help it grow. We need policies and processes 

that give clarity to the way the sector should function. 

The ‘platform worker’ identity has the potential to grow in power and scope, but it will be 

mediated by politicians, election years, rates of under-employment, and large, investment- heavy 

technology companies that are notorious for not complying with local laws.  

But there are no guarantees for better and more stable days for platform workers, even though 

they are meant to be ‘the future of work’. 
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7.Phased manufacturing policy that is hardly smart 

 

 

 

Context: 

Recently, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY) approved 16 firms in the 

mobile manufacturing sector for the Production Linked Incentive (PLI) scheme (for large-scale 

electronics manufacturing, notified on April 1, 2020) to transform India into a major mobile 

manufacturing hub.  

These are five domestic and five foreign mobile phone producers and six component 

manufacturers.  

The PLI comes on the back of a phased manufacturing programme (PMP) that began in 2016-17 

and was supposed to culminate in 2019-20.  

 

About Phased Manufacturing Programme (PMP): 

The PLI follows the phased manufacturing programme (PMP) which was launched in 2016-17. 

The PMP aimed to increase the share of locally-procured components in the manufacturing of 

mobile phones leading to the setting up of a “robust indigenous mobile manufacturing ecosystem 

in India.” 

The PMP incentivised the manufacture of low value accessories initially, and then moved on to the 

manufacture of higher value components.  
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This was done by increasing the basic customs duty on the imports of these accessories or 

components. The PMP was implemented with an aim to improve value addition in the country. 

 

Situation of Mobile exports and imports in India: 

1. Recently, a study by Ernst & Young for the India Cellular & Electronics Association showed 

that if the cost of production of a mobile phone is say 100 (without subsidies), then the 

effective cost (with subsidies and other benefits) of manufacturing mobile phone in China is 

79.55, Vietnam, 89.05, and India (including PLI), 92.51.  

2. This shows that incentives under the PLI policy may not turn out to be a game-changing 

move, and it may be premature to expect a major chunk of mobile manufacturing to shift 

from China to India. 

3. It may also be useful to recall that mobile phone investments that occurred around 2005, 

targeted relatively local and low value export markets, which is being followed by the 

incumbent mobile manufacturers in the county.  

4. Numbers show that though India’s mobile phone exports grew from $1.6 billion in 2018-19 

to $3.8 billion in 2019-20, the per unit value declined from $91.1 to $87, respectively.  

5. Thus, our export competitiveness seems to be in mobiles with lower selling price.  

6. It is clear that the PLI policy does not strengthen our current export competitiveness in 

mobile phones; and markets with higher average selling price have lower volumes. 

 

More imports in India: Limitation in PMP policy: 

1. Firms such as Apple, Xiaomi, Oppo, and OnePlus have invested in India, but mostly through 

their contract manufacturers.  

2. As a result, production increased from $13.4 billion in 2016-17 to $31.7 billion in 2019-20.  

3. However, analysis of factory-level production data from the Annual Survey of Industries (ASI) 

shows that in 2017-18, value addition for surveyed firms (barring two outliers) ranged from 

1.6% to 17.4%, with most of the firms being below 10%.  

4. For the majority of the surveyed firms, more than 85% of the inputs were imported.  

5. Comparable UN data for India, China, Vietnam, Korea and Singapore (2017-2019), show that 

except for India, all countries exported more mobile phone parts than imports which 

indicates the presence of facilities that add value to these parts before exporting them.  

6. India, on the other hand, imported more than it exported, the least being in 2019 when its 

imports of mobile phone parts were 25 times the exports.  
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7. Therefore, while the PMP policy increased the value of domestic production, improvement 

in local value addition remains a work-in-progress. 

 

PMP policy in India may arise a issue of Tariff in WTO: 

In September 2019, Chinese Taipei contested the raise in tariffs under the PMP.  

If the PMP is found to be World Trade Organization (WTO) non-compliant, then we may be flooded 

with imports of mobile phones which might make the local assembly of mobile phones unattractive.  

This will affect the operations of the mobile investments done under the PMP. 

 

Limitations that need to be corrected: 

1. Low Level of Participation in Global Value Chains (GVCs): India’s participation in GVCs has 

been low compared to the major exporting nations in East and Southeast Asia. 

2. On the contrary, export growth of capital intensive products from China has been mainly 

driven by its participation in the GVCs. 

3. China’s export promotion policies since the 1990s have relied heavily on a strategy of 

integrating its domestic industries within the GVCs. 

4. With low participation in GVCs have resulted in a disproportionate shift in India’s 

geographical direction of exports from traditional rich country markets to other destinations 

like African countries. 

5. Shift from China is unlikely: Chinese firms that dominate the Indian market are not a part of 

the PLI policy.  

6. Thus, their capacity expansion, if any, will be in addition to this. India produced around 29 

crore units of mobile phones for the year 2018-19; 94% of these were sold in the domestic 

market, with the remaining being exported.  

7. This implies that much of the incremental production and sales under the PLI policy will have 

to be for the export market. 

 

 

Now, Production Incentive Scheme (PLI) for Large Scale Electronics Manufacturing: 

Production linked incentive to boost domestic manufacturing and attract large investments in 

mobile phone. 
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Manufacturing and specified electronic components including Assembly, Testing, Marking and 

Packaging (ATMP) units. 

Extend an incentive of 4% to 6% on incremental sales (over base year) of goods manufactured in 

India for a period of 5 years subsequent to the base year as defined.  

The total cost of the proposed scheme is around Rs 41,000 Crores. 

It will attract global MNCs such as Apple, Samsung, Oppo etc. to manufacture in India. Boost to 

domestic Industries. Assemble in India to be integrated with Make in India. 

 

Conclusion: 

In summary, the PMP policy, since 2016-17 has barely been helpful in raising domestic value 

addition in the industry even though value of production expanded considerably.  

As backward integration via tariff protection is likely to come up against WTO rules, the new PLI 

focus is on increasing domestic production, and not value addition.  

The policy has separately licensed six component manufacturers to start domestic manufacturing. 

This may not succeed as the assemblers and component manufacturers move together.  

A first step in this direction could be to encourage foreign firms chosen under the PLI policy to 

collocate their supply ecosystems in the country. 

The new PLI policy offers an incentive subject to thresholds of incremental investment and sales of 

manufactured goods; these thresholds vary for foreign and domestic mobile firms.  

Thus, focus remains on increasing value of domestic production, and not local value addition. 
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8.A tale of mangrove migration 

 

                               

 

Introduction: 

In 2008, Punarbasu Chaudhuri, mangrove ecologist from the University of Calcutta spotted an 

interesting mangrove plant at the bank of river Hooghly inside Kolkata city.  

It was quite unusual, as mangroves require a cyclic supply of saline water, and this growth at an 

upstream zone was remarkable.  

He then started an investigation on their distribution in the Hooghly estuary, and his recent paper 

suggests that the mangroves have started moving upstream, growing in less-saline regions. 

 

Mangroves in India: 

1. Mangroves represent a characteristic littoral (near the seashore) forest ecosystem. 

2. These are mostly evergreen forests that grow in sheltered low lying coasts, estuaries, 

mudflats, tidal creeks backwaters (coastal waters held back on land), marshes and lagoons of 

tropical and subtropical regions. 

3. Mangroves grow below the high-water level of spring tides. 
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4. The best locations are where abundant silt is brought down by rivers or on the backshore of 

accreting sandy beaches. 

5. Mangroves are highly productive ecosystems, and the trees may vary in height from 8 to 20 

m. They protect the shoreline from the effect of cyclones and tsunamis. 

6. They are breeding and spawning ground for many commercially important fishes. 

7. Since mangroves are located between the land and sea, they represent the best example of 

ecotone. 

8. Mangroves are shrubs or small trees that grow in coastal saline or brackish water. Mangroves 

are salt tolerant trees, also called halophytes, and are adapted harsh coastal conditions. 

9. Mangrove vegetation facilitates more water loss. Leaves are thick and contain salt-secreting 

glands. Some block absorption of salt at their roots itself. 

10. They contain a complex salt filtration system and complex root system to cope with 

saltwater immersion and wave action. They are adapted to the low oxygen (anoxic) 

conditions of waterlogged mud. 

11. They produce pneumatophores (blind roots) to overcome the respiration problem in the 

anaerobic soil conditions. 

12. Mangroves occur worldwide in the tropics and subtropics, mainly between latitudes 25° N 

and 25° S. 

13. They require high solar radiation to filter saline water through their roots. This explains why 

mangroves are confined to only tropical and sub-tropical coastal waters. 

14. Mangroves occur in a variety of configurations. Some species (e.g. Rhizophora) send arching 

prop roots down into the water. 

15. While other (e.g. Avicennia) send vertical “Pneumatophores” or air roots up from the mud. 

16. Adventitious roots which emerged from the main trunk of a tree above ground level are 

called stilt roots. 

17. Mangroves exhibit Viviparity mode of reproduction. i.e. seeds germinate in the tree itself 

(before falling to the ground). 

18. This is an adaptive mechanism to overcome the problem of germination in saline water. 

 

Redistributing plants: Reasons for moving Up-stream: 
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After surveying the banks near Kolkata, he was able to spot a few mangroves belonging to the 

genus Sonneratia. He says that over the years due to gradual environmental changes and 

anthropogenic activities, mangroves have started to redistribute.  

The paper, published in Marine Pollution Bulletin, notes that they have reclaimed even the upper 

course of the river, which was completely devoid of mangroves before 1995. 

They also studied the sediments and water samples along the river banks. “With the rapid growth 

of Kolkata city, sewage disposal has increased the pollution load in the river waters.  

Globally, there is also rapid mean sea-level rise. All these factors might have played a role in this 

upstream migration,” explains Dr. Chaudhuri who is with the University of Calcutta’s Department of 

Environmental Science. 

 

Importance of Mangroves: 

Mangrove plants have (additional) special roots such as prop roots, pneumatophores which help to 

impede water flow and thereby enhance the deposition of sediment in areas (where it is already 

occurring), stabilise the coastal shores, provide a breeding ground for fishes. 

1. Mangroves moderate monsoonal tidal floods and reduce inundation of coastal lowlands. 

2. They prevent coastal soil erosion. 

3. They protect coastal lands from tsunami, hurricanes and floods. 

4. Mangroves enhance the natural recycling of nutrients. 

5. Mangrove supports numerous florae, avifauna and wildlife. 

6. Provide a safe and favourable environment for breeding, spawning, rearing of several fishes. 

7. They supply woods, firewood, medicinal plants and edible plants to local people. 

8. They provide numerous employment opportunities to local communities and augments their 

livelihood. 

 

About Coringa Mangroves: 

Recently,  Andhra Pradesh Government has constituted a seven-member committee for fulfilment 

of norms required for proposing the Godavari Mangroves (Mada forests), at Coringa, as a World 

Heritage Site. 

Godavari Mangroves at the Coringa Wildlife Sanctuary (CWLS) are touted to be the second largest 

mangroves in India. The largest mangrove forest in the world is Sundarbans, West Bengal. 
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The mangrove forests in Andhra Pradesh are located in the estuaries of the Godavari and the 

Krishna rivers. The Godavari mangroves are located in Godavari estuary of East Godavari district. 

Along with the mangrove forest, the Hope Island, a naturally formed sandy stretch amidst the sea 

that turned into a synonym for biodiversity, too comes under the purview of the sanctuary. 

The sanctuary also has a site where Olive Ridley Sea Turtles nest from January to March every year. 

Once the Coringa sanctuary gets the heritage site tag, UNESCO will help develop tourism and 

protect the wildlife in the mangroves. 

 

Now, presently, Change in ecology of mangroves distribution in the Hooghly estuary: 

The team emphasised the fact that the construction of Farakka Barrage in 1975 has increased 

fresh water flow in River Hooghly, thereby causing change in ecology and chemistry of the river. 

They also found high chemical oxygen demand in the river because of increased release of harmful 

chemicals from multiple point and non-point sources.  

Studies from China have shown that Sonneratia caseolaris grow well in the presence of high 

chemical oxygen demand of water. 

This shows the potential of Sonneratia caseolaris to act as a bio-indicator of regional 

environmental changes.  

They directly indicate changes in the micro-environment. The rate of sedimentation, quality of the 

sediment and biogeochemistry of the river has all been affected by elevated anthropogenic 

activities and global climate change events. 

 

Conclusion: 

The decline in the mangrove area along with this up stream less saline areas migration may increase 

the amplitude of coastal hazards such as storm surges, erosion and flooding.  

The team saw that between Barrackpore and Birlapur, in a non-saline region, about 239 mature 

trees and numerous saplings of Sonneratia caseolaris (commonly known as mangrove apple) have 

grown naturally.  

More studies are needed to understand in detail this new horizon of mangrove adaptation and 

dispersion ecology. We are also planning to study more rivers in this region to get a detailed 

picture of this migration,” adds Dr. Chaudhuri. 
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9.Countering deepfakes, the most serious AI threat 

 

 

 

Context: 

Disinformation and hoaxes have evolved from mere annoyance to high stake warfare for creating 

social discord, increasing polarization, and in some cases, influencing an election outcome. 

Recently, cybercrime officials in India have been tracking certain apps and websites that produce 

nude photographs of innocent people using Artificial Intelligence (AI) algorithms. 

Deepfakes are a new tool to spread computational propaganda and disinformation at scale and 

with speed.  

Access to commodity cloud computing, algorithms, and abundant data has created a perfect storm 

to democratise media creation and manipulation. 

Deepfakes are the digital media (video, audio, and images) manipulated using Artificial Intelligence. 

This synthetic media content is referred to as deepfakes. 

 

About Deep Fake: 

Deep fakes or deep nudes are computer-generated images and videos. Cybercriminals use AI 

softwares to superimpose a digital composite (assembling multiple media files to make a final one) 

onto an existing video, photo or audio. 
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Using AI algorithms a person’s words, head movements and expressions are transferred onto 

another person in such a seamless way that it becomes difficult to tell that it is a deep fake, unless 

one closely observes the media file. 

Deep fakes first came into notice in 2017 when a Reddit user posted explicit videos of celebrities. 

After that several instances have been reported. 

 

Undermining democracy: 

1. A deep fake can also aid in altering the democratic discourse and undermine trust in 

institutions and impair diplomacy. 

2. False information about institutions, public policy, and politicians powered by a deepfake 

can be exploited to spin the story and manipulate belief. 

3. A deep fake of a political candidate can sabotage their image and reputation. 

4. Leaders can also use them to increase populism and consolidate power. Deepfakes can 

become a very effective tool to sow the seeds of polarisation, amplifying division in society, 

and suppressing dissent. 

5. Another concern is a liar’s dividend an undesirable truth is dismissed as deep fake or fake 

news. 

 

Damage to Personal Reputation of personalities:  

1. Deepfake can depict a person indulging in antisocial behaviours and saying vile things. 

2. These can have severe implications on their reputation, sabotaging their professional and 

personal life. 

3. Even if the victim could debunk the deep fake, it may come too late to remedy the initial 

harm. 

4. Further, Deepfakes can be deployed to extract money, confidential information, or exact 

favours from individuals. 

5. A deepfake could act as a powerful tool by a nation-state to undermine public safety and 

create uncertainty and chaos in the target country. 

6. Nation-state actors with geopolitical aspirations, ideological believers, violent extremists, and 

economically motivated enterprises can manipulate media narratives using deepfakes. 
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7. It can be used by insurgent groups and terrorist organisations, to represent their adversaries 

as making inflammatory speeches or engaging in provocative actions to stir up anti-state 

sentiments among people. 

 

Concerns regarding deep fake images: 

1. The technology becomes vulnerable because deep fake images, audio and videos are very 

realistic and can be used by cybercriminals to spread misinformation to intimidate or 

blackmail people, seek revenge or commit fraud on social networking and dating sites. 

2. It has become one of the modern frauds of cyberspace, along with fake news, spam/phishing 

attacks, social engineering fraud, catfishing and academic fraud. 

3. It can be used to create fake pornographic videos and to make politicians appear to say 

things they did not, so the potential for damage to individuals, organisations and societies is 

vast. 

4. With the improvement in technology, deep fakes are also getting better. 

a. Initially, an individual with advanced knowledge of machine learning and access to the 

victim’s publicly-available social media profile could only make deep fakes. 

5. Development of apps and websites capable of such editing became more frequent and 

easily accessible to an average user. 

 

Way Forward Solutions: 

1. To defend the truth and secure freedom of expression, we need a multi stakeholder and 

multi-modal approach. 

2. Media literacy for consumers and journalists is the most effective tool to combat 

disinformation and deepfakes. 

a. Media literacy efforts must be enhanced to cultivate a discerning public. 

3. As consumers of media, we must have the ability to decipher, understand, translate, and use 

the information we encounter. 

4. Even a short intervention with media understanding, learning the motivations and context, 

can lessen the damage. 

5. Improving media literacy is a precursor to addressing the challenges presented by deepfakes. 
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6. Meaningful regulations with a collaborative discussion with the technology industry, civil 

society, and policymakers can facilitate disincentivising the creation and distribution of 

malicious deepfakes. 

7. We also need easy-to-use and accessible technology solutions to detect deepfakes, 

authenticate media, and amplify authoritative sources. 

 

Conclusion: 

To counter the menace of deepfakes, we all must take the responsibility to be a critical consumer 

of media on the Internet, think and pause before we share on social media, and be part of the 

solution to this infodemic. 

To defend the truth and secure freedom of expression, there is a need for a multi-stakeholder and 

multi-modal approach.  

Collaborative actions and collective techniques across legislative regulations, platform policies, 

technology intervention, and media literacy can provide effective and ethical countermeasures to 

mitigate the threat of malicious deep fakes. 
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RSTV/LSTV/AIR SYNOPSIS  
 

RSTV: SCIENCE MONITOR 3.10.2020 

 
VAIBHAV Summit: 

1. The VAIBHAV Summit is a global virtual summit of overseas and resident Indian Researchers 
and Academicians, and is being organized from 2nd October to 31st October 2020. 

2. The aim of the summit is to bring Indian origin luminaries in academic institutes and R&D 
organizations across the world and resident counterparts on a single platform to debate 
upon collaboration mechanisms to strengthen academic and S&T base in India for global 
development. 

3. The inauguration will be followed by online deliberation sessions. The initiative involves 
multiple levels of interactions among overseas experts and Indian counterparts over a 
month-long series of webinars, video conferences etc. More than 3000 overseas Indian origin 
academicians and scientists from 55 countries and more than 10,000 resident academicians 
and scientists are taking part in the summit. About 200 academic institutes and S&T 
departments, led by Principal Scientific Advisor, Government of India, are organizing the 
summit running through the month of October. 

4. Over 1500 panelists from 40 countries, 200 leading Indian R&D and academic institutions will 
virtually deliberate in 18 different areas and 80 topics in more than 200 deliberation 
sessions.  Concluding session is planned on 31st October 2020, on the occasion of Sardar 
Patel Jayanti. 

5. Innovation culture acts as a catalyst to remain contemporary in product development by 
creating a vibrant ecosystem. To boost the innovation ecosystem in India, Vaibhav will add a 
new dimension to Atal Innovation Mission. Summit aims to give an impetus to the objectives 
of Atal Innovation Mission by leveraging the collaborative experience and deep expertise of 
International and Indian subject experts. Vaibhav summit seeks active support and ideation 
from Indian Diaspora for developing skills of Indian aspirants in alignment with the New 
Educational Policy. 

6. In the current scenario of global growth of science, technology and academics the key factors 
to boost R&D are:  

7. Cooperative Development 
8. Complementary Expansion 
9. Inter-disciplinary Extension 
10. To strengthen “AatmaNirbhar Bharat” initiative for High End Research in Science and 

Technology, promulgated by the Hon’ble Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi. 

CSIR Foundation Day 2020: 

 The Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) celebrated its 79th Foundation Day. 
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 Dr Harsh Vardhan, Union Minister of Science and Technology, Earth Sciences, Health and 
Family Welfare and Vice President, CSIR presided over the event. 

 The Minister appreciated the work done by entire CSIR during this current Covid-19 crisis. He 
said under the times of needs CSIR labs have risen to the occasion and delivered diagnostics, 
drugs and ventilators among many others. Dr Harsh Vardhan also released a digital book and 
a short film on the CSIR’s COVID-19 efforts, which highlighted the people behind the various 
initiatives of CSIR in its fight against Covid-19. 

 At the occasion, various CSIR Awards were announced virtually, including CSIR  Innovation 
Awards for School Children-2020,  CSIR Young Scientist Awards-2020, CSIR  Technology 
Awards-2020, CSIR Award for S&T Innovation for Rural Development (CAIRD) – 2017, 2018, 
2019, CSIR Diamond Jubilee Technology Award -2019 and G N Ramachandran Gold Medal for 
Excellence in Biological S&T-2020. 

NDRI Karnal’s new cloning calf ‘TEJAS’: 

 The National Dairy Research Institute, Karnal has developed a high yield breed buffalo calf 
“Tejas” which will help in increasing milk production and farmers’ income across the country. 

 The National Dairy Research Institute, Karnal is progressing further in animal cloning. 
Recently, NDRI has developed a buffalo calf using the hand guided cloning technology. The 
male calf named ‘Tejas’ is the clone of the high yield buffalo breed. 

 This will help in increasing milk production of buffaloes in the country. 
 Country’s largest dairy research centre was working to increase the milk production in the 

country as part of the national effort to increase the income of farmers. 
 The new clone Tejas is of the Murra breed of buffaloes which are known for their high milk 

yield. 
 By 2021-22, there would be a requirement of 140 million doses of semen in the country for 

artificial insemination whereas the current availability is of 85 million doses only. 
 In the last ten years, 16 clones of buffaloes have been developed in the country using cells 

from their milk, ears, urine, blood and semen. 
 In 2009, the NDRI had produced the first female buffalo clone named Garima at the institute. 

Garima then gave birth to Mahima and Karishma in 2013 and 2014 through normal birth. 

Astrosat: 

 India’s first multi-wavelength space-based observatory, Astrosat, completed five successful 
years of operation on September 28. 

 The observatory has provided access to a number of young students and professors, apart 
from seasoned astronomers, to dig into scientific data for carrying out advanced research in 
this field. 

 Until a decade ago, there were barely 50 users of astronomical data, of the kind that Astrosat 
generates, in India. But today, the registered users of Astrosat data in India alone are close to 
700, a majority of them from universities. In all, there are about 1,500 registered users from 
across 43 countries. 
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RSTV: SCIENCE MONITOR 10.10.2020 

 
2020 Nobel Prize in physics: 

 Ithas been awarded to Roger Penrose, Reinhard Genzel and Andrea Ghez for furthering 
the understanding of black holes. 

 Penrose: Discovered “that black hole formation is a robust prediction of the general theory 
of relativity. 

 Genzel and Ghez:Discovered a “supermassive compact object at the centre of our galaxy.” 
This is now known to be the Sagittarius A* supermassive black hole, which has a mass four 
million times that of the Sun and is confined to an area roughly the size of our Solar System. 

 Black holes:-  
o A black hole is formed when stars collapse and can be defined as a space in the 

universe with an escape velocity so strong that even light cannot escape it. 
o Escape velocity is the speed at which an object must travel to override a planet or an 

object’s gravitational force. 
o Since light cannot get out, black holes are invisible and can only be tracked with the 

help of a space telescope or other special tools. 
o Light cannot escape from blackholes because the gravity inside a black hole is very 

strong as a result of a lot of matter being squeezed into a small space. 

2020 Nobel Prize in Physiology: 

 Americans Harvey J Alter and Charles M Rice, and British scientist Michael Houghton have 
been awarded the Nobel Prize for Medicine or Physiology for the discovery of the hepatitis C 
virus. 

 The trio’s work helped explain a major source of blood-borne hepatitis that couldn’t be 
explained by the hepatitis A and B viruses. 

 Thanks to their discovery, highly sensitive blood tests for the virus are now available and 
these have essentially eliminated post-transfusion hepatitis in many parts of the world, 
greatly improving global health. 

 Their discovery also allowed the rapid development of antiviral drugs directed at hepatitis C. 
 Hepatitis C;  

o It is a liver disease. 
o Caused by the hepatitis C virus (HCV): the virus can cause both acute and chronic 

hepatitis. 
o Hepatitis C is a major cause of liver cancer. 
o The hepatitis C virus is a bloodborne virus:the most common modes of infection are 

through exposure to small quantities of blood. 
o Antiviral medicines can cure more than 95% of persons with hepatitis C infection, 

thereby reducing the risk of death from cirrhosis and liver cancer, but access to 
diagnosis and treatment is low. 
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o There is currently no effective vaccine against hepatitis C;however, research in this 
area is ongoing. 

o There are 5 main hepatitis viruses, referred to as types A, B, C, D and E. 
o Hepatitis A and E are typically caused by ingestion of contaminated food or water. 
o Hepatitis B, C and D usually occur as a result of parenteral contact with infected body 

fluids. 

2020 Nobel Prize in Chemistry: 

 It is awarded for CRISPR/Cas9 ‘Genetic Scissors. 
 Emmanuelle Charpentier and American Jennifer Doudna share the prize for developing 

the CRISPR/Cas9 toolto edit the DNA of animals, plants and microorganisms with precision. 
 It is possibly the only time in the history of Nobel Prize that two women have been 

declared the sole winners. 
 CRISPR (Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats):  

o It locates the specific area in the genetic sequence which has been diagnosed to be the 
cause of the problem, cuts it out, and replaces it with a new and correct sequence that 
no longer causes the problem. 

o significance of this technology: 
o It’s simple: Its simplicity has often been compared to the ‘Cut-Copy-Paste’ mechanism 

in any word processor (or probably, the equally common ‘Find-Replace’ mechanism). 
o Potential applications: Its uses can potentially transform human beings, and all other 

life forms. It can potentially eliminate genetic, and other, diseases, multiply 
agricultural production, correct deformities, and even open up the more contentious 
possibilities of producing ‘designer babies’, and bringing cosmetic perfection. 

o Efficient: Because the entire process is programmable, it has a remarkable efficiency, 
and has already brought almost miraculous results. Genetic sequences of disease-
causing organisms can be altered to make them ineffective. 

o For Agriculture: Genes of plants can be edited to make them withstand pests, or 
improve their tolerance to drought or temperature. 

Kodaikanal Solar Observatory: 

 The magnetic field of the Sun is unique in that, unlike many other celestial bodies, it reverses 
its polarity roughly every 11 years. 

 Regular observations of the Sun’s magnetic field begin in 1967, and, so far, we have data for 
the period from 1967 almost to the present, spanning the solar cycles 20-24. 

 Now, an Indo-Russian collaboration has added to this with a plot of the solar magnetic field 
from 1915 to 1965 (solar cycles 15-19). 

 Using a novel approach, they have calibrated and calculated the field using data from the 
archives of the Kodaikanal Solar Observatory of the Indian Institute of Astrophysics. 
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 The present study makes the important contribution of building on this using the Kodaikanal 
Solar observatory data, and extending the magnetic field calculations for another fifty years 
approximately. 

 Understanding the magnetic field evolution in the past improves our understanding of the 
physics itself. 

 Therefore, understanding the magnetic field variations can contribute to our understanding 
of climate and space weather. 

 Kodaikanal Solar Observatory was established in 1899 and observations of the Sun from this 
observatory run over a hundred years, providing what is among the longest series of solar 
data. An important feature of these data is the multi-wavelength observations. The data 
consist of full disc spectral images of the Sun using the Ca II K and H-alpha lines. Both these 
lines image the atmospheric layer of the Sun known as the chromosphere. 

Air Pollution effect on honeybees: 

 A new study lead by the National Centre for Biological Sciences (NCBS) researchers have 
revealed how air pollution may be depleting the health of honey bees in the wild. 

 Giant Asian Honey Bee produces over 80 per cent of the country’s honey and pollinates over 
687 plants in Karnataka alone. An important pollinator, without the honey bees, India’s 
yearly mango export would lose over ₹65,000 Lacs. 

 The four-year study of over 1800 wild bees was led by Prof Shannon Olsson and published 
this week in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, USA. 

 Geetha G Thimme Gowda, a Postdoctoral scholar in Olsson’s lab at the institute, collected 
honey bees in and around Bengaluru. Geetha found that while a bee collected from the BLiSC 
campus on the northern and relatively low-polluted edge of the city carried a large amount 
of pollen on her body, a bee from Peenya, an industrial area, was covered in small particles 
containing lead, tungsten, arsenic, and a host of other toxic metals. 

 The researchers found that over 80 per cent of the bees that were collected from areas that 
are moderately or highly polluted died within 24 hours. 

 There are extreme gaps in our knowledge on the status of our wild pollinators in India. This 
study is a very important step in addressing this pressing concern. 

 Bees are important pollinators in our landscapes, and this study clearly shows how pollution 
adversely affects the health of bees. 

 

RSTV: SCIENCE MONITOR 17.10. 2020 

 
MoUs for establishment of supercomputing infrastructure in India: 

 Centre for Development of Advanced Computing(C-DAC) under the Ministry of Electronics 
and Information Technology(MeITY) signed a total of 13 MoUs with the premier academic 
and R& D institutions of India for establishing Supercomputing Infrastructure with Assembly 
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and Manufacturing in India and Critical Components of National Supercomputing Mission in a 
virtual ceremony held on 12th October 2020. 

 Sanjay Shamrao Dhotre, Minister of State for Electronics and Information Technology, 
stressed that the MoU signing with the premier institutes marks the being of  ‘Aatmanirbhar 
Bharat’ and expressed his satisfaction over the progress made in the National 
Supercomputing Mission initiated by the Department of Science and Technology (DST) and 
Department of Electronics and Information Technology (DeitY) through Centre for 
Development of Advanced Computing (C-DAC) and Indian Institute of Science (IISc), 
Bangalore. 

 Secretary Department of Science &amp; Technology, mentioned that the signing of 13 MoUs 
shows the speed that the mission has picked up, and it is a major boost to computing facility. 

 In the last 5 years, major changes took place in the mission where the emphasis was given on 
design and fabrication of hardware and software of the supercomputers in India. 

 The mission envisages empowering our national academic and R& D institutions to spread 
over the country by installing a vast supercomputing grid comprising of more than 70 high-
performance computing facilities. 

 The mission also includes the development of highly professional High-Performance 
Computing (HPC) aware human resource for meeting the challenges of development of these 
applications. 

 The mission implementation would bring supercomputing within the reach of the large 
scientific & technology community in the country and enable the country with a capacity to 
solve multi-disciplinary grand challenge problems. 

 The mission is implemented and steered jointly by the Department of Science and 
Technology (DST) and Department of Electronics and Information Technology (DeitY) at an 
estimated cost of Rs.4500 crore over a period of seven years to make India one of the world 
leaders in Supercomputing 

TIFR scientists discovered a distinctive signature of black hole event horizon: 

 A team of international scientists, led by those from India, have found a distinctive signature 
of cosmic X-rays to identify the boundary around black holes, which “unmistakably separate 
them” from other objects in the cosmos such as neutron stars that are comparable in mass 
and size. 

 According to the astrophysicists, including Sudip Bhattacharyya from the Tata Institute of 
Fundamental Research (TIFR) in Mumbai, the current discovery is by far the strongest steady 
signature of the smaller, but more extreme stellar-mass black holes to date, from the cosmic 
X-rays observed with a satellite. 

 Although black holes does not have a surface, it is confined within an invisible boundary, 
called an event horizon, from within which nothing, not even light, can escape, the scientists 
said. 

 While definitive proof of the existence of such objects is a holy grail of modern physics and 
astronomy, they said only one supermassive black hole with the mass more than six billion 
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times the mass of the Sun has so far been imaged using the surrounding radiation in radio 
wavelengths. 

 But according to the study, accepted for publication in the journal Monthly Notices of the 
Royal Astronomical Society, understanding stellar-mass black holes, which have masses 
about ten times that of the Sun, is indispensable to probe some of the extreme aspects of 
the cosmos. 

 In order to prove the existence of these stellar-mass black holes, the researchers said these 
need to be distinguished from neutron stars which are the densest known objects in the 
universe with a hard surface. 

 While the stable stellar-mass black holes shine mainly in X-rays by devouring material from a 
companion star, the study noted that neutron stars can also shine in X-rays by accreting 
matter from a companion star in a similar way. 

 In the current study, the scientists analysed archival data from the now decommissioned 
astronomy satellite Rossi X-Ray Timing Explorer, and have identified the effect of the lack of 
hard surface in black holes on their observed X-ray emission. 

 From this analyses, they have found an extremely strong signature of accreting stellar-mass 
black holes. 

Indian researchers developed NANOCEMENT: 

 The Patent Office of the Government of India has granted a patent to an invention titled 
“High-Strength Cementitious Nanocomposite Compositions and the methods of making the 
same” by Dr Ibadur Rahman, Assistant Professor, Department of Civil Engineering, Jamia 
Millia Islamia(JMI). 

 The main objective of the invention is to bring together nanotechnology and construction 
technology in order to produce nano-modified, cement-based materials so as to achieve 
enhanced mechanical performance, reduced weight and most efficient utilisation of the 
material resources, said the University. 

 A number of compositions having nano additives were used to make high-strength 
cementitious composites. 

 The influence of additive components such as nano cement, silica fume, nano silica fume, fly 
ash and nano fly ash in cement matrix was studied with reference to normal-size cement 
matrix. With the addition of the nano-particles, a significant improvement in the properties 
of the cementitious matrix was observed. 

 The modified nano composites will be useful in strategically important structures requiring a 
high strength like Nuclear Power Plant, Airport Runways, and Bridges etc. These materials 
will also be beneficial in constructing high-rise buildings, particularly in the Government of 
India projects on “Smart City”. 
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RSTV: THE BIG PICTURE- PANDEMIC & PUBLIC HEALTH SYSTEM 

  
Introduction: 

The government has been quick to adopt a multipronged strategy, including issuance of clear 
guidelines to ministries for coordinated action, imposition of travel restrictions, suspension of 
visas, large-scale screening and contact tracing as well as regular dissemination of information to 
the public.  

Mounting a swift response involving all stakeholders in a country of India’s scale and diversity is 
undoubtedly commendable. With these measures in place we can be confident that India will be 
able to successfully limit the spread of the disease. Meanwhile in Italy, the number of coronavirus 
cases and deaths continue to surge.  

Doctors and nurses are under increasing pressure and are calling out for help while medical 
supplies run out rapidly.  

In the US, dozens of health-care workers have fallen ill with covid-19, and more are quarantined 
after exposure to the virus, an expected but worrisome development as the U.S. health system 
braces for a surge in infections.  

The need of the hour is to build a resilient public health system that can prevent diseases, promote 
good health and respond quickly to minimise loss of life when faced with an outbreak of this 
magnitude 

Is COVID 19 threatening our public health system? 

 COVID 19 is a new strain of coronavirus and knowledge regarding it is very limited. 
 The entire world is undertaking research to what kind of vaccine will work against this virus. 
 The government was fast enough to take rapid actions to limit travel by suspending visas and 

quarantining all incoming travellers has helped. All international passengers entering India 
undergo Universal Health Screening. 

 According to health officials, more than 1 million passengers have been screened at airports, 
limiting the entry of coronavirus. 

 The response also mirrors India’s reaction to previous disease outbreaks, including Ebola in 
2014 and Nipah in 2018, when people were quickly put into quarantine or under 
surveillance. Indian citizens have been advised to avoid all travel abroad, and citizens have 
been evacuated from Iran, Italy, China and Japan. 

 Since the outbreak of the virus in China in late December last year, India has had an advance 
warning of almost three months to help prepare the country for this public health 
emergency. India can “flatten the curve” to handle the shock of overwhelming cases 
(Sharon Begley, 2020) only through social distancing and maintaining hand hygiene by the 
common populace.  
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 India has implemented screening at airports as per directions from the Directorate General 
of Civil Aviation (DGCA), Government of India (GoI) which has been taking effective strides to 
control the spread of pandemic 

 The pandemic has not only stirred India’s humongous healthcare network into action but 
also sharply brought into focus its shortcomings. 

 Our expenditure on health is low, the facilities and infrastructure in public health hospitals 
is extremely strain. 

 According to the National Health Profile-2019, released by the Central Bureau of Health 
Intelligence, India has 7,13,986 beds spread across 25,778 government hospitals. The 
Railways run 122 hospitals across the country with a cumulative 13,355 beds, while the 
Employees State Insurance Corporation has 155 hospitals with 21,931 beds. 

 The government placed an order of 40,000 ventilators with public sector undertakings, 
asking them to ensure supplies by June. 

 On the health infrastructure front, Prime Minister Narendra Modi set aside Rs 15,000 crore 
as an immediate measure with directions to the state governments to make upgrading 
healthcare system their topmost priority for the next few months 

Third Stage of COVID 19? 

 India has begun preparing for Stage-3 of the outbreak following recommendation from 
members of the COVID-19 task force, even as Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) 
continues to maintain that there is no evidence of community transmission in the country 
yet. 

 The preparations have already begun in Delhi, where the government has started scaling up 
its health infrastructure to handle the evolving situation. 

 According to scientists, three stages for the transmission of covid-19 are being discussed. 
These can be explained as Stage 1 which is when the country receives imported cases, stage 
2 is local transmission when persons can get the infection from known sources. 

 Stage 3 is community transmission, when the source of infection is not known for majority 
of the infected population and new positive cases can no longer be traced to diagnosed 
cases. This would mean, the scale of the outbreak increases. 

 According to the government, currently India is largely reporting cases either having a travel 
history to the virus hit countries or contact history with an infected person. 

 When cases with no travel history or direct contact to diagnosed cases start coming in large 
numbers, then we take it as a beginning of community spread. Though in that sense, India is 
not in Stage 3, but it would be better that we do our preparations as if we are in phase-3. In 
case of community rise, numbers start rising exponentially. 

 According to Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR), India still remains at Stage 2 (local 
transmission) and is yet to enter Stage-3 of the disease cycle. 

 India also looks to expand its testing capacity over the next few days, as more private 
laboratories come on board. Private hospitals, too have begun gearing up to help when there 
is likely surge in infected cases by creating adequate number of isolation wards. 
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Public Health System scenario: 

 We have a very strong surveillance system in our country which is called Integrated 
Surveillance system which has spread out to 700 districts.  

 Our detection system is very good. 
 Rapid Response Team is active in all 700 districts. 
 India’s Public health infrastructure of epidemic front has been very strong because we have 

repeatedly faced such infection like recent one was swine flu epidemic. 
 ICMR, has immediately acted to create a testing capacity in India which is currently 

underutilized. 
 The National Health Policy (NHP) 2017 advocated allocating resources of up to two-thirds or 

more to primary care as it enunciated the goal of achieving “the highest possible level of 
good health and well-being, through a preventive and promotive healthcare orientation”. 

 The government’s recent steps to incentivise the private sector to open hospitals and 
testing centers. 

 Individual states are adopting technology to support health-insurance schemes. 
 There is an immediate need to increase the public spending to 2.5% of GDP, despite that 

being lower than global average of 5.4%. 
 The achievement of a distress-free and comprehensive wellness system for all hinges on the 

performance of health and wellness centres as they will be instrumental in reducing the 
greater burden of out-of-pocket expenditure on health. 

 There is a need to depart from the current trend of erratic and insufficient increases in health 
spending and make substantial and sustained investments in public health over the next 
decade. 

 Increase the Public-Private Partnerships to increase the last-mile reach of healthcare. 
 India should take cue from other developing countries like Thailand to work towards 

providing Universal Health Coverage. UHC includes three components: Population coverage, 
disease coverage and cost coverage. 

Conclusion: 

 India needs a holistic approach to tackle problem of his coronavirus pandemic. This includes 
the active collaboration of all stakeholders public, private sectors, and individuals. Amore 
dynamic and pro-active approach is needed to handle the dual disease burden. 

 We need to adhere to social distancing which is the best remedy now. 
 This phase requires transforming from government preparedness to community 

preparedness. 
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RSTV: THE BIG PICTURE- STOP MANUAL SCAVENGING 

 
Introduction: 

With an aim of eliminating human entry into septic tanks and drains for cleaning, the ministry of 
housing and urban affairs launched a ‘technology challenge’ seeking suitable solutions from 
individuals and NGOs. According to the ministry, the initiative is in line with the vision of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, who recently expressed a desire for a challenge to promote latest 
technologies to avoid human intervention in cleaning of sewers and septic tanks in the country. 
Housing and Urban Affairs asked ministry officials to work out modalities of the challenge. The 
ministry said that identification of technological as well as business innovations are among the 
objectives that have been flagged. 

Manual Scavenging and related data: 

 Manual scavenging refers to the practice of manually cleaning, carrying, disposing or 
handling in any manner, human excreta from dry latrines and sewers. Despite banning it 28 
years ago through a law, technological advancements increasing sensitivity to human rights, 
manual scavenging persists in India. 

 Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC) released in 2015, states that there were around 18 
million manual scavenging households in rural areas. 

 A government survey identifies 12,226 manual scavengers in 12 states. Most septic tanks are 
emptied manually in Indian cities. 

 Statistics show that 80% of India’s sewage cleaners die before they turn 60, after 
contracting various infectious diseases. 

 There are 8000 urban areas and 6 lakhs villages and accidents are more in urban and large 
parts donot have sewage plants. 

Reasons: 

 Manual scavenging persists mainly because of the continued presence of insanitary latrines. 
 It is strongly connected to the caste system. 
 Lack of support by society to eliminate this most inhuman profession. 
 Lack of education and humanity which is missing in many parts of India. 
 Data show the manual scavengers reluctance to take up self-employment. 
 Community mindset – Many communities still regard the inclusion of a sanitary toilet as 

ritual. 

Government Initiatives: 

 The Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act 
was passed by the parliament in 1993, and set imprisonment of up to one year and a fine of 
Rs 2,000 for pushing a person to manual scavenging. 
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 Self Employment Scheme for Rehabilitation of Manual Scavengers(SRMS), a successor 
scheme to NSLRS ( National Scheme for Liberation and Rehabilitation of Scavengers and their 
Dependents), was introduced in 2007 with the objective to rehabilitate remaining manual 
scavengers and their dependents in alternative occupations, in a time bound manner. 

 Prohibition of Employment as Manual Scavengers and their Rehabilitation Act, 2013 came 
into effect from 6thDecember, 2013. This Act intends to achieve its objectives of eliminating 
insanitary latrines, prohibition of employment as manual scavengers etc. 

 The act says National Commission for Safai Karamcharis (NCSK) would monitor 
implementation of the Act and enquire into complaints regarding contravention of the 
provisions of the Act. 

 Under the provision, no person, local authority or agency should engage or employ people 
for hazardous cleaning of sewers and septic tanks 

 Mechanised cleaning of septic tanks is the prescribed norm. 
 A violation can be punished with two years of imprisonment or fine or both. 
 Supreme Court issued a slew of directions in 2014 to prevent and control the practice and 

also to prosecute the offenders. 
 It also directed the government to pay a compensation of 10 lakh rupees to the family 

members of those killed in acts of manual scavenging since 1993. 
 Also, the right to live with dignity is implicit in the Fundamental Rights guaranteed in Part III 

of the Constitution. Article 46 of the Constitution, on the other hand, provides that the State 
shall protect the weaker sections particularly, the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes 
from social injustice and all forms of exploitation. 

 In spite of a well-funded programme such as the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan in operation, little 
attention is devoted to this aspect of sanitation. 

Concerns: 

 None of the missions till now doesn’t get away with man entering manhole 
 The stigma and discrimination makes it difficult for former or liberated manual scavengers to 

secure alternate livelihoods 
 People could once again return to manual scavenging in the absence of other opportunities 

to support their families. 
 Lack of budget support for rehabilitation and High allocation in the past has not meant 

effective utilisation. 
 It is difficult to bring those responsible for the situation to book. 
 Design: Septic tanks are designed badly. They have engineering defects which means that 

after a point, a machine cannot clean it. 
 Under the Swachh Bharat Mission, millions of septic tanks are being built in rural India. 
 Sewage issues: Many cities do not have sewerage that covers the whole city. Sometimes, 

sewage lines are connected to storm water drains which get clogged and demand human 
intervention. 
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 Open drains: Open drains are also badly designed, allowing people to dump solid waste into 
them, which accentuates the problem. Improper disposal of sanitary napkins, diapers etc 
clog the drains, which machines cannot clear. 

Solutions: 

 This is a national emergency and we need to strike at the root cause — caste prejudice as 
Raja Ram Mohan Roy said that change should come from society itself. 

 Smart cities should be planned taking into consideration manual scavenging. 
 Ensure discrimination-free, secure and alternate livelihoods by providing skill development 

and livelihoods training to women. 
 Create a favourable environment through community awareness and sensitization of local 

administration. 
 Build the capacity of the community to promote rehabilitation efforts and self-reliance and 

also build leadership in the community with a particular focus on Dalit women. 
 Requires a comprehensive approach that moves beyond expanding income generation or 

providing loans, to secure the future of the next generation of liberated manual scavengers. 
 Need to demolish and rebuild old facilities lacking sanitation. 
 Raising the confidence level among those engaged in manual cleaning is vital. 
 Need for political will to eradicate this inhuman practice. 
 Improving educational status among the children of the scavenging community 
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ESSAYS 
 
Write an essay on the following topic in not more than 1000-1200 words: 

 
 

 October 11, 2020: Hyper-globalism is threat to human prosperity 
 

 October 18, 2020: Wherever law ends, tyranny begins  
 

 October 25, 2020: Artificial Intelligence is Not All Evil – It can Promote Social Good Too  
 

 
*** 
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