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1. PLANT / ANIMAL SPECIES 

❖ Exotic Trees Eating up Western Ghats Grasslands 

❖ Breeding Season Proves Fatal for Olive Ridleys 

❖ Flamingo Fete a Huge Draw at Pulicat Lake  

❖ 19 Amphibian species are critically endangered: ZSI List   

2. POLLUTION CONTROL / CLIMATE CHANGE 

❖ Bid to curb Pollution, Govt Launched NCAP Scheme for 102 Cities 

❖ No Pause in Climate change: Study 

❖ Green Land ICE melts four times faster in a decade: Study  

❖ 18 Indian Institutions to Study Nitrogen Pollution  
 

3. BIO DIVERSITY / ECOSYSTEM MITIGATION & MANAGEMENT 

❖ Scientists Unearth Aisa’s First Fossil Dioscorea Yam Leaf 

❖ Train Hits Killed 49 Elephants in 3 Years 

 

 

 

1. INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 

❖ Satellite Images help Assess Poverty 

2. SPACE TECHNOLOGY 

❖ NASA Spacecraft Zips past Ultima Thule 

❖ NASA’S Probe Discovers a New Planet 

❖ ISRO Cranks up GAGANYAAN Project 

❖ ISRO to Launch Military Satellites  

3. HEALTH / MEDICINE & BIOTECHNOLOGY 

❖ Scientists Boost Plant Yield by 40% 

❖ AI beats Doctors at detecting early stage Cervical Cancer 

❖ Chinese Doctor Who Gene – edited Babies for ‘FAME’ to face Probe 

❖ Monkey Fever Cases Confirmed in Wayanad 

1. ENVIRONMENT & BIODIVERSITY 

2. SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY 
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❖ Non-Communicable Disease are top killers in SE Asia  

4. DEFENCE TECHNOLOGY 

❖ Improved Light Combat Aircraft Gets Green Light for Production 

❖ Chinese Lunar Rover Named as ‘YUTU 2’  

❖ Navy to set up New Air base in Port Blair 

 

 

1. PARLIAMENT 

❖ Parlimentary Panel Flags Neglect of Western Ghats 

❖ Tribals of west Bengal Battling Food Scarcity: Study 

❖ Triple Talaq ordinance to be Re-Promulgated 

2. JUDICIARY 

❖ Review Hearing in Open Court Rare 

❖ SC sets aside Delhi HC ruling against Monsanto 

❖ Encounter Deaths in U.P. a Serious Issue, Observes SC 

4. SOCIAL ISSUES 

❖ 36 Years After, Girls Still Forced into Devadasi Custom  

5. INTERNAL SECURITY 

❖ AFSPA to Continue in Nagaland 

❖ Report on AQIS 

6. GOVERNANCE 

❖ HC Stays Ban on Online Sale of Drugs 

5. MISCELLANEOUS 

❖ Many Swachh Bharat Toilets Defunct, Unusable: MPS’ Panel 

❖ Child Care Homes Don’t Paint a Rosy Picture 

❖ Kelkar Moots Setting Up of ‘NITI AAYOG’ 2.0 

 

 

 

1. BILATERAL RELATIONS 

3. POLITY / GOVERNANCE 

4. INTERNATIONAL EVENTS 
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❖ ISRO’S New Station in Bhutan to Counter China’s Tibet Facility 

❖ U.K. to Test Immigration proposals in India 

❖ India For Afghanistan Led peace Talks 

❖ India Flays Pakistan SC on Gil Git – Baltistan  

❖ India South Africa Seal Partnership Deal 

❖ SC Seeks count of detained Foreigners  

2. INTERNATIONAL HAPPENINGS RELATING TO INDIA’S CONCERN 

❖ China Building ‘Advanced’ Warships for PAK: Report 

❖ China Develops its own ‘Mother of All Bombs’: Report 

❖ China and U.S. among 76 WTO Members Pushing for New E-Commerce Rules 

3. INITIATIVES OF REGIONAL / UN ORGANISATIONS 

❖ TEHRAN Proposes a new Regional Forum for west Asia 

❖ India can lead the world on Solar Grid: PM 

❖ SAARC Nations Mush have Synergy 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. AGRICULTURE 

❖ Irrigation Projects Delayed to Jump in Costs: CAG 

❖ Agri Sector Should be boosted through Credit flows  

2. INDUSTRY 

❖ Industrial Growth Falls to 17-Month Low 

❖ Govt. Plans Technology Centres for MSME 

❖ Lithium Ion GIGAFACTORY  

❖ FDI Grew 18% in FY18 

❖ India replaces Japan to Become Second  

3. SERVICE SECTOR 

❖ Private Consumption, A $6 Trillion Opportunity 

❖ Waive off Road Tax for Electric Vehicles, Centre urges states 

❖ GST Burden on Small Business eased 

❖ Inflation Volatility is a challenge 

5. ECONOMY 
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❖ No E - way bills for Non-Filers of GST Returns  

4. BANKING 

❖ RBI Reserves Ratio Among the Highest 

❖ RBI unveils Loan Recast Scheme for Small Units 

❖ RBI ‘EYES’ Solution to read Denominations 

❖ Rising GDP not enough to counter sharp rise in CAD  

❖ SEBI Tweaks norms for commodity exchanges 

❖ OALP – II AUCTIONS 

❖ Tokensation may aid safe Digital Transactions 

❖ PCA Banks fate hangs on Q4 Show  

❖ Rationalise New Norms for External Borrowing: NSEFI 

❖ PCR has to be Backed by a Comprehensive Act  

❖ Supreme Courts Upholds Constitutional Validity of Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code 

5. EDUCATION 

❖ 59 of Class 5 Students can’t read Class II Test   

6. INFRASTRUCTURAL DEVELOPMENTS 

❖ Rural Housing Achieves Only 66 Percent Target  

6. MISCELLANEOUS 

❖ GST Collections Dipped for Second Month in a Row 

❖ Centre Proposes to Hike Pensions  

❖ Centre’s DEBT - TO – GDP Falls, States’ Rises  

 

 

 

1. INDUSTRY 

❖ Core sector growth slows to 16-month low in November 

❖ Merchant Exporters to get Interest Equalisations Scheme 

❖ MGNREGA Scheme Faces Fund Shortage 

 

 

6. SCHEMES 
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EXOTIC TREES EATING UP WESTERN GHAT’S GRASSLANDS 

Mains Level: GS 3: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental 

impact assessment 

Prelims Level: Biodiversity 

Context: 

 There is a loss of grasslands in Western Ghats due to presence of exotic species. 

Details: 

 Though grassland afforestation using pine, acacia and eucalyptus ceased in 1996, the 

exotics still invade these ecosystems. 

 Satellite images shows loss of grasslands in places such as Palani hills in Tamil Nadu 

 Most of this loss occurred on the mountain tops of the Nilgiri, Palani and Anamalai hill 

ranges, which comprise more than half of the Ghat’s shola-grassland ecosystems, 

primarily due to the expansion of exotic trees (pine, acacia and eucalyptus) 

 Even though no plantations were established between 2003 and 2017, invasion by existing 

trees increased areas under exotic plantations by 27% in the Palanis and 17% in the 

Nilgiris.  

 Broadly, shola-grassland ecosystems in Tamil Nadu showed the highest rates of invasion. 

 On the other side, shola forests have remained relatively unchanged over these years, 

giving a sense of relief. The Anamalai-Munnar areas have also remained stable during this 

time 

About Shola forests: 

 Shola forests are tropical Montane forests found in the valleys separated by rolling 

grasslands only in the higher elevations.  The shola forests are patches of forests that occur 

only in the valleys where there is least reach of the fog and mist. Other parts of the 

mountains are covered in grasslands.  The trees never grow on the mountain tops. This is 

such a unique landscape formation that is native only to the southern Western Ghats. The 

Shola forests are generally said to be found in altitudes above 2000 metres of sea-level. 

Although they are found from altitudes higher than 1600 metres.  
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 They are found only in the high-altitude mountains of the states Karnataka, Kerala and 

Tamil Nadu. Nowhere else in the world exist such a kind of forests. 

 Due to high isolation and unique climatic conditions, the Shola forests are characterised by 

high endemism. The species of plants and animals found here are native to this region 

(this climatic region to be more specific) and such species cannot be found anywhere else 

in the world. 

 

BREEDING SEASON PROVES FATAL FOR OLIVE RIDLEYS 

Mains Level: GS 3: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental 

impact assessment 

Prelims Level: Biodiversity 

Context: 

 Many of the first batch of olive ridley turtles that chose the Andhra Pradesh coast for the 

annual breeding season have died before they reached the destination, after being trapped 

in fishing nets. 

Details: 

 The coast, considered a safe breeding zone, is now witnessing deaths among the migrating 

turtles. The breeding season normally commences in January and the conservation 

authorities prepare the ground for the season until mid-summer. 

 The prime reason for the rise in the deaths is the absence of the ‘Turtle Excluder Device’ in 

fishing operations. The Wildlife authorities have identified 12 locations to set up rookeries 

between the Krishna and the Koringa wildlife sanctuaries.  

About Olive Ridley turtles: 

 The olive ridley sea turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea), also known as the Pacific ridley sea 

turtle, is a medium-sized species of sea turtle found in warm and tropical waters, 

primarily in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, Atlantic Ocean. 

 The name for this sea turtle is tied to the color of its shell. They are carnivores in nature. 
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 Olive Ridley Turtles are best known for 

their behavior of synchronized nesting 

in mass numbers called ‘Arribada’ 

 Nesting period: From October to early 

summer 

 In the Indian Ocean, the majority of 

olive ridleys nest in two or three large 

groups near Gahirmatha in Odisha. The coast of Odisha in India is the largest mass 

nesting site for the olive ridley, followed by the coasts of Mexico and Costa Rica. 

 Conservation status: Vulnerable according to the (IUCN) and is listed in Appendix I of 

CITES. 

 Protection under The Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) and the Inter-American 

Convention for the Protection and Conservation of Sea Turtles 

 Threats: Incidental take, particularly in shrimp trawl nets and near shore gill nets, direct 

harvest of eggs and adults for their meat and skin, Marine pollution (including oil spills) 

and debris. 

 To reduce accidental killing in India, the Orissa government has made it mandatory for 

trawls to use Turtle Excluder Devices (TEDs), a net specially designed with an exit cover 

which allows the turtles to escape while retaining the catch. However, this has been 

strongly opposed by the fishing communities as they believe TEDs result in loss of 

considerable amount of the catch along with the turtle.  

 WWF-India, along with its partners, disproved this theory by conducting a study to 

measure the loss of catch through TEDs, revealing the loss to be a very small percentage of 

the total catch.  

 This result, along with regular meetings with the fishing communities, is slowly helping to 

change their mindset and encourage use of TEDs, thereby aiding the conservation of Olive 

Ridley turtles. 
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FLAMINGO FETE A HUGE DRAW AT PULICAT LAKE 

Mains: Environmental Conservation 

Prelims: Environment-biodiversity 

Context: 

 The Flamingo Festival had a flying start on Sunday with tourists, both domestic and 

foreign, making a beeline for the picturesque Pullicat lake, a safe haven for migratory 

birds. 

Details: 

 It was a virtual treat for bird watchers as over 90,000 birds have come from faraway places 

to the lake this year, though belated in view of the late arrival of the northeast monsoon 

and the failure of the southwest monsoon. 

 The lake is the second largest brackish water ecosystem in the country after the Chilika 

lake in Odisha. 

 It was a memorable experience for the bird lovers who thronged the place as a large 

number of birds dotted the barringtonia trees, where they have built nests to raise their 

offspring. 

 The birds return to their homeland once the offspring 

get the capacity to withstand the long journey. 

Eco-tourist hub: 

 Launching the State festival, Agriculture Minister 

Somireddy Chandramohan Reddy said Sullurpeta 

would be developed into an eco-tourist hub with 

better infrastructure to woo tourists in a big way. 

 He outlined the efforts being made by the State 

government year after year to augment the tourist 

facilities not only at Sullurpeta but also in Nelapattu, 

Atakanithippa and Bhimunivaripalem for the benefit 

of visitors to enjoy the flight of, among other birds, flamingos, pelicans and storks in their 
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natural environment. He commended the role of the local fishermen in protecting the 

ecosystem, even while eking out their livelihood. 

 Sand art was created by artist M. Sanath Kumar to mark the event on the theme of mother 

nature taking care of the migratory birds at Atakanithippa. 

 Twelve tonnes of sand were used to make images of migratory birds toiling for 10 hours, 

he said. Another piece of art work was created using 18 tonnes of sand at Nelapattu, also 

in 10 hours. 

 It underscored the need to eliminate plastics which harmed the natural environment of 

birds and other beings. 

 The approach roads and tourist infrastructure, including sighting towers were built at a 

cost of ₹3 crore by the district administration. 

 Exhibitions were organised as part of the festival to create awareness among members of 

GenX on the brackish water ecosystem and the need for arresting biodiversity loss. 

 Cultural programmes were also held to entertain the visitors who had come from far and 

near to enjoy the weekend. 

19 AMPHIBIAN SPECIES ARE CRITICALLY ENDANGERED: ZSI LIST 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental impact 

assessment. 

In News: 

 An updated list of Indian amphibians was released on the Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) 

website, with 19 species being treated as critically endangered and 33 species as 

endangered. 

Explained: 

 Since 2009, the scientists of the ZSI in collaboration with other institutes have been 

updating the Indian amphibian checklist periodically. In 2009, the total number of species 

listed was 284. In 2010 it was 311, in 2011 it was 314, in 2012 and 2013 it was 342, in 2015 it 

was 384 and in 2017 it was 405 species.” The list also notes if the species are in danger, 
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according to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). The current list 

bears the names of 432 amphibian species from India, the year of discovery and their 

IUCN ‘red list’ conservation status. Among the amphibians listed, 19 species are treated 

as critically endangered and 33 species as endangered, noting that the list describes 19% 

of amphibians as data deficient species and 39% as not assessed by the IUCN. 
 

BID TO CURB POLLUTION, GOVT LAUNCHED  

NCAP SCHEME FOR 102 CITIES 

Mains Level: GS 3: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental 

impact assessment 

Prelims Level: Environmental Pollution 

Context: 

 Looking beyond national capital which invariably gets wider attention on critical issue of 

air pollution, the Centre launched a comprehensive pan-India air pollution abatement 

scheme for 102 cities, National Clean Air Programme (NCAP). 

Details: 

 The Centre has formally unveiled details of its mid-term (five year) pollution reduction 

target and strategies with keeping states into the loop for implementation and bringing 

global multilateral agencies on board for technical support. 

 It has a target to reduce air pollution by 20-30% by 2024, taking 2017 as a base year. 

 Contrary to demand of environmentalists, the pollution reduction target in these cities 

will, howver, not be legally binding on respective states, despite being collaborative and 

participatory in nature. 

 And the programme will be linked with existing programmes of the National Action Plan 

on Climate Change and other other existing initiatives such as implementation of smart 

cities schemes in 43 cities.  It will be implemented through city specific air pollution 

abatement action plans for all non-attainment cities, similar to the comprehensive action 

plan for Delhi.All cities will have details of time-bound action plans and emergency 

measures such as graded response action plan (GRAP) on the basis of Air Quality Index 
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(AQI).  It will be operationalised through inter-sectoral groups which include ministries of 

road transport and highways, petroleum and natural gas, renewable energy and urban 

affairs among others. 

NO PAUSE IN CLIMATE CHANGE: STUDY 

Mains Level: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental impact 

assessment 

Prelims Level: Climate change  

Context: 

 The research says the world’s oceans are heating up at an accelerating pace as global 

warming threatens a diverse range of marine life and a major food supply for the planet 

Details: 

 Ocean heating is a very important indicator of climate change and more rapid warming 

would only threaten our biodiversity and human life.The study says about 93% of excess 

heat, trapped around the Earth by greenhouse gases that come from the burning of fossil 

fuels, accumulates in the world’s oceans.   

 Various scientific models have predicted that the temperature of the top 2,000 metres of 

the world’s oceans will rise 0.78 degrees Celsius by the end of the century if no measures 

were taken to reduce greenhouse gases.  

 The thermal expansion, water swelling as it warms, would raise sea level 30 cm, above any 

sea level rise from melting glaciers and ice sheets. 

GREENLAND ICE MELTS FOUR TIMES  

FASTER IN A DECADE: STUDY 

Prelims: Environment 

Mains: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental impact 

assessment 

In News: 

 Greenland’s melting ice, which causes sea levels to rise, disappeared four times faster in 

2013 than in 2003 and is noticeable across the Arctic island, not just on glaciers. 
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Expalined: 

 “While 111 cubic kilometres of ice disappeared per year in 2003, 10 years later this 

figure had almost quadrupled to 428 cubic km, 

 These are notable and surprising changes we are seeing in 

the ice melt pattern 

 Until now, most of Greenland’s ice melt was observed on the 

ice cap, predominantly on the glaciers in the island’s 

northwest and southeast. But most of the ice loss from 2003 to 

2013 was from Greenland’s southwest region, which is largely 

devoid of large glaciers. 

 The ice now appeared to be melting from the surface mass, “melting inland from the 

coastline. That means that in the southwestern part of Greenland, growing rivers of water 

are streaming into the ocean. 

 We knew we had one big problem with increasing rates of ice discharge by some large 

outlet glaciers. But now we recognise a second serious problem: Increasingly, large 

amounts of ice mass are going to leave as meltwater, as rivers that flow into the sea this 

would have major implications, causing additional sea level rise.  

 The melting ice observed in the study is caused by rising land temperatures, and in part, 

the fact that the ice comes into contact with waters that are increasingly warmer 

 As the atmosphere’s temperature gradually rises, we will immediately notice an 

acceleration of the ice melt 

Greenland: 

 Greenland is the largest island in the world. Its northerly location, at the point where the 

Atlantic meets the Arctic Ocean, means that Greenland is 

surrounded principally by cold ocean currents so the 

coasts are constantly being cooled.  

 This, combined with the radiation of cold from the inland 

ice, gives Greenland its arctic climate. The ice cap or 
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inland ice covers 1,833,900 square km, equivalent to 85 percent of Greenland's total area, 

and extends 2,500 km (1,553 miles) from north to south and up to 1,000 km from east to 

west. 

At its center, the ice can be up to 3 km thick, representing 10 percent of the world's total 

fresh water reserves. If all the ice were to melt, the world's oceans would rise seven 

meters. Denmark contributes two thirds of Greenland's budget revenue, the rest coming 

mainly from fishing. Potential oil, gas and rare earth mineral reserves have attracted 

prospecting firms.The USA has long seen Greenland as strategically important and 

established a radar base at Thule at the start of the Cold War 

 The Northern Lights appear all year round, but they are most impressive in the autumn 

months. They can also be seen in March and they "disappear" in the light summer nights. 

 The midnight sun is another magnificent Greenland phenomenon which is encountered 

north of the Arctic Circle. Daylight can be enjoyed round the clock, depending on how far 

north you are. 

 

18 INDIAN INSTITUTIONS TO STUDY NITROGEN POLLUTION 

Mains content: GS “Environmental Pollution”. 

Prelims content: Environment / fertilizers 

Context: 

 Eighteen research institutions in India are among a 

group of 50 institutions — called the South Asian 

Nitrogen Hub (SANH) — in the United Kingdom 

and South Asia that have secured £20 million (about 

Rs. 200 crore) from the U.K. government to assess 

and study the quantum and impact of “nitrogen pollution” in South Asia. 

Details: 

 While nitrogen is the dominant gas in the atmosphere, it is inert and doesn’t react. 

However, when it is released as part of compounds from agriculture, sewage and 
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biological waste, nitrogen is considered “reactive”, and it may be polluting and even exert 

a potent greenhouse gas (heat trapping) effect. 

Major Impacts:  

 “So far, we have focussed on carbon dioxide and its impact on global warming. Nitrous 

oxide (N2O) is 300 times more potent than carbon dioxide but isn’t as prevalent in the 

atmosphere. However, this is poised to grow,” said N. Raghuram, Chairman, International 

Nitrogen Initiative (INI) and Professor of Biotechnology at Guru Gobind Singh 

Indraprastha University, New Delhi. 

  “In the future, reactive nitrogen pollution will be a matter of significant global discussion 

and, unlike carbon, India and South Asia cannot wake up at the last minute, realising that 

it has no updated, scientific assessment of its inventory.” 

Conclusion: 

 Last year, Dr. Raghuram led a consortium of researchers who assessed trends in nitrogen 

emissions in India, where NOx emissions grew at 52% from 1991 to 2001 and 69% from 

2001 to 2011. The SANH will study the impacts of the different forms of pollution to form 

a “coherent picture” of the nitrogen cycle. In particular, it will look at nitrogen in 

agriculture in eight countries — India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Afghanistan, Sri 

Lanka, Bhutan and Maldives. 

SCIENTISTS UNEARTH ASIA'S FIRST FOSSIL DIOSCOREA YAM LEAF 

Mains Level: Nothing much 

Prelims Level: Recent discoveries 

Details: 

• A quaint fossilised leaf is one of the most recent finds throwing light on India's past.  

• The leaf fossil is the first of Dioscorea yams from Asia and hints at a Gondwanan origin to 

these plants, claim scientists. The team identified it as a species of Dioscorea, a kind of 

yam that grows as a herbaceous vine in the humid tropics of India and other countries 
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TRAIN HITS KILLED 49 ELEPHANTS IN 3 YEARS 

GS 3: “Environmental conservation”. 

What’s in the News? 

 In addition, 11 tigers and 13 lions died in railway and road accidents in the past three 

years 

 In 2016, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MOEFCC) released 

‘Eco-friendly measures to mitigate impacts of linear infrastructure’, an advisory document 

for mitigating human-animal conflicts. Despite this advisory, and many others issued by 

conservationists and organisations, deaths of wild animals in road and railway accidents 

have continued unabated. 

 The MoEFCC told the Rajya Sabha, in response to a question by MP T. Subbarami Reddy, 

that 49 elephants were killed in Railway accidents between 2016-18 (nine in 2015-16, 21 

casualties in 2016-17 and 19 in 2017-18). In the same 3-year period, three tigers were killed 

in road accidents while eight tigers were mowed down by trains. 

 Three lions died in a train accident in the Amerli district of Gujarat in December 2018. 

Prior to this, 10 lions died in railway and road accidents between 2016-2018. 

 West Bengal and Assam together accounted for 37 out of the 49 deaths of elephants on 

train tracks across the country.  

 While the number of elephant casualties on railway tracks in West Bengal has fallen from 

five in 2015-16 to three in 2016-17 to two in 2017-18, the number of elephants dying in 

railway accidents in Assam have increased in the same period — the north-eastern State 

recorded three elephant deaths by accidents in 2015-16, which increased ten in 2016-17 

and 14 in 2017-18. 

 According to the Ministry, several notifications have been issued, including one on 

December 28, 2016, to Chief Wildlife Wardens, to implement precautionary measures for 

minimising elephant deaths caused by train accidents. 

 Another component of infrastructure — low hanging or sagging electric wires — become a 

major threat to wildlife, particularly elephants. Between 2009 and 2017, 461 elephants have 
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been electrocuted in different parts of the country. On January 12, there were reports of 

two electrocuted elephants in West Bengal’s Paschim Medinipur district. 

 Jose Louise, a conservationist with the Wildlife Trust of India (WTI), which has developed 

a mobile app for monitoring road kills, said that when the infrastructure was developed, 

“it was never thought that it could lead to the death of so many wild animals.” While Mr. 

Louise notes that experts consider wildlife corridors while planning new infrastructure 

projects, he feels that data generated from the app can provide practical answers on 

regulating traffic and reducing road kills in existing projects in the coming years. 

About Man animal conflict: 

 Conflict between people and animals is one of the main threats to the continued survival 

of many species in different parts of the world, and is also a significant threat to local 

human populatons. If solutions to conflicts are not adequate, local support for 

conservation also declines. 

 As human populations expand and natural habitats shrink, people and animals are 

increasingly coming into conflict over living space and food.  

From baboons in Namibia attacking young cattle, to greater one-horned rhinos in Nepal 

destroying crops, to orangutans in oil palm plantations, to European bears and wolves 

killing livestock – the problem is universal, affects rich and poor, and is bad news for all 

concerned. The impacts are often huge. People lose their crops, livestock, property, and 

sometimes their lives. The animals, many of which are already threatened or endangered, 

are often killed in retaliation or to 'prevent' future conflicts. 

About Wildlife Trust of India: 

 Wildlife Trust of India (WTI) is a leading Indian nature conservation organisation 

committed to the service of nature. Its mission is to conserve wildlife and its habitat and to 

work for the welfare of individual wild animals, in partnership with communities and 

governments. WTI’s team of 150 dedicated professionals work towards achieving its 

vision of a secure natural heritage of India, in six priority landscapes, knit holistically 

together by nine key strategies or Big Ideas. 
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 The Vision of the trust is to a secure natural heritage of India and the mission is to 

conserve wildlife and its habitat and to work for the welfare of individual wild animals, in 

partnership with communities and governments. 

SATELLITE IMAGES HELP ASSESS POVERTY 

Mains Level: GS 3: Awareness in the fields of IT, Space, Computers, robotics, Nano-

technology, bio-technology and issues relating to intellectual property rights. 

Prelims Level: Space 

Details: 

 High-resolution satellite data can precisely assess the status of poverty at household level 

in rural areas of developing countries, according to a study. 

 According to a study, if countries are to achieve the U.N. sustainable development goals, it 

is particularly important to track the living conditions in poor nations around the world 

where the future population growth is highest. 

 Based on high-resolution satellite images, the status of poverty at household level in rural 

areas in developing countries can be precisely assessed. 

Applications of Satellites: 

 The reconnaissance satellites are used to spy on other countries, they provide intelligence 

information on the military activities of foreign countries, they can detect the missile 

launches or the nuclear explosions in space. 

 The ocean surveillance satellites are used to search for the ships or the submarines, they 

can spot the nuclear vessels, and new advancements may allow them to scan the depths of 

the ocean. 

 The satellites provide the meteorologists with the ability to see the weather on a global 

scale The satellites are used in the field of oceanography, use the satellites to detect the 

oceans affect on environment; they can analyze the wave patterns. 

 The satellites are the best sources of data for the climate change research, they monitor the 

ocean temperatures and the prevailing currents, the data acquired by the satellite-borne 
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radars were able to show the sea levels have been rising by three mm a year over the last 

decade.  

 Imaging satellites can measure the changing sizes of the glaciers which is difficult to do 

from the ground due to the remoteness and darkness of the Polar Regions, the satellites 

can determine the long-term patterns of the rainfall, the vegetation cover, and the 

emissions of the greenhouse gases. 

 Earth observation satellites can monitor the ocean and the wind currents, the extent of the 

forest fires, the oil spills, and the airborne pollution, this information helps organize the 

emergency responders and the environmental clean-up. 

NASA SPACECRAFT ZIPS PAST ULTIMA THULE 

Mains Level: GS 3: Awareness in the fields of IT, Space, Computers, Robotics, Nano-

technology, bio-technology and issues relating to intellectual property rights. 

Prelims level: Space 

Context: 

 A NASA spacecraft 'New Horizons' flew past the most distant world ever studied by 

humankind, Ultima Thule, a frozen relic of the early solar system that could reveal how 

planets formed. 

Details: 

 Ultima Thule is located in the Kuiper belt in the outermost regions of the Solar System, 

beyond the orbit of Neptune. Ultima Thule is unique because it is a relic from the early 

days of the Solar System and could provide answers about the origin of the other planets. 

The spaceship was to collect 900 images over the course of a few seconds as it shaved by at 

a distance of about 2,000 miles (3,500 kilometres). These photographs would help in better 

understanding of the Solar System 

About New Horizons: 

 New Horizons is an interplanetary space probe that was launched as a part of NASA's 

New Frontiers program. It aims to understand worlds at the edge of our solar system by 

making the first reconnaissance of the dwarf planet Pluto and by venturing deeper into 
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the distant, mysterious Kuiper Belt – a relic of solar system formation.As part of an 

extended mission, the spacecraft head farther into the Kuiper Belt, to study MU69 another 

of the ancient, icy mini-worlds in that vast region, at least a billion miles beyond 

Neptune’s orbit.  

NASA’S PROBE DISCOVERS A NEW PLANET 

Mains Level: GS 3: Awareness in the fields of IT, Space, Computers, robotics, nano-

technology, bio-technology and issues relating to intellectual property rights. 

Prelims Level: Space 

Context: 

 NASA’s latest planet-hunting probe has discovered a new world outside our solar system, 

orbiting a dwarf star 53 light years away. 

Details: 

 This is the third new planet confirmed by the Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite (TESS) 

since its launch in April last year. 

 The planet, named HD 21749b, orbits a bright, nearby dwarf star about 53 light years 

away, in the constellation Reticulum, and appears to have the longest orbital period of the 

three planets so far identified by TESS. 

About Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite 

 The Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite (TESS) is a space telescope for NASA's Explorers 

program, designed to search for exoplanets using the transit method in an area 400 times 

larger than that covered by the Kepler mission. It was launched on April 18, 2018 atop a 

Falcon 9 rocket. During its 2-year primary mission, it is expected to find more than 20,000 

exoplanets, compared to about 3,800 exoplanets known when it launched. 

 The primary mission objective for TESS is to survey the brightest stars near the Earth for 

transiting exoplanets over a two-year period.  

 The TESS satellite uses an array of wide-field cameras to perform a survey of 85% of the 

sky. With TESS, it is possible to study the mass, size, density and orbit of a large cohort of 

small planets, including a sample of rocky planets in the habitable zones of their host stars. 
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ISRO CRANKS UP GAGANYAAN PROJECT 

Mains Level: GS 3: Achievements of Indians in science & technology; indigenization of 

technology and developing new technology. 

Prelims level: Space 

Context: 

 The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) 

said work on ‘Gaganyaan’, the project to send a 

manned mission to space by 2022, would start 

soon at the newly created Human Space Flight 

Centre (HSFC). 

Details: 

 According to ISRO, Gaganyaan has taken high priority now and the Human Space Flight 

Centre would carry out all activities related to the human programme, under which 

Gaganyaan project would function. The project has also got government approval and 

budget for putting three astronauts in space for seven days. 

About the Gaganyaan Mission: 

 It will be India’s first manned space mission. 

 Under it, India is planning to send three humans (Gaganyatris) into space in low earth 

orbit (LEO) by 2022 i.e. by 75th Independence Day for a period of five to seven days. 

 The mission was announced by Prime Minister during his 72nd Independence Day 

speech. 

 Under this mission, crew of three astronauts will conduct experiments on microgravity in 

space. The crew will be selected jointly by Indian Air Force (IAF) and ISRO after which 

they will undergo training for two-three years. India will be fourth nation in the world 

after USA, Russia and China to launch a human spaceflight mission. 

 Enhancement of science and technology levels in the country, serve as national project 

involving several institutes, academia and industry, improve of industrial growth, inspire 

youth, develop technology for social benefits and improve international collaboration. 
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ISRO TO LAUNCH MILITARY SATELLITES 

Mains content: GS 3: “Science and Technology- developments and their applications and 

effects in everyday life”. 

Prelims content: Science  

Context: 

 Just before midnight on Thursday, Indian Space Research 

Organisation's first mission of 2019 will put into space a 740-kg 

military imaging satellite, Microsat-R. 

Details: 

 ISRO has shied away from sharing details of the spacecraft or its uses as it does routinely 

each time during its missions; except to say the satellite would be placed within 15 

minutes after take-off in a polar orbit 274 km away from Earth. 

 This is much lower than any of its civil Earth observation spacecraft, which fly pole to pole 

over the globe at between 400 km and 700 km. 

 According to information obtained from different sources Microsat-R and its payload 

come assembled from a handful of laboratories of the Defence Research and Development 

Organisation (DRDO) and is meant for military use. The satellite was “assembled outside 

and ISRO only interfaced it” with its own systems and the launch vehicle, just as it treats 

any customer satellite. C-44 will be launched around 11.30 p.m. from the older First 

Launch Pad at the Satish Dhawan Space Centre, Sriharikota. 

 For its part, ISRO is experimenting on two aspects of the vehicle. One is to reuse a waste 

stage. “For us, the excitement is about reusing the spent fourth stage [PS4] of the rocket as 

an orbiting platform for future experiments,” an official said. Kalamsat, a small student 

payload, will be the first to use PS4 as an orbital platform.  

 Amid the 28-hour countdown for the launch, ISRO Chairman K.Sivan said the PS4-

Kalamsat experiment would be short-lived. It would start about 1.5 hours from take-off 

and last about 14 hours until Friday midday. Later experiments with PS4 will be improved 
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gradually, he said. For the third time in ISRO’s recent history, the mission team is slated to 

cut off and restart the PS4 engine twice over a flight lasting around 100 minutes. 

 ISRO’s pre-launch brochure said, “In PSLV-C44, the fourth stage (PS4) of the vehicle will 

be moved to higher circular orbit so as to establish an orbital platform for carrying out 

experiments.”  

 The other experiment with the launcher PSLV-C44 vehicle will be a new third variant 

having two strap-on boosters. Called the PSLV-DL, D standing for demonstration, it 

ranges between the older two variants. 

SCIENTISTS BOOST PLANT YIELD BY 40% 

Mains Level: GS 3: Science and Technology- developments and their applications and effects 

in everyday life 

Prelims Level: Science and Technology 

Context: 

 Researchers have found a way to boost the plant growth genetically 

Details: 

 Scientists have confirmed 40% increase in tobacco plant productivity using their genetic 

shortcut. The same mechanism could be replicated in other plants such as wheat or soy 

beans in order to meet demand.  

 According to the research, the enzyme 'Rubisco', which is a key to carbon fixation process 

(converting atmospheric carbon into an organic compound, consumed by plants), also acts 

to fix atmospheric oxygen, converting it into toxic compounds that the plant expends 

considerable energy eliminating it.  

 This competing process is called photorespiration.  The scientists have discovered that 

implanting bits of algae DNA into the tobacco plant’s cells to create a type of biological 

shortcut would speed up the process of photorespiration. 

 According to them, when a plant uses less energy on photorespiration, it will be able to 

take that energy and put it into plant growth and plant productivity, rather than using it 

to metabolise this toxic compound. 
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AI BEATS DOCTORS AT DETECTING EARLY STAGE CERVICAL CANCER 

Mains level: GS 3: Awareness in the fields of IT, Space, Computers, Robotics, Nano-

technology, bio-technology and issues relating to intellectual property rights. 

Prelims level: Artificial Intelligence and Robotics 

Context: 

 Artificial intelligence may be poised to wipe out cervical cancer, after a study showed on 

Thursday that computer algorithms can detect pre-cancerous lesions far better than 

trained experts or conventional screening tests. 

Details: 

 According to the World Health Organization, cervical cancer is the fourth most frequent 

cancer in women with an estimated 570,000 new cases globally in 2018. 

 Despite major advances in screening and vaccination, which can prevent the spread of 

human papillomavirus which causes most cases of cervical cancer, those gains have 

mainly benefited women in rich nations. 

 Some 266,000 women died of cervical cancer globally in 2012, 90% of them in low-and 

middle-income nations, according to the WHO. 

 This is has much linked the disease cervical cancer with the economic status of the patient. 

 Hence there raises a necessity to find extremely cheap, easy and yet accurate method to 

detect and wipe out cervical cancer. 

 According to a report, the AI technique, called automated visual evaluation, found 

precancerous cells with 91% accuracy. 

 The goal is to roll out the technology in the next three to five years, enrolling more patients 

in clinical trials worldwide, says the study. 

About AI: 

 An intelligence exhibited by machines 

 It is a branch of computer science which deals with creating computers or machines as 

intelligent as human beings. It is a simulation of human intelligence processes such as 

learning (the acquisition of information and rules for using the information), reasoning 
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(using the rules to reach approximate or definite conclusions), and self-correction by 

machines, especially computer systems. 

 Nowadays it has become an umbrella term which encompasses everything from robotic 

process automation to actual robotics. 

Areas of AI technologies: 

 Robotic process automation: Automation is the process of making a system or processes 

function automatically. Robots can be programmed to perform high-volume, repeatable 

tasks normally performed by humans and further it is different from IT automation 

because of its agility and adaptability to the changing circumstances. 

 Natural language processing (NLP) is the processing of human language and not 

computer language by a computer program. For Example, spam detection, which looks at 

the subject line and the text of an email and decides if it’s junk. 

 Pattern recognition is a branch of machine learning that focuses on identifying patterns in 

data. Machine vision is the science of making computers visualize by capturing and 

analyzing visual information using a camera, analog-to-digital conversion, and digital 

signal processing.  It is often compared to human eyesight, but machine vision isn’t bound 

by biology and can be programmed to see through walls. It is used in a range of 

applications from signature identification to medical image analysis. 

 Machine learning: Field of study that gives computers the ability to learn without being 

explicitly programmed.  Deep learning is a subset of machine learning and can be thought 

of as the automation of predictive analytics. 

 Robotics is a field of engineering focused on the design and manufacturing of robots. 

Robots are often used to perform tasks that are difficult for humans to perform or perform 

consistently. 

National Strategy on Artificial intelligence: 

 It is unveiled by NITI Aayog and it has identified five sectors – healthcare, agriculture, 

education, smart cities and infrastructure and transportation and hence to to focus its 

efforts towards implementation of artificial intelligence (AI) to serve societal needs. 
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 AI refers to the ability of machines to perform cognitive tasks like thinking, perceiving, 

learning, problem solving and decision making. This strategy helps to focus on to leverage 

the transformative technologies to ensure social and inclusive growth in line with the 

developmental agenda of the government. 

CHINESE DOCTOR WHO GENE-EDITED BABIES  

FOR ‘FAME’ TO FACE PROBE 

Prelims: Science and Technology 

Mains: Science and Technology- developments and their applications and effects in everyday 

life. 

In News: 

 A researcher who claimed to have created the world’s first genetically-edited babies will 

face a Chinese police investigation, State media said, as authorities confirmed that a 

second woman fell pregnant during the experiment. 

Explained: 

 He Jiankui shocked the scientific community last year after announcing he had 

successfully altered the genes of twin girls born in November to prevent them from 

contracting HIV. The provincial government probe found He had “forged ethical review 

papers” and “deliberately evaded supervision 

 Mr. He had “privately” organised a project team that included foreign staff and used 

“technology of uncertain safety and effectiveness” for illegal human embryo gene-editing, 

 But such gene-editing work is banned in most countries, including China. Mr. He will be 

“dealt with seriously according to the law,” and his case will be “handed over to public 

security organs for handling 

 Mr. He said the twins’ DNA was modified using CRISPR, a technique which allows 

scientists to remove and replace a strand with precision. 

What is Gene Editing? 

 Genome editing (also called gene editing) is a group of technologies that give scientists the 

ability to change an organism's DNA.  
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 These technologies allow genetic material to be added, removed, or altered at particular 

locations in the genome. Several approaches to genome editing have been developed.  

 A recent one is known as CRISPR-Cas9, which is short for clustered regularly interspaced 

short palindromic repeats and CRISPR-associated protein 9. The CRISPR-Cas9 system has 

generated a lot of excitement in the scientific community because it is faster, cheaper, more 

accurate, and more efficient than other existing genome editing methods 

 CRISPR-Cas9 was adapted from a naturally occurring genome editing system in bacteria. 

The bacteria capture snippets of DNA from invading viruses and use them to create DNA 

segments known as CRISPR arrays. The CRISPR arrays allow the bacteria to "remember" 

the viruses (or closely related ones).  

 If the viruses attack again, the bacteria produce RNA segments from the CRISPR arrays to 

target the viruses' DNA. The bacteria then use Cas9 or a similar enzyme to cut the DNA 

apart, which disables the virus. 

Human Genome editing: 

 Genome editing is of great interest in the prevention and treatment of human diseases. 

Currently, most research on genome editing is done to understand diseases using cells 

and animal models. Scientists are still working to determine whether this approach is safe 

and effective for use in people.  

 It is being explored in research on a 

wide variety of diseases, including 

single-gene disorders such as cystic 

fibrosis, hemophilia, and sickle cell 

disease. It also holds promise for the 

treatment and prevention of 

more complex diseases, such as 

cancer, heart disease, mental illness, 

and human immunodeficiency virus 

(HIV) infection. 
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 Ethical concerns arise when genome editing, using technologies such as CRISPR-Cas9, is 

used to alter human genomes. Most of the changes introduced with genome editing are 

limited to somatic cells, which are cells other than egg and sperm cells.  

 These changes affect only certain tissues and are not passed from one generation to the 

next. However, changes made to genes in egg or sperm cells (germline cells) or in the 

genes of an embryo could be passed to future generations.  

 Germline cell and embryo genome editing bring up a number of ethical challenges, 

including whether it would be permissible to use this technology to enhance normal 

human traits (such as height or intelligence). Based on concerns about ethics and safety, 

germline cell and embryo genome editing are currently illegal in many countries. 

MONKEY FEVER CASES CONFIRMED IN WAYANAD 

Mains content: GS-2 “Issues relating to development and management of Social 

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

Prelims content: Health/diseases 

Context: 

 A case of Kyasanur Forest Disease (KFD), a viral disease transmitted to humans through a 

species of ticks usually found on monkeys, has been reported from the Aranappara hamlet 

at Appapara, near Tirunelly, in Wayanad district after an interval of two years. 

Details: 

 The 36-year-old patient, who is at the 

District Hospital, Mananthavady, is 

reportedly out of critical condition. The 

samples collected from the patient were 

sent to the Manipal Centre for Virus 

Research and it had been confirmed as a 

case of KFD, District Medical Officer R. 

Renuka told The Hindu. 

 Meanwhile, a 27-year-old from the area 
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was referred to the Government Medical College Hospital, Kozhikode, with symptoms of 

the disease. They were working in a farm at Bairakuppa in Karnataka and admitted to the 

District Hospital on January 20 with symptoms of the disease, Dr. Renuka said. 

Surveillance have been stepped up in forest areas on the Wayanad- Karnataka border, 

district surveillance officer Noona Marja said. 

 Meanwhile, the district administration, in association with the Health Department, has 

intensified preventive measures, including a vaccination drive, to combat KFD. 

Medicine Stock: 

 “Though we have stocked 350 doses of KFD vaccine, the drive is facing a setback in 

villages on the fringes of forests as many are not ready to accept vaccination,” Dr. Noona 

Marja said. “However, we advised them to use personal protection measures, including 

gloves and gumboots as well as repellent lotions, before they enter forest.” The first case of 

the disease was reported in the district in 2013. The virus wreaked havoc in the district in 

2015 when 102 cases were reported and 11 persons died of the disease. Nine cases were 

reported in 2016. Though two suspected cases were reported in 2017, not a single case was 

reported last year, Dr. Renuka said. 

NON-COMMUNICABLE DISEASES ARE THE TOP KILLERS IN 

 SOUTH-EAST ASIA 

Mains: GS2 “Issues relating to development and management of Social Sector / Services 

relating to Health, Education, Human Resources.” 

Prelims: International organisation 

Context: 

 As per the WHO report the non-communicable diseases like Diabetes, cancer and heart 

disease responsible for over 70% of deaths worldwide. 

Details: 

 Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) — mainly cardiovascular diseases, chronic 

respiratory diseases, diabetes and cancer — continue to be the top killers in the South-East 

Asia Region, claiming 8.5 million lives each year. 
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WHO Goal: 

 Containing the NCDs has been listed by the WHO as its health goal for this year along 

with reducing mortality related to air pollution and climate change, global influenza 

pandemic etc. 

The Cause for Concern: 

 “One third of these deaths are premature and occur before the age of 70, affecting 

economically productive individuals. This results in the lost of loved one and people 

serving our Nation. The NCDs disproportionately affect the poor, impoverish families, 

and place a growing burden on health care systems. 

 Non-communicable diseases such as diabetes, cancer and heart disease, are collectively 

responsible for over 70% of all deaths worldwide, or 41 million people. These include 15 

million people dying prematurely, aged between 30 and 69. 

Causes:  

 The four ‘major’ NCDs are caused, to a large extent, by four modifiable behavioural risk 

factors: tobacco use, unhealthy diet, insufficient physical activity and harmful use of 

alcohol.  

Way Forward for Humanity: 

 Consuming fibre and whole grains can reduce health risks from non-communicable 

diseases such as heart disease. 

 Eating fibre-rich foods reduces the incidence of coronary heart disease, stroke, type 2 

diabetes and colorectal cancer by 16% to 24%. A higher fibre intake is also associated with 

lower bodyweight, systolic blood pressure and total cholesterol when compared with 

lower intake. 

 Doctors then recommend — eat less and enjoy your food by eating slowly, fill half your 

plate with fruits and vegetables, avoid oversized portions which causes weight gain, at 

least half of your grains should be whole grains, limit consumption of food high in trans 

fats. 
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IMPROVED LIGHT COMBAT AIRCRAFT GETS GREEN LIGHT FOR 

PRODUCTION 

Mains Level: GS 3: Internal Security 

Prelims Level: Defence 

Context: 

 Light Combat Aircraft (LCA) Tejas progressed towards manufacture in an enhanced, 

battle standard format.  

Details: 

 The LCA is being designed and developed by the Aeronautical Development Agency 

(ADA) in Bengaluru. A new limited clearance from military airworthiness certifier 

CEMILAC for the Indian fighter green-lights its production in a superior lethal version.  

 HAL aims to get the first aircraft out in late 2019. The Indian Air Force (IAF) has asked 

Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL) to make 40 LCA aircraft. Of this, 20 will be in the 

advanced Final Operational Clearance (FOC) format. Another 20 are in the earlier Initial 

Operational Clearance (IOC) version. The IAF has modified and upgraded its trainer 

requirement in its old package order of 40 LCA aircraft. 

Light Combat Aircraft: 

 A Light combat aircraft is a light multirole military aircraft most coming from advanced 

trainers that have been modified or designed for engaging in light combat missions, either 

in light strike or attack missions, reconnaissance or interdiction roles while some keeping 

its trainer role. They are also slower than their bigger counterparts capable only of 

subsonic speed though some are capable of reaching mach 1+. Although equipped with 

either guns or short-range air-to-air missiles it is usually for self-defense purpose or anti-

hostile aircraft/helicopter missions not for air defense as lightweight fighters do, though 

some are capable of air combat or point air defense missions due to integrated or have 

variants capable of carrying powerful multi-mode radar systems, most LCAs don't have 

such due to their small limited design or are less powerful.  However, they can still be 

used to patrol the skies and implement border patrol or air policing. 
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CHINESE LUNAR ROVER NAMED AS ‘YUTU 2’ 

Mains Level: GS 3: Awareness in the fields of IT, Space, Computers, robotics, Nano-

technology, bio-technology and issues relating to intellectual property rights 

Prelims Level: Space 

Context: 

 China has named the lunar rover, successfully deployed to carry out a string of 

experiments on the unexplored far side of the moon, as ‘Yutu 2’. 

Details: 

 It is said that China’s lunar probe is part of its ‘Made in China-2025’ project, which focuses 

on advanced technology, including space applications. 

 The lunar rover follows the BeiDou Navigation Satellite System — China’s homegrown 

Global Positioning System that started worldwide service last month. Next year China 

plans to launch its Mars explorer mission. In 2022, it hopes to complete its own earth-

orbiting space station. The rover has been programmed to launch ground penetration 

radar that would help map the moon’s inner structures. It would also analyse soil and 

rock samples for minerals, apart from activating a radio telescope to search for possible 

signals from deep space. 

About Lunar Rover: 

 The lunar rover has been launched to experiment the far side of the moon. 

 The robotic spacecraft is carrying instruments to analyse the unexplored region’s geology 

and will conduct biological experiments. 

 This is the pioneering achievement as earlier moon missions that have landed only on the 

Earth-facing side, this is the first time any craft has landed on the unexplored and rugged 

far side of the moon. 

 The scientific tasks of the mission include low-frequency radio astronomical observation, 

surveying the terrain and landforms, detecting the mineral composition and shallow lunar 

surface structure, and measuring the neutron radiation and neutral atoms to study the 

environment on the far side of the moon. 
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NAVY TO SET UP NEW AIR BASE IN PORT BLAIR 

Mains Level: GS 3: Various Security forces and agencies and their mandate. 

Prelims Level: Defence 

Context: 

 The Navy to commission a new airbase 100 miles north of Port Blair in the strategically 

located Andaman and Nicobar Islands. 

Details: 

 Upon commission, this will be India’s fourth air base and the third naval air facility in the 

archipelago, which are closer to Southeast Asia than to the Indian mainland, overlooking 

key sea lanes of communication and strategic choke points. According to the officials, the 

base will initially operate choppers and Dornier short-range surveillance aircraft and will 

have a runway of about 3,000 m which will in phases be extended to 9000 m to support all 

kinds of aircraft including fighter jets. As part of the upgrade, the base will feature staging 

facilities, a fuel dump and maintenance and repair facilities.  

PARLIAMENTARY PANEL FLAGS NEGLECT OF WESTERN GHATS 

Mains Level: GS 3: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental 

impact assessment 

Prelims level: Biodiversity 

Context: 

 Over 56,000 km of ecologically sensitive areas in the Western Ghats could not be 

earmarked as ‘no-go’ zones due to State governments’ ‘insensitivity’, a parliamentary 

panel has said. 

Details: 

 The Panel has urged the Union Environment and Forests Ministry to constitute a 

committee to address the issues and grievances of the local people. 

 This has come into discussion due to the recent catastrophic monsoon floods in Kerala and 

parts of Karnataka. 
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 The disaster mainly implies the ecological insensitive administration of the concerned six 

State governments of Goa, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, says 

the Committee on Government Assurances in the Rajya Sabha 

Committee on Government Assurances: 

 The Committee consists of 15 members in Lok Sabha and 10 members in Rajya Sabha. 

 A Minister is not nominated to this Committee. 

 While replying to questions in the House or during discussions on Bills, Resolutions, 

Motions etc., Ministers at times give assurances or undertakings either to consider a 

matter or to take action or to furnish the House further information later.  

 The functions of this Committee are to scrutinize the assurances, promises, undertakings 

etc. given by Ministers from time to time and to report to the respective Houses of 

Parliament on the extent to which such assurances etc. have been implemented and to see 

whether such implementation has taken place within the minimum time necessary for the 

purpose. 

TRIBALS OF WEST BENGAL BATTLING FOOD SCARCITY: STUDY 

Mains Level: GS 2: Issues relating to poverty and hunger. 

Prelims Level: Nothing much 

Context: 

 Two months after the West Bengal government denied any food scarcity as a possible 

cause of death of seven persons from a tribal community, a survey report has identified 

“food scarcity in varying degrees” in about 31% of tribal households in West Bengal. 

Details:  

 West Bengal is home to a over five million tribals, with 6% of the India’s tribal population 
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of 100 million.  And, in many areas of these regions, tribals of the State are far behind in 

terms of human development. Recently, it has been contended that the main reason for the 

death of seven tribals is due to the scarcity of food.  

 With that background in place, the survey has been conducted in 1,000 tribal households 

to ascertain living conditions, health and education.  

 The report findings say that the tribal people are facing hunger problems, most of the 

families surveyed could hardly afford animal protein or pulses. 

 Degradation of forest and environmental degradation are cited as two more reasons for 

“reduced availability of natural nutrients” resulting in early deaths. The report also 

indicated large cases of premature deaths among tribals. The report further noted that the 

work participation rate is higher among the Adivasis in Bengal, forcing the children of 

school going age to discontinue their studies in order to fend themselves and support the 

families. 

TRIPLE TALAQ ORDINANCE TO BE RE-PROMULGATED 

Mains Level: GS 2: mechanisms, laws, institutions and Bodies constituted for the protection 

and betterment of these vulnerable sections 

Prelims Level: Acts and Amendments 

Context: 

 The Union Cabinet approved a proposal to re-promulgate the ordinance making the 

practice of instant triple talaq a criminal offence. 

Details: 

 The earlier ordinance was to expire on January 22. The Bill to convert the first ordinance 

into a law is pending in Rajya Sabha.  

 A fresh Bill to make the practice of triple talaq among Muslims a penal offence was 

introduced in the Lok Sabha on December 17 last year to replace an ordinance issued in 

September.The Cabinet has also approved re-issuance of an ordinance to allow a 

committee and a Bill to convert an earlier ordinance into a law is pending approval in 

Parliament. 
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Key provisions of the Bill: 

 The Bill makes all declaration of talaq, including in written or electronic form, to be void 

(i.e. not enforceable in law) and illegal. 

 Definition: It defines talaq as talaq-e-biddat or any other similar form of talaq pronounced 

by a Muslim man resulting in instant and irrevocable divorce.  Talaq-e-biddat refers to the 

practice under Muslim personal laws where pronouncement of the word ‘talaq’ thrice in 

one sitting by a Muslim man to his wife results in an instant and irrevocable divorce. 

 Offence and penalty: The Bill make declaration of talaq a cognizable offence, attracting up 

to three years’ imprisonment with a fine.  (A cognizable offence is one for which a police 

officer may arrest an accused person without warrant.) The offence will be cognizable only 

if information relating to the offence is given by: (i) the married woman (against whom 

talaq has been declared), or (ii) any person related to her by blood or marriage. The Bill 

provides that the Magistrate may grant bail to the accused. The bail may be granted only 

after hearing the woman (against whom talaq has been pronounced), and if the Magistrate 

is satisfied that there are reasonable grounds for granting bail. 

 The offence may be compounded by the Magistrate upon the request of the woman 

(against whom talaq has been declared). Compounding refers to the procedure where the 

two sides agree to stop legal proceedings, and settle the dispute.  The terms and 

conditions of the compounding of the offence will be determined by the Magistrate.  

Allowance: A Muslim woman against whom talaq has been declared, is entitled to seek 

subsistence allowance from her husband for herself and for her dependent children.   The 

amount of the allowance will be determined by the Magistrate. Custody: A Muslim 

woman against whom such talaq has been declared, is entitled to seek custody of her 

minor children. The manner of custody will be determined by the Magistrate. 

Significance: 

 Time has come to put an end to the suffering of Muslim women who have been at the 

receiving end of instant talaq for several years. More than 20 Islamic countries have 

already banned the practice. 
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REVIEW HEARING IN OPEN COURT RARE 

Mains Level: GS 2: Role of Judiciary 

Prelims Level: Judiciary 

Context: 

 The decision of a five-judge Bench led by Chief Justice of India Ranjan Gogoi to have an 

open court hearing of the review petitions filed against another five-judge Constitution 

Bench’s Sabarimala judgment is “exceptional”, legal experts say. 

Details: 

 The repercussions after historic Sabarimala judgment have been recollecting the events 

found 43 years ago in the open court review of the historic Kesavananda Bharati verdict in 

November 1975.  

 The Sabarimala judgment, which struck down a ban on women of menstruating age from 

undertaking the pilgrimage, was delivered by a Constitution Bench of five judges. The 

Review Bench formed by Chief Justice Gogoi is also a five-judge Bench.  

 The Supreme Court decision in the Central Board of Dawoodi Bohra Community holds 

that a Bench of co-equal strength on its own cannot overrule a judgment of a Bench of co-

ordinate number of judges.  

 So, a five-judge Bench cannot overrule another five-judge Bench’s verdict. In case the 

Sabarimala verdict has to be overruled, the Supreme Court would have to form a larger 

Bench of seven judges. Review of any Supreme Court decision is rare. 

 It is rarer still to examine review petitions filed against a Constitution Bench judgment and 

in an open court. Review petitions are usually decided by circulation in judges’ chambers. 

 The situation (reviewing a Consitutional Bench) has been described as rare as a 

Constitution Bench is itself formed to finally settle a law. 

About Kesavananda Bharati vs State of Kerala case: 

 It is popularly known as fundamental rights case. Under this case, the Supreme Court of 

India outlined the Basic Structure doctrine of the Constitution and ruled that all provisions 

of the constitution, including Fundamental Rights can be amended.  
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 However, the Parliament cannot alter the basic structure of the constitution like 

secularism, democracy, federalism, separation of powers. 

 Under this Supreme Court declared 31 C as unconstitutional and invalid on the ground 

that judicial review is basic structure and hence cannot be taken away. 

 The Supreme Court reviewed the decision in Golaknath v. State of Punjab, and considered 

the validity of the 24th, 25th, 26th and 29th amendments. 

 The most significant contribution by Kesavananda Bharati judgment is the recognition of 

supremacy of the Constitution of India and its unalterable features. 

  The Kesavananda judgment also defined the extent to which Parliament could restrict 

property rights, in pursuit of land reform and the redistribution of large landholdings to 

cultivators, overruling previous decisions that suggested that the right to property could 

not be restricted. 

Background on Sabarimala case: 

 The temple banned the entry of women pilgrims who are aged between 10 to 50 claiming 

it as a traditional practice. 

Arguments in favour:  

 Barring women entry is considered as an “essential and integral” practice of a religious 

denomination under Article 25.  

 Lord Ayyappa was a celibate and it is argued that the deity also has right to maintain the 

celibacy.  This is also a part of right to privacy of the deity and it should be respected.  

 Biologically women are weaker than men and they cannot put up with the physical 

hardship, austerity and days of celibacy like men 

Arguments against:  

• It is against the fundamental right (Article 14) as it is discriminatory and against gender 

justice. Article 26 only talks about freedom to manage religious affairs and this is subjected 

to constitutional morality and does not encourage any discriminatory practice. It is also 

considered as a form of untouchability as it socially ostracizes women from religious 

practices against their will. And hence punishable under Article 17.  
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Important judgments involved in this issue: 

1) 1991 Kerala High Court judgement: It supported the restriction imposed on women 

devotees. It argued that that the restriction was in place since time immemorial and not 

discriminatory under the Constitution. 

2) Supreme court recent judgment 2018 (Indian Young Lawyers Association v. State of Kerala). It 

supported the right of women of all ages to enter sabarimala temple. It argued that it is a 

constitutional right and it cannot be challenged. It added that practice is reflecting 

patriarchal attitude. This social exclusion if continued could only strengthen the principle 

of purity and pollution and dominant class ideology, said the Supreme court 

Reflections of the recent judgment in the society: 

 Though it has been welcomed by social activists and gender equality supporters such as 

All India Democratic Women’s Association, it has also created other repercussions. The 

judgment created dissenting opinion manifested in the form of spiraling protests in Kerala 

and also in others parts of the nation. 

Reasons for disagreement with the judgment: 

 It questions the court’s authority to decide on essential practices of religious 

denominations. Also questions the court’s authority in deciding the integrity and ethics 

behind the religious practices. Justice Malhotra criticizes the Supreme Court reliance on 

the “essential religious practice” doctrine. 

SC SETS ASIDE DELHI HC RULING AGAINST MONSANTO 

Mains Level: GS 3: Major crops cropping patterns in various parts of the country, different 

types of irrigation and irrigation systems storage, transport and marketing of agricultural 

produce and issues and related constraints; GS2: Role of Judiciary 

Prelims Level: Agriculture; Judiciary 

Context: 

 Providing relief to agri-sector major Monsanto, the Supreme Court on Tuesday set aside a 

Delhi High Court (DHC) order invalidating Monsanto Technology’s patents on BT cotton 

seeds.  
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Background of the case: 

 A division bench DHC had earlier ruled that Monsanto could not claim patents of GM 

(genetically modified) cotton seeds since items like seeds, plants and animals can’t be 

patented under Indian laws.  

 Monsanto sells GM cotton seeds in India through its joint venture with Maharashtra 

Hybrid Seeds Co — Mahyco Monsanto Biotech (India) Ltd (MMBL).  

 MBBL had terminated its sub-license with Nuziveedu Seeds Ltd (NSL) in 2015 after a 

royalty payment dispute.   

 The case reached court when NSL continued to sell genetically modified seeds even after 

its contract was terminated, with the latter seeking an ad-interim injunction. In November 

2016, a single judge bench of the High Court restrained NSL from selling BT cotton seeds 

using the trademark of Monsanto or MMBL.  

 However, a division bench of the Delhi High Court had overturned this.  

 Now, the SC set aside a Delhi High Court Division Bench decision that held that U.S. agro 

major Monsanto did not have patent for its genetically modified BT cotton seed variants 

and had allowed it to claim registration under the Protection of Plant Varieties and 

Farmers’ Rights Act of 2001. 

About Protection of Plant Varieties and Farmers' Rights Act, 2001: 

 The Protection of Plant Variety and Farmers Right Act, 2001 (PPVFR Act) is an Act of the 

Parliament of India that was enacted to provide for the establishment of an effective 

system for protection of plant varieties, the rights of farmers and plant breeders, and to 

encourage the development and cultivation of new varieties of plants.  

 The PPV&FR Act, 2001 was enacted to grant intellectual property rights to plant breeders, 

researchers and farmers who have developed any new or extant plant varieties. 
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ENCOUNTER DEATHS IN U.P. A SERIOUS ISSUE, OBSERVES SC 

Mains Level: Ethical concerns 

and dilemmas in government and private institutions; laws, rules, regulations and conscience 

as sources of ethical guidance. 

Prelims Level: None 

Context: 

 The Supreme Court on Monday observed that a “very serious issue” has been raised in a 

petition seeking a CBI probe into 1,100 police encounters which have taken place in Uttar 

Pradesh under the Yogi Adityanath government. 

Details: 

‘Massive liquidations’ 

 Filed by the NGO, People’s Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL), the petition termed the 

encounters “massive administrative liquidations.” On Monday, a Bench led by Chief 

Justice of India Ranjan Gogoi adjourned the case to February 12. The court had asked the 

State government to first file its response to the petition way back on July 2 last year. 

Open defiance: PUCL: 

 The PUCL has submitted that the police encounters were endorsed by the State 

administration in “open defiance” of human rights and civil liberties. That is, the State 

machinery chose to end lives instead of bringing people for trial. 

 “The state cannot adopt such means which are against the constitutional principles to fight 

with terrorism or hardened criminals. Such extra-judicial killings in the name of 

encounters are considered ‘state-sponsored terror’,” the petition said. 

 In this context, the petition refers to reported statements made by Chief Minister 

Adityanath like “criminals will be jailed or killed in encounters” and “everyone should be 

guaranteed security, but those who want to disturb peace of the society and believe in the 

gun, should be given the answer in the language of the gun.” The petition said the 

National Human Rights Commission had written to the State government in response to 

the Chief Minister's statements, saying that police personnel were misusing their powers 
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to settle scores. The Commission had said “creating an atmosphere of fear is not the 

correct way to deal with the crime”. 

  The petition, which refers extensively to reports in The Hindu on the police encounters, 

said facts available in the public domain show that over 1,100 encounters have taken place 

in the past year, wherein 49 people were killed and 370 injured.   

 “According to the figures given by the State of U.P. to the NHRC, in the encounters, 45 

persons have died between 01.01.2017-31.03.2018. Each such encounter is required to be 

investigated on the basis of FIR, followed by a Magisterial Inquiry and thereafter, a 

criminal trial in accordance with law,” it said. 

Ethical Issues involved: 

 Gandhiji said” An eye for an eye will make the whole world blind”. An extrajudicial 

killing is the killing of a person by governmental authorities without the sanction of any 

judicial proceeding or legal process. It is right when it is done on the pretext of self 

defense, national security at stake or when it involves Utilitarian 

Principle(consequentialism) but unethical when it is done with a targeted approach.  

 Various ethical issues- Rule of Law-It bypass due process of law which require that every 

alternative should be provided to accused.  

 Humanitarian-killing a person without any retaliation is nothing more than a barbaric act 

of killing which should come with a probe against the person who has done this gruesome 

act. Constitution- It is against our fundamental right which talks about a life of dignity.  

 Life is the most precious possession of an individual and depriving someone of it should 

be the exception and not the rule Eg Saurabuddin case,20 woodcutters in AP etc., Herd 

Mentality- Encounter is wrong, it is the mentality of a mob which see things through the 

lens of agitation than justice.  

 Misue of Policy/slippery slope-The worry here is about breaking down the barrier 

between legitimate killing in self-defense or in punishment, versus the sort of illegimate 

killing. 
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36 YEARS AFTER, GIRLS STILL FORCED INTO DEVADASI CUSTOM 

Mains Content: Women Empowerment  

Prelims Content: Indian Society 

Context: 

 With no will to enforce the 1982 Act, girls from marginalised communities in Karnataka 

are still trafficked. 

Details: 

 More than thirty-six years after the Karnataka Devadasis (Prohibition of Dedication) Act 

of 1982 was passed, the State government is yet to issue the rules for administering the 

law. Meanwhile the practice of dedicating young girls to temples as an offering to appease 

the gods persists not just in Karnataka, but has also spread to neighbouring Goa. 

Recent Studies: 

 Two new studies on the devadasi practice by the National Law School of India University 

(NLSIU), Bengaluru, and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences (TISS) in Mumbai, paint a 

grim picture of the apathetic approach of the legislature and enforcement agencies to crack 

down on the practice, particularly prevalent among oppressed communities of north 

Karnataka. A disturbing aspect revealed by the new studies is that special children, with 

physical or mental disabilities, are more vulnerable to be dedicated as devadasis — nearly 

one in five (or 19%) of the devadasis that were part of the NLSIU study exhibited such 

disabilities. 

 The NLS researchers found that girls from socio-economically marginalised communities 

continued to be victims of the custom, and thereafter were forced into the commercial sex 

racket. The TISS study buttresses the point by stressing that the devadasi system continues 

to receive customary sanction from families and communities. Reporting of cases 

pertaining to the custom under the Karnataka law is very low, with only four cases filed 

between 2011 and 2017. None of these cases were filed in Ballari, where village and district 

authorities indicated that identifying and preventing the incidents was difficult. The law is 
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used sparingly, and focuses on prosecution (including of the victims themselves) with no 

framework for rehabilitation. 

 Despite sufficient evidence of the prevalence of the practice and its link to sexual 

exploitation, recent legislations such as the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences 

(POCSO) Act 2012, and Juvenile Justice (JJ) Act of 2015 have not made any reference to it 

as a form of sexual exploitation of children, the NLSIU’s Centre for Child and the Law 

noted in its report. 

 Dedicated children are also not explicitly recognised as children in need of care and 

protection under JJ Act, despite the involvement of family and relatives in their sexual 

exploitation. India’s extant immoral trafficking prevention law or the proposed Trafficking 

of Persons (Prevention, Protection and Rehabilitation) Bill 2018, also do not recognise 

these dedicated girls as victims of trafficking for sexual purposes. 

 The State’s failure to enhance livelihood sources for weaker sections of society fuels the 

continuation of the practice, the studies underline. More inclusive socio-economic 

development apart, NLSUI has mooted a legislative overhaul and a more pro-active role 

from State agencies. 

About Devadasi:  

 Devadasi system is a religious practice in parts of southern India, including Andhra 

Pradesh, whereby parents marry a daughter to a deity or a temple. The marriage usually 

occurs before the girl reaches puberty and requires the girl to become a prostitute for 

upper-caste community members. Such girls are known as jogini. They are forbidden to 

enter into a real marriage. 

 There have been opinions of many hues and colors about the genesis and growth of this 

system. There are many factors that come into consideration when we try to trace the 

origin and the development of this intriguing system.  

 Factors like religious beliefs, caste system, male domination and economic stress have 

been recognized as the stimulants behind the perpetuation of this phenomenon. 
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Historical Perspective:  

 The begining could be perhaps mapped out in the inscription found in temples. "The word 

Emperumandiyar which was used in the sense of Vaishnavas before 966 A.D. got the 

meaning of dancing girls, attached to Vishnu temples, in inscriptions of about 1230-1240 

A.D. in the time of Raja Raya III.  In Maharashtra, they are called 'Devadasis' meaning 

female servants of God'. 

  It should also be noted that in many quarters the emergence of the "devadasis" has been 

linked to the downfall of Buddhism in India. "That the devadasis were Buddhist nuns can 

be deduced from many evidences.  

 They are unknown to ancient India. Jaatakas, Kautillya or Vatsayana do not mention 

them, but later Puranas found them useful.   

 The system started only after the fall of Buddhism and records of them start appearing 

around 1000 A.D."  It is viewed that the "devadasis" are the Buddhist nuns who were 

degraded to the level of prostitutes after the temples were taken over by the Brahmins 

during the times of their resurgence after the fall of Buddhism. 

Times Report: 

 The Devadasi system was set up, according to a Times of India report (10-11-1987) as a 

result of a conspiracy between the feudal class and the priests (Brahmins).  

 The latter, with their ideological and religious hold over the peasants and craftsmen, 

devised a means that gave prostitution their religious sanction. Poor, low-caste girls, 

initially sold at private auctions, were later dedicated to the temples. They were then 

initiated into prostitution. 

AFSPA TO CONTINUE IN NAGALAND 

Mains Level: GS 3: Various Security forces and agencies and their mandate. 

Prelims Level: Acts 

Context: 

 The entire State of Nagaland has been declared ‘disturbed area’ for six more months, till 

June-end, under the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act 1976. 
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Details: 

 The Home Ministry has notified that the Central government is of the opinion that the 

area comprising the whole of State of Nagaland is in such a disturbed and dangerous 

condition that the use of armed forces in aid of civilian power is necessary. 

 The Ministry further mentioned that decision has been taken as killings, loot and extortion 

have been going on in various parts of the State which necessitated the action.  

 Hence, using the powers conferred by Section 3 of the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act, 

1958, the Central government declared the whole of the State of Nagaland as a ‘disturbed 

area’ for a period of six months with effect from 30th December, 2018. 

 The AFSPA has been in force in Nagaland for several decades. It has not been withdrawn 

even after a framework agreement was signed on August 3, 2015, by the Naga insurgent 

group NSCN-IM general secretary and government interlocutor R.N. Ravi in the presence 

of Prime Minister. There are also demands from various organisations in the North East 

and Jammu and Kashmir for repealing the controversial AFSPA, which empowers these 

forces with 'sweeping powers' such as to conduct operations anywhere and arrest anyone 

without any prior notice. 

About AFSPA: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How a region is declared ‘disturbed’? 

 Section (3) of the AFSPA empowers the governor of the state or Union territory to issue an 

official notification in The Gazette of India, following which the Centre has the authority 

to send in armed forces for civilian aid. Once declared ‘disturbed’, the region has to 

maintain status quo for a minimum of three months, according to The Disturbed Areas 

(Special Courts) Act, 1976. The state governments can suggest whether the act is required 
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to be enforced or not. But under Section (3) of the act, their opinion can be overruled by 

the governor or the Centre. 

 The Armed Forces Special Power Act 1958 provides security forces special powers and 

immunity to tackle militant, extremist and insurgent activities in disturbed areas. 

 Many reports have shown that frequent raids, fake encounters, demolition of private 

property and torture by the armed force made the lives of people living in the disturbed 

areas vulnerable. 

Implications of these violations: 

 Violation of fundamental rights such as Article 14, 21 guaranteed by the constitution. 

 Abuses by army, and are rarely punished for crimes 

 It alienates the people from army and then from the rest of the India. A feeling of other 

worldly is generated in their mind. It is also one of the main reasons for self-exclusion of 

J&K and North-eastern people from the rest of India 

 The special powers by AFSPA also override the code of criminal procedure (CrPC) 

 It is agreed that handling insurgent and extremist activities in disturbed areas need special 

powers and these special powers are also to preserve country’s integrity and uphold law 

and order.  However, the nature and mechanism of AFSPA should be the way to address 

the concerns of human rights violations 

Solutions: 

 Phased removal of AFSPA considering the local situations. 

 All human right violations should be investigated and time-bound procedure should be 

adopted. The cases could also be fast-tracked. Amendments in Laws: The lacunae in the 

Act, as a result of definitional voids with respect to terms like “disturbed”, “dangerous” 

and “land forces” need to be amplified to ensure greater clarity 

 The onus of proving the alleged person as terrorists should lie with the forces. Sec 7 

should be suitable amended to this effect. AFSPA should only be a curative, preventive 

and protective force and not a violative force. Steps should be made in that regard. 
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REPORT ON AQIS 

Mains content: GS 3: “Security challenges and their management in border areas; linkages of 

organized crime with terrorism”. 

Prelims content: Terror organisations  

Details: 

 ‘Study by New York-based think tank misleading ’A top intelligence official on Thursday 

dismissed as ‘alarmist’ a U.S.-based think tank’s report that contends that the Al Qaeda in 

the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) was exploiting the growing incidents of violence against 

Muslims in India and attacks in the name of “cow vigilantism” to recruit cadres. 

 Asserting that the study by The Soufan Center, a New York-based think tank, was 

misleading, the official who spoke on the condition of anonymity said: “researchers 

appear to have extrapolated isolated instances, imaginatively.” 

 The report titled ‘AQIS — The Nucleus of Jihad in South Asia’ asserts that the rise in inter-

religious clashes in India due to a changing political discourse had resulted in further 

divisions between Hindus and Muslims. Increasing incidents of violent attacks on 

Muslims in India, who are accused of eating beef, was being exploited by groups like 

AQIS to “incite Indian Muslims to join what is being called a fight for their honour,” 

according to the study’s authors. 

 “India is a pluralist country with 180 million Muslims,” the intelligence official said. 

“Indian Islam is based on rich Sufistic 

traditions of pluralism, inclusivism and 

composite nationalism. The wave of Al 

Qaeda in the 1990s and 2000s did not 

impacts the Indian Muslim. The wave of 

Islamic State had minimal impact, with 

only about 108 individuals succumbing to 

its lure. In the past few decades, global 

Islamist uprisings and terrorism have not 
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impacted the Indian Muslim, as they were based on Jihadism, born out of exclusionism,” 

the official added, dismissing the report’s premise on the increasing vulnerability of the 

Indian Muslim to recruitment by the AQIS. 

 The Soufan Center also said in its report that there was strong evidence of ties between the 

AQIS and the LeT. According to the report, AQIS operative Abdul Rehman, who was 

arrested from Orissa in 2015, travelled to Pakistan in 2014 as a LeT recruit.  

 “ISI facilitated his entry into Karachi via Dubai, but once inside Pakistan, Rahman met 

with several high-ranking AQIS leaders, including its chief, Asim Umar. Through his LeT 

contacts, Rehman later joined AQIS. The indictment documents of Abdul Rahman reveal 

that numerous LeT leaders visited AQIS headquarters in South Waziristan including Sajid 

Majid, ISI operative who masterminded the 26/11 Mumbai attacks,” it said. 

 The think tank said the situation in Kashmir had also taken an “unprecedented turn.” “For 

the first time since the onset of conflict in Kashmir, the region is responding to the appeal 

of groups like al-Qaeda.” 

HC STAYS BAN ON ONLINE SALE OF DRUGS 

Mains Level: GS 2: Role of Judiciary 

Prelims Level: Role of Judiciary 

Context: 

 A Division Bench of the Madras High Court on Wednesday stayed the operation of a 

single judge’s December 17 order banning online sale of medicines.  

Details: 

 The Bench has said that imposing a sudden ban would cause grave hardship and health 

issues to patients relying on e-pharmacies. 

 It further said that the number of people who prefer to purchase medicines online was on 

the rise because not all patients and their caregivers would be in a position to go in search 

of the required drugs. It added that e-pharmacies aided those who travelled from one state 

to another for medical treatment. On the other hand, the Bench warned that sale and 

dispensation of medicines requires great care as it deals with human lives 
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 It is argued that there was no necessity to ban online sale in toto when e-pharma firms had 

conceded that the authorities constituted under the Drugs and Cosmetics Act of 1940 were 

already empowered to initiate appropriate action against them. And also, there was no 

possibility of any irregularity or illegality as medicines would not be dispensed online 

without buyers having furnished prescriptions from registered medical practitioners. 

MANY SWACHH BHARAT TOILETS DEFUNCT, 

 UNUSABLE: MPS’ PANEL 

Mains Level: GS 2: Welfare schemes for vulnerable sections of the population by the Centre 

and States and the performance of these schemes 

Prelims Level: Government schemes and policies 

Context: 

 Many toilets constructed under the Swachh Bharat Mission have already become defunct 

and unusable, according to the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Rural 

Development.  

Details: 

 The Committee report slammed the Ministry of Drinking and Sanitation (nodal agency for 

implementation of Swachh Bharat Abhiyan in rural areas) for not bothering to find out the 

scope of the problem, despite an earlier recommendation to conduct a survey. 

 The report further said that if these problems are not tackled seriously, the objective of full 

household sanitation coverage in the entire rural areas of the country by October 2, 2019, 

would remain a distant dream. 

 The main problem behind the reason for its non-usability is pertaining to the quality of 

construction and scarcity of water.  

 Hence the Committee said that for the success of the vision, the constructed toilets needs 

to be safe and sustainable so that they can be utilised for a long period of time 

 The Ministry of Rural development has replied that these dysfunctional toilets are those 

which were constructed under earlier rural sanitation programme and also funds from the 

Finance Ministry’s Swachh Bharat Kosh, which channels private and corporate money to 
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the mission, were being used to retrofit these defunct toilets constructed under earlier 

scheme. 

 But the Ministry is silent as to what action has been initiated to conduct the recommended 

survey for assessment of such toilets which have already become redundant and unusable 

About Swachh Bharat Mission: 

 It is a nation-wide campaign in India for the period 2014 to 2019 that aims to clean up the 

streets, roads and infrastructure of India's cities, towns, and rural areas. 

 The objectives of Swachh Bharat include eliminating open defecation through the 

construction of household-owned and community-owned toilets and establishing an 

accountable mechanism of monitoring toilet use. The mission has two thrusts: Swachh 

Bharat Abhiyan ("gramin" or 'rural'), which operates under the Ministry of Drinking 

Water and Sanitation; and Swachh Bharat Abhiyan ('urban'), which operates under the 

Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs. 

Swachh Bharat Mission (Urban) have the following objectives: 

 Eliminate open defecation, 

 Conversion of insanitary toilets to pour flush toilets, Eradication of manual scavenging, 

 100% collection and scientific processing/disposal reuse/recycle of Municipal Solid 

Waste. To bring about a behavioural change in people regarding healthy sanitation 

practices. Generate awareness among the citizens about sanitation and its linkages with 

public health. Strengthening of urban local bodies to design, execute and operate systems, 

 To create enabling environment for private sector participation in Capital Expenditure and 

Operation & Maintenance (O&M) costs. 

Swachh Bharat Mission (Rural) has the following objectives: 

 Bring about an improvement in the general quality of life in the rural areas. 

 Accelerate sanitation coverage in rural areas to achieve the vision of Swachh Bharat by 

2019 with all Gram Panchayats in the country attaining Nirmal status. Encourage cost 

effective and appropriate technologies for ecologically safe and sustainable sanitation. 

Motivate communities and Panchayati Raj Institutions promoting sustainable sanitation 
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facilities through awareness creation and health education. Develop community managed 

environmental sanitation systems focusing on solid & liquid waste management for 

overall cleanliness in the rural areas. 

CHILD CARE HOMES DON’T PAINT A ROSY PICTURE 

Mains Level: GS 3: mechanisms, laws, institutions and Bodies constituted for the protection 

and betterment of these vulnerable sections. 

Prelims Level: Nothing much 

Context: 

 A pan-India survey of childcare institutions (CCI) conducted by the Centre has 

highlighted poor safety and security measures, inadequate monitoring of these facilities, 

and a lack of effort to trace parents of missing children sent to these homes. 

Details: 

 The detailed report shows that only 46.7% of the total homes had adequate number of 

caregivers per child and only 28.7% centres were able to tend to inmates showing signs of 

hunger or illness and 65.9% of homes were able to actively supervise children under 

trauma. The report also says that the lack of infrastructure facilities is “glaring” and finds 

that more than 1,000 homes did not have a dormitory for children, raising questions about 

sleeping arrangements made for them. The report finds that even though there are several 

mechanisms for monitoring, regular inspections of these shelters were not being carried 

out. 
 

KELKAR MOOTS SETTING UP OF ‘NITI AAYOG 2.0 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News:  

 Former Finance Commission Chairman Vijay Kelkar has pitched for setting up of a ‘new 

NITI Aayog’ and giving it the responsibility for allocating capital and revenue grants to 

the States. 
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Explained: 

 Mr. Kelkar, in a paper titled ‘Towards India’s new fiscal federalism,’ said it was desirable 

that a functionally-distinct entity such as the new NITI Aayog be put to use to do the job at 

hand related to the structural issues, including removal of regional imbalances in the 

economy. The eminent economist, however, added that he was not suggesting for a 

moment that the new NITI Aayog should take the form of the erstwhile Planning 

Commission. Mr. Kelkar argued that replacing the Planning Commission, which was 

promoting regionally-balanced growth in India, with the NITI Aayog, a think tank, has 

reduced the government’s policy reach. He also suggested that to make the Aayog more 

effective, “the vice-chairman of the new NITI Aayog will need to be a permanent invitee of 

the Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs. 

ISRO’S NEW STATION IN BHUTAN TO COUNTER  

CHINA’S TIBET FACILITY 

Prelims: International relations 

Mains: Security challenges and their management in border areas 

In News: 

 India is setting up a satellite tracking and data reception centre in the Himalayan state of 

Bhutan that will also strategically serve to counter a similar Chinese facility in the region.  

Explained: 

 The Indian Space Research Organisation’s ground station in Bhutan is likely to double up 

as “a strategic asset” for the country, given its location between India and China, China 

has already established an advanced satellite tracking centre and astronomical 

observatory at Ngari in Tibet Autonomous Region, about 125 km away from the Line of 

Actual Control, which serves as the de-facto border between India and China.  

 The facility in Tibet is so advanced that apart from tracking Indian satellites, it can also 

“blind” them  

 This strategy is significant in the backdrop of the Doklam crisis, when the Chinese tried to 

construct a road at a tri-junction between India, Bhutan and China. Bhutan stood firmly 
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with India during the 72-day face-off between the Indian army and the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army at Doklam in western Bhutan in June-August, 2017.  

India-Bhutan: 

 Although ISRO’s ground station in Bhutan is intended to help the Himalayan state take 

advantage of the South Asia Satellite, it is also India’s way of counterbalancing the 

Chinese station in Tibet.  

 With the completion of this project, Bhutan will get help in tasks such as weather 

information, tele-medicine and disaster relief in the far-flung areas of the country  

 India also pledged Rs 4,500 crore as assistance to Bhutan to support the Himalayan state’s 

12th five-year plan for development.  

U.K. TO TEST IMMIGRATION PROPOSALS IN INDIA 

Mains Level: GS 2: Bilateral, regional and global groupings and agreements involving India 

and/or affecting India’s interests. 

Prelims Level: International Events/Policies/organizations 

Context: 

 The immigration plans aim to create a level-playing field for EU and non-EU workers, 

basing immigration opportunities on skills levels rather than which part of the world 

workers have come from. 

Details: 

 The government has positioned the new planned immigration system as a positive one for 

partners such as India. 

 Among the changes proposed are the removals of the current annual cap on the number of 

Tier 2 visas for skilled workers, as well as the requirement that employers demonstrate 

that they attempted to fill the role domestically before bringing in a person from abroad 

(the resident labour market test). The government will also allow international students 

six months after they graduate to find permanent skilled work and work temporarily 

during that period, while PhD graduates will have a whole year to do so. The government 
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has also said it is to consult on the salary threshold for the skilled visas which has been the 

subject of much debate in the U.K. 

 These moves would immensely benefit Indian students and skilled workers looking for 

employment opportunities in the UK and also helps in strengthening India-UK 

relationship. 

 

INDIA FOR AFGHANISTAN LED PEACE TALKS 

GS-2 “India and the Neighbourhood relations”. 

What’s in the news? 

 Swaraj’s statement goes against Army chief’s suggestion for talks with Taliban 

 India supports the efforts of the government and the people of Afghanistan to build an 

inclusive nation, External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj said at a meeting with the 

Foreign Ministers of Central Asian countries and Afghanistan on Sunday. 

 “India supports the people and the Government of Afghanistan in their efforts to build a 

united, sovereign, democratic, peaceful, stable, prosperous and inclusive nation. India 

supports all efforts for peace and reconciliation in Afghanistan which are inclusive and 

Afghan-led, Afghan-owned and Afghan-controlled,” Ms. Swaraj said at the India-Central 

Asia Dialogue at Samarkand, Uzbekistan. 

Support for process: 

 The statement indicated India’s support for a peace process that will help end the war that 

has haunted the country for decades. 

 “The violence and terror imposed on Afghan people should end. It should strengthen 

unity, sovereignty and territorial integrity of the country,” Ms. Swaraj said in her speech at 

the Samarkhand event. 

 The ministerial statement indicates India’s unchanged position regarding peace building 

in Afghanistan. Last week, the Chief of the Army Staff, General Bipin Rawat, had urged 

India to begin talks with the Taliban in Afghanistan, which did not receive support from 
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the government with the External Affairs Ministry saying that India wanted the peace 

process in Afghanistan to be “Afghan-led, Afghan-owned, and Afghan-controlled”. 

Land link 

 A joint statement issued after the Samarkand meeting highlighted the opportunities that 

the collaborative platform would provide for the people of Afghanistan and asked for 

Kabul’s participation. 

 The regional Ministers described Afghanistan as a “land link” in the region that will help 

in connectivity among the nations. 

 About Afghanistan war: A historical Perspective  

 During the time that the Taliban controlled Afghanistan, they allowed an organisation 

called al-Qaeda to have training camps there. 

 In September 2001, nearly 3,000 people were killed in the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The 

United States believed that Osama Bin Laden - who was the head of al-Qaeda - was the 

man behind these attacks. 

 There was a lot of international pressure on the Afghan leaders to hand over Osama Bin 

Laden. When the Taliban didn't do this, the United States decided they would use their 

armed forces. In October 2001, the USA began bombing Afghanistan. They targeted bin 

Laden's al-Qaeda fighters and also the Taliban. 

 In November 2001, the Northern Alliance took control of the Afghan capital Kabul. They 

were being helped by the US and other countries that agreed with it, including the UK. 

 The Taliban were quickly driven out of the capital city, Kabul, but even today Afghanistan 

remains a dangerous place. It was in 2011, ten years after the war in Afghanistan began 

that Osama bin Laden was eventually found by American soldiers in Pakistan, where he 

was shot and killed. British troops and forces from other countries are still in Afghanistan, 

trying to help the government build a stable nation. The UK government plans to take all 

troops out of Afghanistan by the end of 2014. 

What's driving the war? 

 There are five major factors responsible for the intensification of the Afghanistan conflict. 
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 Both sides are trying to break the stalemate in their favour. Each side wants to increase its 

influence and seize more territory.  

 There are questions about the effectiveness of the US strategy and the lack of policy clarity 

since 2001. Tens of thousands of Taliban fighters have been killed, injured or captured 

since 2001, but their insurgency is not showing any signs of weakness. A decade ago, the 

US and Afghan governments estimated that there were around 15,000 insurgents in 

Afghanistan. Today, the estimated number of militants exceeds 60,000.  

 The emergence of the Islamic State's Khorasan branch in Afghanistan and Pakistan has 

taken the level of violence and brutality to new heights. The new group has claimed some 

of the deadliest attacks, mostly on civilian targets in urban centres. As the idea of peace 

talks has gained momentum, the Taliban want to maximise their leverage and speak from 

a position of strength at the negotiating table.  

 The increasing tension between the US and regional players - especially Pakistan, Russia 

and Iran - is also having a negative impact. American and Afghan officials have accused 

these three countries of supporting the Taliban, which they deny. 

INDIA FLAYS PAKISTAN SC ON GILGIT-BALTISTAN 

Mains content: GS 2: “India and Neighbourhood relations”. 

Prelims content: International relations 

Context: 

 India on Friday summoned a Pakistani diplomat and protested against a recent order of 

the Supreme Court of Pakistan that brought the region of Gilgit-Baltistan within its ambit. 

Details: 

Strong protest 

 “The Deputy High Commissioner of Pakistan was summoned today and a strong protest 

was lodged on recent order by Supreme Court of Pakistan on the so-called ‘Gilgit-

Baltistan’, which is an interference in India’s internal affairs,” the Ministry said. 

 The response came after the Pakistani court said in an order on Thursday that Gilgit-

Baltistan came within its domain.  
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 It was delivering its comments after the Government of Pakistan ordered constitutional 

safeguards for the region which previously was not given these safeguards explicitly. 

Islamabad’s move: 

 Pakistan in recent months had taken a series of steps to ensure full constitutional and legal 

guarantees to the region which was strategically important for the country especially in 

view of the passage of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor through the region. 

 “India rejected such continued attempts by Pakistan to bring material change in these 

occupied territories and to camouflage grave human rights violations, exploitation and 

sufferings of the people living there. Pakistan was asked to immediately vacate all areas 

under its illegal occupation,” the statement from the Ministry declared indicating that it 

did not recognise the observations of the Pakistan Supreme Court. 

About Gilgit-Baltistan: 

 The Gilgit Baltistan was a region of princely state of India ruled by Maharaja Hari Singh. 

Before independence; a rebellion occurred and rebels established an independent rule for 

a short time. After that; keeping view of the Muslim predominance in the region; it has 

been merged with Pakistan but still the region is neither recognized as a part of Pakistan 

even by Pakistan supreme court nor it remains a part of India. 

  The region has not fully integrated with Pakistan; being governed through special 

arrangements such as caretaker governments or special secretaries; inhabitants are still not 

given true representation. 

Geo-political importance: 

 The demarcated ceasefire line between India and Pakistan that is Siachen is situated here. 

It has already led to many conflicts between the two countries. Gilgit-Baltistan bears 

strategic importance from the security and defense point of view. Also, control of Siachen 

glacier provides significant upper hand to Indian Army in the Kashmir region. 

 Wakhan corridor of Afghanistan connecting Afghanistan to India is situated in Gilgit. In 

view of geopolitical importance of Afghanistan specially regarding recent changes of 
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political scenario and withdrawal of American soldiers; this connecting link is vital. 

Karakoram Pass linking Pakistan to china is situated in Gilgit. 

 China has active presence here through investments in various projects. Shares borders 

with China: under Chinese proposal of “CPEC”; the 

region will attract massive Chinese investment to 

boost regional & Pakistani economy; enhances Sino-

Pak ties; region is essential to Chinese strategic 

vision. 

 This region has been used by various successive 

governments as a ground to itch communal conflict 

between Shia and Sunni for political purpose. Gilgit-

Baltistan is Shia dominated region. It has been at receiving ends from Sunni terror groups; 

influx of Sunni from rest of Pakistan has led to ethnic conflicts. Highly militarized. India 

China and Pakistan maintain heavy military presence around the region. Besides the LoC 

Indian troops occupy the Siachen Glacier while Chinese troops are also present on the 

Karakoram Pass. Therefore, any flare-up or escalation around this region could become 

the focal point of a larger conflict. 

 Chinese inroads into the region should be cause of worry for India; as it will undermine 

India’s regional interests and surround India along Land borders. 

INDIA AND SOUTH AFRICA SEAL PARTNERSHIP DEAL 

Mains content: GS 2: Bilateral, regional and global groupings and agreements involving India 

and/or affecting India’s 

interests.” 

Prelims content: International Pacts  

Context: 

 We have shared world view, says Modi. 

 India and South Africa agreed on a three-year strategic partnership agreement to boost 

relations. 
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 The agreement, signed during the visit of President Cyril Ramaphosa, will cover defence 

and security, blue economy cooperation and sustainable development. 

 At the end of the delegation-level talks, Prime Minister Narendra Modi highlighted the 

scope for cooperation. 

Working together: 

 “Our countries have compatible world views. We have strong partnership in platforms 

such as the BRICS, the G-20, the Indian Ocean Region Association and the IBSA Dialogue 

Forum. We can work together for the reform of the UN Security Council,” he said. 

 India also invited South Africa to join the International Solar Alliance (ISA) and 

congratulated it on securing the non-permanent membership of the UN Security Council 

for 2019-20. A joint statement acknowledged the growing interaction between the Navies 

of the two countries, and the Indian leader welcomed the South African participation in 

the India-Africa Field Training Exercise next March. 

Common struggle: 

 The statement reiterated the role of the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS) that 

ensures freedom of navigation by keeping sea lanes free and secure. Speaking at the first 

IBSA Gandhi-Mandela Freedom Lecture, organised by the Indian Council of World 

Affairs, Mr. Ramaphosa highlighted the common heritage of struggle and the common 

aspiration of non-discriminatory national and international politics. 

 Why India and South Africa should maintain close relations? 

 India and South Africa both are developing countries which means their economy can 

serve as a source for driving global economy. 

 Sharing the benefits of globalisation and best practices in the field of technology and 

innovations. 

 India aspirations to step up cooperation with African countries can be successfully 

achieved with a strong partner like South Africa. 

 We can tap the FDI inflows from South Africa. 
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SC SEEKS COUNT OF DETAINED FOREIGNERS 

Mains: GS 2: “Government policies and interventions for development in various sectors and 

issues arising out of their design and implementation.” 

Prelims: Nil 

Context: 

 The Supreme Court on Monday directed the Centre to provide it details of the number of 

foreigners lodged in detention centres in Assam. 

Details: 

 A Bench led by Chief Justice of India Ranjan Gogoi sought the number of functioning 

detention centres, the status of pending cases against the detainees before the Foreigners’ 

Tribunal, the period of their detention and so on. 

 The Bench, which included Justice Sanjiv Khanna, asked Solicitor-General Tushar Mehta 

to provide details of the number of persons who were declared foreigners and deported 

till date. It sought year-wise details of foreigners who had illegally entered India in the 

past decade. The information has to be provided by February 19, the next date of hearing 

in the court. On November 5 last year, the government informed the court about the 

framing of new guidelines for keeping foreign nationals in detention centres across the 

country.  

 Mr. Mehta had then submitted that tenders were invited by the Assam government for the 

setting up of a new detention centre in Goalpara and the work was expected to be 

completed using pre-fab technology by August 31. 

Human rights petition: 

 The court admitted that compared the situation of families languishing in detention 

centres with the family separation policy imposed on illegal immigrants in the U.S. by the 

Trump administration.  

 The Bench had then sought responses from the Centre and the Assam government on the 

plight of families which languish in the State’s six detention centres as “declared 

foreigners,” separated from each other and their children. 
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Preventive Detention in India 

 The object of Preventive Detention is not 

to Punish but to intercept to prevent the 

Detenu from doing something prejudicial 

to the State. The satisfaction of the 

concerned authority is a subjective 

satisfaction in such a manner. [Ankul 

Chandra Pradhan Vs. Union of India].  

 Arrest as laid down in Chapter V of the Code of Criminal Procedure Code 1973 initiates 

preventive detention which questions one’s right to liberty and freedom. The Justification 

for preventive detention is suspicion or reasonable apprehension, reasonable probability 

of the impending commission of an act prejudicial to the state. 

Article 22 of Indian Constitution: 

 Article 22 provides that the Detenu under the preventive detention law shall have the 

right to have his representative against his detention reviewed by an advisory board.  

 If the advisory board reports that the detention is not justified, the Detenu must be 

released forthwith. If the advisory board reports that the detention is justified, the 

Government may fix the period for detention. The advisory board may conclude its 

proceedings expeditiously and must express its opinion within the time prescribed by law. 

Failure to do that makes the detention invalid. 

CHINA BUILDING ‘ADVANCED’ WARSHIPS FOR PAK.: REPORT 

Mains Level: GS 2: Effect of policies and politics of developed and developing countries on 

India’s interests, Indian Diaspora. 

Prelims Level: International organizations/events/treaties/policies 

Context: 

 China is building the first of four “most advanced” naval warships for Pakistan as part of 

a major bilateral arms deal to ensure among other things “balance of power” in the 

strategic Indian Ocean, the state media reported. 
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Details: 

 These advanced warships will be equipped with modern detection and weapon systems, it 

will be capable of anti-ship, anti-submarine and air-defence operations 

 It is a version of the Chinese Navy's most advanced guided missile frigate. Once 

constructed, the warship will be one It will also support the Pakistan Navy’s initiative of 

securing sea lanes for international shipping by patrolling distant waters. It will also 

support the Pakistan Navy’s initiative of securing sea lanes for international shipping by 

patrolling distant waters. China is the largest supplier of weapon system to Pakistan.  Both 

countries also jointly manufacturing the JF-Thunder, a single engine multi-role combat 

aircraft. 

CHINA DEVELOPS ITS OWN ‘MOTHER OF ALL BOMBS’: REPORT 

Mains Level: GS 3: Awareness in the fields of IT, Space, Computers, robotics, Nano-

technology, bio-technology and issues relating to intellectual property rights 

Prelims Level: Defence 

Context: 

 China has developed a massive bomb, said to be the country’s answer to the US-built 

‘Mother of All Bombs’, the most powerful non-nuclear weapon, official media reported on 

Friday. 

Details: 

 The report said that the bomb has been dubbed as the Chinese version of the “Mother of 

All Bombs” due to its huge destruction potential that is claimed to be only second to 

nuclear weapons. 

  The bomb was airdropped by an H-6K bomber and caused a gigantic explosion. It is said 

that the massive blast can easily and completely wipe out fortified ground targets such as 

reinforced buildings, bastions and defence shelters.  

 It can also be used to clear a landing zone for troops on helicopters to rappel down, in case 

the area is covered by obstacles such as forests. 
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CHINA AND U.S. AMONG 76 WTO MEMBERS PUSHING  

FOR NEW E-COMMERCE RULES 

Prelims: Economy - WTO 

Mains: Bilateral, regional and global groupings and agreements involving India and/or 

affecting India’s interests. 

In News: 

 Impatient with a lack of World Trade Organization rules on the explosive growth of e-

commerce, 76 members - including the United States, China, the European Union and 

Japan - agreed to start negotiating a new framework. 

Explained: 

 On the sidelines of the World Economic Forum in Davos, negotiators from the 76 countries 

and regions agreed to hammer out an agenda for negotiations they hope to kick off this 

year on setting new e-commerce rules. E-commerce, or online trade in goods and services, 

has become a huge component of the global economy. A WTO report put the total value of 

e-commerce in 2016 at $27.7 trillion, of which nearly $24 trillion was business-to-business 

transactions.  

 The WTO’s 164 members failed to consolidate some 25 separate e-commerce proposals at a 

conference at Buenos Aires in December, including a call to set up a central e-commerce 

negotiating forum. E-commerce, which developed largely after the WTO’s creation in 

1995, was not part of the Doha round of talks that began in 2001 and eventually collapsed 

more than a decade later. India did not join the initiative. It has previously said the WTO 

should finish off the stalled but development-oriented “Doha Round” of talks before 

moving into new areas. 

 The current WTO rules don’t match the needs of the 21st century. It is evident from the 

fact that there are no solid rules on e-commerce. 
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TEHRAN PROPOSES A NEW REGIONAL FORUM FOR WEST ASIA 

Mains Level: GS 2: Important International institutions, agencies and fora- their structure, 

mandate. 

Prelims Level: International events/policies/organizations 

Context: 

 Iran has proposed a new platform for regional peace building as a diplomatic initiative to 

address the lingering conflicts and mistrust in the Gulf region. 

Details: 

 The announcement of Persian Gulf Regional Dialogue 

Forum is significant as it comes in the wake of 

continued erosion of the Gulf Cooperation Council, 

which in the recent years has been divided between 

the Iranian and the Saudi spheres. It is said that 

admission to such a forum should be based on 

accepting generally-recognised principles and shared 

objectives, notably respect for sovereignty, territorial 

integrity and the political independence of all states. And the forum should render 

international boundaries inviolable and use of force impermissible. The forum could also 

be used effectively in dealing with threats like terrorism and extremism that has left the 

countries of the region in a state of continuous state of insecurity 

Western Asia:  

 Western Asia, West Asia, Southwestern Asia or Southwest Asia is the westernmost 

subregion of Asia. The concept is in limited use, as it significantly overlaps with the 

Middle East (or the Near East), the main difference usually being the exclusion of the 

majority of Egypt (which would be counted as part of North Africa) and the inclusion of 

the Caucasus. Western Asia is located directly south of Eastern Europe. The region is 

surrounded by seven major seas; the Aegean Sea, the Black Sea, the Caspian Sea, the 

Persian Gulf, the Arabian Sea, the Red Sea, and the Mediterranean Sea. 
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 To the north, the region is delimited from Europe by the Caucasus Mountains, to the 

southwest, it is delimited from Africa by the Isthmus of Suez, while to the east, the region 

adjoins Central Asia and South Asia. 

 The Dasht-e Kavir and Dasht-e Lut deserts in eastern Iran naturally delimit the region 

somewhat from Asia itself. Below are the countries fall under Western Asia. 

INDIA CAN LEAD THE WORLD ON SOLAR GRID: PM 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Achievements of Indians in science & technology; indigenization of technology and 

developing new technology. 

In News: 

 At the annual Pravasi Bharatiya Divas in Varanasi on Tuesday, Prime Minister 

highlighted India’s potential to lead the world in sustainable development. 

 In many respects, India can now provide leadership in the world. The International Solar 

Alliance or ISA is one such platform. Through this medium, we want to take the world 

towards one world, one sun and one grid. 

Background: 

International Solar Alliance: 

 The International Solar Alliance is a common platform for cooperation among sun-rich 

countries lying fully or partially between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn who are 

seeking to massively ramp up solar energy, thereby helping to bend the global greenhouse 

emissions curve whilst providing clean and cheap energy. 

 Countries, bilateral and multilateral organisations, companies, industries, and 

stakeholders aim to reduce the cost of finance and cost of technology for the immediate 

deployment of competitive solar generation, storage and technologies adapted to 

countries' individual needs and to mobilize billions of dollars for solar. 

 The initiative was launched at the UN Climate Change Conference in Paris at the end of 

2015 by the President of France and the Prime Minister of India. 
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 It will not duplicate or replicate the efforts that others (like International Renewable 

Energy Agency (IRENA), Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Partnership (REEEP), 

International Energy Agency (IEA), Renewable Energy Policy Network for the 21st 

Century (REN21), United Nations bodies, bilateral organizations etc.) are currently 

engaged in, but will establish networks and develop synergies with them and supplement 

their efforts in a sustainable and focused manner. 

Key focus areas to achieve these objectives are to: 

 Promote solar technologies, new business models and investment in the solar sector to 

enhance prosperity 

 Formulate projects and programmes to promote solar applications 

 Develop innovative financial mechanisms to reduce cost of capital 

 Build a common knowledge e-portal 

 Facilitate capacity building for promotion and absorption of solar technologies and r&d 

among member countries. 
 

SAARC NATIONS MUST HAVE SYNERGY 

Mains content: GS 2: “Bilateral, regional and global groupings and agreements involving 

India and/or affecting India’s interests”. 

Prelims content: International organisation  

Context: 

 The conundrum of South Asian identity, involving the challenges posed by the 1947 

Partition, internal politics of each country and meddling by the U.S. and China, could be 

resolved if the “negative discourse” on the region was driven out of the public domain 

and the borders were rendered irrelevant, a panel of diplomats, essayists and foreign 

policy experts. 

Details: 

 The panel comprising former Ambassador and National Security Adviser Shivshankar 

Menon, Pakistan's former diplomat Husain Haqqani, Singapore-based economist Prasenjit 

Basu and Canadian essayist of Nepali descent Manjushree Thapa was in conversation with 
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Suhasini Haidar, Diplomatic Affairs Editor of The Hindu at the Jaipur Literature Festival 

here. 

 The experts said in the JLF session on “South Asia: Walls and Bridges” that the region’s 

future lay in cooperation among the eight SAARC nations and strengthening of bonds 

with emphasis on common ethnicity, culture, traditions, languages and religions. The 

panel felt the focus of South Asian discourse needed to shift away from the perception of 

India's dominance in the region. 

 Mr. Menon said the walls in South Asia were political, whereas the bridges could be built 

in every domain.  

 The SAARC could play a meaningful role, as there were no security or financial dilemmas 

among the member countries, except between India and Pakistan, he said, and added that 

there was no need to panic on interference by countries such as China and the U.S. 

 Ms. Thapa pointed out that when Nepal looked towards India with an “emotional 

response” for emulating the values of secularism, institutional independence and women's 

empowerment, the new trends of majoritarianism were sending across confusing signals. 

“The 2015 Constitution has declared Nepal [to be] a secular State. We expect India to be 

our role model,” she said. 

 Describing the term “South Asia” as a geographical misnomer, Mr. Basu said the usage of 

“Indian Subcontinent” would help depict the “geo-political strategy” of Britain to 

partition India on the basis of two-nation theory. He said the SAARC could be turned into 

an effective forum by enhancing economic relations among the member countries. 

“Bangladesh is doing well on the economic front and its remittances to India are the third 

highest,” he added. 

 Mr. Haqqani said the South Asian countries, which shared 5,000 years of commonality, 

should learn from the European countries which were coming together and had 

established an economic model based on common currency.  

 “We lack the imagination and are unable to overcome the current barriers without 

realising that disagreements exist even among States in the Indian Union,” he remarked. 
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 The Pakistani activist and diplomat, who has served as Ambassador to the U.S. and Sri 

Lanka, said the rulers in India and Pakistan must identify the “constituencies for peace” 

and build new bridges while trying to diminish dissimilarities.  

 “That will help define a new South Asian identity based on common values and ideals... 

Each country in our region should realise that we have a common destiny.” 

 Ms. Haidar made observations about the role of SAARC in the changing geo-political 

scenario and stressed the need to go a step ahead of the use of “soft power” and bring the 

South Asian nations together to ensure regional cooperation. 

About SAARC: 

 The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) was established with the 

signing of the SAARC Charter in Dhaka on 8 December 1985. SAARC comprises of eight 

Member States: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and 

Sri Lanka. The Secretariat of the Association was set up in Kathmandu on 17 January 1987. 

 The objectives of the Association as outlined in the SAARC Charter are: to promote the 

welfare of the peoples of South Asia and to improve their quality of life; to accelerate 

economic growth, social progress and cultural development in the region and to provide 

all individuals the opportunity to live in dignity and to realize their full potentials; to 

promote and strengthen collective self-reliance among the countries of South Asia; to 

contribute to mutual trust, understanding and appreciation of one another's problems; to 

promote active collaboration and mutual assistance in the economic, social, cultural, 

technical and scientific fields; to strengthen cooperation with other developing countries; 

to strengthen cooperation among themselves in international forums on matters of 

common interests; and to cooperate with international and regional organizations with 

similar aims and purposes. 

 Decisions at all levels are to be taken on the basis of unanimity; and bilateral and 

contentious issues are excluded from the deliberations of the Association. 
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IRRIGATION PROJECTS DELAY LED TO JUMP IN COSTS: CAG 

Mains Level: GS 3: Major crops cropping patterns in various parts of the country, different 

types of irrigation and irrigation systems storage, transport and marketing of agricultural 

produce and issues and related constraints 

Prelims Level: Agriculture 

Context: 

 Tardy implementation of projects under the Accelerated Irrigation Benefit Programme 

(AIBP) between 2008-2017 led to an almost threefold jump in the cost of these projects to 

₹1.20 lakh crore, according to a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG), 

tabled in Parliament on Tuesday. 

Data points revealed by the Report: 

 From 2008-2017, of the 201 major and medium (M&M) projects approved, only 62 were 

completed.  

 Of the 11,291 minor irrigation (MI) schemes sanctioned, only 8,014 were completed.  

 As a result, only about 35% of India’s irrigation potential was utilised.  

 Of the 118 major projects surveyed by the CAG, 105 suffered from a “time overrun” with 

some projects being delayed by more than 18 years. 

Implications of the report: 

 The audit of the AIBP revealed lacunae in the planning, implementation and monitoring 

of the programme. Projects and schemes were included under AIBP in violation of the 

programme’s guidelines, resulting in irregular release of ₹3,718.71 crore.  

 There were also deficiencies in the preparation and processing of Detailed Project Reports 

such as inadequate surveys, inaccurate assessment of water availability, Irrigation 

Potential and Command Area and the lack of activity-wise construction plans. 

 The CAG also pointed out “financial irregularities” such as diversion of funds amounting 

to ₹1,578.55 crore, parking of funds totalling ₹1,112.56 crore and “fictitious and fraudulent 

expenditure” of ₹7.58 crore. There were also instances of short/non-realisation of revenue 

amounting to ₹1,251.39 crore. 
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 The CAG report also mentioned that the monitoring by Central and State agencies was 

lax. And there were shortfalls in number of monitoring visits by Central Water 

Commission (CWC) and reports were not prepared in all projects evaluated. 

 Further, compliance to issues highlighted in the CWC reports were also pending. 

About Accelerated Irrigation Benefits Programme: 

 The Union Government launched Accelerated Irrigation Benefits Programme (AIBP) in 

1996-97 for providing financial assistance to States, with an objective of expediting 

completion of ongoing Major/Medium including Extension, Renovation and 

Modernization (ERM) irrigation projects and Surface Minor Irrigation schemes.  

 Currently, this scheme has been subsumed as a component of Pradhan Mantri Krishi 

Sinchayee Yojana (PMKSY). 

About PMKSY: 

 The major objective of PMKSY is to achieve convergence of investments in irrigation at the 

field level, expand cultivable area under assured irrigation, improve on-farm water use 

efficiency to reduce wastage of water, enhance the adoption of precision-irrigation and 

other water saving technologies (More crop per drop), enhance recharge of aquifers and 

introduce sustainable water conservation practices by exploring the feasibility of reusing 

treated municipal waste water for peri-urban agriculture and attract greater private 

investment in precision irrigation system. 

 PMKSY has been conceived amalgamating ongoing schemes viz. Accelerated Irrigation 

Benefit Programme (AIBP) of the Ministry of Water Resources, River Development & 

Ganga Rejuvenation (MoWR,RD&GR), Integrated Watershed Management Programme 

(IWMP) of Department of Land Resources (DoLR) and the On Farm Water Management 

(OFWM) of Department of Agriculture and Cooperation (DAC).  

 The scheme will be implemented by Ministries of Agriculture, Water Resources and Rural 

Development. Ministry of Rural Development is to mainly undertake rain water 

conservation, construction of farm pond, water harvesting structures, small check dams 

and contour bunding etc.  
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 MoWR, RD &GR, is to undertake various measures for creation of assured irrigation 

source, construction of diversion canals, field channels, water diversion/lift irrigation, 

including development of water distribution systems.  

 Ministry of Agriculture will promote efficient water conveyance and precision water 

application devices like drips, sprinklers, pivots, rain-guns in the farm “(Jal Sinchan)”, 

construction of micro-irrigation structures to supplement source creation activities, 

extension activities for promotion of scientific moisture conservation and agronomic 

measures. 

 Programme architecture of PMKSY will be to adopt a ‘decentralized State level planning 

and projectised execution’ structure that will allow States to draw up their own irrigation 

development plans based on District Irrigation Plan (DIP) and State Irrigation Plan (SIP).  

 It will be operative as convergence platform for all water sector activities including 

drinking water & sanitation, MGNREGA, application of science & technology etc. through 

comprehensive plan.  

 State Level Sanctioning Committee (SLSC) chaired by the Chief Secretary of the State will 

be vested with the authority to oversee its implementation and sanction projects. 

 The programme will be supervised and monitored by an Inter-Ministerial National 

Steering Committee (NSC) will be constituted under the Chairmanship of Prime Minister 

with Union Ministers from concerned Ministries. 

  A National Executive Committee (NEC) will be constituted under the Chairmanship of 

Vice Chairman, NITI Aayog to oversee programme implementation, allocation of 

resources, inter-ministerial coordination, monitoring & performance assessment, 

addressing administrative issues etc. 
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AGRI SECTOR SHOULD BE BOOSTED THROUGH CREDIT FLOWS 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Issues related to direct and indirect farm subsidies and minimum support prices; 

Public Distribution System objectives, functioning, limitations, revamping; issues of buffer 

stocks and food security; Technology missions; economics of animal-rearing. 

In News: 

 The Prime Minister’s Economic Advisory Council (EAC-PM) said that the agriculture 

sector should be bolstered through increased credit flows and schemes such as the 

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme.  

Major Highlights of the EAC-PM Observation: 

 Among the issues discussed by the EAC-PM were agricultural problems, investment 

trends (including investments by States consequent to the 14th Finance Commission 

devolution), fiscal consolidation, interest rate management and credit and financial 

market issues. 

Agriculture: 

 The challenges in the agricultural sector should be addressed by looking at credit flows 

and support to employment programmes such MNREGA, 

Externality: 

 The Council felt that the exchange rate management of the rupee by the RBI has been 

sound despite the volatility in the price of crude oil 

 The good news is that oil intensity (use of fossil as a percentage of GDP) is showing a 

declining trend 

 The EAC-PM said that it felt that the challenge of insularity being seen in external trade 

should be reversed through supportive policy interventions because there is a positive 

turn in exports that is now visible. 

Domestic: 

 The Council also added that it strongly felt that the government should not deviate from 

its fiscal consolidation  
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 India is not insulated from global developments. Nevertheless, India’s growth is expected 

to be in the 7-7.5% range in the next few years; one of the fastest in the world 

 However, it added that with reforms designed to address the structural problems, growth 

rates can “easily be enhanced by at least 1%”.  There are indications that financial 

savings have started going up and there is credit up tick through private banks to the 

services sector. The reforms in the financial sector should be strengthened further building 

upon what the Government is already doing. The EAC-PM strongly feels that there should 

be no deviation from the fiscal consolidation target and but there must be continued 

emphasis on social sector intervention.  

 Among the challenges that need to be addressed are reforms in the agricultural sector, the 

MSME sector, skill development, credit issues, digital payments and the banking sector 

reforms. The government and the RBI should be complimented for sound macroeconomic 

management, and this trend should be continued with. 

Background on EAC-PM: 

 Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister (PMEAC) is a non-constitutional, non-

permanent and independent body constituted to give economic advice to 

the Government of India, specifically the Prime Minister.  

 The council serves to highlight key economic issues facing the country to the government 

of India from a neutral viewpoint. It advises the Prime Minister on economic issues 

like inflation, microfinance, and industrial output. 

 For administrative, logistic, planning and budgeting purposes, the NITI Aayog serves as 

the Nodal Agency for the PMEAC. 

Terms of Reference of the EAC-PM: 

1. Analyze any issue, economic or otherwise, referred to it by the Prime Minister and 

advising him thereon. 

2. Addressing issues of macroeconomic importance and presenting views thereon to the 

Prime Minister. This could be either suo-motu or on reference from the Prime Minister or 

anyone else. 

3. Attending to any other task as may be desired by the Prime Minister from time to time. 
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Periodic Reports of the PMEAC:  

✓ Annual Economic Outlook 

✓ Review of the Economy 
 

INDUSTRIAL GROWTH FALLS TO 17-MONTH LOW   

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 Industrial output growth dropped to a 17-month low of 0.5 percent in November on 

account of contraction in manufacturing sector, particularly consumer and capital goods. 

Explained: 

 Factory output as measured in terms of the Index of Industrial Production (IIP) had grown 

by 8.5% in November 2017, as per data released by the Central Statistics Office (CSO) 

 The previous low was in June 2017, when IIP growth contracted by 0.3 per cent. The 

growth for October 2018 was revised upwards to 8.4 per cent from 8.1 per cent. 

 During the April-November period, industrial output grew 5 per cent as compared to 3.2 

per cent in the same period of the previous fiscal. 

 The manufacturing sector, which constitutes 77.63 per cent of the index, recorded a 

contraction of 0.4 per cent in November as against a growth of 10.4 per cent a year ago. 

Index of industrial production: 

 Index of Industrial Production (IIP) measures the quantum of changes in the industrial 

production in an economy and captures the general level of industrial activity in the 

country.  

 It is a composite indicator expressed in terms of an index number which measures the 

short-term changes in the volume of production of a basket of industrial products during a 

given period with respect to the base period. The base year is always given a value of 100. 

The current base year for the IIP series in India is 2011-12. So, if the current IIP reads as 

116 it means that there has been 16% growth compared to the base year. 
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  IIP is a short-term indicator of industrial growth till the results from Annual Survey of 

Industries and National Accounts Statistics are available.  

 However, IIP is considered to be one of the lead indicators for short-term economic 

analysis because of its strong relationship with economic fluctuations in the rest of 

economy.  

 Most of services, like transport, storage, communication, real estate, insurance and 

banking are industry dependent and are considerably influenced by industrial 

performance.  

 Index of Industrial Production is compiled and published every month by Central 

Statistics Office (CSO) of the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation with a 

time lag of six weeks from the reference month. i.e., at the time of release of IIP data, quick 

estimates for the relevant month along with revised and final indices of previous two 

months respectively, (on the basis of updated production data) are released. 

GOVT. PLANS TECHNOLOGY CENTRES FOR MSME 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment 

In News: 

 The Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME) will develop 20 

technology centres, along with extension centres across the country in another 3-5 years, 

according to the ministry 

Explained: 

 These Centres would come up at an investment of Rs. 200 crore each. There are plans to 

have about 100 extension centers, each at an investment of Rs. 20 crores.  The aim is to 

ensure that maximum [number of] units are benefited from the facilities.  

 As many as 18 tool rooms are operational in the country and 15 more are in different 

stages of development or have started functioning. These tool rooms are specific to 

electronics, general engineering and high-end engineering sectors. They have modern 
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technology machinery and testing equipment and the services are offered to industries at 

a competitive price. With the development of technologies such as virtual reality and 

augmented reality, the manufacturing units in the MSME sector need to have access to 

these.  

 The Ministry is creating trained manpower in virtual reality through the National Small 

Industries Corporation (NSIC). It has also developed training modules that use virtual 

reality and these will be launched across the country through the NSIC 

NSIC: 

 National Small Industries Corporation (NSIC), is an ISO 9001-2015 certified Government 

of India Enterprise under Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME). 

NSIC has been working to promote, aid and foster the growth of micro, small and 

medium enterprises in the country.  

 NSIC operates through countrywide network of offices and Technical Centres in the 

Country. In addition, NSIC has set up Training cum Incubation Centre managed by 

professional manpower. 

LITHIUM-ION GIGAFACTORY 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News:  

 State-owned Bharat Heavy Electricals Limited (BHEL), one of India’s largest power 

generation equipment manufacturers, is in talks with Libcoin consortium to build Indian 

government’s first lithium-ion gigafactory as part of “Make in India” programme. 

Explained: 

 Libcoin is a consortium comprising Magnis Energy, Duggal Family Trust and Charge 

CCCV s(C4V) and has plans to build large lithium-ion battery gigafactories globally. 

 Development of the gigafactory would initially start with the construction of a 1-gigawatt 

hour lithium-ion battery plant, which would be scaled up to 30 GWh in due course, with 
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this, India has finally taken steps into its energy security and clean energy commitment to 

the world. 

 This project will bring energy independence by replacing oil imports with abundant 

renewable. This project also includes “Made by India, for India”, with focus on core-cost 

components manufactured domestically. It will also create integrated manufacturing 

ecosystem resulting in self-reliance and lower cost. 

 India is one of the largest markets in the world for lithium-ion batteries and to 

potentially build one of the world’s largest lithium-ion battery gigafactories 

 Various Indian cities including Delhi have been struggling to cut down their pollution 

level for last several years and electric transportation has been considered as one of the 

viable approaches to cut down emission. The number of electric cars in the world already 

hit million-mark last year and the International Energy Agency has projected almost 140 

million electric cars globally by 2030, if countries meet Paris climate accord targets, in 

which India has already committed to actively participate. 

Lithium Ion Battery: 

 Lithium, it’s the lightest metal on the periodic table, and the one most willing to donate its 

electrons (the most powerful reducing agent) — you really can’t find an element that’s 

more suitable for creating light weight, high energy density batteries. From portable 

electronics like the smartphone in your pocket, to high performance electric cars like the 

Tesla Model S, lithium ion batteries are currently the most promising chemistry on the 

market for meeting our renewable energy storage needs. Let’s take a closer look at lithium 

ion batteries. 

Advantages of Lithium Ion bateeries: 

 High energy density - potential for yet higher capacities. 

 Does not need prolonged priming when new. One regular charge is all that's needed. 

 Relatively low self-discharge - self-discharge is less than half that of nickel-based batteries. 

 Low Maintenance - no periodic discharge is needed; there is no memory. 

 Specialty cells can provide very high current to applications such as power tools. 
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FDI GREW 18% IN FY18 

Prelims: Economy 

In News: 

 Foreign direct investment (FDI) during the previous fiscal grew 18 per cent to Rs 28.25 

lakh crore, data from the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) shows. 

 Explained: 

 FDI increased by Rs 4,33,300 crore, including revaluation of past investments, during 

2017-18 to reach Rs 28,24,600 crore in March 2018 at market value, according to RBI data 

on 'Census on Foreign Liabilities and Assets of Indian Direct Investment Companies, 

2017-18'.  

 The RBI said as many as 23,065 companies responded to the latest round of the census, of 

which, 20,732 firms had FDI or ODI (Overseas direct investment) in their balance sheet in 

March 2018. Overseas direct investment (ODI) by Indian companies has increased by 5 per 

cent to Rs 5.28 lakh crore. "FDI companies witnessed a substantial increase in other 

investment liabilities, largely due to the increase in trade credit, 

  The census showed that Mauritius continued to be the largest source of FDI in India 

(19.7 per cent) followed by the US, the UK, Singapore and Japan. In case of overseas 

investment by Indian companies, Singapore (17.5 per cent) was the major destination, 

followed by the Netherlands, Mauritius and the US.  

What Is FDI (Foreign Direct Investment)? 

 Foreign direct investment (FDI) is when a company owns another company in a different 

country. FDI is different from when companies simply put their money into assets in 

another country—what economists call portfolio investment.  

 With FDI, foreign companies are directly involved with day-to-day operations in the other 

country. This means they aren’t just bringing money with them, but also knowledge, 

skills and technology. A lot of economists really like FDI, especially when it's flowing 

from rich countries into poorer countries.  The idea is that when international companies 

come in, they can either shake up an existing industry, because they’re bringing 
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competition for the domestic companies that already exist, or can create entirely new 

industries. FDI can also strengthen local economies by creating new jobs and boosting 

government tax revenues. 

INDIA REPLACES JAPAN TO BECOME SECOND-LARGEST  

CRUDE STEEL PRODUCER 

Prelims: Economy - Export 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment 

In News: 

 India has replaced Japan as the world’s second-largest steel producing country, while 

China is the largest producer of crude steel, accounting for more than 51 percent of 

production, according to World Steel Association. 

 

 Explained: 

 The global steel body, in its latest report said, China’s crude steel output jumped 6.6 

percent to 928.3 million tonnes in 2018 from 870.9 MT in 2017.  

 China’s share increased from 50.3 percent in 2017 to 51.3 percent in 2018. “India’s crude 

steel production in 2018 was at 106.5 MT, up 4.9 percent from 101.5 MT in 2017, meaning 

India has replaced Japan as the world’s second-largest steel producing country. Japan 

produced 104.3 MT in 2018, down 0.3 percent compared to 2017 

 Global crude steel production reached 1,808.6 MT in 2018 from 1,729.8 MT in 2017, a rise 

of 4.6 percent 

 Others in the top 10 steel producing countries include the U.S., at the fourth position as the 

country produced 86.7 MT of crude steel in 2018, South Korea (72.5 MT, fifth place), 

Russia (71.7 MT, sixth), Germany (42.4 MT, seventh), Turkey (37.3 MT, eight), Brazil (34.7 

MT, ninth) and Iran (25 MT, tenth).  

 Among other countries, Italy produced 24.5 MT of crude steel in 2018, France (15.4 MT) 

and Spain (14.3 MT), Ukraine (21.1 MT).  

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        80 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

World Steel Association: 

 The World Steel Association (worldsteel) is a non-

profit organisation with headquarters in Brussels, 

Belgium 

 The World Steel Association is one of the largest 

industry associations in the world. Its members 

represent around 85 percent of the world’s steel 

production, including over 160 steel producers 

with nine of the 10 largest steel companies, 

national and regional steel industry associations, 

and steel research institutes. 

Indian Steel plants: 
 

FMCG SECTOR TO CLOCK DOUBLE-DIGIT GROWTH 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Food processing and related industries in India- scope’ and significance, location, 

upstream and downstream requirements, supply chain management. 

In News: 

 According to the latest study by market research firm Nielsen, the FMCG industry is 

expected to grow between 11% and 12% in 2019, which is a tad lower than the 13.8% 

growth in 2018.  

Explained: 

 Though, the growth is likely to be lower than that of the previous year, which saw the 

sector benefit from the overall health of the economy and lower inflation.  Incidentally, the 

FMCG industry growth in the fourth quarter of 2018 was quite buoyant at 15.9%. The 

growth in the current year will be primarily on the back of conducive macroeconomic 

environment, rural consumption and sustained benefits of GST regime and election 

impact, according to the study. According to report, it suggests that the first half of the 

year (Jan.-Jun) will have decent double-digit growth, while industry growth in the second 

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        81 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

half will taper down to high single digits. Similar trends will be witnessed across the key 

super group of product categories viz Food, Personal Care & Home Care 

FMCG: 

 Fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) sector is the 4th largest sector in the Indian 

economy with Household and Personal Care accounting for 50 per cent of FMCG sales in 

India. Growing awareness, easier access and changing lifestyles have been the key growth 

drivers for the sector.  

 The urban segment (accounts for a revenue share of around 55 per cent) is the largest 

contributor to the overall revenue generated by the FMCG sector in India.  

 However, in the last few years, the FMCG market has grown at a faster pace in rural India 

compared with urban India.  

 Semi-urban and rural segments are growing at a rapid pace and FMCG products account 

for 50 per cent of total rural spending 

Governments Efforts: 

 Number of mega food parks ready increased from 

2 between 2008-14 to 13 between 2014-18. 

 Preservation and processing capacity increased 

from 308,000 during 2008-14 to 1.41 million during 

2014-18. 

 The number of food labs increased from 31 during 

2008-14 to 42 during 2014-18 

Schemes: 

 SAMPADA 

 MEGA FOOD PARK SCHEME 

 AGRO PROCESSING CLUSTER SCHEME 

 INTEGRATED COLD CHAIN AND VALUE 

ADDITION INFRASTRUCTURE  
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PRIVATE CONSUMPTION, A $6 TRILLION OPPORTUNITY 

Prelims: Economy-Report 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of Resources, Growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 Domestic private consumption that accounts for a major portion of India’s gross domestic 

product (GDP) is expected to develop into a $6 trillion growth opportunity that would 

make India the world’s third-largest economy by 2030, says a latest study by the World 

Economic Forum (WEF). 

Background: 

 Currently it is at $1.5 trillion. The potential, however, offers both challenges and 

opportunities as India would have to address critical societal issues, including skill 

development and employment of the future workforce, socio-economic inclusion of 

rural India and creating a healthy and sustainable future for its citizens 

 With an annual GDP growth rate of 7.5%, India is currently the world’s sixth-largest 

economy.  By 2030, domestic private consumption, which accounts for 60% of the 

country’s GDP, is expected to develop into a $6 trillion growth opportunity,” said a report 

titled Future of Consumption in Fast-Growth Consumer Market – India by the WEF. 

 If realized, this would make India’s consumer market, the third-largest in the world, 

behind the U.S. and China.  According to the WEF, the future of consumption in India in 

2030 is anchored in rising incomes and a broad-based pattern of growth and benefit 

sharing. It believes that the growth of the middle class would lift nearly 25 million 

households out of poverty and further, India would have 700 million millennial and Gen 

Z consumers (Most of Generation Z have used the Internet since a young age and are 

comfortable with technology and social media), who have grown up in a more open and 

confident country. The study, however, added that the potential would only materialize 

if business and policy-makers pursue an inclusive approach towards the economic and 

consumption growth. 
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Study identified three critical societal challenges that need to be addressed: 

 According to the study, with nearly 10-12 million working-age people expected to emerge 

in India over the next decade, the country faces a huge challenge in providing the 

workforce with the right skills. More than one-half of Indian workers will require 

reskilling by 2022 to meet the talent demands of the future 

 Second, India will have to manage socio-economic inclusion of rural India as, by 2030, 

40% of Indians will be urban residents. Physical connectivity, digital connectivity and 

financial inclusion income is constraining the spending and well-being of rural dwellers, 

and these ‘access-barriers’ need to be addressed to ensure social and economic inclusion in 

India over the next decade.  Finally, business and policy-makers will have to take the 

initiative on improving health and liveability for India’s citizens by providing them with 

access to affordable healthcare, promoting sustainable development, and seeking solutions 

to urban congestion. 

WAIVE OFF ROAD TAX FOR ELECTRIC VEHICLES,  

CENTRE URGES STATES 

Mains Level: GS 3: Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, environmental 

impact assessment 

Prelims Level: Environmental Conservation 

Context: 

 The Centre urged states and Union Territories to waive off the road tax for all electric 

vehicles (EVs) and to give their feedback for the proposed scrapping policy for old 

vehicles, which the transport ministry has shared with them. 

Details: 

 Currently, barely half a dozen states including Maharashtra, Karnataka, Rajasthan and 

Goa don’t levy any road tax while registering electric vehicles. In other states, the road tax 

for EVs is between 4% to 10%. 

 Absence of road tax might help in faster adoption of electric vehicles. The Centre has 

zeroed down on these as a part of the non-fiscal incentives for promoting EVs. 
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 The Centre has also suggested that the state transport corporations should go for more 

electric buses model from private players and link the payment to kilometres run rather 

than buying new buses. 

 The finance ministry officials have been directed to bring the proposal for reducing the 

GST on EV components across the value chain to 12% from the present rate of up to 28% 

 The government proposal also includes provide funding for setting up charging 

infrastructure up to 100% of the cost depending up the project. 

 The government also decided to spend about Rs 200 crore for developing indigenous 

technology in areas such as power electronics and battery development. 

Government Initiatives: 

 The government aims to see 6 million electric and hybrid vehicles on the roads by 2020 

under the National Electric Mobility Mission Plan 2020. 

 Faster Adoption and Manufacturing of Electric Vehicles in India (FAME India Scheme) for 

improving electric mobility in India. 

 The Union power ministry categorized charging of batteries as a service, which will help 

charging stations operate without licences. 

 Implementation of smart cities would also boost the growth of electric vehicles. 

Concerns / Challenges 

 The Indian electric vehicle (EV) market currently has one of the lowest penetration rates in 

the world. Capital costs are high and the payoff is uncertain. The Faster Adoption and 

Manufacturing of (Hybrid) and Electric Vehicles (Fame) framework has been extended 

repeatedly and an uncertain policy environment and the lack of supporting infrastructure 

are major roadblocks. 

 India’s limited ability to manufacture cost effective batteries. 

 India does not have any known reserves of lithium and cobalt, which makes it dependent 

on imports of lithium-ion batteries from Japan and China. High rate of GST on EVs when 

government is trying to promote EVs. Lack of attention on building charging 

infrastructure. 
 

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        85 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

 

GST BURDEN ON SMALL BUSINESSES EASED 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 The GST Council in its 32nd meeting the last before the Budget took a slew of decisions 

aimed at reducing the tax and compliance burden on small and medium enterprises, 

including increasing the threshold limit below which companies are exempt from GST, 

extending the Composition Scheme to small service providers, and allowing small 

companies to file annual returns. 

Explained: 

 It also raised the annual turnover limit under which companies would be exempt from 

GST to Rs. 40 lakhs for most States and Rs. 20 lakhs for the North Eastern and hill states, 

from the earlier limit of Rs. 20 lakh and Rs. 10 lakhs, respectively. 

 The limit for eligibility for the Composition Scheme would be raised to an annual turnover 

of Rs. 1.5 crore from April 1, 2019. He added that companies opting for the Composition 

Scheme would be allowed to file annual returns and pay taxes quarterly from April 1. 

 The Composition Scheme currently allows companies with an annual turnover of up to 

Rs. 1 crore to opt for it, and file returns on a quarterly basis at a nominal rate of 1%. So far, 

only manufacturers and traders were eligible for this scheme 

 The Council had decided to extend the Composition Scheme to small service providers 

with an annual turnover of up to Rs. 50 lakhs, at a tax rate of 6%. 

 The Confederation of All India Traders, in a statement, said that increasing the GST 

threshold limit would allow about 10 lakh traders to be exempt from the compliance 

burden of GST, and added that increasing the Composition Scheme limit would benefit 

about 20 lakh small businesses that fall between the annual turnover brackets of Rs. 1 

crore and Rs. 1.5 crore. 
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 The GST Council also decided to allow Kerala to levy a cess of up to 1% for up to two 

years on intra-State supplies to help finance the disaster relief efforts following the recent 

floods in the state. As there were diverse and differing opinions on the issues of taxing real 

estate and lotteries, the GST Council decided to set up to separate Groups of Ministers to 

look into the issue and present their assessments to the Council 

Benefits of these moves: 

 Allowing a quarterly payment and annual return should bring quite a lot of relief and 

ease of doing business for small service providers. 

 Also, increasing the threshold to Rs. 40 lakhs is better because it provides relief to small 

taxpayers, and also it is equally important to expand the tax base 

GST Council: 

 Goods & Services Tax Council is a constitutional body for making recommendations to the 

Union and State Government on issues related to Goods and Service Tax. The GST 

Council is chaired by the Union Finance Minister and other members are the Union State 

Minister of Revenue or Finance and Ministers in-charge of Finance or Taxation of all the 

States. 

 As per Article 279A of the amended Constitution, the GST Council which will be a joint 

forum of the Centre and the States shall consist of the following members:  

✓ The Union Finance Minister-Chairperson 

✓ The Union Minister of State in charge of Revenue or Finance-Member 

✓ The Minister in charge of Finance or Taxation or any other 

Minister nominated by each State Government-Members. 

 As per Article 279A (4), the Council will make recommendations to the Union and the 

States on important issues related to GST, like the goods and services that may be 

subjected or exempted from GST, model GST Laws, principles that govern Place of 

Supply, threshold limits, GST rates including the floor rates with bands, special rates for 

raising additional resources during natural calamities/disasters, special provisions for 

certain States, etc.  
 

 

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        87 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

INFLATION VOLATILITY IS A CHALLENGE 

Prelims: Economy  

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 Amid a growing demand for a reduction in interest rate in the upcoming monetary policy 

review scheduled for February 7, Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Governor said wide 

divergences and volatility in inflation pose challenges for its assessment. 

Explained: 

 The case for a rate cut has been cited by economists and industry lobbies on the back of a 

sharp fall in retail inflation in recent months with the latest data showing December CPI 

inflation at 2.2%.  

 Although headline inflation has moderated significantly in recent years, its major 

components — inflation in food, fuel, and inflation excluding food and fuel are 

exhibiting wide divergences this year. 

 While food inflation has turned negative since October 2018 and fuel inflation has been 

highly volatile, inflation, excluding food and fuel, remains sticky at close to 6% wide 

divergences and large volatilities’ pose challenges for inflation assessment 

 Balancing the objectives of inflation and growth under a flexible inflation targeting 

framework would warrant careful analysis of every new data, 

 In the last policy review meeting in December, RBI kept the repo rate unchanged at 6.5% 

and continued with the stance of calibrated tightening. 

 Maintaining price stability in the economy was a basic mandate for a central bank, the 

Governor acknowledged that easing of global crude oil prices augured well for inflation 

outcomes. On the external front, a close monitoring of external sector was required, given 

the sharp movements in global crude oil prices and global financial market volatility. 

Because these are the two global shocks that have implications for our CAD and financial 

flows. 
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 The progress on the bankruptcy framework has been ‘encouraging’ and has resulted in 

better recovery. He said till January 3, 2019 the resolution processes have been approved 

in 66 cases, involving about ₹80,000 crore as resolution value to creditors. 

 Banks had improved their profitability ratios and capital positions and also the 

provision coverage ratio which increased to 52.4% in end-September 2018 from 48.3% in 

end-March 2018. 

GST COLLECTIONS DIPPED FOR SECOND MONTH IN A ROW 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 Goods and Services Tax (GST) collections continued to slide downwards for the second 

straight month, falling to Rs 94,726 crore in December (for November), data released by 

Finance Ministry. The compliance rate, however, improved with 72.44 lakh businesses 

filing the summary GSTR-3B returns in December as against 69.6 lakh businesses filing 

GST returns in the previous month. 

Paradox: 

 Cumulatively, the government has collected Rs 8,71,043 crore as GST revenue in April-

December, the first nine months of this financial year.  

 With Rs 8.71 lakh crore collected so far and only a quarter remaining in this financial year, 

the government is still short of the overall target by Rs 4.77 lakh crore, giving rise to 

concerns about meeting Budget targets. Government finances are already under strain, 

with government’s fiscal deficit for April-November period rising to Rs 7.17 lakh crore or 

114.8 per cent of the full-year target of Rs 6.24 lakh crore. 

 In the Budget for 2018-19, GST collections, including compensation cess, have been 

pegged at Rs 7.44 lakh crore, out of which the Centre aims to collect Central GST (CGST) 

of Rs 6.04 lakh crore and Integrated GST (IGST) of Rs 50,000 crore. In theory, IGST is 

supposed to be equally divided between Centre and the states.  
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 Adding State GST (SGST) collections equivalent to CGST would mean the total GST 

collections have been pegged at Rs 13.48 lakh crore, implying a monthly target of Rs 1.12 

lakh crore.  GST collections are expected to slip further after the recent round of rate cuts 

on 23 goods and services announced in the 31st GST Council meeting held on December 

22 and became effective from January 1.  

Paradox’s Effect: 

 The slight dip in GST revenue collections as compared to the last two months is a bit 

discouraging. This may deter the government from rationalizing the rate of goods left in 

the 28 per cent category like cement, auto parts, etc. in the short term. 

 

RBI RESERVES RATIO AMONG THE HIGHEST 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News:  

 Analysis of the balance sheets of the central banks of 10 comparable economies shows that 

the RBI's reserves as a percentage of its balance sheet is among the highest, a report by 

consultancy firm found. 

Explained: 

 The analysis, which looked at the central banks of the BRICS countries, Fragile Five 

nations and three developed economies, found that the RBI’s reserves which a separate 

analysis show was about Rs. 10.5 lakh crore form 26.2% its balance sheet. Only two central 

banks those of South Africa and Russia have a reserve ratio higher than the RBI  
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 The other two BRICS nations, China and 

Brazil, have reserve ratios of 1.7% and 

0.2%, respectively.  

 But the bulk of those reserves are arising 

out of the revaluation of its assets, i.e over 

the years as the rupee depreciated against 

the U.S. dollar, Great Britain Pound, euro 

etc, gold and foreign assets held by the RBI 

when translated into the current rupee 

value, leads to an increase in its asset value.” 

 “For example, 100 billion invested in 2010 at USD/INR of 45, valued today at USD/INR of 

70, will show a valuation gain when reported in INR terms,” the report added. “All such 

gains are non-cash, notional and are shown as higher asset values and as revaluation 

reserves on the liabilities side, 

Why does a Central Bank need Capital?  

There are five main reasons for a central bank to hold capital.  

 First, central banks that have foreign assets need capital to absorb potential losses. The 

RBI's foreign assets are worth Rs 26.4 lakh crore, up from 23.7 lakh crore in FY17.  

 Second, the RBI needs capital to shield the economy from monetary and financial shocks.  

 Third, in case of unstable governments, monetary authorities carry a bigger burden. A 

Central bank would need more capital in such a situation.  

 Fourth, a central bank needs reserves to perform functions such as price and exchange 

stability.  

 Fifth, reserves give independence to a central bank. Low capital will force central bank to 

turn to government in time of need. This will give government influence over the central 

bank.  

 

 

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        91 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

RBI UNVEILS LOAN RECAST SCHEME FOR SMALL UNITS 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Changes in industrial policy and their effects on industrial growth. 

In News: 

 The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) announced a one-time restructuring scheme for stressed 

loan accounts of micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), one of the key demands 

of the government for the past two months. 

Explained: 

 The RBI said the aggregate exposure, including non-fund-based facilities of banks and 

non-bank entities, to a small borrower should not exceed Rs 25 crore as on January 1, 2019. 

The restructuring has to be implemented by March 31, 2020.  

 A provision of 5 per cent in addition to the provisions already held, should be made in 

respect of accounts restructured under this scheme, 

 The issue of restructuring of MSME accounts was discussed in the meeting of the Central 

Board of RBI on November 19, 2018. The matter was also discussed during RBI’s recent 

interactions with the banks and other stakeholders.  

 The RBI was initially reluctant to sanction such forbearance but relented in the wake of 

pressure from several board members who pushed for the bail-out small borrowers hit by 

demonetization and implementation of GST. As per the RBI, to be eligible for 

restructuring, the borrower’s account should be in default but is a ‘standard asset’ as on 

January 1, 2019 and continues to be classified as a ‘standard asset’ till the date of 

implementation of the restructuring.  

 The borrowing entity is GST-registered on the date of implementation of the restructuring. 

However, this condition will not apply to MSMEs that are exempt from GST-registration  

 The central bank said banks and NBFCs desirous of adopting this scheme should put in 

place a Board-approved policy on restructuring of MSME advances within a month. The 

policy should include framework for viability assessment of the stressed accounts and 

regular monitoring of the restructured accounts, the RBI said. 
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 The RBI said accounts classified as non-performing asset (NPA) can be restructured, but 

the extant asset classification norms governing restructuring of NPAs will continue to 

apply. However, as a general rule, barring the above one-time exception, any MSME 

account which is restructured must be downgraded to NPA upon restructuring and will 

slip into progressively lower asset classification and higher provisioning requirements as 

per the current norms.  

 Such an account may be considered for up gradation to ‘standard’ only if it demonstrates 

satisfactory performance during the specified period  

 Satisfactory performance means no payment (interest and/or principal) should remain 

overdue for a period of more than 30 days. 

RBI ‘EYES’ SOLUTION TO READ DENOMINATIONS 

Prelims: Economy  

Mains: Welfare schemes for vulnerable sections of the population by the Centre and States 

and the performance of these schemes; 

In News: 

 In a bid to help the visually challenged, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) is scouting for a 

digital solution that can identify and read out the denomination of Indian currency notes 

to users. 

Background: 

 Coming in the backdrop of issuance of new currency notes, the plan is aimed at 

developing or authenticating a technology-based solution to achieve the task in a few 

seconds,  

 The solution could be a device, software or a combination of both, to help not just the 

visually challenged, but also those who cannot read in poor lighting 

 Following up on an announcement in June, the RBI recently called for an expression of 

interest (EoI) from entities for a mechanism or device that can detect and read out the 

denomination. The reason behind the RBI scouting for such solutions is because of the 

blurring of physical dimensions of the notes that thus far served as the main differentiator. 
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 In other words, unlike in the past, the size of the note need not be indicative of 

denomination. There are also certain Intaglio (raised) printing-based identification marks 

in currency notes of Rs. 100 and above. The RBI is sensitive to the challenges faced by 

visually challenged in conducting their day-to-day business with Indian banknotes. 

 Noting that technological progress had opened up new vistas for making banknotes more 

recognisable for the visually challenged, the bank had announced its decision to explore 

the feasibility of developing a suitable device or mechanism for aiding them in the 

identification. 

Foreign Experiences in Blind Friendly Denomination: 

 The Australian dollar tackles the accessibility issue in a very simple method, by making 

larger denominations not simply larger, but longer. They also have strong colors and 

contrasts for the visually impaired 

 The Euro banknotes were designed with heavy input from Blind organizations and have a 

very simple distinguishing feature: big bills are big; little bills are little. The notes have 

some intaglio printing, which gives them relief marks that can be felt. The €200 and €500 

bills have special tactile marks on them as well, for added security and assuredness when 

dealing with such large amounts.  

 Canada is the only other major currency other than the U.S. with banknotes that are all the 

same size. But our northern neighbors have built in tactile marks at the top right of bills. 

Like most other currencies, different denominations are colored differently to aid the 

visually impaired too. 

 Japan uses special intaglio-printed tactile marks and each bill is a different size. 

 Switzerland may not have joined the EU or the Eurozone, but its currency has a lot in 

common with the Euro with its different colors and sizes for its Francs. However, the 

Swiss go one stop further, adding intaglio marks and a perforated number that you can 

feel. 
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RISING GDP NOT ENOUGH TO COUNTER SHARP RISE IN CAD 

Prelims: Economy - Trade 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 A Reserve Bank of India study has warned that a crude oil price shock will lead to surge in 

inflation or fiscal deficit or both, depending on how much of the increased prices the fiscal 

authority decides to pass-through. 

Explained: 

 According to the RBI’s Mint Street Memo on ‘The impact of crude price shock on India’s 

current account deficit, inflation and fiscal deficit’, India will remain vulnerable to such 

shocks due to its high oil import dependence.  

 This vulnerability can lead to episodes of sharp increase in current account deficit (CAD) 

and rising GDP growth would be insufficient to counter it, 

 If a crude price shock hits the Indian economy, the CAD to GDP ratio will rise sharply 

irrespective of a higher GDP growth, and a $10 per barrel increase in oil price will raise the 

inflation by roughly 49 basis points or increase the fiscal deficit by 43 bps (as a percentage 

of GDP) if the government decides to absorb the entire oil price shock rather than passing 

it to the end users. According to RBI study, every 100 bps increase in petrol price leads to 

2.6 bps increase in core CPI index. “Since a $ 10 per barrel increase roughly translates to 

1000 bps increase in pump prices (at crude price $65), it could increase core inflation by 26 

bps and overall CPI inflation by 12.5 bps (core is 47 percentage of total CPI) 

 The impact of an increase in crude prices on fiscal deficit would depend on several factors 

that include pass-through of international prices to pump prices, excise and custom duty 

and petroleum subsidy (budgeted around 0.14 of GDP for FY-19)  

 So far, the present government has passed on the increase in international crude prices to 

domestic pump prices. However, going forward, if the government decides to absorb a 

part of the same, it could have an impact on the budget deficit, 
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High and low period for Government: 

 The tax revenue collection of the governments could get a push due to the petrol price 

increase as the ad-valorem tax component is likely to increase revenue collection and vice-

versa. And petroleum and its products is yet to be brought into the GST net 

 The contribution of the petroleum sector to the exchequer went up from Rs 3.34 billion in 

FY-15 to Rs 5.53 billion in FY-18, at a time when the global crude prices moved south and 

touched record lows.  

 This came primarily from an increase in central excise as global crude prices cooled down 

in 2014. The revenue of state governments from oil products also went up during this 

time, but only moderately. The international crude prices increased by around 12 per cent 

between April and September 2018.  

 The mid-year spike in crude prices happened mainly due to spurt in demand, on the back 

of global growth revival, and partly due to geopolitical risks that led to supply-side 

shocks.  This increase in crude prices was a big concern for all oil-importing countries, as 

their terms of trade showed signs of deterioration after a favourable stint since 2014.  

 

SEBI TWEAKS NORMS FOR COMMODITY EXCHANGES 

Prelims: Economy  

Mains: Transport and marketing of agricultural produce   

In News: 

 Commodity derivatives exchanges will now have to disclose the quantum of trading done 

by farmers and other commodity market participants like millers and wholesalers on the 

exchange platform, as the capital market regulator has tweaked the disclosure norms. 

Explained: 

 Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) directed commodity bourses to disclose the 

open interest and turnover of various categories of participants like farmers, farmers 

producer organisations (FPOs), value chain participants, proprietary traders, foreign 

participants, and domestic financial institutional investors. 
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  Value chain participants include processors, commercial users like dal and flour millers, 

importers, exporters, physical market traders, stockists, cash and carry participants, 

produces and wholesalers among others.  

 Currently, commodity derivatives exchanges disseminate turnover data for only two 

broad categories of participants — clients and proprietary.  

 Incidentally, the SEBI move assumes significance also because a large section of market 

players believe that the commodity market turnover is largely dominated by speculators 

and other participants that are not genuinely connected with the commodity segment. 

Significance of The Move: 

 It will bring transparency in the market 

 It helps in bringing the correct value of profitability of companies thereby reducing the 

tax evasion. It reduces the market distortion caused by the middlemen and helps in 

realizing effective price  

What is commodity market? 

 A commodity market is a place where one can buy, sell or trade various commodities at 

current or future date. Commodities trading can be done by using futures contracts. A 

futures contract is simply an agreement between the buyer and seller to buy or sell a 

commodity at a particular price on a stipulated future date. 

 Most of the commodity markets across the world trade in commodities such as wheat, 

barley, sugar, maize, cotton, cocoa, coffee, milk products, pork bellies, oil, metals, etc. 

Commodities exchanges usually trade futures contracts on commodities. 

The commodity exchanges in India includes:  

1. National Spot Exchange Limited (NSEL) 

2. Indian Commodity Exchange Limited (ICEX) 

3. Multi Commodity Exchange (MCX) 

4. National Commodity and Derivatives Exchange Limited (NCDEX) 
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OALP-II AUCTIONS 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 The government is expecting about ₹40,000 crore of investment in the 14 blocks it put up 

on auction for prospecting of oil and gas in the second round of open acreage licensing 

policy (OALP). 

Background: 

 India had in July 2017 allowed companies to carve out blocks of their choice with a view to 

bringing about 2.8 million sq. km of unexplored area in the country under exploration,  

 Under this policy, called open acreage licensing policy or OALP, oil companies are 

allowed to put in an expression of interest (EoI) for prospecting of oil and gas in any area 

that is presently not under any production or exploration licence. The EoIs can be put in at 

any time of the year but they are accumulated twice annually. 

 The blocks on offer in OALP-II include one in deep waters of Krishna Godavari basin and 

five shallow water blocks - two each in Andaman and Kutch basin and one in Mahanadi 

basin. Eight on land blocks - four in Mahanadi basin, two in Cambay and one each in 

Rajasthan and Cauvery are on offer. 

 Blocks are awarded to the company which offers the highest share of oil and gas to the 

government as well as commits to do maximum exploration work by way of shooting 2D 

and 3D seismic survey and drilling exploration wells.  

 Increased exploration will lead to more oil and gas production, helping the world’s third 

largest oil importer to cut import dependence. Prime Minister has set a target of cutting 

oil import bill by 10 per cent to 67 per cent by 2022 and to half by 2030. 

 India currently imports 81 per cent of its oil needs. The new policy replaced the old system 

of government carving out areas and bidding them out. It guarantees marketing and 

pricing freedom and moves away from production sharing model of previous rounds to a 
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revenue-sharing model, where companies offering the maximum share of oil and gas to 

the government are awarded the block. 

 In the first round of OALP last year, as much as ₹60,000 crore was committed in the 

exploration of oil and gas in 55 blocks or areas 

 A third round of OALP with 12 oil and gas blocks and five coal-bed methane (CBM) 

blocks would be launched in January. The 14 blocks offered in OALP-II bid rounds cover 

an area of 29,333 square kilometer 

 Since 2014, the Centre has held two auctions of discovered small fields and two auctions 

under OALP. Cumulative investment committed is ₹1, 20,000 crores. 

TOKENISATION MAY AID SAFE DIGITAL TRANSACTIONS 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: e-governance Applications, Models, successes, limitations, and Potential 

In News: 

 The Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) decision to allow card payment providers to offer 

tokenization services will ensure the safety of digital transactions and reduce chances of 

fraud 

Explained: 

 Tokenization involves a process in which a unique token masks sensitive card details 

like card and CVV number. The token is used to perform card transactions in contactless 

mode at Point of Sale (POS) terminals.  

 Tokenization is the foundational aspect of taking payment security and safety to the next 

level by devaluing data and replacing payment credentials with tokens. According to a 

study by Zion Market research, global mobile payments are expected to top $3.3 trillion by 

2024, at a CAGR of 60% between 2018 and 2024. Tokenization is expected to increase 

digital transactions in India. 

How the tokenization works? 

 The debit or credit card holder will create a code for a particular amount, say ₹500, 

through an app in the form of a number. That number will have the amount that can be 

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        99 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

spent, the merchant type where it can be spent as well as time within which the 

transaction needs to be completed.  

 Then the number can be shared with the merchant who will enter it in the mobile, to get 

the payment for the items sold. 

Advantage: 

 For the customers it is a situation to rejoice as all frauds go for a toss. Because we do not 

need to enter my card number, CVV, expiry date etc. online, we can generate a token and 

make the payment. There is no risk at all for digital payments 

 No charges should be recovered from the customer for availing this service. 

PCA BANKS’ FATE HANGS ON Q4 SHOW 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 The banks which are under the prompt corrective action (PCA) framework have been 

asked to provide an estimate of the quantum of provision for bad loans required for the 

January-March quarter and the shortfall in capital due to the provisioning, to the banking 

regulator before a decision can be taken to remove restrictions on some banks. 

Explained: 

 The Board for Financial Supervision (BFS) of Reserve Bank of India (RBI) — which has 

been entrusted by the central bank board to review the performance of the banks under 

PCA. BFS is chaired by the RBI Governor and includes the four deputy governors and a 

few other board members 

 The financial results of the third quarter are coming out. Now, the banks have been asked 

to submit estimate for the fourth quarter, how much provision they require and due to 

which if there is any shortfall in capital. If there is a shortfall in capital, the government 

can step in to meet the capital requirement which could help some of the banks out of the 

PCA framework. Restrictions under prompt corrective action are imposed when a bank 
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breaches certain risk threshold with respect to capital adequacy ratio, net non-performing 

asset ratio, return of assets and leverage ratio. 

 In December, the government decided to infuse ₹28,615 crore into public sector banks to 

support them with regulatory capital. One of the biggest beneficiaries of the exercise was 

Bank of India — also under the PCA framework — which received ₹10,086 crore. Under 

the PCA framework, there are 11 public sector banks which have a 20% share in the loan 

market 

 Since the government was keen to see at least some banks under PCA come out of the 

curbs so that lending can get a boost 

PCA Framework: 

 PCA framework was started in 2002 to activities of the banking sector  

 Its objective is to facilitate banks to take corrective measures including those prescribed by 

RBI, in timely manner to restore their financial health.  

 PCA framework is supervisory tool of RBI, which involves monitoring of certain 

performance indicators of banks to check their financial health as early warning exercise 

and to ensure that banks don’t go bankrupted 

 The PCA framework would apply without exception to all banks operating in India 

including small banks and foreign banks operating through branches or subsidiaries 

based on breach of risk thresholds of identified indicators.  

 The PCA framework is applicable only to commercial banks and not extended to co-

operative banks, non-banking financial companies (NBFCs) and FMIs 

 PCA framework is invoked on banks when they breach any of three key regulatory trigger 

points (or thresholds).  They are capital to risk weighted assets ratio, net non-performing 

assets (NPA) and Return on Assets (RoA), Asset Quality, Profitability, Leverage – of the 

banks. It also provides opportunity to RBI to pay focused attention on such banks by 

engaging. With focusing more closely in those areas.  

 Depending on risk thresholds set in PCA framework, banks are put in two type of 

restrictions, mandatory and discretionary depending upon their placement in PCA 

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        101 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

framework levels. The mandatory restrictions are on dividend, branch expansion, 

director’s compensation while discretionary restriction include curbs on lending and 

deposits. At present, 11 weak PSBs out of the 21 State-owned banks are under the PCA, 

Board for Financial Supervision (BFS): 

Financial Supervision 

 The Reserve Bank of India performs this function under the guidance of the Board for 

Financial Supervision (BFS). The Board was constituted in November 1994 as a committee 

of the Central Board of Directors of the Reserve Bank of India. 

Objective: 

 Primary objective of BFS is to undertake consolidated supervision of the financial sector 

comprising commercial banks, financial institutions and non-banking finance 

companies. 

Constitution: 

 The Board is constituted by co-opting four Directors from the Central Board as members 

for a term of two years and is chaired by the Governor. The Deputy Governors of the 

Reserve Bank are ex-officio members. One Deputy Governor, usually, the Deputy 

Governor in charge of banking regulation and supervision, is nominated as the Vice-

Chairman of the Board. 

BFS meetings: 

 The Board is required to meet normally once every month. It considers inspection reports 

and other supervisory issues placed before it by the supervisory departments. 

 Some of the initiatives taken by BFS include: 

1. Restructuring of the system of bank inspections 

2. Introduction of off-site surveillance, 

3. Strengthening of the role of statutory auditors and 

4. Strengthening of the internal defences of supervised institutions. 
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RATIONALISE NEW NORMS FOR EXTERNAL BORROWING: NSEFI 

Prelims: Economy   

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 National Solar Energy Federation of India (NSEFI), a non-profit organisation, has written 

to the Prime Minister’s Office requesting to direct the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to 

rationalize the new ECB framework suitably, excluding repayment of rupee loans from 

the negative list. 

Explained: 

 Till recent past, RBI allowed the external borrowing in the form of security bond/loan in 

U.S. dollars to replace the Indian rupee loans having tenure of 10 years or more given by 

domestic banks/financing institutions. As per this notification, erstwhile tracks I and II 

are merged as ‘foreign currency denominated ECB’ and track III and rupee 

denominated bonds framework are combined as ‘rupee denominated ECB’ to replace 

the current four-tiered structure. 

What is the Grievance? 

 However, the existing permissible end use of repayment /refinancing of rupee loan 

availed under track-II of ECB has not been considered in the merged foreign currency ECB 

framework in any form therefore, the repayment of rupee loan to domestic lenders by 

solar/wind project developers from ECB proceeds would not be possible. 

Demands: 

 Reserve Bank of India to carve out a special category like erstwhile track-II with ECB 

having minimum average maturity period of five years and above within the new merged 

foreign currency ECB category to permit solar/wind project developers for repayment of 

their rupee loans to domestic lenders from ECB proceeds. 
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Where does Mutual Funds usually invest their funds? 

 The Mutual Funds usually invest their funds in equities, bonds, debentures, call money 

etc., depending on the objectives and terms of scheme floated by MF.   Now a days there 

are MF which even invest in gold or other asset classes. 

PCR HAS TO BE BACKED BY A COMPREHENSIVE ACT 

Prelims: Economy-banking 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 The central bank plans to engage with the Centre and other regulators to bring in a 

comprehensive Public Credit Registry (PCR) Act to strengthen micro credit in the coming 

months. 

Explained: 

 The PCR will have to be backed and governed by a comprehensive Public Credit Registry 

Act … so as to bring in data from the section of lenders who do not directly fall under the 

RBI regulations 

 The PCR has been envisaged as a database of core credit information – an infrastructure of 

sorts on which users of credit data can build further analytics. It will strive to cover all 

regulated entities (i.e., financiers) in phases and in this way get a 360-degree view of 

borrowers. It will facilitate linkages with related ancillary information systems outside the 

banking system, including corporate filings, tax systems (including the Goods and 

Services Tax Network), and utility payments 

 The PCR Act will need to ensure adequate safeguards on data, while at the same time 

address extant restrictions on sharing of credit data that prevent efficient allocation and 

regulatory supervision of credit 

 It will have to follow the latest privacy guidelines based on a laid down consent 

framework 
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What is Public Credit Registry (PCR)? 

 A public credit registry is an information repository that collates all loan information of 

individuals and corporate borrowers. A credit repository helps banks distinguish between 

a bad and a good borrower and accordingly offer attractive interest rates to good 

borrowers and higher interest rates to bad borrowers. 

 The registry should capture all loan information and borrowers be able to access their own 

history. Data is to be made available to stakeholders such as banks, on a need-to-know 

basis. Data privacy will be protected. 

Why it’s needed? 

 The move is based on the recommendations of a committee, headed by Y.M. Deosthalee. 

PCR will address issues such as information asymmetry, improve access to credit and 

strengthen the credit culture among consumers. It can also address the bad loan problem 

staring at banks, as corporate debtors will not be able to borrow across banks without 

disclosing existing debt. Setting up the PCR will help improve India’s rankings in the 

World Bank’s ease of doing business index 

 Credit information is now available across multiple systems in bits and pieces and not in 

one window. Data on borrowings from banks, non-banking financial companies, 

corporate bonds or debentures from the market, external commercial borrowings (ECBs), 

foreign currency convertible bonds (FCCBs), masala bonds, and inter-corporate 

borrowings are not available in one data repository.  

 PCR will help capture all relevant information about a borrower, across different 

borrowing products in one place.It can flag early warnings on asset quality by tracking 

performance on other credits. 

Innovation in lending: 

 Access to credit information, including debt details and repayment history would drive 

innovation in lending. For example, currently most banks focus on large companies for 

loans and consequently the micro, small and medium enterprises are left with limited 

options for borrowing.  
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 With satisfactory payment history and validated debt details made available, it will 

increase the credit availability to micro, small and medium enterprises along with 

deepening of the financial markets. This will support the policy of financial inclusion 

SUPREME COURT UPHOLDS CONSTITUTIONAL VALIDITY OF 

INSOLVENCY AND BANKRUPTCY CODE 

Prelims: Economy   

Mains: Statutory, regulatory and various quasi-judicial bodies. 

In News: 

 The government’s Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, 2016 (IBC), earned some rare praise 

from the Supreme Court which said that it was “happy to note that in the working of the 

Code, the flow of financial resource to the commercial sector in India has increased 

exponentially as a result of financial debts being repaid. 

Explained: 

 The apex court was hearing a batch of petitions that had challenged the constitutional 

validity of IBC under Article 14 of the Constitution. Several operational creditors had 

argued that IBC doesn’t make an intelligible differentia in the classification of a 

financial creditor and operational creditor, and hence violates Article 14.  

 Operational creditors had argued that they provide services to companies and while they 

have the right to initiate insolvency proceedings if their payments are defaulted upon, 

but the code bars them for participating in the resolution process through the committee 

of creditors.  

 Under IBC, the committee can only consist of financial creditors who assess and vote on 

resolution plans submitted by interested bidders. 

 The second important argument was that by barring promoters from bidding for their 

own companies, IBC forces the sale of the company to new bidders. This, the petitioners 

had argued, is against the fundamental rights of promoters of a company. The apex court 

dismissed both these arguments. 
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 Since its enactment, “approximately 3,300 cases have been disposed of by the 

Adjudicating Authority based on out-of-court settlements between corporate debtors and 

creditors which themselves involved claims amounting to over Rs 1,20,390 crore.” 

 “Eighty cases have since been resolved by resolution plans being accepted” of which “the 

liquidation value of sixty- three such cases is Rs 29,788.07 crore.” 

 “However, the amount realised from the resolution process is in the region of Rs 60,000 

crore, which is over 202 per cent of the liquidation value, 

 Citing Reserve Bank of India statistics, the judgement said “credit that has been given by 

banks and financial institutions to the commercial sector (other than food) has jumped up 

from Rs 4,952.24 crore in 2016-2017, to Rs 9,161.09 crore in 2017-2018, and to Rs 13,195.20 

crore for the first six months of 2018- 2019.” The court noted that the “credit flow from 

non-banks has gone up from Rs 6,819.93 crore in 2016-2017, to Rs 4,718 crore for the first 

six months of 2018-2019.” 

 “Ultimately, the total flow of resources to the commercial sector in India, both bank and 

non-bank, and domestic and foreign (relatable to the non-food sector) has gone up from a 

total of Rs 14,530.47 crore in 2016-2017, to Rs18,469.25 crore in 2017- 2018, and to Rs 

18,798.20 crore in the first six months of 2018-2019 

 Summing up, the court said that the figures were proof that “the experiment conducted in 

enacting the Code is proving to be largely successful”. “The defaulter’s paradise is lost. In 

its place, the economy’s rightful position has been regained,” the judgement added. 

 The apex court also dismissed the contention that the appointments made to the National 

Company Law Tribunal and National Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT) were 

contrary to its earlier judgments and the Companies Act. 

 The judgment directed the government to establish Circuit Benches of NCLAT within a 

period of six months. 

Insolvency and bankruptcy code a gist: 

 The Code creates a framework for resolving insolvency in India. Insolvency is a situation 

where an individual or a company is unable to repay their outstanding debt.  
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 The Code repeals the Presidency Towns Insolvency Act, 1909 and Provincial Insolvency 

Act, 1920. In addition, it amends 11 laws, including the Companies Act, 2013, and the 

Recovery of Debts Due to Banks and Financial Institutions Act, 1993, among others.  

 The Code will apply to companies, partnerships, limited liability partnerships, individuals 

and any other body specified by the central government. 

✓ Insolvency Resolution Process: The Code specifies similar insolvency resolution 

processes for companies and individuals, which will have to be completed within 

180 days. This limit may be extended to 270 days in certain circumstances. The 

resolution process will involve negotiations between the debtor and creditors to 

draft a resolution plan.  

The process will end under two circumstances,  

1. when the creditors decide to evolve a resolution plan or sell the assets of the debtor, or  

2. the 180-day time period for negotiations has come to an end. In case a plan cannot be 

negotiated upon during the time limit, the assets of the debtor will be sold to repay his 

outstanding dues. The proceeds from the sale of assets will be distributed based on an 

order of priority 

 Priority under liquidation: The assets will be distributed in the following order, in case of 

liquidation:  

1. Fees of insolvency professional and costs related to the resolution process,  

2. Workmen’s dues and secured creditors,  

3. Employee wages,  

4. Unsecured creditors,  

5. Government dues and remaining secured creditors (any remaining debt if they enforce 

their collateral),  

6. Any remaining debt, and  

7. Shareholders 

 Fresh Start Process: The Code provides a Fresh Start Process for individuals under which 

they will be eligible for a debt waiver of up to Rs 35,000. The individual will be eligible for 

the waiver subject to certain limits prescribed under the Code.   
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 Insolvency Professionals and Agencies: The resolution process will be conducted by a 

licensed insolvency professional (IP). The IP will control the assets of the debtor during 

the process. Insolvency professional agencies will be created to regulate these IPs. The 

agencies will conduct examinations to enrol IPs and enforce a code of conduct for their 

functioning.  

 Information Utilities: The Code establishes multiple information utilities to collect, collate 

and disseminate financial information related to a debtor. This will include a record of 

debt and liabilities of the debtor. 

 Insolvency Regulator: The Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of India will be established 

as a regulator to oversee functioning of IPs, insolvency professional agencies and 

information utilities. The Board will have 10 members, including representatives from the 

central government and the Reserve Bank of India.  

 Adjudicatory Authorities: The Code proposes two tribunals to adjudicate insolvency 

resolution cases: (i) the National Company Law Tribunal will adjudicate cases for 

companies and limited liability partnerships, and (ii) the Debt Recovery Tribunal will 

adjudicate cases for individuals and partnership firms.  

 Insolvency and Bankruptcy Fund: The Code creates an Insolvency and Bankruptcy Fund. 

The Fund will receive voluntary contributions from any person. In case of insolvency 

proceedings being initiated against the contributor, he will be allowed to withdraw his 

contribution for making payments to workmen, protecting his assets, etc.  

 Cross-border insolvency: Cross border insolvency relates to an insolvent debtor who has 

assets abroad. The central government may enter into agreements with other countries to 

enforce provisions of the Code.   

 Offences: The Code specifies penalties for offences committed under corporate insolvency 

(such as concealing property). This penalty will be imprisonment of up to five years, or a 

fine of up to one crore rupees, or both. For offences committed under individual 

insolvency (such as providing false information), the imprisonment will vary based on the 

offence. For most of the offences, the penalty will be imprisonment of up to six months, or 

a fine of up to five lakh rupees, or both. 
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59 OF CLASS 5 STUDENTS CAN’T READ CLASS II TEXT 

Mains content: GS 2: Issues relating to development and management of Social 

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

Prelims content: Education 

Content: 

 Nearly 59% of Class V students and 89% of Class III students are unable to read a Class II-

level textbook in rural Tamil Nadu, the findings of the ASER 2018 survey have indicated. 

Even at their grade, the results indicate a huge gap in learning levels — 96% of students in 

Class II are unable to read a text meant for their level. 

 

Details: 

 In a district-wise analysis of the data, Tiruvallur and the Nilgiris have more than 50% of 

their rural students from Class VIII struggling to read a text meant for Class II. 

 The survey was carried out among 20,435 students to test their basic reading and 

arithmetic skills. Additionally, norms and standards prescribed by the Right To Education 

Act have also been included and in this aspect, Tamil Nadu has scored above the national 

average in terms of school facilities for students. 

 B. Oliver, State Head of Pratham Education Foundation, said that Tamil Nadu had 

continued to show consistently positive trends over the years with regard to enrolment 

and attendance. “From 10% of students who were out of school in 2010, the numbers have 

decreased to 2.3% in 2018,” he said. The national average for the same is 13.1% in the age 

group of 15-16-year olds. 

 The survey report has additionally indicated that there has been an overall improvement 

in learning levels in government schools. 

 Results over the last few years with regard to reading and arithmetic skills in government 

and private schools have thrown up contrasting trends.  

 For instance, while 72.9 % of the students in government schools cannot do division in 

Class V, the number is much higher in private schools, with 77% unable to do so. 
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 Similarly, in Class V, 53.7% of children in a government school cannot read a Class II level 

story whereas in private schools, 71.2% of students were not able to do so. 

Better implementation: 

 “While the activity-based learning system which the School Education Department 

encourages is a good thing, there should be better implementation of it across schools. In 

many institutions, it is taken for granted that the textbooks alone are enough and the 

methods of teaching the books specify isn’t questioned,” said Christuraj, State Advocacy 

Coordinator of Samakalvi Iyakkam.“We’ve observed that students who enter Class IX are 

often unable to absorb the sudden jump in the curriculum. Their reading skills are 

generally not up to the mark and they find it tough to cope — at least initially.  

 However, the new syllabus for Class VI, which was introduced this year, many of us felt, 

would help prepare the students better,” said G.D. Babu of Tamil Nadu Asiriyar 

Munnetra Kazhagam. 

About ACER: 

 ASER (Annual Status of Education Report) is an annual survey that aims to provide 

reliable annual estimates of children’s schooling status and basic learning levels for each 

state and rural district in India. It is the largest citizen-led survey in India, and is also the 

only annual source of information on children’s learning outcomes available in India 

today. 

 When we started ASER in 2005 we made a commitment to do it every year and we did it 

annually for 10 years till 2014. This is because we think for data to feed into policy it has to 

be reliable, comparable and available on a regular basis. 

  In 2015, ASER took a year off to reflect and consolidate the learnings from the last 10 

years. However, even today learning levels remain low and ASER remains the only source 

of comparable and regularly available data on learning in the public domain. Therefore, 

we re-started ASER in 2016. 
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RURAL HOUSING ACHIEVES ONLY 66 PERCENT TARGET 

Mains content: Welfare schemes for vulnerable sections of the population by the Centre and 

States and the performance of these schemes; mechanisms, laws, institutions and Bodies 

constituted for the protection and betterment of these vulnerable sections. 

Prelims content: Schemes of Government  

Context: 

 States are delaying allotment of land for landless beneficiaries, says Centre 

Details: 

 With two and a half months to go for the end of this financial year, the Pradhan Mantri 

Awas Yojana (Grameen) scheme to provide housing for the rural poor has achieved only 

66% of its target to complete one crore houses. 

 The Ministry of Rural Development still hopes to advance further towards the goal by the 

deadline of March-end, given that about 15 lakh homes have reached the late stages of 

construction with roofs ready to be added.  

 Another 11 lakh homes have reached the lintel level, and may be completed in the next 

few months even if they do not meet the March 31 deadline. The scheme has been 

successful in reducing the average time of construction from 314 days to 114 days, 

according to an official statement. 

 However, there has been little headway made with regard to one bloc of beneficiaries: the 

landless, who do not possess the land on which to construct the PMAY homes they are 

entitled to. 

 In a letter to States dated January 4, the Ministry pointed out that only 12% of the 4.72 lakh 

identified landless beneficiaries had been provided land for house construction. 

Laggard States: 

 According to data provided in the letter, some of the most laggard States as of July 2018 

were Maharashtra, which had provided land for only 890 of 1.39 lakh landless 

beneficiaries and Assam, which had provided land for 574 of 48,283 landless beneficiaries. 

In Bihar, only 55 out of 5,348 beneficiaries had been allotted land. West Bengal had not 
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allotted land for even a single one of its 34,884 landless beneficiaries. “There are about 2.4 

lakh left [to be sanctioned] in Bihar and about 30,000 each in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil 

Nadu,” said a senior official of the Ministry. 

About PMAY (Grameen): 

 Pradhan Mantri Awas yojana is a flagship scheme of government of India to eradicate 

poverty and ensure a life with Dignity as ensured in Article 21 of our constitution. 

 It targets most of the rural population upto 75 percent and construct houses for better 

standard of living.  

 Most of the rural folks live in kutcha house which is covered with a sheet on the top which 

is vulnerable to almost all the disasters even a normal increase in wind velocity. Under 

this scheme Pukka house will be constructed for all the family households. 
 

CENTRE PROPOSES TO HIKE PENSIONS 

Prelims: National - Schemes 

Mains: Welfare schemes for vulnerable sections of the population by the Centre and States 

and the performance of these schemes 

In News: 

 The Rural Development Ministry has proposed that the monthly pensions of the elderly 

poor, disabled and widows be increased from the current Rs. 200 to Rs. 800. For those 

above the age of 80, the proposal is to increase the pension from Rs. 500 to Rs. 1,200 a 

month. 

Explained: 

 The Ministry has submitted the proposal, which would have an additional annual cost 

implication of Rs. 18,000 crores, to the Finance Ministry to be considered for inclusion in 

the interim Budget to be presented on February 1.  

 The Rural Development Ministry is the nodal ministry which administers the National 

Social Assistance Programme (NSAP). 
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National Social Assistance Programme (NSAP): 

 NSAP stands for National Social Assistance Programme. NSAP was launched on 15th 

August, 1995. 

 The National Social Assistance Programme (NSAP) represents a significant step towards 

the fulfillment of the Directive Principles in Article 41 and 42 of the Constitution 

recognizing the concurrent responsibility of the Central and the State Governments in the 

matter.  

 In particular, Article 41 of the Constitution of India directs the State to provide public 

assistance to its citizens in case of unemployment, old age, sickness and disablement and 

in other cases of undeserved want within the limit of its economic capacity and 

development. 

 For getting benefits under NSAP the applicant must belong to a Below Poverty Line 

(BPL) family according to the criteria prescribed by the Govt. of India. 

Objective: 

 National Social Assistance Programme is a social security and welfare programme to 

provide support to aged persons, widows, disabled persons and bereaved families on 

death of primary bread winner, belonging to below poverty line households. 

Presently NSAP comprises of five schemes, Namely: 

 Indira Gandhi National Old Age Pension Scheme (IGNOAPS), 

 Indira Gandhi National Widow Pension Scheme (IGNWPS), 

 Indira Gandhi National Disability Pension Scheme (IGNDPS), 

 National Family Benefit Scheme NFBS) and 

 Annapurna. 

1. Indira Gandhi National Old Age Pension Scheme (IGNOAPS): The eligible age for 

IGNOAPS is 60 years. The pension is Rs.200 p.m. for persons between 60 years and 79 

years. For persons who are 80 years and above the pension is Rs.500/ - per month. Indira 

Gandhi National Widow Pension Scheme (IGNWPS): The eligible age is 40 years and the 
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pension is Rs.300 per month. After attaining the age of 80 years, the beneficiary will get 

Rs.500/ - per month. 

2. Indira Gandhi National Disability Pension Scheme (IGNDPS): The eligible age for the 

pension er is 18 years and above and the disability level has to be 80%. The amount is 

Rs.300 per month and after attaining the age of 80 years, the beneficiary will get Rs 500/ - 

per month. Dwarfs will also be a n eligible category for this pension. 

3. National Family Benefit Scheme (NFBS): Rs. 20000/ - will be given as a lumpsum 

assistance to the bereaved household in the event of death of the bread - winner. It is 

clarified that any event of death (natural or otherwise) would make the family eligible for 

assistance. A woman in the family, who is a home maker, is also considered as a ‘bread - 

winner’ for this purpose. 

4.  The family benefit will be paid to such surviving member of the household of the 

deceased poor, who after local inquiry, is found to be the head of the household. For the 

purpose of the scheme, the term “household’ would include spouse, minor children, 

unmarried daughters and dependent parents.  

5. In case of death of an unmarried adult, the term household would include minor 

brothers/ sisters and dependent parents. The death of such a bread - winner should have 

occurred whilst he/ she is more than 18 years of age and less than 60 years of age. The 

assistance would be given to every case of death of breadwinner in a family. 

6. Annapurna Scheme: 10 kgs of food grains (wheat or rice) is given per month per 

beneficiary. The scheme aims at providing food security to meet the requirements of those 

eligible old aged persons who have remained uncovered under the IGNOAPS. 
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CENTRE’S DEBT-TO-GDP FALLS, STATES’ RISES 

Prelims: Economy 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment 

In News:  

 While the Centre is moving in the right direction in terms of meeting the N.K. Singh 

Committee recommendations on public debt, the States are moving in the opposite 

direction, data released by the government show. 

Explained: 

 According to the Status Paper on Government Debt for 2017-18, the Centre’s total debt as 

a percentage of GDP reduced to 46.5% in 2017-18 from 47.5% as of March 31, 2014.  

 The total debt of the States, however, has been rising over this period, to 24% in 2017-18, 

and is estimated to be 24.3% in 2018-19. 

 In absolute terms, the Centre’s total debt increased from Rs. 56,69,429 crores at the end of 

March 2014 to Rs. 82,35,178 crores in 2017-18, representing a 45% increase.  

 The total debt of the States increased from Rs. 24,71,270 crores to Rs. 40,22,090 crores over 

the same period, an increase of almost 63%. 

 The Central debt has been within control because the government has been trying to stick 

by-and-large to the fiscal deficit parameter 

 The increase in the debt stock at the State level is worrying because they don’t have the 

wherewithal to service the debt if it goes beyond a certain point. They could then start 

getting into a debt trap situation. 

 Outstanding liabilities of States have increased sharply during 2015-16 and 2016-17, 

following the issuance of UDAY bonds in these two years, which was reflected in an 

increase in liability-GDP ratio from 21.7% at end-March 2015 to 23.4% at end-March 2016 

and further to 23.8% at end-March 2017 

 The total outstanding liability as a percentage of GDP stood at 24% as at end-March 2018 

and is expected to move upward to 24.3% at end-March 2019.”  
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 This, combined with the fact that ratings agencies have predicted that the combined fiscal 

deficit of the States to be 3.2% of GDP in financial year 2020 (higher than the prescribed 

3%), and it begins to look increasingly unlikely that the States will meet their 20% debt-

GDP ratio target by 2023.  

 The report, however, says that the States do have some fiscal space to reduce their 

borrowing in the coming years due to the large cash surpluses they hold 

N.K Singh Committee Recommendations: 

 The N.K. Singh-headed FRBM (Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management) Review 

Committee report had recommended the ratio to be 40% for the Centre and 20% for the 

States, respectively, by 2023. It said that the 60% consolidated Central and State debt limit 

was consistent with international best practices, and was an essential parameter to attract 

a better rating from the credit ratings agencies. 

 Fiscal Council: The Committee proposed to create an autonomous Fiscal Council with a 

Chairperson and two members appointed by the centre. To maintain its independence, it 

proposed a non-renewable four-year term for the Chairperson and members. Further, 

these people should not be employees in the central or state governments at the time of 

appointment.  

 Role of the fiscal Council: The role of the Council would include:  

1. Preparing multi-year fiscal forecasts,  

2. Recommending changes to the fiscal strategy,  

3. Improving quality of fiscal data,  

4. Advising the government if conditions exist to deviate from the fiscal target, and  

5. Advising the government to take corrective action for non-compliance with the Bill.  

 Deviations: The Committee noted that under the FRBM Act, the government can deviate 

from the targets in case of a national calamity, national security or other exceptional 

circumstances notified by it. Allowing the government to notify these grounds diluted the 

2003 Act. The Committee suggested that grounds in which the government can deviate 
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from the targets should be clearly specified, and the government should not be allowed to 

notify other circumstances.  

 Further, the government may be allowed to deviate from the specified targets upon the 

advice of the Fiscal Council in the following circumstances: 

1. Considerations of national security, war, national calamities and collapse of agriculture 

affecting output and incomes,  

2. Structural reforms in the economy resulting in fiscal implications, or  

3. Decline in real output growth of at least 3% below the average of the previous four 

quarters. These deviations cannot be more than 0.5% of gdp in a year.  

 Debt trajectory for individual states: The Committee recommended that the 15th Finance 

Commission should be asked to recommend the debt trajectory for individual states. This 

should be based on their track record of fiscal prudence and health.  

 Borrowings from the RBI: The draft Bill restricts the government from borrowing from 

the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) except when:  

1. The centre has to meet a temporary shortfall in receipts,  

2. RBI subscribes to government securities to finance any deviations from the specified 

targets, or RBI purchases government securities from the secondary market.  

MERCHANT EXPORTERS TO GET INTEREST EQUALISATION SCHEME 

Prelims: Economy- Trade 

Mains: Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization, of resources, growth, 

development and employment. 

In News: 

 The government has decided to provide 3% interest subsidy to merchant exporters to 

enhance flow of funds for them with a view to boosting outbound shipments. 

Explained: 

 The decision was taken by the Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs. 

 “The proposal will entail benefits of around Rs. 600 crores to exporters on interest 

equalization for the remaining period of the scheme. 
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 These products are largely in MSME/labour-intensive sectors such as agriculture, textiles, 

leather, handicraft and machinery. 

 The proposal will entail benefits of around Rs 600 crore to exporters on interest 

equalisation, for the remaining period of the scheme, set to end in April 2020.  

 The IES allows small and medium exporters in labour-intensive sectors to avail of loans 

from banks at a lower rate of 3 per cent. 

Interest Equalisation Scheme: 

 The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs, has given its approval for Interest 

Equalization Scheme (earlier called Interest Subvention Scheme) on Pre-& Post Shipment 

Rupee Export Credit with effect from 1st April, 2015 for five years. The scheme will be 

evaluated after three years. 

 Originally announced as a measure to boost exports for five years, the IES on pre- and 

post-shipment rupee export credit was revived in 2015 at a rate of 3 per cent for 416 

specific goods categories (four-digit tariff). 

 The sectors covered are mostly labour-intensive and include agriculture or food items, 

auto components, handicraft, electrical engineering items, and telecom equipment. The 

scheme is, however, not available for merchant exporters. The last Budget had allocated Rs 

2,500 crore for the IES. 

The following are the features of the Interest Equalization Scheme: 

1. The rate of interest equalisation would be 3 percent. The scheme would be available to all 

exports of MSME and 416 tariff lines. Scheme would not be available to merchant 

exporters earlier which is now modified to allow them to boost the exports 

2. The duration of the scheme would be five years with effect from 1.4.2015. 

3. The scheme would be funded from the funds available with Department of Commerce 

under non-plan during 2015-16 and the restructured scheme would be funded from plan 

side from 2016-17 onwards, 

4. Ministry of Commerce & Industry may place funds in advance with RBI for requirement 

of one month and reimbursement can be made on a monthly basis through a revolving 

fund system, on completion of three years of operation of the scheme, Department of 
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Commerce may initiate a study on impact of the scheme on export promotion and its 

further continuation. The study may be done through one of the IIMs. 

 Significance of This Move: 

 Merchant exporters also play a pivotal role in exports of MSME manufacturers as they 

export a significant quantity of products through merchant exporters 

 Merchant exporters play an important role in finding overseas markets, getting export 

orders, communicating to MSME manufacturers the current preferences, trends and 

demand for products in international export markets. 

 The benefit will push manufacturing in micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), 

creating job opportunities as well 

 Merchant exporters account for over 35 per cent of the country’s exports. 

 The high cost of credit equally impacts their competitiveness as they factor in the high 

interest costs in their export costing. 

MGNREGA SCHEME FACES FUND SHORTAGE 

Mains Level: GS 2: mechanisms, laws, institutions and Bodies constituted for the protection 

and betterment of these vulnerable sections. 

Prelims Level: Government policies and schemes 

Context: 

 The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act scheme is facing a 

severe fund crunch, with 99% of money allocated already exhausted three months before 

the end of the financial year, and 11 States and Union Territories having a negative net 

balance. 

Details: 

 Studies analysing government data show that the scheme 

faces difficulties in meeting the demand for work and 

paying wages on time. 

 It is said that these issues are likely to be exacerbated by 

the current fund crisis. 

http://www.iasgatewayy.com/


AN INITIATIVE BY VETRII IAS STUDY CIRCLE 

                                                                        

                      

         

 

        120 | P a g e  
 

DAILY CURRENT AFFAIRS           JANUARY 2019 

 The problem gets intensified when the demand for MGNREGA employment peaks during 

non-agricultural season 

 And also, rainfall deficits and drought this year are likely to worsen the situation, could 

increase the demand and need for work, as witnessed in 2015-16 

 It has been found that employment provided was already 32% lower than work 

demanded during 2017-18.  

 Hence the fund crisis could further constrain the employment generation under 

MGNREGA and State governments and field functionaries might be compelled not to 

register demand for work in order to contain the payment liabilities of the governments, 

which goes against the spirit of MGNREGA. 

About MGNREGA: 

 The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) is an 

employment guarantee act. It was introduced in 2005 through the National Rural 

Employment Guarantee Act, 2005. 

 In 2010, NREGA renamed as MGNREGA 

 It aims to provide guaranteed 100 days of wage employment per year to each rural 

household, which could in turn help to enhance livelihood security of household in rural 

areas of India. It provides work to all section of the society and help in social inclusion of 

women, SC and STs (Minimum one-third of the workers should be women) 

 It is a demand driven scheme  

 The Act currently covers all districts with the exception of those that have a 100% urban 

population. 
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