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TOPIC 4    AFGANISTAN 
 

 
 
Perhaps the Taliban became far too greedy and impatient, or the U.S. President has pulled out what he 
thinks is the Trump card to gain a negotiating advantage especially given that the American establishment 
is not too happy with the deal. There were misgivings about the deal that the chief U.S. negotiator to 
Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad, was about to ink with the Taliban. 
 
Back to square one 
The Taliban, having fought against and displaced the powerful coalition forces over the past 18 years, has 
the luxury of time on its side, even as it is steadily increasing its political legitimacy within Afghanistan. 
Recall that this is not the first time U.S.-Taliban talks are breaking down, and every time the Americans 
have had to come around to negotiating again. Mr. Donald Trump on the other hand may not have the 
luxury of time. As for the international community, it has grown tired of the Afghan story. 
In any case, we are back to another season of heavy fighting in Afghanistan with devastating attacks being 
mounted by the Taliban far more frequently than before. 
What implications does the cancellation of U.S.-Afghan talks have for the volatile South Asian region in 
general and for India in particular? 
 
Implications for Afghanistan 
The direct fallout of the American pullout from the negotiations is more bloodshed in the country. The 
gloves are now off (not that the Taliban was greatly restrained earlier) and the Taliban has already started 
carrying out major attacks with the American troops fighting back. However, the current dispensation in 
Afghanistan, led by President Ashraf Ghani, might not be too displeased with the outcome. The September 
28 elections are likely to go ahead, and Mr. Ghani has a chance to continue as President without having to 
share power with the Taliban — a prospect Kabul has been uneasy about for a long time — to the extent 
that he actively discouraged all talks with the Taliban that did not involve Kabul. The Ghani government 
will also be pleased with the fact that U.S. troops are likely to continue in the country, for if left alone the 
government will not survive long. 
 
The larger question that should concern the Afghan people is whether the Taliban is a changed lot or not. 
The Taliban has been making direct and indirect assertations about how they are a much evolved group on 
the question of girls’ education, treatment of women and minorities, among others. But these are claims 
at best and that is precisely why a deal with the Taliban should include commitments on its domestic 
behaviour. 
 
 

Another chance in Afghanistan 
Donald Trump’s calling off Taliban peace talks is to 
India’s advantage; an outreach to the outfit could 
secure it 
 
It is perhaps for the best that the U.S.-Taliban talks 
were called off earlier this month. The Taliban 
leadership’s proposed visit to Camp David in the United 
States would have led to a slew of significant 
geopolitical changes with implications for the region 
and beyond. 
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What it means for India 
Even with a properly negotiated deal, the ascent of the Taliban in Afghanistan would have meant a certain 
amount of regional uncertainty and geopolitical recalibration. Pakistan, for instance, has been counting on 
the return of the Taliban in Afghanistan which it deeply believes gives it strategic depth vis-à-vis India. 
Pakistani triumphalism in the context of Afghanistan would have meant pinpricks for India. Now that there 
is no deal between the Taliban and the U.S., there is likely to be more violence internally within 
Afghanistan while the external implications would be more or less contained. This calculus might change if 
and when the Taliban returns to power and foreign troops withdraw. 
India’s best bet in Afghanistan would be a negotiated withdrawal of foreign troops from Afghanistan, for 
this would check the Taliban’s proclivity to engage in trouble- making outside Afghan territory. 
A non-negotiated withdrawal of U.S. forces would be the worst-case scenario for India even though that is 
unlikely to happen. This will mean little check on the Taliban’s behaviour at home and in the 
neighbourhood. It will also enhance Pakistan’s ability to control elements of the Taliban for tactical or 
strategic anti-Indian uses. 
 
Once the Taliban returns to power in Afghanistan, on its own or as part of a power-sharing arrangement, 
Indian civilian assets and interests in Afghanistan could come under increased pressure. Today, with the 
Pakistani side up in arms against India, thanks to New Delhi’s Kashmir decision, the possibility of the 
Taliban going against Indian interests is much higher, if we were to assume Pakistan to be a major 
influence on the Taliban’s actions. 
 
The Kashmir question 
Kashmir in many ways will continue to be at the centre of how the emerging geopolitical situation in 
Afghanistan will impact India. While it is true that a repeat of the late 1980s, when scores of unemployed 
Afghan fighters turned up in Kashmir at the behest of the Pakistani agencies, is unlikely to happen today 
for a number of reasons, including due to physical barriers and the amassing of Indian troops on the 
border, some presence of the Taliban fighters cannot be ruled out. More significantly, however, if a non-
negotiated withdrawal of the U.S. forces takes place, it could lead to an open season for Taliban’s regional 
engagement which could potentially be influenced by Pakistan’s strategic calculations. Even if there is a 
deal between the U.S. and the Taliban, the fact that the Taliban will have “forced” the Americans out of 
Afghanistan would provide a shot in the arm to Pakistan, and young Kashmiris who are willing to take up 
arms against the Indian state. “If a superpower like the U.S. can be pushed out of Afghanistan by the 
Taliban with help from Pakistan, would it be too difficult to beat India?” is the argument doing the rounds 
among sections of aggrieved Kashmiri youth. 
 
The manner in which talks between the Taliban and the U.S., were being conducted would have led to 
negative consequences for New Delhi. To that extent, the breakdown of the Trump-Taliban talks is 
advantage India. The U.S. and the international community, while picking up the threads of negotiations in 
the days ahead, will need to ensure that there are enough guarantees built into a deal to disincentivise 
undesirable external behaviour by the Taliban. 
 
India, on its part, needs to reach out to the Taliban, not to recognise it but to engage with it, in its own 
national interest. In fact, we are already pretty late in this game, and with the Chinese, Pakistanis and even 
the Russians converging on the importance of the return of the Taliban to the Afghan scheme of things, 
one wonders whether India will ever be able to make inroads into the higher echelons of the Taliban. In 
any case, any outreach from the Indian side would make the government in Kabul led by Mr. Ghani, 
unhappy. This leaves India in a difficult situation. Hence, such an outreach will also need to be carefully 
calibrated and discreetly executed. 
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TOPIC 5    UN CLIMATE ACTION SUMMIT 
 

 
 
Climate for action 
India’s call for solid steps on climate change must be matched by domestic measures 
 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s assertive stance on the need for all countries to walk the talk on climate 
change action is to be welcomed as a signal of India’s own determination to align domestic policy with its 
international commitments. Mr. Modi’s comments at the UN Climate Action Summit in New York have 
turned the spotlight on not just the national contributions pledged under the Paris Agreement of the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), but also the possibility of India declaring enhanced 
ambition on cutting greenhouse gas emissions under the pact next year. Several aspects place the country 
in the unenviable position of having to reconcile conflicting imperatives: along with a declared programme 
of scaling up electricity from renewable sources to 175 GW by 2022 and even to 450 GW later, there is a 
parallel emphasis on expanding coal-based generation to meet peaks of demand that cannot be met by 
solar and wind power. The irony of the Prime Minister telling the international community in Houston that 
his government had opened up coal mining to 100% foreign direct investment was not lost on climate 
activists campaigning for a ban on new coal plants and divesting of shares in coal companies. No less 
challenging is a substantial transition to electric mobility, beginning with commercial and public transport, 
although it would have multiple benefits, not the least of which is cleaner air and reduced expenditure on 
oil imports. 
 
Advancing the national climate agenda in the spirit of Mr. Modi’s action-over-words idiom requires the 
Central government to come up with a strong domestic action plan. The existing internal framework, the 
National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) is more than a decade old. It lacks the legal foundation to 
incorporate the key national commitment under the Paris Agreement: to reduce the emissions intensity of 
economic growth by a third, by 2030. Without an update to the NAPCC and its mission-mode programmes, 
and legislation approved by States for new green norms governing buildings, transport, agriculture, water 
use and so on, it will be impossible to make a case for major climate finance under the UNFCCC. It is 
equally urgent to arrive at a funding plan for all States to help communities adapt to more frequent 
climate-linked disasters such as cyclones, floods and droughts. There is, no doubt, wide support for India’s 
position that it cannot be held responsible for the stock of atmospheric carbon dioxide influencing the 
climate; even today, per capita emissions remain below the global average. Paradoxically, the country is a 
victim of climate events on the one hand and a major emitter of GHGs in absolute terms on the other. In 
New York, Mr. Modi chose to rely on the country’s culture of environmentalism to reassure the 
international community on its ability to act. In coming years, national actions will have to be 
demonstrably effective in curbing carbon emissions. 
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TOPIC 6    BRITAIN 
 

 
Defeated, discredited and diminished 
The British Supreme Court’s calling out of PM Johnson’s decision to prorogue Parliament is a 
constitutional earthquake 
 
A unanimous decision of all 11 judges of the British Supreme Court — the largest constitutional bench 
possible — has declared Boris Johnson’s decision to prorogue the British Parliament “unlawful, void and of 
no effect”. The order of the Privy Council to prorogue, which was based on Mr. Johnson’s advice to the 
Queen, has been “quashed”. The outcome is that “Parliament has not been prorogued”. It never 
happened. 
 
This is a constitutional earthquake which will rattle the British government and has led to strident 
demands for the Prime Minister, Mr. Johnson’s resignation. When he returns from New York, where he is 
attending the UN General Assembly’s annual session, he may find he is forced to resign. The court did not 
inquire into whether his advice to the Queen was misleading — i.e. a lie — but it has, nonetheless, left him 
defeated, discredited and diminished. 
The case touched on the powers of all the key institutions of Britain’s unwritten constitution. To start with, 
it defined the powers of Parliament versus those of the judiciary. It also determined at what point the 
jurisdiction of the legislature ends and that of the executive starts. Finally, it even touched upon the 
constitutional role of the Queen. As the BBC website put it: “Should the Palace have pushed Downing 
Street harder as to the reasons for the prorogation?” It is, therefore, hard to think of a more important 
judicial pronouncement in recent memory. 
 
Judicial split 
To understand just how seminal this ruling is, you need to first understand how the issue had split the 
British judiciary. Earlier two British High Courts had come to opposite conclusions. First, the High Court in 
London ruled that the Prime Minister’s advice to prorogue is a political issue and, therefore, not justiciable. 
The courts cannot look into it. However, the Scottish High Court — more correctly known as the Inner 
House of the Court of Session — took the opposite view. It ruled the Prime Minister’s advice can be 
reviewed, not on ordinary judicial grounds of review but on fundamental constitutional principles. 

http://www.civilsias.com/


 
 

www.civilsias.com                              AHMEDABAD | DELHI                            Page 8 of 62 

Parliament’s role scrutinising government, which it called a central pillar of the British Constitution, is one 
such principle. Therefore, any advice motivated by an intention to stymie Parliament is unlawful. 
The government’s defence at the Supreme Court rested on two broad arguments. First, the Prime Minister 
did not mislead the Queen. Furthermore, since no one other than Mr. Johnson and the Queen know what 
he said to her, how can a court hold he misled her? Second, even if he is alleged to have done so, 
prorogation is a political issue and a Prime Minister’s political decisions cannot be questioned by the 
courts. 
 
Now, in addressing and judging these issues, the court, in effect, reduced them to three key questions. As 
Lady Hale, the president of the Supreme Court, explained whilst reading the summary judgment, they go 
to the very heart of the issues at stake. First and foremost, is the advice to prorogue justiciable? The court 
concluded it is. The judges next addressed whether the prerogative of a prime minister can be inquired 
into and, again, concluded that it can be challenged on the grounds of its limits. This led to a third 
question: can the Executive use its prerogative to stop Parliament making laws by exercising that 
prerogative to determine how long Parliament can function? 
 
It was the answer to this third question that led to the unanimous decision of all 11 judges to declare the 
prorogation unlawful. The judges decided that the power to prorogue is limited by its effect on the rest of 
the Constitution. In this case it “prevented parliament from carrying out its constitutional role”. 
Distinguishing between prorogation and a recess, the Supreme Court said that the former meant 
Parliament cannot “meet debate or question ministers”. Its conclusion was blunt: “the effect on the 
fundamentals of our democracy was extreme”. 
 
A somewhat technical second defence from the Prime Minister was also swiftly dismissed The argument 
that the need for a Queen’s speech to set out new legislation justified prorogation was almost scoffed at. 
As Lady Hale put it, four to six days should be sufficient for that purpose, not a prorogation of five weeks. 
The outcome is striking. Prorogation never happened. The Speaker of the House of Commons and the Lord 
Speaker must decide what happens next. There is no need for the Prime Minister to do anything. The clock 
has wound back to the moment before prorogation was ordered. 
 
The road ahead 
Finally, where does this leave Boris Johnson? In a place where no British Prime Minister has been put for at 
least a hundred years. He may well find that his first call on his return from America is to Buckingham 
Palace to hand in his resignation. If that happens his sole distinction will be to have served as Britain’s 
shortest-lived Prime Minister. 
 
Up until the Supreme Court delivered its judgment, Mr. Johnson had suggested he would not resign if his 
prorogation was declared unlawful. But that was before the stinging humiliation of all 11 judges quashing 
it. No one had predicted such a strong and decisive verdict. For the Prime Minister to carry on as if nothing 
has happened is likely to be unacceptable to many in his Conservative Party if not also to the British 
people. 
 
Earlier his office and his lawyers had suggested that if prorogation was struck down, the Prime Minister 
might prorogue a second time but on different — and, presumably, lawful — grounds. That is still a 
possibility but it increasingly feels politically mistaken. It would seem to place a humiliated Prime Minister 
in defiance of the Supreme Court . That is unlikely to appeal to British voters. 
 
Quietly leaving office after his party has quickly found a successor may be the wisest course for Boris 
Johnson. It also could be least damaging for his Tory party and the Brexit cause. 
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TOPIC 7    AGROECOLOGY 

 
The attack on agroecology 
Powerful lobbies with vested interests see agroecology as a threat to their influence on farming systems 
 
Agroecology is recognised worldwide as a system that enhances fertile landscapes, increases yields, restores soil 
health and biodiversity, promotes climate resilience and improves farmers’ well-being. Its practices are supported by 
many agricultural scientists, the Food and Agriculture Organization, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
farmers’ groups and several NGOs. It is therefore surprising that the National Academy of Agricultural Sciences, 
based on a brainstorming session that included industry representatives, sent a letter to Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi opposing Zero Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF). ZBNF, developed and publicised by agro-scientist Subhash 
Palekar, has been adopted by Andhra Pradesh. 
 
Threat to powerful elites 
Farming in India, as in most other countries, is largely under the control of powerful lobbies with vested interests 
and connections to deep pockets. These include fossil fuel, fertilizer and seed companies as well as scientists with 
funding connections to agribusiness. These lobbies perceive large-scale transitions to agroecology as a substantial 
threat to their influence on farming systems. If India, a large developing country, shifts to sustainable farming 
methods, they would all have to look elsewhere for support. The battlelines are drawn and when natural farming, 
still a small player in the margins, starts to move towards the centre, shrill voices in opposition are likely to get 
louder. 
 
In Britain, when public hearings were held in the early 2000s to discuss genetically modified (GM) crops, 
corporations threatened to pull grants from scientists on the committees if they voted against GM. When individual 
scientists in Europe and the University of California published articles describing how GM foods and crops affected 
the health of human beings and insects adversely, they were personally attacked and vilified. When glyphosate trials 
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against Monsanto were recently decided in favour of litigants who accused the company of causing cancer, some 
voices called to have only scientists on such juries, thus opposing the central tenet of “a jury of one’s peers”. 
 
What hangs in the balance while these battles are being fought is the threat to food systems and biodiversity. As a 
result of industrial farming, friendly insects are no longer part of the agricultural landscape, water pollution is 
rampant, depleted soils are commonplace and plunging groundwater tables have become the norm. The 
opportunity cost incurred from investing only in industrial methods of agriculture is one that has been borne largely 
by the farming community and the natural systems. 
 
Different paradigms 
That scientific enquiry and scientists are part of a paradigm of belief systems has been established, at least since 
Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Support from corporations for research has become part of 
“normal” science. The problems with this normalisation in medicine, pharmaceuticals and university research have 
been described in numerous studies. Assessment of an issue by scientists does not by itself guarantee its legitimacy 
or truth. 
 
The current battle on ZBNF is between those powerfully entrenched and new voices of state and civil society. Mr. 
Palekar’s words too have been jarring on some topics. Quarrels among the powerful in one camp or another have 
become a clash of egos, where substantive matters are lost in semantics and jargon, often taken out of context. 
There are many successful agroecology-based methods in India, so mudslinging among groups can also be a 
distraction. 
 
The most prominent voice for ZBNF is Mr. Palekar’s and the developing experiment is showing success largely 
because farmers are supporting it. The practice may not be all zero budget, may not be fully successful everywhere 
and will need to be adapted to India’s various agroecological zones. The funds for the Andhra model (₹16,500 crore) 
are reportedly going mostly to train farmers. This is small in comparison with huge subsidies for the Green 
Revolution and the numerous lobbies it has spawned. So, while the enemy is being made out to be Mr. Palekar and 
his methods, this is a red herring. The real attack is on agroecology, for the threat it poses to entrenched institutions. 
 
We presently have a subsidy-based agricultural system where farm inputs are firmly in the hands of corporations 
and their elite networks. Agroecology-based farming is not regressive, but rather a technology of the future with a 
traditional idiom. Farmers appear to be listening to and following Mr. Palekar. If policymakers ignore the posturing 
and stay focussed on improving soil health and quality of life for farmers, while observing and supporting successes, 
farmers may even double their incomes and India’s food security could sow new beginnings. 
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TOPIC 8    MANUAL SCAVENGERS 
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TOPIC 9    PUBLIC SECTOR BANKS 

 
 
The merger move demonstrates once again the lackadaisical approach of policy planners in implementing sensible 
banking reforms in Public Sector Banks (PSBs), first mooted by the Narasimham Committee more than a quarter 
century ago. While the committee had cautioned against merging weak banks, the government has ended doing 
precisely that. The consolidation should have been a gradual and calibrated exercise resulting in a smaller number of 
well-capitalised and professionally managed PSBs with a sound governance structure. Instead, what has come is a 
shotgun ‘reform’ decision at a time when PSBs are in deep malaise. 
 
A key concern about merging the ten PSBs into four in one stroke is a lack of clear articulation of the rationale 
behind bringing disparate and weak banks together, some of whom were still under the Reserve Bank of India’s 
Prompt Corrective Action (PCA). Further, such merger announcements generally trigger confusion, anxiety and 
insecurity in staff, leading to a slowdown in business. When decades-old brands are suddenly obliterated, there is 
widespread dismay. Poor communication within PSBs exacerbates the challenges. The smooth manner in which SBI 
merged five of its associate banks (ABs) in 2017 is not a relevant example in this regard. SBI had managed the ABs 
over the years with its own senior team, and all associates had already been functioning on common technology 
platform. In fact, left to its own, SBI would have preferred a gradual acquisition. The merger was forced upon it in 
the worst year of its history. 
 
Reversing decline in returns 
The efficiency gains from the mergers for large PSBs would be largely illusory in the absence of a sound management 
with a vision for the future. The post-merger scale economies that large international banks seek to achieve with 
ruthless measures are not feasible in India. Our objective should be to create bigger PSBs that can mirror the 
efficiency parameters of leading private sector banks here. The chief goal should be to reverse the decline in the 
PSBs’ Return on Equity (RoE) after investing considerable sums in bringing them on a common technology platform, 
and introducing better risk management measures. The merged entities should become agile and capable of 
meeting the challenges in retail and mass market segments from private players and open banking sources. 
 
To smoothen the merger process, six measures may be worth considering. First, it needs to be ensured that there is 
no leadership vacuum in the anchor banks. Mergers require strong skills in thought leadership, results leadership 
and people leadership. The technical skills needed for integration planning, transforming business support functions 
and value build-up have to be cultivated. There is a strong need to revamp Human Resources (HR) practices and 
culturally integrate the expanded workforce through sustained training initiatives. 
 
It is vital to give the current heads of anchor banks a three-year term, or a tenure that lasts till the incumbents reach 
the age of 62 years, to avoid uncertainties in managing the transformation, and to enable the chiefs develop a 
second line. It is equally important that the top leadership comes from within the banks based on performance. The 
practice over the years of shuffling senior executives from one PSB to another has done more harm than good. 

Making the grand Indian PSB mergers 
work 
Only a visionary leadership can bring 
the efficiency parameters of the 
merged entities in line with those of 
private banks 
 
The initial enthusiasm of market analysts 
to the bank merger announcement is 
giving way to wariness and scepticism. 
There is a feeling that the potential 
benefits would take several years to 
show up and, meanwhile, the 
turbulence in the banks could take a toll 
on the real economy. 
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Second, there is a need to recruit professionals from the market in key areas of technology, HR and risk 
management, in all of which PSBs are grossly under-equipped. Such recruitments should obviously be at market pay, 
which is the norm in joint ventures promoted by PSBs such as SBI. 
 
Training the front-line staff 
Third, PSBs should not be found wanting when it comes to recruitment and training of front-line staff. There is a fear 
that the ‘merger wave’ may sink fresh hiring. While there will be rationalisation of headcount due to voluntary exits 
spurred by relocation and other compulsions, many staff members moved across their former banks may be less 
than suitable for the new roles. A buoyant exercise of recruitment and training is vital. 
 
Fourth, the government should actively plan steps to offset a possible slow expansion in bank credit in the near 
term. There is a decelerating trend in loan approvals by PSBs, as brought out in the last RBI report on Trend and 
Progress of Banking. More risk aversion on the part of bankers, coupled with their internal preoccupations, could 
further slacken credit growth. Loan melas and directed lending measures would not be the ideal solution. Instead 
Non-Banking Financial Institutions (NBFCs), which have a better understanding of the market needs, need to be 
tapped to ensure better credit flow. In terms of size, NBFCs are about 15% of the combined balance sheet of all 
banks. They should be enabled to step in more actively to fill the gap in funding Small and Medium-sized Enterprises, 
which are facing real issues as regards credit availability. 
 
Here, it may be good to consider expanding the scope of the partial credit guarantee scheme announced in this 
year’s budget to cover all NBFCs treated as Asset Finance Companies, instead of restricting it to the top-tier NBFCs, 
which any way have access to multiple sources. The proposed six-month guarantee could also be raised to two years 
to build a sustained momentum. 
 
Further, the Credit Guarantee Fund Trust for Micro and Small Enterprises managed by SIDBI may be revamped to 
assist more NBFCs. Drawings by NBFCs constitute just 7% of the disbursements made so far, and smaller firms are 
not even aware of this option. 
 
Ownership tangles 
Fifth, the government should resolve the tangles in the ownership of the merging PSBs in insurance, asset 
management and other ventures. Some ventures involve foreign partners, and some are market-listed. The anchor 
banks should be free to take the best course that would optimise the value of such investments. 
 
Lastly, the government should consider converting a few ‘weak’ PSBs outside the merger into regional banks. This 
was one of the recommendations of the Narasimham Committee. Banks such as Bank of Maharashtra and Punjab 
and Sind Bank that have spread manpower, network, and resources thin could be turned into vibrant regional 
institutions to serve agriculture, trade and commerce. 
 
While such consolidation can result in handsome productivity gains, what matters is the quality of execution by a 
stable and committed leadership, aided by a shrewd and benign ownership. 
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TOPIC 10    COASTAL REGULATORY ZONE 
 

  
 
Brick by brick, how a municipality, govt, builders created a crisis in Kochi 
According to the builders, as Maradu municipality falls under CRZ-II as per the CZMP approved earlier this year, 
the buildings are in compliance with CRZ norms as of today. 
 
On Monday, Kerala’s Maradu municipality will report to the Supreme Court on its compliance with the court’s order, 
passed on May 8, to demolish four posh apartment complexes that have come up close to the backwaters of Kochi 
in violation of Coastal Regulatory Zone (CRZ) rules. 
 
But around 350 families who live in the apartments have refused to leave, giving up their homes and investments 
that are estimated to add up to Rs 350 crore. 
 
Flats, builders, residents 
The apartments are on the banks of canals that are part of the network of backwaters in Kochi’s highly developed 
Maradu suburb. The Jain Coral Cove complex was built by Jain Housing and Constructions; the twin towers of Holy 
Faith H2O by Holy Faith Builders; the Golden Kayaloram complex by K P Varkey and V S Builders; and Alfa Serene by 
Alfa Ventures. Together, these complexes have 343 dwelling units. Residents include filmmakers, businessmen, 
professionals, as well as elderly retirees. Members of this roughly 1,500-strong community have been living in the 
apartments for up to eight years. 
 
2005-07: Early problems 
In 2005-06, the then CPM-controlled Maradu panchayat (it became a municipality in 2010) issued five permits to 
build apartment complexes. No construction took place on one of these permits. 
 
As per directives issued by the Kerala Coastal Zone Management Authority (KCZMA) and the state Science and 
Technology Department in 2005, self-government bodies were required to obtain the Authority’s clearance for 
construction in coastal areas. However, then Maradu panchayat secretary M Asharaf failed to forward the 
applications for the permits to KCZMA for CRZ clearance. 
 
The vigilance wing of the Town Planning Department subsequently stumbled upon anomalies in 31 building permits, 
including the ones issued to the real estate developers. The state’s Local Self Government Department asked for the 
revocation of the permits and, in May 2007, the Maradu panchayat issued notices to all the builders. 
 
After all four builders moved the Kerala High Court against the Maradu panchayat notices, a Single Judge Bench 
issued an interim order staying all action by the panchayat, including existing ‘stop’ memos issued to the builders. 
The interim order gave the panchayat liberty to issue fresh ‘stop’ memos that would be legally tenable — however, 
neither the Maradu local body nor the KCZMA did anything. 
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The builders grabbed this opportunity to complete the construction, and then moved court to have the buildings 
numbered by the local body. Apartments started selling, their buyers confident that all issues would be sorted out 
ultimately. 
 
In 2013, when the flats were already occupied, Maradu municipality appealed the 2007 Single Bench order, alleging 
anomalies in the building permits, including violations of CRZ norms. The KCZMA joined the case. 
 
But the Division Bench gave them no relief, and instead blasted the municipality and its secretary. In its June 2, 2015 
order, the court said that if the local authority had failed to comply with the KCZMA’s directives on the local 
authority’s obligations while processing applications for the permits, the permit-holders couldn’t be held 
responsible. 
 
“We must record our anguish about the manner in which the Maradu municipality and its secretary had conducted 
themselves. They were merely issuing permits and allowing the builders to proceed with the constructions. After 
substantial progress was made, the municipality had become suddenly wiser on receipt of a letter from the 
government. Therefore, this is a situation which has been created by the municipality itself and the entire blame for 
this should be accepted by them,” the Division Bench said. 
 
In 2016, the KCZMA moved a special leave petition in the Supreme Court against the Maradu municipality. It said 
that the area is part of a tidally influenced water body, a critically vulnerable coastal area where construction is 
strictly restricted, and that the permissions were given in violation of statutory provisions. 
 
The Supreme Court, after hearing KCZMA and Maradu municipality, said no finding had been recorded either by the 
Single Bench or the Division Bench on whether the area was in CRZ Category-III, II, or I. On November 27 last year, 
the court formed a three-member committee to ascertain whether the areas where the buildings stood were in CRZ-
III or in other categories. The only question was whether the area falls in CRZ-III, the court said. 
 
The committee, comprising a government Secretary, the Ernakulam district collector, and the Maradu municipality 
secretary, said in its report that the currently applicable Kerala Coastal Zone Management Plan was approved in 
1996, in which Marad was a panchayat area, and hence in CRZ-III category. But since the panchayat was upgraded to 
a municipality in 2010, the area was shown in CRZ-II category in the draft CZMP prepared as per the CRZ Notification 
2011, and submitted to the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests. Until the government approves the CZMP 
draft, the CZMP of 1996 would remain valid. 
 
What builders say 
According to the builders, as Maradu municipality falls under CRZ-II as per the CZMP approved earlier this year, the 
buildings are in compliance with CRZ norms as of today. They have said that Marad panchayat had passed 
resolutions thrice before 2010 against CRZ-III categorisation, and had asked the Authority for a correction. 
 
The builders had banked on earlier verdicts related to CRZ violations, in which the courts had generally favoured 
them. In 2003, while considering a petition against Lakeshore Hospital on the banks of a canal in Maradu, the High 
Court had said it was “at a loss to understand how this rule (CRZ) could be pressed into service”. The government, 
too, had told the court that the CZMP had been incorrectly prepared, and that a fresh one would be issued. 
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TOPIC 11    JUDICIARY 
 
Credibility deficit 
The Justice Kureshi episode raises fresh questions about the Collegium’s role 
 
In modifying its recommendation concerning Justice A.A. Kureshi, the Supreme Court Collegium appears to 
have succumbed to pressure from the Union government. Modifying its resolution of May 10 that the 
senior judge be appointed Chief Justice of the Madhya Pradesh High Court, the Collegium has now decided 
to send him to the Tripura High Court. It was quite apparent that the Centre was averse to the elevation of 
Justice Kureshi, who is from the Gujarat High Court, but serving in the Bombay High Court on transfer. The 
government did not act on the recommendation for months, raising the suspicion that it was blocking his 
appointment. The Collegium modified its decision after considering letters from the Department of Justice 
on August 23 and 27, and “accompanying material”. It is not known if the controversy has ended. It is 
possible that the Collegium and the Centre have arrived at a compromise under which the government 
drops its opposition to his appointment as Chief Justice on the condition that he is sent to a smaller high 
court. However, until his appointment as head of the Tripura High Court is notified, there will be a lurking 
doubt on whether the latest resolution is in line with the Centre’s approval. Under the current procedure, 
the Collegium may reconsider a recommendation, but the government is bound to implement a decision 
that is reiterated. 
 
It is quite acceptable if the Collegium and the government resolve their differences through consultation 
and correspondence, but the final decision should not be opaque, mysterious and indicative of executive 
pressure. It is common to charge the Collegium with lack of transparency, but in this case, the government 
is equally guilty. If the Law Ministry had a bona-fide objection to Justice Kureshi, it could have disclosed its 
opinion on his suitability. The failure to do so has the inevitable consequence of the public imagination 
concluding that the ruling party is blocking his elevation because of judicial orders he had passed while 
serving in Gujarat. As for the Collegium, it is unclear why it could not have disclosed what the government 
had wanted in its communications. This episode makes a dent in the prevailing narrative that the 
Collegium system is a shield against executive interference in judicial appointments. The time may have 
come for the two sides to come up with fresh clauses in the existing procedure of appointments under 
which the Collegium’s decisions are implemented within a time-frame, and the government’s objections 
and reservations, if any, are made public. Only then can the credibility deficit be bridged. But, even so, 
what is indisputable is that the Collegium system is deeply flawed, and is in need of urgent remedy. 
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TOPIC 12    CITIZEN CENTRIC GOVERNANCE 
 
The importance of listening well 
Conversations between governments and citizens and among citizens themselves are crucial in a 
democracy 
 
A very instructive passage on the difference in norms of debate among ancient Indian scholars, on the one 
hand, and kings and their subjects, on the other is found in the ancient text, Milinda-pañha. It records an 
exchange between the Indo-Greek king Milinda (Menander) and the Buddhist monk Nāgasena. 
 
When the king fails to understand a point made by Nāgasena, he asks, “Will you discuss with me again?” 
Nāgasena says: “If your Majesty will discuss as a scholar (paṇḍita), yes; but if you discuss as a king, no.” 
“How do scholars discuss?” 
“When scholars talk a matter over with each other, there is a winding up, an unravelling; distinctions are 
made and counter-distinctions; one or other is convinced of error, and then acknowledges his mistake; and 
yet thereby they are not angered. Thus, do scholars, O king, discuss.” 
“And how do kings discuss?” 
“When a king, your Majesty, discusses a matter, and he advances a point, if anyone differs from him on 
that point, he is apt to fine him saying: ‘Inflict such and such a punishment upon that fellow!’ Thus, Your 
Majesty, do kings discuss.” 
 
Debates in ancient India, the text seems to say, were tranquil, stress-free events in which participants did 
not hesitate to change their opinions where necessary, a far cry from royal (political) discussions in which 
disagreement with political rulers was frequently fraught with danger and winning a debate was almost, 
and sometimes literally, a matter of life and death. 
 
Listening to citizens 
In fact, democracy is the only form of government where rules of scholarly and political debate are 
supposed to coincide, both among citizens and between governments and citizens. Debates are meant to 
be conducted fearlessly and in the ensuing discussion, mistakes are acknowledged and opinions changed. 
There is no anger or sense of humiliation if and when one is shown to be in error. Public arguments are 
meant to compel citizens to openly acknowledge when proven wrong and force governments to admit 
their mistakes and change policies. But is any of this possible without proper listening? It is said that it is 
the privilege of powerful people to speak and the lot of the powerless to listen. The beauty of democracy is 
that it obliges the powerful to listen. 
 
Of course, even democratic governments do not always listen to their electors. But as soon as their 
legitimacy dips below a certain threshold, as soon as their habit of turning a deaf ear to their people 
threatens their survival, they seem instinctively to know that it is absolutely crucial to start listening. 
 
Something akin to this appears to have recently taken place in India. A month ago, the current government 
appeared not to be listening to anyone. And although it is arguable that only a few top corporates were 
eventually heard, it is equally true that after months of silence on the pleadings of the ‘people’ to do 
something about the economic slowdown, the government finally listened to someone. Can we not now 
take this as an opportunity to demand an extension of this courtesy to others? To the farmers, or the poor 
more generally? To, say, teachers, scholars, dancers, musicians, painters, town-planners on education and 
cultural policy? To Kashmiris, Dalits and the minorities? Should not the government listen to those who 
dissent from their policies? 
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It is pretty obvious to me that the answer to these questions must be in the affirmative. Good 
governments make a habit of listening to citizens. Indeed, in democracies, those temporarily in power 
need to develop the quality of being good listeners, sushrutas. What do I mean by this and how will this 
help? 
 
Good listening 
Allowing someone to speak is, of course, the first precondition of listening. Remaining quiet while she is 
speaking is another. But silence can still mean not listening. One may even pretend to listen, but remain 
disengaged or distracted. We all know that there exists what might be called ‘vacant-look listening’, when 
the interlocutor is physically present but mentally absent. Even sincere silence may just convey 
paternalistic assurance or be viewed as a strategy to allow the speaker to let off steam. It can betray 
biased judgment, moralising, or a readiness for instant advice. These are conversation-stoppers, 
roadblocks to listening. Good listening is attentive, uninterrupted, and genuinely responsive. 
 
There is more to good listening. The Indian spiritual thinker, Jiddu Krishnamurti, put this point across well. 
He said: “There are two ways of listening: there is the mere listening to words, as you listen when you are 
not really interested, when you are not trying to fathom the depths of a problem; and there is the listening 
which catches the real significance of what is being said.” In short, good listening is empathetic and self-
reflexive. It involves the capacity to step out of one’s own perspective, consider things from the other’s 
point of view — “climb into his skin and walk around in it”, as Harper Lee put it. Good listening enables an 
accurate understanding of what another person is thinking, feeling, experiencing, and meaning. None of 
this is possible if one remains self-centered, or believes that truth and goodness is on one side alone. Good 
listening further presupposes that others have much to teach us, especially those who, in important 
aspects, are different from us. 
 
Such good listening is especially needed in times of deep disagreement when we forget that there are as 
many views as there are people and delude ourselves into believing that the world is divided in two: us and 
them. We believe that only two views exist, and the one held by us is correct. This particularly crude form 
of binary thinking exacerbates conflicts, and deepens polarisation. A polarised world contains prefect 
conditions for people to stop listening to each other. It is precisely at such times that we need 
encouragement to start listening, so that we can broaden the horizon of our experience, to break the 
horrible habit of dismissing differences. Listening helps reveal hidden commonalities that bolster 
cooperation. It dispels mistaken assumptions. It brings greater acceptance. In such deeply divided times, 
should it not be the duty of democratic governments to encourage people to de-escalate bitterness and 
discord and begin listening to one another? 
 
Listening to many 
The government has made a good beginning by listening to a few. Since good democratic governments 
strive to be inclusive, to win the trust of all, they must listen to the many, become bahushruta. Deliberative 
democrats often emphasise the importance of good arguments and wish the best argument to determine 
its decisions. But can we ever know ‘the best argument’ if we haven’t listened to all of them? Unless we 
ensure that, as far as possible, all points of view have indeed been taken into account? This inclusion is 
impossible without listening to voices that may have been repressed before, voices of the powerless and 
the vulnerable. 
 
A continuing conversation between governments and citizens and among citizens themselves is crucial in a 
democracy. But good conversations presuppose good habits of listening. Governments must take seriously 
their duty to be not only sushruta, but bahushruta. Citizens too must take more responsibility for 
cultivating these public virtues. 
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TOPIC 13    INTERNET 

 
 
Inequality of another kind 
Why the right to Internet access and digital literacy should be recognised as a right in itself 
 
Recently, in Faheema Shirin v. State of Kerala, the Kerala High Court declared the right to Internet access 
as a fundamental right forming a part of the right to privacy and the right to education under Article 21 of 
the Constitution. While this is a welcome move, it is important to recognise the right to Internet access as 
an independent right. 
 
Digital inequality 
Inequality is a concept that underpins most interventions focussed on social justice and development. It 
resembles the mythological serpent Hydra in Greek mythology — as the state attempts to deal with one 
aspect of inequality, many new aspects keep coming up. 
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In recent times, several government and private sector services have become digital. Some of them are 
only available online. This leads to a new kind of inequality, digital inequality, where social and economic 
backwardness is exacerbated due to information poverty, lack of infrastructure, and lack of digital literacy. 
According to the Deloitte report, ‘Digital India: Unlocking the Trillion Dollar Opportunity’, in mid-2016, 
digital literacy in India was less than 10%. We are moving to a global economy where knowledge of digital 
processes will transform the way in which people work, collaborate, consume information, and entertain 
themselves. This has been acknowledged in the Sustainable Development Goals as well as by the Indian 
government and has led to the Digital India mission. Offering services online has cost and efficiency 
benefits for the government and also allows citizens to bypass lower-level government bureaucracy. 
However, in the absence of Internet access and digital literacy enabling that access, there will be further 
exclusion of large parts of the population, exacerbating the already existing digital divide. 
 
Moving governance and service delivery online without the requisite progress in Internet access and digital 
literacy also does not make economic sense. For instance, Common Service Centres, which operate in rural 
and remote locations, are physical facilities which help in delivering digital government services and 
informing communities about government initiatives. While the state may be saving resources by moving 
services online, it also has to spend resources since a large chunk of citizens cannot access these services. 
The government has acknowledged this and has initiated certain measures in this regard. The Bharat Net 
programme, aiming to have an optical fibre network in all gram panchayats, is to act as the infrastructural 
backbone for having Internet access all across the country. However, the project has consistently missed 
all its deadlines while the costs involved have doubled. Similarly, the National Digital Literacy Mission has 
barely touched 1.67% of the population and has been struggling for funds. This is particularly worrying 
because Internet access and digital literacy are dependent on each other, and creation of digital 
infrastructure must go hand in hand with the creation of digital skills. 
 
The importance of digital literacy 
Internet access and digital literacy have implications beyond access to government services. Digital literacy 
allows people to access information and services, collaborate, and navigate socio-cultural networks. In 
fact, the definition of literacy today must include the ability to access and act upon resources and 
information found online. While the Kerala High Court judgment acknowledges the role of the right to 
access Internet in accessing other fundamental rights, it is imperative that the right to Internet access and 
digital literacy be recognised as a right in itself. In this framework the state would have (i) a positive 
obligation to create infrastructure for a minimum standard and quality of Internet access as well as 
capacity-building measures which would allow all citizens to be digitally literate and (ii) a negative 
obligation prohibiting it from engaging in conduct that impedes, obstructs or violates such a right.  
 
Recognising the right to internet access and digital literacy will also make it easier to demand 
accountability from the state, as well as encourage the legislature and the executive to take a more 
proactive role in furthering this right. The courts have always interpreted Article 21 as a broad spectrum of 
rights considered incidental and/or integral to the right to life. 
 
A right to Internet access would also further provisions given under Articles 38(2) and 39 of the 
Constitution. It has now become settled judicial practice to read fundamental rights along with directive 
principles with a view to defining the scope and ambit of the former. We are living in an ‘information 
society’. Unequal access to the Internet creates and reproduces socio-economic exclusions. It is important 
to recognise the right to Internet access and digital literacy to alleviate this situation, and allow citizens 
increased access to information, services, and the creation of better livelihood opportunities. 
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TOPIC 14    WASTE MANAGEMENT 

 

 

 

 

Segregation of waste: There is a disturbing pushback against this effort 
Today, New York plans near-zero waste to landfill by 2030, which is in line with our Rules 2000. The 
difference is that they are working towards it, while we are far from enforcing the Rules. 
 
Some municipal authorities and civic-minded individuals (mostly women) are inculcating good habits 
among city dwellers of not mixing waste.  
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The first rule of waste management all over the world is that households must keep their wastes separate 
before it is collected from the doorstep. The Solid Waste Management Rules 2016 in our country prescribe 
the same. If we do not mix wet waste with dry waste, the burden of solid waste management on our 
municipalities reduces significantly. The wet waste can be composted locally; the dry recyclable waste can 
go for recycling and what remains can be safely disposed. Our cities will then be really cleaned up as 
opposed to just be made to look clean. 
 
Some municipal authorities and civic-minded individuals (mostly women) are inculcating good habits 
among city dwellers of not mixing waste. But there is a disturbing pushback to this campaign from three 
forces which are implicitly misguiding people that there are “smart” ways of handling mixed waste, which 
make segregation unnecessary. 
 
First, the good news. Tamil Nadu has achieved 100 per cent segregation in 20 of its 50 smaller 
municipalities, and 80 to 90 per cent in the rest. However, the capital city of Chennai is lagging, segregating 
only 50 per cent of its waste. Waste collection is organised daily for wet waste and once a week for dry 
waste. This is extremely important because the unmixed transportation and processing of wet and dry 
waste encourages citizens to keep their waste unmixed too. Wet waste, which is more than half the total 
waste, is used for composting or biomethanation in a decentralised manner. It reduces, at one stroke, the 
need for long-distance transportation of waste by half. 
In Bengaluru, citizens have taken up the cause themselves. Shanthi Tummala and her team of waste 
warriors have achieved about 90 per cent segregation in the HSR Layout ward, which has 30,000 
households. They have an awareness-building programme and also a strict penalty of Rs 500 when mixed 
waste is handed out. The ward now houses India’s first compost learning centre where different models of 
home and lane composting are showcased, and residents can come for training. The Purva Venezia 
apartment complex with about 1,300 households has been segregating their waste 100 per cent for the 
last seven years and produces compost of excellent quality. This is being used by farmers to improve their 
yields. 
 
There are fledgeling efforts even in South Delhi to persuade people to keep their wastes unmixed. 
Bhavreen Kandhari, a homemaker and an environmental activist, together with a few like-minded 
residents of Defence Colony, are hard at work building awareness for keeping wet waste separate. They 
are working with South Delhi Municipal Corporation (SDMC) to gain access to bio-composters in the 
colony. Charu Gupta, a homemaker and Priti Wadhwa, a chartered accountant by profession, of Greater 
Kailash I, have got together to persuade residents of areas in and around the colony to keep their waste 
unmixed. They have tied up with Pick My Trash, a joint initiative of the NGO Chintan and Safai Sena (a 
registered group of waste collectors) for recyclables to be picked up from the locality and transported to a 
material recovery facility at regular intervals. More households are coming forth, slowly but surely, to 
segregate their waste at source and participate in this effort. It is heartening to see homemakers becoming 
community makers. SDMC itself has decided to experiment. In Punjabi Bagh, they have set up a 
composting plant (1 TPD) and a biomethanation plant (5 TPD), which would require segregating wet waste 
from dry waste. 
 
The pushback comes, first, from seemingly superior technology, which is actually retrograde. Earlier in 
these columns, we talked of the perils of waste-to-energy plants which rely on the incineration of mixed 
waste (‘Toxic plants’, IE, January 30). Such plants in India have been either non-starters or highly polluting 
failures. Even so, several cities are promoting incineration of mixed waste. Each state would be well 
advised to set up a high-level technical committee, with environmental experts, to lay down a policy on 
this issue. 
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Two additional factors which push the system away from segregating wastes have to do with waste 
management practices. The practice of entering into waste transport contracts with private parties in 
which payment for waste transportation is made on a tonnage basis provides an incentive to maximise the 
weight of waste any which way. They add wet waste, at times malba, and also get their doorstep waste 
collection staff to mix whatever is given to them separately. 
 
The rapidly growing use of compactors is the other villain. Compactors are expensive machines that 
squeeze and compress the volume of waste. Whether installed at the dhalao or in the mobile truck, they 
enable more waste to be carried per trip and, thus, reduce transportation costs. Kolkata Municipal 
Corporation was the first in 2012 to use compactors at dhalaos. A national daily announced this as “The 
city took a step ahead towards becoming a vat-free metropolis”. Vat in this context is not a tax but a 
dustbin in a public space. The central message was that garbage was now going to be out of sight, and 
there will be no stench and vector-borne diseases in the vicinity. There has been a rapid increase in the 
purchase of compactors in many cities, including Delhi. Lucknow has purchased 20 compactors, and 
Ludhiana is proposing to purchase 39 compactors with funds from the Smart City Mission. 
 
Compactors are the antithesis of segregation. The compacted waste is unfit for any resource recovery or 
safe disposal. Use of compactors on mixed waste makes it almost impossible to extract the recyclable dry 
waste such as plastics, metal, paper and cardboard from the mixture. The compression of wet waste in the 
mixture releases leachate (a black foul-smelling liquid) that is difficult to dispose. Leachate percolates into 
the soil and contaminates groundwater. When it drains off into the sewer system, it overloads the sewage 
treatment plants. 
 
After the compacted waste is transported and dumped, the lack of aeration at the site results in the 
decomposing wet waste generating methane, a potent greenhouse gas that causes global warming. As 
waste pickers routinely light fires at landfill sites to extract scrap metal, the presence of methane gas 
stokes the fire further, and the presence of PVC plastic in the compacted waste means that the burning of 
plastics would release carcinogenic dioxins and furans. 
 
A much smarter alternative for municipalities under the Smart Cities Mission would be to promote 
decentralised composting of wet waste, tie-up with local “kabadiwalas” or NGOs for recyclable dry waste, 
and work on safe disposal of the rest. The savings from eliminating costly secondary transport can easily 
fund the construction and operation of decentralised centres for the processing of wet and dry waste. 
Compactor-based waste management is vendor-driven and should be discouraged. The Ministry of 
Housing and Urban Affairs should either stop financing compactors under the Mission or at least offer 
municipalities similar levels of support for more sustainable methods of waste management. 
 
There was a similar pushback on alternatives to landfilling when Municipal Solid Waste Rules 2000 were 
notified. Almitra Patel, a member of the Supreme Court Committee which provided the basis for those 
Rules, recalls a lecture tour by a manager of New York’s largest landfill at the time to promote landfilling in 
India. Today, New York plans near-zero waste to landfill by 2030, which is in line with our Rules 2000. The 
difference is that they are working towards it, while we are far from enforcing the Rules. 
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TOPIC 15    MIGRATION 
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TOPIC 16    SAUDI ARABIA 
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TOPIC 17    E-CIGARETTES 

Why has the Indian government banned e-cigarettes? What do we know about their use? Why are 
health workers anxious? 
The story so far: On Wednesday, the Union Cabinet approved the promulgation of the Prohibition of 
Electronic Cigarettes (production, manufacture, import, export, transport, sale, distribution, storage and 
advertisement) Ordinance, 2019 with immediate effect. As a result, anyone violating it will be imprisoned 
for up to one year or fined up to ₹1,00,000 or both for the first offence. Storage of electronic-cigarettes 
shall also be punishable. Besides health concerns, the government is concerned that e-cigarettes can 
“seriously undermine and derail the government’s efforts to reduce the prevalence of tobacco use”. The 
ordinance will need to be approved by Parliament when it meets in November. 
 
What are e-cigarettes and how do they work? 
Electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS) or non-combustible tobacco products are known by many 
names — vapes, e-hookahs, electronic cigarettes and e-pipes. E-cigarettes may be manufactured to look 
like traditional cigarettes and are marketed as tobacco-free nicotine delivery devices. instead of burning 
tobacco leaves like in traditional cigarettes, an e-cigarette, which is a battery-operated device, produces 
aerosol by heating a solution containing nicotine among other things. The device contains nicotine and 
flavours in the form of liquid which is primarily composed of solvents such as glycerol and/or propylene 
glycol. The aerosol containing a suspension of fine particles and gases simulates cigarette smoke. Following 
a puff, the aerosol is delivered to the user’s mouth and lungs and the rest is exhaled. 
 
What are the effects? 
Unlike smoking, the adverse health effects of e-cigarettes are not yet known. But like traditional cigarettes, 
e-cigarettes too deliver ultrafine particles and nicotine deep into the lungs, which is then absorbed by the 
blood. A 2018 study found the use of e-cigarette daily was associated with a 79% increase in heart attack 
risk after other variables were taken into account. According to a white paper on e-cigarettes by the Indian 
Council of Medical Research (ICMR), depending on the battery output voltage used, nicotine solvents can 
release in varying amounts potential carcinogens such as acetaldehyde, formaldehyde and acetone. The 
liquid-vapourising solutions also contain “toxic chemicals and metals that can cause several adverse health 
effects including cancers and diseases of the heart, lungs and brain”. The ICMR report says: At the 
population-level the “adverse health impact will outweigh any presumed benefit to individual cigarette 
smokers”. 
 
Flavours such as diacetyl used in e-cigarettes are linked to serious lung disease. E-cigarettes also contain 
volatile organic compounds, heavy metals, such as nickel, tin and lead. 
 
In 2016, the U.S. Surgeon General had concluded that “e-cigarette use among youths and young adults is a 
public health concern; exposure to nicotine during adolescence can cause addiction and can harm the 
developing adolescent brain.” Nicotine “harms parts of the brain that control attention, learning, mood, 
and impulse control.” Nicotine also changes the way synapses — connections between brain cells — are 
formed. This is of concern as more synapses are formed in younger brains. 
In animals, aerosol exposure was found to increase “secretion of inflammatory markers, induced airway 
hyper-reactivity and caused lung tissue degradation in chronic exposure.” 
 
But in 2018, Public Health England, England’s public health agency, reiterated its claim that vaping is at 
least 95% safer than smoking. 
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Do they help smokers to kick the habit? 
Manufacturers have promoted e-cigarettes as a harm-reducing product. But at present, compared with 
nicotine patches and nicotine gum, there is limited evidence to support the claim that e-cigarettes help 
people to stop smoking. On the other hand, the delivery of nicotine is variable and difficult to assess as 
they come in different sizes. The amount of nicotine in each vial varies; so does the amount of nicotine 
consumed in each puff. Finally, nicotine content mentioned in the label and the actual amount has also 
been found to differ. 
 
The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has not approved e- cigarettes as an alternative to reduce 
smoking. One study found that though e-cigarettes led to higher percentage of people quitting smoking, 
nearly 80% of quitters were still vaping. 
 
Says Dr. Ned Sharpless, Acting Commissioner of the FDA: “Given that most e-cigarette users continue to 
smoke cigarettes, the answer is not clear [that e-cigarettes aid quitting].” 
 
A 2015 survey cited by The Truth Initiative (an anti-tobacco organisation) found that almost 60% of those 
who used e-cigarettes also smoked cigarettes, called as dual users. A meta analysis of 25 studies found 
that smokers who used e-cigarettes as a cessation aid were 27% less likely to quit smoking. 
 
Are e-cigarettes addictive? 
According to a National Youth Tobacco Survey, 2018 carried out by Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), over 3.6 million kids in the U.S. are using e-cigarettes. High school students in the U.S. 
who used e-cigarettes at least once in 30 days increased from 11.7% in 2017 to 20.8% in 2018; the increase 
was 48% for middle school children. 
 
Flavours in e-cigarettes have been cited as one of the top three reasons for children to use them. The 
misconception that “e-cigarettes are less harmful than other forms of tobacco such as cigarettes” is 
another main reason. Youth who use e-cigarettes may be more likely to go on to smoke conventional 
cigarettes. 
 
 
Production and sale have been made a punishable offence. How widespread is their use in India? What 
are the health concerns around such products, and how do they compare with traditional tobacco? 
First-time offenders may face imprisonment of up to one year, a fine up to Rs 1 lakh, or both. 
On Wednesday, the Union Cabinet approved an ordinance prohibiting electronic cigarettes in the country. 
It makes production, manufacture, import, export, transport, sale, distribution, storage and advertisement 
of e-cigarettes and other Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems (ENDS) such as vapes, e-hookahs and e-
cigars a punishable offence. 
 
First-time offenders may face imprisonment of up to one year, a fine up to Rs 1 lakh, or both. Subsequent 
offences may lead to up to three years’ imprisonment and Rs 5 lakh in fine, while those found storing e-
cigarettes and other such ENDS products will face up to six months in prison and up to Rs 55,000 in fines, 
or both. 
 
What are e-cigarettes? 
E-cigarettes are battery-powered devices that heat a solution of nicotine and different flavours to create 
aerosol, which is then inhaled. These devices belong to a category of vapour-based nicotine products 
called ENDS. E-cigarettes and other ENDS products may look like their traditional counterparts (regular 
cigarettes or cigars), but they also come in other shapes and sizes and can resemble daily use products, 
including pens and USB drives. 
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Several companies selling ENDS in India have positioned these products as a safer, less harmful alternative 
to traditional cigarettes or as devices that could help users quit smoking. 
 
What is the size of the e-cigarettes market in India? 
India’s vapour products market was nascent, but expected to experience rapid growth. It was valued at 
over $15 million in 2017, according to analyst reports, and projected to grow nearly 60 per cent a year up 
to 2022. A recent study by Prescient and Strategic Intelligence showed that India’s e-cigarette market was 
expected to reach $45.3 million by 2024, growing at a Compound Annual Growth Rate of 26.4 per cent. 
 
E-cigarettes are the most common type of ENDS, with over 460 different brands and more than 7,700 
flavours marketed in India currently. Imports of e-cigarettes, their accessories and other ENDS products 
grew around 119 per cent from 2016-17 to 2018-19. 
 
Why does the government want to ban these devices? 
The Health Ministry and Central Drugs Standards Control Organisation, India’s drug regulatory authority, 
had attempted in the past to ban the import and sale of these products citing public health concerns. 
Before the ordinance was announced, the government had been facing hurdles in the form of court cases 
against the move, as ENDS were not declared as ‘drugs’ in the country’s drug regulations. 
 
Health Ministry sources earlier told The Indian Express these products have neither been assessed for 
safety in the national population, nor been approved under provisions of the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 
1940. Yet, they have been widely available to consumers, one of them had said. Though some smokers 
have claimed to have cut down smoking while using ENDS, the total nicotine consumption seemed to 
remain “unchanged”, according to the government. 
 
In May 2019, the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) released a white paper stating that the uses of 
ENDS, or e-cigarettes, have “documented adverse effects” which include DNA damage; carcinogenesis 
(initiation of cancer formation); cellular, molecular and immunological toxicity; respiratory, cardiovascular 
and neurological disorders. It also impacts foetal development and pregnancy, according to ICMR, which 
had recommended a “complete prohibition” of these products. 
 
Who gains? 
The government feels its decision will help “protect the population, especially youth and children, from the 
risk of addiction through e-cigarettes”. It says enforcement of the ordinance will complement its efforts to 
reduce tobacco use and, therefore, help in reducing the economic and disease burden associated with it. 
 
Apart from this, traditional tobacco firms, too, could potentially gain from the ban. Share prices of some 
tobacco firms listed on the Bombay Stock Exchange like ITC, VST Industries, Golden Tobacco and even 
Godfrey Phillips India, which has its own portfolio of e-cigarettes for the Indian market, rose as much as 9 
per cent intra-day on Wednesday. A closer look at the shareholding pattern of these companies shows that 
the central government, too, has the potential to benefit financially from this move, with central and state-
owned firms making notional gains of nearly Rs 1,000 crore on Wednesday. 
 
Trade representatives promoting e-cigarettes and a consumer body have questioned the need for rushing 
through an ordinance to ban such devices in the country. (file) 
Does this mean traditional tobacco products are safer? 
 
Traditional tobacco products like cigarettes and chewing tobacco are already known to be harmful. 
According to the CDC in the US, cigarette smoking harms “nearly every organ of the body, causes many 
diseases, and reduces the health of smokers in general”. 
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A study published in The Lancet found tobacco use was the “leading” risk factor for cancers in India in 
2016. ICMR estimates that India is likely to face over 17 lakh new cancer cases and over eight lakh deaths 
by 2020. In 2018, India had nearly 27 crore tobacco users and a “substantial” number of people exposed to 
second-hand smoke, putting them at an increased risk for cardiovascular diseases, according to a fact 
sheet by the World Health Organization. Tobacco kills over 1 million people each year, contributing to 9.5 
per cent of all deaths, it said. 
 
ELSEWHERE 

1. US: Has the highest population of smokeless tobacco and vape-product users. Reports of over 400 
hospitalisations and six deaths related to use of e-cigarette and vape uses. Plans to ban all e-
cigarette flavours, except for tobacco. 

 
2. UK: Says British vapers are safe, as the issues in the US are due to use of “illicit”, street-bought or 

home-made vaping fluid. Sales of ENDS products like vapes are legal. Introduced regulations for e-
cigarette firms in 2016. 

 
3. China: Houses a third of the world’s smokers. Has reportedly seen an increasing population of 

vapers, especially young people. Announced in July 2019 that it plans to regulate e-cigarettes to 
strengthen supervision of these products. 

 
4. France: Allows sale of e-cigarettes as either medicines or consumer products, but those making 

health claims related to these products need marketing authorisation under standard drug 
licencing process. Those selling as consumer products are regulated by the country’s May 2016 
decree on vapour products containing nicotine. 

 
5. Germany: Classifies nicotine-containing e-cigarettes as tobacco-related products and regulates it 

under country’s 2016 law on Implementation of the Tobacco Products Directive and Related 
Products. 
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TOPIC 18    INDIAN ECONOMY 
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A deep cut 
Tax cuts have enthused Corporate India, but there is the fiscal problem to deal with 
 
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman ushered in Deepavali early for Corporate India and the markets on 
Friday with her announcement of deep cuts in corporate taxes and roll-back of some market-unfriendly 
proposals in the Budget she presented in July. The move to cut corporate taxes, for which an ordinance has 
already been issued by the government, is on a par with if not higher than the sentiment-boosting ‘dream 
budget’ of 1997 when the then Finance Minister P. Chidambaram cut taxes with gusto. Corporate tax rate 
has been cut to 22% from 30% for companies that do not avail exemptions — this means that the effective 
tax rate for such companies will fall from 34.94% presently to 25.17% which is a significant saving indeed. 
Similarly, for companies that are incorporated after October 1 and whose projects will be commissioned 
before March 31, 2023, the tax rate will be as low as 15% (compared to 25% currently). The effective tax 
rate for this category of companies will be 17.01%, about 12 percentage points lower than what prevails 
now. The idea behind this move is obviously to generate private investment which is now at a low ebb, but 
an unstated intention could also be to attract foreign investors looking for alternative sites for their global 
value chains disrupted now by the tariff war between China and the U.S. With these cuts, the government 
has delivered on a long-standing demand of Corporate India. The onus is now on the latter to deliver, not 
just in terms of fresh investment but also in passing on the benefit of lower taxes down the chain to 
consumers and investors. 
 
Where do the tax cuts leave the government and the fisc? Ms. Sitharaman said that the revenue foregone 
is ₹1,45,000 crore. This is very significant, especially in the context of the over-estimation of revenues in 
the Budget and the under-performance in terms of tax collections so far this year. The 2019-20 Budget 
assumes net tax revenues of ₹16.49 lakh crore, which is a rather ambitious 25% growth estimate over the 
actual revenues of ₹13.16 lakh crore in 2018-19. If the revenue foregone now is weighed against this 
unrealistic Budget target on which the fiscal arithmetic is based, the outlook for the projected deficit this 
year will be scary for sure. It is a no-brainer that the deficit target of 3.3% for this fiscal is unattainable, as 
things stand. The bounty of ₹1.75 lakh crore received from the Reserve Bank of India as dividend is 
obviously a cushion and it is this money that the government has now given away. But if the fiscal deficit 
target is to be met, then the gap from the original over-estimation of revenues has to be bridged. The one 
route open to the government is to go big on disinvestment where it has already budgeted ₹1,05,000 crore 
for this year. The actual proceeds should be about double that this fiscal if the original arithmetic is to 
work. That is not going to be easy. The corporate tax cuts are certainly good for the economy in the 
medium term but in the short term, until revenues bounce back, the government has a fiscal problem on 
its hands. 
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TOPIC 19    PARLIAMENT BUDGET OFFICE 
 
An independent fiscal watchdog for Parliament 
A Parliament Budget Office can help drive smarter, more focused debate in the media and with the 
electorate 
 
When most people arrive at the ballot box, they vote with their gut. But getting there requires absorbing 
and shaping months and years of conversations, long-held opinions and ideally, hard facts and evidence. 
 
What is then important for our electorate and the representatives we vote for is that they have an 
independent, non-partisan source for these hard facts and evidence. This is particularly important for our 
Parliament, which controls where and how money flows into our government and our country. This body 
needs to be appointed not based on political allegiance or expediency, but on its expertise in budgetary, 
fiscal and economic matters. 
 
Regardless of a majority or minority government, this body serves parliamentarians equally and without 
prejudice. Even in a majority government, besides the few Ministers privy to expertise from the civil 
service, most parliamentarians do not benefit from timely access to good quality analysis on economic, 
fiscal or financial matters. 
 
This body exists in many countries around the world, going by many names but most commonly as 
Parliamentary Budget Offices (PBOs). These bodies help shape the debate and discourse around the state 
of the nation’s finances and the fiscal implications of significant proposals. The work done by PBOs 
naturally ends up in the public sphere; when they do, they help drive smarter, more focused debate in the 
media and with our electorate. 
 
What distinguishes India’s democracy, besides its diversity of views and opinions wrought by its size, is its 
ability to evolve and remain dynamic. What is gravely in danger is evidence-based discussion around 
important policies that affect the trajectory of our Republic, discussions which can quickly blur the line 
between fact and fiction. 
 
Defence costing 
Take an example: the Rafale deal with Dassault Aviation. Part of the controversy resulted from uncertainty 
regarding the true lifecycle costs of the aircraft bought. In 2011, the Canadian PBO released a cost 
estimate for Canada’s purchase of F-35 jets. This estimate far exceeded the one presented by the 
Department of National Defence. 
 
Defence costing, typically the purview of the Defence Ministry, was a completely new area of analysis, 
information and research that parliamentarians could now access to hold the government to account. 
Besides costing policies and programmes, PBOs provide significant and sometimes the sole source of 
information on fiscal and economic projections. 
 
The role of such an office does not always mean challenging the government; it is often the case that 
economic and fiscal projections of a PBO and the Ministry of Finance are similar. This is unsurprising as 
data sources and economic methodologies for such projections are well established and uniform. 
 
However, without the existence of another data point, generated by an independent, non-partisan office, 
it is difficult for parliamentarians to ensure that these projections and estimates continue to be reliable 
enough for them to make decisions on. 
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When these projections come into question, the Cabinet can tap the civil service for further research and 
analysis. Most parliamentarians do not have this luxury and may have to rely on poor quality third-party 
data and analysis, done without relevant expertise. This is a situation that must be avoided. 
 
Co-existing with the AG 
A question — and a reasonable one — that often arises is the necessity of such an office when we already 
have an auditor general. However, this misunderstands the role the auditor general performs, which is to 
provide retrospective audits and analysis of the financial accounts and performance of government 
operations. 
 
These audits are often focused on the day-to-day goings on of government, and often hone in on the 
performance of the civil service. A PBO provides prospective, forward-looking economic and fiscal 
projections, as well as policy costings. This distinguishes it from an auditor general, which provides useful 
information, but only after the fact. 
 
Internationally, similar offices have been established across the world, with the most prominent being the 
Congressional Budget Office in the United States which provides impartial advice to both upper and lower 
houses of the legislature. Offices in the Netherlands, Korea, Australia and the United Kingdom have also 
been established for varying lengths of time. PBOs are also making an appearance in emerging economies 
in Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia. 
 
In some countries, including Australia, the Netherlands, and most recently, Canada, PBOs have been 
playing the unique role of costing electoral platforms during an election campaign. In this period, PBOs 
provide independent cost estimates of electoral platform measures to political parties. 
 
A PBO, or a similar independent fiscal institution, will not solve all these problems but is a relatively cost-
efficient way to arrive at a solution. As the process toward the Union Budget 2020 has already kicked off, it 
would be prudent for parliamentarians to examine the case for a PBO more deeply. 
 
The amount of information parliamentarians need to scrutinise in Budget documents has exponentially 
increased and a PBO would assist parliamentarians in this process of scrutiny. 
 
Legislatures across the world have witnessed an increasingly stronger executive try to wrest away its 
rightful power of the purse. A PBO would help resuscitate these powers that have fallen into disuse. This is 
why India’s Parliament and government need to work quickly and energetically to establish such an office; 
it is in everyone’s interests to do so. 
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TOPIC 20    MGNREGA 
A rural stimulus 
Putting more money in the hands of rural households will stir up the economy 
 
The government’s statistical machinery has begun work on revising the indices that capture the trends in consumer 
prices experienced in rural India. This opens up the prospect for an upward revision in the wages paid out to workers 
under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA).  
 
The current national average wage is just about ₹178 per day. The decision to finally embark on a long-overdue 
exercise is welcome, irrespective of the immediate trigger. The basket of items whose prices are tracked for 
constructing the Consumer Price Index for Agricultural Labourers (CPI-AL), for instance, has not been updated for at 
least three decades. Apart from essential spending on food, rural expenditure patterns have altered significantly in 
the intervening period, making space for higher spending on services such as education, transport and, of course, 
telecom. But two-thirds of the dated inflation index is still driven by food prices, which may effectively end up 
understating the price pressures facing rural households. This depressant effect could be accentuated when low 
food inflation coincides with decelerating farm incomes that still drive India’s rural economy. Once a new basket is 
constructed, the Statistics Ministry, along with the Labour Bureau, plans to improve the currency of the CPI-AL (to 
which MGNREGA wages are linked) and CPI-Rural indices with annual reviews. 
 
If the index revision concludes soon enough, the Centre is geared up to notify updated MGNREGA wages in the 
current fiscal year itself rather than wait for the onset of 2020-2021. This sense of urgency suggests the government 
views giving a fillip to the rural economy as a critical tool to combat the headwinds of the slowing economy. The 
slowdown narrative (and the Centre’s measures to address it) so far has been dominated by urban India’s 
consumption crimp and easing the corporate tax structure, but the distress in villages where incomes are more 
vulnerable is more disconcerting. The Reserve Bank of India, in its annual report, has pointed to weakening rural 
demand since the third quarter of 2018-19 as a serious concern and termed reviving consumption as its top policy 
priority. Reflecting rural distress, demand for work under the MGNREGA has been rising. With job creation in a flux 
and sentiment about the economy worsening, any move to put more money into rural households’ ‘sticky’ spending 
kitty would likely have a better pay-off towards stirring up the economy than shopping fests and tax sops for urban 
India. 
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TOPIC 21    NUTRITION 
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TOPIC 22    MOUNTAIN 

Over the hills and far, far away 
Integration of the mountains with the mainstream is unlikely under a unitary dispensation that promises 
a ‘green bonus’ 
  
In the last week of July this year, 11 Himalayan States of India met in Dehradun demanding a “green 
bonus”, or a payment for environmental services they provide to the nation. Finance minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman, 15th Finance Commission Chair N.K. Singh and Niti Aayog Deputy Chairman Rajiv Kumar were 
present. The assembled Chief Ministers argued that the Himalayan States, stretching from Jammu and 
Kashmir (which was still a State then) to Tripura (which most people would not really include in the 
Himalayan region) paid a developmental price for maintaining forests, rivers, and other environmental 
goods which helped the rest of the country. 
 
This meet was organised with much fanfare, and was meant to showcase the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s 
commitment to its general election manifesto which had promised a financial package to address the 
special developmental needs of the Himalayan States. The States asked for help to develop hydropower 
resources, subsidies for their environmental protection measures which deny them normal ‘development 
models’, and recognition of their efforts to meet human development parameters. 
 
Unique needs 
There was perhaps nothing exceptional about much of this, and within a week, the meagre media 
attention this received was overshadowed by the abrogation of J&K’s special status under Article 370 and 
the massive clampdown on civilian life in the Kashmir valley. However banal the demands of the 
Himalayan States seem in comparison to what has been happening in Kashmir since August 5, both are 
actually part of the same problem that India has historically had: its inability to come to terms with the 
specificity of the Himalayan region, whether political, social, or ecological-economic. 
 
The problem of integrating the northern mountains to the national mainstream is not specific to India. If 
one takes a look at the entire mountain zone stretching from Balochistan, through Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 
J&K, Ladakh, Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Nepal, Sikkim and Gorkhaland, to Arunachal Pradesh, 
Meghalaya, Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram and the Chittagong Hill Tracts, it is easy to see that each of these 
regions has had problems when it comes to integration of the hilly regions with the nation states that are 
primarily anchored in the plains. (Himachal Pradesh is the only exception, which perhaps proves the rule.) 
One could also further argue that this ‘integration problem’ is not just a South Asian phenomenon — China 
is struggling to integrate its mountain people and their homelands with its national mainstream, as are 
Myanmar, Thailand, and other countries. 
 
Scholars have for long been acutely aware of this problem. Seventy and more years ago, Owen Lattimore 
wrote extensively about the exceptionalism of the “Inner Asian Frontiers of China” and, a decade back, 
James C. Scott argued persuasively about ‘Zomia’ as the mountain zone of South-East Asia (and South Asia) 
which deliberately kept itself independent of the plains. Scholars in India too, from Verrier Elwin to D.N. 
Majumdar and Y.S. Parmar, Gerald Berreman and Ramachandra Guha, have written, even if in less 
ambitious terms, about how structurally different are the Himalayan regions from the Indian mainstream 
in terms of their social and economic structure. Yet, this research has not really percolated to political 
understanding, whether at the level of policy formulation or popular conceptions. 
 
Legacy of the colonial era 
To appreciate this point, we need to move back by a couple of centuries when the geography of the 
colonial state was being made. There is a long, complex and surprisingly unpredictable history to the 
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establishment of Pax Britannica’s border lines along India’s northern mountains. For most regions in the 
Himalayas, this was the first time that a ‘nation state’, anchored in the society and political-economy of the 
plains, was able to reach so deep into the Himalayas and control them in a way which was historically 
unprecedented. In brief, the Himalayas successfully provided a barrier to Russian colonial expansion but 
were unsuccessful in providing a trade route into China. 
 
By the end of the 19th century, keeping the mountains politically quiet and socially peaceful was both a 
desirable aim and a hopeful description. The idyll of the ‘hill station’ and the war-like strategies towards 
the northern tribesmen were both creations of this policy. 
The postcolonial nation states of Asia, be it India, Pakistan, China or Myanmar, have not been able to break 
out of this difficult relation with their mountain regions. These independent nation states have all 
imagined themselves to be the inheritors, in the high Himalayas, of the geopolitical stakes of their colonial 
predecessors. 
 
Even their national imageries have been framed — despite all their other variations — on the social, 
political and economic specificities of the communities based in the riverine plains. It is the village or town 
of the Ganga plains, or along the Narmada or Krishna and Cauvery rivers, which has defined what it means 
to be ‘Indian’. The norms of what an ‘Indian village’ is, how its society is structured, how its economy is 
backward or in what ways does its political life work make no reference to the specificities of the mountain 
regions. These are at best imagined by the national mainstream as idyllic ‘hill stations’ peopled by ‘noble 
savages’, or, at worst, as wild regions inhabited by irrational blood-thirsty tribesmen. 
This is not only a social-psychological feature but has direct practical consequences as policies and 
programmes are devised with the ‘national norm’ in mind, which almost always have unintended 
consequences on the hilly regions. The mountains are in a permanent state of exception. 
 
Resources as commodities 
Seen in this light, there is a direct, and short, link between the demands of the Himalayan States seeking a 
special “green bonus” — which the BJP supports — and the autonomy incorporated in the late, lamented 
Article 370 — which the BJP opposes. In India, specifically, the massive expansion of the national economy 
over the past three decades now allows for commodification of mountain resources (forests, water, 
labour, tourism, horticulture and even agriculture) in ways that are unprecedented. It has led to changes in 
the class structure and the emergence of a new middle class with national aspirations that finds the 
geographical specificity of the Himalayas at once a hindrance and the main commodity in its exchanges 
with the nation state. Thus, the variation from secessionist movements in J&K and Nagaland to active 
integrationist movements in Himachal Pradesh, Arunachal Pardesh and Manipur expresses the same 
conundrum — how do these regions and people reach a fair pact with the Indian nation state and become 
part of the national imagination? 
 
History tells us that almost all Asian nation states have found such a coming together very difficult, if not 
impossible. With its ideological militarism, ethnic sectarianism and a rapidly shrinking economic base, the 
present dispensation in New Delhi may well be able to throw a few crumbs but seems unlikely to be able 
to find a way to meet the special demands of the Himalayan people. A “green bonus” will remain a 
charade. 
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TOPIC 23    INDIA - US 

 

India and the US need to address the vexed issues in trade. This will prepare New Delhi for profound 
changes in global economic order 
 
At the Houston spectacle on Sunday that bought together an enthusiastic Indian diaspora, the personal 
chemistry between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and US President Donald Trump was all too evident. But 
the celebrations at Texas must yield tangible outcomes at New York where the two leaders are set to meet 
again today on the margins of the United Nations General Assembly’s annual session. 
 
According to media reports, Modi and Trump are apparently racing to wrap up the negotiations on trade 
that have been underway for some time. The speculation is about a “small deal” between the two 
countries. Yet, the two leaders also know that they need to look beyond the tactical and signal a change of 
direction in bilateral commercial engagement and set ambitious trade targets for the near and medium 
term. 
 
In diplomacy, personal rapport and trust between the leaders is quite valuable. Although the leaders 
themselves might not negotiate the details of agreements, they need to communicate their respective 
interests to each other and signal the political will to overcome domestic obstacles. 
 
Even more important is the recognition of your interlocutor’s priorities. When you address the other 
leader’s most important concern and give him or her room to claim victory, you will get a lot more in 
return. In the last two decades, the success of India’s engagement with the US has been rooted in Delhi’s 
sensible judgement about the immediate focus of the other leader. 
It is easily forgotten that the then External Affairs Minister Jaswant Singh offered quick unilateral support 
in May 2001 when US President George W Bush’s announced an initiative to build missile defences and 
move away from the doctrine of deterrence through nuclear terror. While Bush was being pilloried at 
home and abroad for overturning arms control orthodoxy, Delhi’s support was more than welcome in 
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Washington. This was followed by Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s strong support for Bush’s war on terror 
immediately after 9/11 and set the stage for a political and strategic approach to the Indo-US relationship 
that was hobbled for decades by disputes over nuclear issues. 
 
Delhi’s new political warmth to America saw Bush extend unprecedented support for India’s rise and 
nudge a reluctant US establishment to invest much political capital in changing the US domestic 
nonproliferation laws as well as international regulations to lift a long-standing nuclear blockade against 
India. While the UPA government wavered in taking the nuclear deal forward, Bush stayed the course 
thanks to his strong empathy for India. 
 
The resolution of the nuclear issue created the basis for a productive partnership with the US that saw 
liberalisation of US technology transfers, the launch of counter-terror cooperation, the expansion of 
defence relationship and political cooperation on regional and global issues. If Jaswant Singh and Vajpayee 
recognised what mattered for Bush, Modi saw that addressing climate change was President Barack 
Obama’s highest priority. Modi, who had sensible climate convictions of his own, quickly reoriented India’s 
policy to make Delhi part of the solution in the stalled international negotiations on mitigating global 
warming. When he was a senator, Obama had expressed serious reservations about the nuclear deal. Once 
he saw Modi as a partner, Obama helped finalise the nuclear agreement and integrate India into the global 
nonproliferation regimes. 
 
On the nuclear issue as well as climate change, there was strong resistance within the Indian system from 
two different quarters — those who picked nits and others who turned every engagement with America 
into a supreme test of India’s commitment to non-alignment. The nit pickers were mostly from the 
bureaucracy that refused to see the larger gains accruing to India. The political class revelled in denouncing 
any change in India’s long outmoded negotiating positions. 
 
When Trump took charge of the White House in January 2017, Modi and his advisers did not take long to 
see the president would be very different from his predecessors and that he was going to alter many long-
standing American policies. While Modi recognised the centrality Trump’s trade concerns, the PM’s initial 
responses did not seem adequate. 
 
More consequentially, Modi did not devote enough political attention to the emerging challenges on the 
trade front. He seemed to let the nit pickers lead the trade negotiation. India’s prickly attitude to trade 
liberalisation that congealed in recent years put it at odds with its major trading partners. While most of 
them had given up on India, Trump made it a bone of contention. In his effusive speech on India-US 
relations, Trump did insist that that the people of India must have “access to products stamped with the 
beautiful phrase Made in the USA”. Put simply, market access has been the issue that has troubled the 
relationship in recent years. While referring to the difficulties in the bilateral trade negotiations and 
suggesting a deal might be at hand, Modi reassured Trump that he is learning from the President on the 
“art of the deal”. 
 
The PM is aware that cutting a trade deal with Trump, will make it a lot easier to deal with his 
administration on a range of issues including terrorism, Kashmir and the unfolding crisis in Afghanistan. But 
a trade agreement with the US is not just about immediate give and take between Modi and Trump. A new 
trade agreement must be about preparing India for profound changes in the global economic order, 
buffeted by Trump’s politics as well as the unfolding technological disruption. Many of Trump’s trade 
concerns in relation to India resonate with the left wing of the Democratic Party that is gaining ground. 
Getting India’s most important trade relationship right in the near term and charting a bold course for a 
mutually beneficial commercial partnership with the US over the long term are urgent and worthy goals in 
themselves. 
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TOPIC 24    FAKE NEWS 
Shaking the foundation of fake news 
Battling disinformation must involve a fight against the narratives that act as grist for the rumour mill 
 
Combating fake news is a growing preoccupation of the technology platforms, the political class, the news media, 
and an increasing tribe of citizens concerned about democracy being hijacked. There is a perception that fake news 
is a new phenomenon linked to the rise of social media; however, this is only half the story. Governments and 
political actors (anyone in the business of mobilising public opinion) have always invested in disinformation 
campaigns to build narratives of their choice. In fact, it is because the institutional news media is no longer seen as 
an arbitrator of the ‘real news’ — having lost credibility due to complicit and motivated reporting — that fake news 
has been able to thrive now. The advent of social media has merely decentralised the creation and propagation of 
fake news. It is this that has led to the ubiquity of and difficulty in controlling/eliminating fake news. 
 
The current response to fake news primarily revolves around three prongs — rebuttal, removal of the fake news 
item and educating the public. While these are necessary measures, it is not apparent that they are sufficient in 
themselves to address the larger ‘political’ problem posed by fake news. 
 
Rebuttal and removal 
Rebuttal is a form of fact checking wherein the fake news is debunked by pointing out errors like mismatch, 
malicious editing and misattribution. To the extent that the fake news item appears on institutional handles, 
attempts are made to have it removed after rebuttal. There is much pressure on companies like Facebook and 
YouTube to proactively remove fake news from their platforms and rework their algorithms to ensure that such 
content does not gain prominence. The newly introduced limits on forwarding messages on WhatsApp are an 
offshoot of this discourse, where accountability to address fake news is offloaded on to the technology platforms. 
The third leg of the response revolves around educating the end users to be more discerning consumers of news by 
informing them of verification tools so that they can ascertain the accuracy of a news item before sharing it. 
 
Another emerging strand in this discourse, propagated by the government, concerns tracking the ‘source’ of fake 
news, ostensibly to address the issue at its root. However, this suggestion, when combined with another proposal to 
de-anonymise all social media accounts, is fraught with serious issues concerning invasion of privacy and free 
speech, and will more often than not be used by governments to quell dissent. 
 
While the measures outlined are important and must be expanded upon, there are some evident shortcomings in 
this approach. First, attempting to rebut fake news is akin to hitting a moving target, with a steady stream of fake 
news getting churned out consistently. It may be possible to rebut news on one fake instance of children getting 
abducted or on Indian citizens toting Pakistan’s flags but the ‘fake news factory’ will keep churning out similar stories 
to advance its chosen narrative. 
 
Second, it is impossible to completely ‘remove’ fake news even after rebuttal, given the decentralised nature of 
dissemination. Propagation and virality of a news item are contingent not on its accuracy but on how well it 
conforms to the dominant narrative and also on the strength of the associated distribution networks that spread the 
narrative. Thus, the act of ‘rebuttal’, instead of supplanting the original fake news item, could end up vying for space 
with the latter. Moreover, in India, the right-wing propagators of fake news are often better organised, especially on 
messaging platforms like WhatsApp, than the liberal Opposition. 
 
 
 
Reinforcing the fake account 
However, the biggest shortcoming of this approach — the fact that the very act of rebuttal reinforces the fake 
narrative being pushed — goes beyond this cat-and-mouse problem. Since the act of rebuttal gets confined within 
the original framework of the fake news item, the political impact of the rebuttal is far less than ideal. 
 
The average consumer relies on overall frameworks/narratives to evaluate a piece of information. The increasing 
complexity of issues, in conjunction with the deluge of information — with the relevant jostling for space with the 
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irrelevant — has made it impossible for any individual to develop a well-researched stand on all the topics. When an 
individual piece of information (fake news or otherwise) conforms to someone’s held beliefs, it is readily accepted 
and shared. 
 
Confirmation bias 
Studies have confirmed that people don’t care about finding the ‘truth’ behind a news item and instead look for 
evidence to support their preferred narrative (confirmation bias). Therefore, debunking discrete items of fake news 
without addressing this battle of narratives will have only a marginal value. This is because when an individual fake 
news item having a reinforcement value is debunked, the purveyors simply discard it and replace it with another 
piece of similar fake news. 
 
It is evident that if we are concerned about the impact of fake news, we must address the underlying narratives, 
instead of merely trying to rebut individual items. This needs to be done in two connected ways: first, by addressing 
the weaknesses that allow the fake news narrative to take root. For instance, the right wing’s narrative across the 
world, while propelled by fake news, is premised on the loss of credibility of the liberal camp, which is perceived to 
be elitist and corrupt. Any way forward must involve a rebuilding of this lost credibility. 
 
Second, we must not get sucked into a losing narrative while attempting to rebut fake news. Instead, we must 
mobilise public opinion around an alternate narrative that makes the fake news item irrelevant. Most people cannot 
hold multiple stories in their head and thus, instead of poking holes in an opponent’s story, it may be more effective 
to replace it with a different narrative built on facts. Ultimately, all fake news is in service of a political, if not 
electoral, agenda. We should thus not lose sight of the wood for the trees by focussing disproportionately on 
individual fake news items instead of the larger narrative. 
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TOPIC 25    GLOBAL WARMING 

Warning signs: warmest ever, emission highs 
The warmest five-year trend has especially affected large areas of the United States, including Alaska, 
eastern parts of South America, most of Europe and the Middle East, northern Eurasia, Australia and areas 
of Africa south of the Sahara. 
 
The report ‘United in Science’ is a synthesis prepared by the Science Advisory Group of the summit. 
The average global temperature for 2015-2019 is on track to be the warmest of any equivalent period on 
record, and July 2019 was the hottest month on record globally, a report released ahead of the UN Climate 
Action Summit 2019 in New York has found. The warmest five-year trend has especially affected large 
areas of the United States, including Alaska, eastern parts of South America, most of Europe and the 
Middle East, northern Eurasia, Australia and areas of Africa south of the Sahara. 
 
The report ‘United in Science’ is a synthesis prepared by the Science Advisory Group of the summit. It has 
also found that greenhouse gases have reached “new highs”, heatwaves were the “deadliest” 
meteorological hazard in this period, and tropical cyclones led to the largest economic losses. Among its 
key findings: 

1. GLOBAL TEMPERATURE: The average global temperature for 2015-19 is currently estimated to be 
1.1°C above pre-industrial (1850-1900) times, the report said. Widespread and long-lasting 
heatwaves, record-breaking fires and other devastating events such as tropical cyclones, floods and 
drought have had major impacts on socio-economic development and the environment. 
 

2. GREENHOUSE GASES: Levels of carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide have reached new 
highs. The last time Earth’s atmosphere contained 400 parts per million carbon dioxide was about 
3-5 million years ago. In 2018, the report said, global carbon dioxide concentration was 407.8 parts 
per million (ppm), 2.2 ppm higher than 2017. Preliminary data from a subset of monitoring sites for 
2019 indicate that carbon dioxide concentrations are on track to reach or even exceed 410 ppm by 
the end of 2019. 
 
In 2017, globally averaged atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide were 405.6 ppm, 
methane at 1859 parts per billion (ppb) and nitrous oxide at 329.9 ppb. These values constitute, 
respectively, 146%, 257% and 122% of pre-industrial levels (pre-1750). The growth rate of carbon 
dioxide averaged over three consecutive decades (1985-1995, 1995-2005 and 2005-2015) 
increased from 1.42 ppm/yr to 1.86 ppm/yr and to 2.06 ppm/yr. 
 
However, the report notes that emissions from the US and the European Union have declined over 
the past decade, while growth in China’s emissions have slowed significantly compared to the 
2000s. Indian emissions are the fourth highest and are “growing strongly at annual rates in excess 
of 5%, albeit starting from a much lower base of per capita emissions.” 
 

3. HEATWAVES: The report notes that heatwaves affected all continents and set many new national 
temperature records. It also mentions the heatwave that struck the subcontinent in mid-2015 
where 2,248 deaths were reported in India, and 1,229 in Pakistan. “The 2019 summer saw 
unprecedented wildfires in the Arctic region with 50 megatons of carbon dioxide emitted into the 
atmosphere in June alone,” the report says. 
 

4. PRECIPITATION: The effects of climate change were also seen on precipitation levels in the 2015-
2019 period when compared to the five years preceding that. The average precipitation totals were 
higher in the latter period than in the former in large regions in southern South and North America, 
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eastern Europe and most of Asia. “In contrast, less precipitation fell in large parts of Europe, south-
west and southern Africa, northern North America and a large part of South America, the Indian 
Monsoon region, and northern and western Australia,” the report states. 
 

5. SEA ICE: Arctic summer sea-ice extent has declined at a rate of approximately 12% per decade 
during 1979-2018, the report said. The four lowest values for winter sea-ice extent occurred 
between 2015 and 2019. Overall, the amount of ice lost annually from the Antarctic ice sheet 
increased at least six-fold between 1979 and 2017. Glacier mass loss for 2015-2019 is the highest 
for any five-year period on record. 
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TOPIC 26    RETAILERS 
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TOPIC 27    HOUSING 
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TOPIC 28    ATLANTIC MERIDIONAL OVERTURNING CURRENT 

 
Is Indian Ocean helping Atlantic currents? 
For the last 15 years, however, scientists have been worried by signs that AMOC may be slowing, which 
could have drastic consequences on global climate. 
 
Called Atlantic Meridional Overturning Current, or AMOC, it ensures the oceans are continually mixed, and 
heat and energy are distributed around Earth. 
 
In the Atlantic operates a large system of ocean currents, circulating the waters between the north and the 
south. Called Atlantic Meridional Overturning Current, or AMOC, it ensures the oceans are continually 
mixed, and heat and energy are distributed around Earth. 
For the last 15 years, however, scientists have been worried by signs that AMOC may be slowing, which 
could have drastic consequences on global climate. 
 
Now a new study suggests that AMOC is getting help from the Indian Ocean. Warming as a result of 
climate change, the Indian Ocean is causing a series of cascading effects that is providing AMOC a “jump 
start”, in one researcher’s words. 
 
How AMOC works 
On its website, the UK Met Office likens AMOC to a conveyor belt and explains how it works. As warm 
water flows northwards in the Atlantic, it cools, while evaporation increases its salt content. Low 
temperature and a high salt content raise the density of the water, causing it to sink deep into the ocean. 
The cold, dense water deep below slowly spreads southward. Eventually, it gets pulled back to the surface 
and warms again, and the circulation is complete. This continual mixing of the oceans, and distribution of 
heat and energy around the planet, contribute to global climate. 
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Another oceanic system, which makes news more frequently, is the El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO). 
This involves temperature changes of 1°-3°C in the central and eastern tropical Pacific Ocean, over periods 
between three and seven years. El Niño refers to warming of the ocean surface and La Niña to cooling, 
while “Neutral” is between these extremes. This alternating pattern affects rainfall distribution in the 
tropics and can have a strong influence on weather in other parts of the world. 
 
What is happening now 
AMOC has been stable for thousands of years. Data since 2004, as well as projections, have given some 
scientists cause for concern. What is not clear, however, is whether the signs of slowing in AMOC are a 
result of global warming or only a short-term anomaly. 
 
AMOC had weakened substantially 17,000 to 15,000 years ago, and it had global impacts, Yale University 
researcher Alexey Fedorov said in a statement released by the university. The new study, by Fedorov and 
Shineng Hu of Scripps Institution of Oceanography, appears in Nature Climate Change. 
 
Indian Ocean’s role 
Fedorov and Hu’s work involves climate mechanisms that may be shifting due to global warming. Using 
observed data and computer modelling, they have plotted out what effect such shifts might have over 
time. In this study, they looked at warming in the Indian Ocean. “The Indian Ocean is one of the 
fingerprints of global warming,” Hu said in the statement. 
 
Their finding: As the Indian Ocean warms faster and faster, it generates additional precipitation. This draws 
more air from other parts of the world to the Indian Ocean, including the Atlantic. With so much 
precipitation in the Indian Ocean, there will be less precipitation in the Atlantic Ocean. Less precipitation 
will lead to higher salinity in the waters of the tropical portion of the Atlantic — because there won’t be as 
much rainwater to dilute it. This saltier water in the Atlantic, as it comes north via AMOC, will get cold 
much quicker than usual and sink faster. 
 
“This would act as a jump start for AMOC, intensifying the circulation,” Fedorov said in the statement. “… 
We don’t know how long this enhanced Indian Ocean warming will continue. If other tropical oceans’ 
warming, especially the Pacific, catches up with the Indian Ocean, the advantage for AMOC will stop.” 
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TOPIC 29    RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
 

 
 
Let prices rise 
Boosting farm incomes is essential for economic recovery. Government must avoid containing food inflation at all 
costs. 
 
Average consumer food inflation has been even lower, at 1.38 per cent, over this 36-month period. 
On Friday, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) governor Shaktikanta Das said that future interest rate reductions will 
depend on “incoming data”. This came just a day after his statement that the current consumer price index (CPI) 
inflation levels allow enough “room” for continued monetary easing. While policy rate reductions, beyond the 110 
basis points already effected this year, will certainly add to the feel-good from the finance minister’s slashing of 
corporate taxes, a note of caution is in order. If overall retail inflation from September 2016 to August 2019 has 
averaged only 3.50 per cent, the credit goes mainly to food items, which have a 45.86 per cent in the CPI. Average 
consumer food inflation has been even lower, at 1.38 per cent, over this 36-month period. If CPI inflation has to 
remain within the RBI’s target of 4 per cent, it would obviously hinge upon sustained low food prices. 
 
This is where the temptation to engage in “supply management” to contain food inflation at any cost, should be 
avoided. Unfortunately, the beginnings of that are evident. On September 13, the commerce ministry imposed a 
minimum export price of $850 per tonne on onions. Also, the state-run MMTC Ltd has been asked to import the bulb 
in order to control retail prices, which have crossed Rs 50/kg in major metros. These moves have angered onion 
growers, who say that the government showed no such enthusiasm when prices ruled consistently low for much of 
the last three years. They have a point. Suppressing food prices through artificial means is surely not the way to 
meet the RBI’s inflation target. Between December 2018 and August 2019, annual wholesale price inflation for food 
articles has moved up from minus 0.42 per cent to 7.67 per cent. While retail food inflation in August was still only 
2.99 per cent, it has to eventually catch up with the trend in wholesale prices. This, if anything, should be viewed as 
a much-needed price correction. 
 
The supply disruptions and possible crop loss from excess monsoon rains — 15.3 per cent in August and 31.8 per 
cent so far this month — could well lead to some hardening of prices in the coming weeks. Onion apart, we are 
seeing this in pulses, maize, jowar and soyabean as well. But in all these cases, prices are only recovering from lows. 
Also, arhar and moong rates, while ruling higher than last year, are still trading below their official minimum support 
prices. The worst thing the government can do now is to invoke the Essential Commodities Act or ban exports 
alongside permitting duty-free imports. Boosting farm incomes is more likely to guarantee an economic recovery 
than slashing of interest rates. The current slowdown, remember, began with Bharat. It should end with Bharat. 
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TOPIC 30    PM-JAY 
 

 
In one year, PM-JAY has created a framework for comprehensive universal healthcare 
Ayushman Bharat is a conscious attempt to holistically address health, encompassing prevention, promotion and 
ambulatory care at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels. 
 
Ayushman Bharat has provided a platform and framework for the country to accelerate its progress towards 
comprehensive universal health care. 
 
Nine year-old Shiv, suffering from a leaky heart valve, sobbed as his despondent father took him back home after 
being told by the doctor in Bihar that the surgery he required would cost Rs 3 lakh — more than what his father 
could possibly earn in three years. He got a new heart, and a new life at Delhi’s All India Institute of Medical Sciences 
thanks to the timely and cashless treatment under Ayushman Bharat — the Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (PM-
JAY). When Shah Mohammad, 50, got treated for a fractured jaw in Gurugram, he could not believe that he did not 
have to pay a single rupee as he walked out of the private hospital, an exclusive bastion of the wealthy in India thus 
far. Singri, a 38 year-old, got a new lease of life after a football-sized tumor was removed from his head. Carrying the 
tumor since his teenage years, he says that PM-JAY helped him become fit and an eligible bachelor in his village in 
Jharkhand. These are only some of the myriad stories of joy, hope and triumph that have played out over the last 
few months in the country. 
 
Ayushman Bharat is a conscious attempt to holistically address health, encompassing prevention, promotion and 
ambulatory care at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels. It promises to bring healthcare to the poorest through 
two components: Health and Wellness Centres (HWCs) delivering comprehensive primary healthcare through the 
development of 1.5 lakh HWCs, and PM-JAY, the health assurance scheme delivering secondary and tertiary care to 
55-crore people through a health cover of Rs 5 lakh per family per year. Ayushman Bharat has been designed on the 
fundamental precepts that prevention is better than cure, and that no one should fall into poverty because of 
expenditure on healthcare, or die, because they cannot afford treatment. 
 
The journey of Ayushman Bharat started in Jangla in Chhattisgarh, on April 4, 2018, as Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi launched the first HWC. On August 15 last year, he formally announced PM-JAY to the nation from the 
ramparts of the Red Fort. This promise of free healthcare to the poorest 55 crore people in the country would help 
them avoid the catastrophic healthcare expenditure that pushes an estimated 6 crore below the poverty line each 
year in India. A hugely ambitious and truly transformative scheme, PM-JAY has sought to cover a population larger 
than that of Canada, United States and Mexico put together. A year ago, on September 23, the prime minister 
launched the scheme in Ranchi, Jharkhand. 
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A year later, the dream of Ayushman Bharat, as envisioned by the prime minister, is on its way to becoming a reality 
and is off to a promising start. More than 20,000 HWCs have been made operational. More than five crore people 
have been screened for a whole range of common non-communicable diseases. Under PM-JAY, more than 45 lakh 
hospital admissions have taken place for cashless treatment in more than 18,000 empaneled hospitals across the 
country, resulting in savings of more than Rs 13,000 crore for the beneficiary families. Every three seconds, a 
beneficiary is being treated, and the numbers continue to rise. 
 
Ayushman Bharat has provided a platform and framework for the country to accelerate its progress towards 
comprehensive universal healthcare. Envisaged as an alliance with states, PMJAY has, in several states and union 
territories, an opportunity to extend the benefits to far larger numbers, beyond those covered under the scheme. 
Eleven states/UTs have expanded the coverage to include almost all families. In addition, 23 states/UTs have 
expanded the beneficiary base with the same benefit cover as under PMJAY or lower in some cases. Several states 
have merged their many ongoing schemes with PMJAY to make implementation simpler for both beneficiaries and 
participating hospitals. They don’t need to deal with different target groups, rates and reporting systems. Karnataka 
has merged seven different existing schemes into one, while Kerala has merged three different schemes. 
 
The private sector has played an active role in the early pick up of the scheme. More than half of the empaneled 
hospitals are private. Over 62 per cent of the treatments have been done by private hospitals. PM-JAY has created a 
massive demand for private (and public) sector services by making hospital facilities accessible to 55 crore people. In 
tier II and tier III cities, private sector hospitals are already witnessing an almost 20 per cent increase in footfall. 
Some hospital chains are already contemplating plans for expanding their capacity or opening new facilities in 
underserved areas. Public sector facilities have streamlined their processes so as to improve service quality and 
amenities with funds from PMJAY. 
 
With its focus on delivering healthcare to a large population, Ayushman Bharat is set to become one of the largest 
drivers of jobs in the country. With the setting up of 1.5 lakh HWCs by 2022, an expected 1.5 lakh jobs will be 
created for community health officers, including 50,000 multi-purpose health workers. It has generated an 
estimated 50,000-60,000 jobs in the first year itself and is expected to add over 12.5 lakh jobs in both public and 
private sectors over the next three to five years, with 90 per cent of them in the healthcare sector and the remaining 
in allied sectors such as insurance and implementation support. As more people seek in-patient care, 1.5 lakh beds 
will be added in existing and new hospitals. This, in turn, will lead to the creation of around 7.5 lakh new 
opportunities for doctors, nurses, technicians, pharmacists and frontline healthcare workers such as Pradhan Mantri 
Arogya Mitras (functionaries who are the key interface between beneficiaries and the scheme). 
 
This ambitious scheme is supported by a strong IT backbone that facilitates the identification of beneficiaries, 
records treatments, processes claims, receives feedback, and addresses grievances. A live dashboard helps in 
monitoring and improving performance, based on real-time data and regular analysis. This platform also helps states 
to compare their performance. A strong and sophisticated fraud prevention, detection and control system at the 
national and state level has proved to be critical for PM-JAY to ensure that frauds are largely prevented. If 
attempted, they are quickly detected and strong action is taken. 
 
A good beginning has been made, but a lot needs to be achieved before we reach our goals. Opportunities that lie 
ahead need to be effectively harnessed. One such lies in exploiting the potential of collective bargaining and 
leveraging economies of scale. This could deliver more affordable and quality healthcare by negotiating better prices 
for various devices, implants and supplies, and also leveraging other policies such as Make in India. Ensuring quality 
treatment of patients by prescribing and ensuring adherence to standard treatment protocols is another 
opportunity waiting to be fully harnessed. Further strengthening the linkage between HWCs and PMJAY will improve 
the backward and forward referrals and enhance overall healthcare services, especially to the poor. “Green field” 
states with no past experience of implementing healthcare schemes have to work harder to scale up their progress. 
All states will need to make sincere efforts towards providing seamless health services to the last mile. 
 
As the Ayushman Bharat revolution unfolds, we are optimistic that India will make sure healthcare is no longer a 
privilege and is available to every Indian. Thus, many more stories stories of joy, hope and triumph will be written, 
like those of Shiv, Shah Mohammed and Singri, and of so many others will be assured the gift of life and good health 
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TOPIC 31    GOOD GOVERNANCE Initiatives 
1. Lessons from Madhya Pradesh: How to prosecute criminals and get convictions 

 
Across the country, government prosecutors are not known for being efficient. That is the reason India has 
embarrassingly low conviction rates — somewhere around 40 per cent as against the high 90s in countries 
like China, Japan and Canada. This conviction rate falls further depending on the state one is in and the 
concerned crime. For instance, cases of sexual violence see even lower conviction rates. The all-round 
weakness of the prosecutors to get the wronged party timely justice undermines the citizen’s faith in the 
government and the overall system. But Madhya Pradesh is changing things. 
 
It is doing this by training and incentivising its prosecutors to doggedly go after the criminals. For instance, 
when in a recent case in Katni district court, the lawyer defending a rape accused requested the court to 
summon the police because they had recorded statements of certain witnesses but did not produce them 
in court, Katni’s District Prosecution Officer (DPO) Dharmendra Taran was quick to react. “It was obvious 
that the defence lawyer was delaying the trial by trying to mislead the court,’’ he says. So Taran submitted 
an application requesting the court to reject the defence lawyer’s application. Similarly, in another rape 
trial, the DPO filed an application requesting the court to initiate action against a witness who had turned 
hostile. 
 
Submitting applications like the ones Taran did, get state’s prosecutors 10 points in a lower court and 20 in 
a Sessions court. Once the day’s proceedings are over, prosecutors across MP open an app — “e-
Prosecution MP” — designed and developed by the Directorate of Public Prosecution, and enter the record 
of their activities in court. 
 
Called Public Prosecutor Performance Evaluation System, the daily activity and monthly performance 
information is analysed to evaluate best prosecutors at state and district levels using a well-defined 
formula. The details filled in by the prosecutors are reviewed by their reporting officers. Productivity and 
performance score for each prosecutor is generated using a matrix and rules. When a prosecutor ensures 
death sentence he gets 1,000 points, the highest an activity can get; life imprisonment earns 500 points 
and three-year conviction gets 300 points. 
 
Assistant District Prosecution Officer Pradeep Mishra, who was the best prosecutor with 5,092 points in 
June, says, “Earlier, there was no evaluation. Those who were lazy, wanting to work for fixed hours and 
wait for their salaries remained so. But now that the performance is being evaluated everybody is 
motivated to be efficient and earn points”. 
 
Those who do well are felicitated and those who falter are warned. And those who try to game the system 
by manipulating their numbers are given stiffer punishments. 
 
Director-General of Prosecution Rajendra Kumar, a senior IPS officer who took charge in 2016, said there 
was no system to evaluate the performance of prosecutors. A seminar was called to discuss how to 
evaluate their performance which eventually led to the development of the App, which is now being used 
by about 850 prosecutors. 
 
How MP turned things around 
To begin with, the state government created an institutional mechanism to collect court data and evaluate 
prosecutor performance. It also created an online app — ‘e-Prosecution MP’ —based system that allowed 
superiors to monitor prosecutors. Based on their performance, prosecutors were either felicitated or 
warned; those gaming the system by manipulating their numbers were punished. The government also 
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trained prosecutors to be better at their task. The end result: The state's conviction rate in heinous cases 
rose by 10 per cent. 
 
“It was linked to their ACRs (annual confidential reports). Probationers are not confirmed until they get 
certain points. The system has ensured just and fair evaluation because there is no scope for partiality,’’ he 
says. “When the system was developed we did not know it would bring revolution in the department. This 
is one single step that has changed the department”. 
 
The initiative has led to a better conviction rate. In 2018, there were 21 death sentences, the highest in the 
country in a year. The state also witnessed quickest death trial and the quickest life term trial that lasted 
for three days. Besides earning many awards, the effort was praised by Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
during his Independence Day speech in 2018. 
 
Once the evaluation system was in place, the department realised it did not have a branch to train 
prosecutors to improve their performance. The prosecutors are now trained by judicial officers who tell 
them what judges expect during the trial. Even defence lawyers are called during training sessions to train 
the prosecutors. Underperformers are given separate training. Experts train them to improve verbal and 
non-verbal communication like voice modulation and expressions. 
 
The department has taken another initiative to build team spirit by insisting they share lunch every 
Wednesday and share photographs on WhatsApp groups. The groups are also used to post written 
arguments which allow others to point out lacuna and court judgments that can be cited in support. 
 
Another step taken by the department is to send a team of prosecutors at the time of final arguments to 
ensure that certain points are not skipped because even defence lawyers come with a team. 
 
 

2. Punjab: ‘English language proficiency in govt schools will help in foreign studies, jobs’ 
 

The idea behind developing vocabulary and language skills in both English and Punjabi is to enable our 
students to face the challenges of globalisation while strengthening their cultural roots, says Krishan 
Kumar. 
 
One of the key reforms has been the stress on English learning. What is the reason? 
It has been observed that people are sending their wards to private schools because they are English 
medium. Even people who may not have abundant financial resources prefer those schools because they 
feel English-medium schools impart quality education. It’s to fulfil the need and aspirations of people that 
we are emphasising on the development of English language skills. Moreover, English is a global 
international language and proficiency in it will enable our students to tap into an array of employment 
avenues. 
 
How has this been achieved? 
Our resource persons have devised innovative teaching techniques and activities at the state level.  
Specially-designed teaching/learning material and practice worksheets are provided to the students. The 
content of the syllabus has been prepared to make the teaching-learning easy, interesting and effective. 
District- and block-level mentors are provided training in these techniques and they, in turn, hold training 
workshops at the block level to equip and motivate teachers to introduce these in their classes. They also 
monitor these classes. 
 

http://www.civilsias.com/


 
 

www.civilsias.com                              AHMEDABAD | DELHI                            Page 54 of 62 

We have also set up English labs and clubs. Students have started conversing in English. They have also 
taken to reading under the “Library Langar” programme wherein lakhs of books lying in the school libraries 
have been made available to students. 
 
WhatsApp groups of teachers, students and parents have been formed to share good practices and solve 
problems. 
 
In a state where clearing the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and studying in a 
foreign university is the main concern of every youngster, what role will the government schools play? 
 
The programme for improving English language skills at the school level will certainly strengthen their 
foundation for learning different skills such as listening, speaking, reading and writing in the English 
language, and they will be better equipped for challenges abroad. We have also started a special 
programme on the pattern of IELTS coaching for developing language skills for students from Grade 6 to 
12. We also lay tremendous emphasis on teaching the basics of every subject to our students. 
 
We often come across stories about students from private schools shifting to government schools in 
Punjab. How did you achieve this shift? 
 
The “School Shikhiya Sudhar Muhim” includes extension and augmentation of infrastructure as well as 
innovative teaching techniques. Under it, the school buildings have been spruced up, learning aids adorn 
the walls and we have smart classrooms for e-learning. We also have maths/science/social studies parks. 
On the whole, the schools have been given a “smart look’ in every sphere. The teachers are doing yeoman 
service in changing the face of government schools. They invite parents to visit schools during science, 
maths and English fairs. 
 
All this has changed the public perception of government schools. People are especially impressed when 
they see our students speaking in English while explaining concepts or taking part in declamation etc. This 
motivates many parents to make the switch. 
 
There is an apprehension among a section of people in Punjab that this lopsided emphasis on English is 
taking away children from their roots. What do you say to that? 
 
Under the “Word of the Day” project, schoolchildren are taught one word each in English and Punjabi. 
 
The idea behind developing vocabulary and language skills in both English and Punjabi is to enable our 
students to face the challenges of globalisation while strengthening their cultural roots. 
 

3. An app to map Ganga water, aquatic life 
The app will provide field researchers with a complete data entry solution to monitor the aquatic 
population in the river. 
 
The river must flow 
Namami Gange gets global recognition at world summit 
Overseas Indians contributed less than 2 per cent to Clean Ganga Fund, 86 per cent from govt entities 
 
The Ganga basin covers 11 states including Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, 
Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Bihar, West Bengal and Delhi. 
DEHRADUN BASED Dehradun based Wildlife Institute of India (WII) has launched a mobile application 
“Ganga Data Collector” under the “Biodiversity and Ganga Conservation” project initiated by the National 
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Mission for Clean Ganga (NMCG) of Union Ministry of Jal Shakti. The app will provide field researchers with 
a complete data entry solution to monitor the aquatic population in the river. 
 
The scientists of WII, Ganga Prahri volunteers and staff of the forest department in 11 states of the Ganga 
Basin will use this application on their mobile phones for faster collection of more authentic and accurate 
data related to water quality and aquatic life in Ganga. In future, similar mobile applications are proposed 
to be used in the physio-chemical test of other rivers across the country. 
 
The Ganga Data Collector Android app quickens the tedious process of data collection while improving 
both data visualisation and security. (Source: WII) 
 
The new application was launched during the second Endangered Species Recovery Programme organised 
on the WII campus last week. In the next phase, WII will train nearly 550 Ganga Prahris and staff of the 
forest departments of the states concerned. The Android-based app has been developed under the 
supervision of Ruchi Badola, who is head of Ecodevelopment Planning & Participatory Management in WII, 
and Niladri, the project scientist. 
 
The Ganga basin covers 11 states including Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, 
Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Bihar, West Bengal and Delhi. 
 
In the first phase, training will be given to volunteers and staff in five Ganga states including — 
Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand and West Bengal where Ganga stretches over 2,200-km. In 
the second phase, training will be given to the staff of the other six states of the Ganga basin. 
 
According to WII scientists, at present over 40 researchers are already on Ganga — from Harsil in 
Uttarakhand to Nurpur in West Bengal – with kits of essential equipments to collect data related to quality 
of water, presence of different species of fishes, amphibians and reptiles, crocodiles and turtles, dolphins, 
birds, water level and weather. They will file these details in data-sheets along with information of date, 
time and location of collection data. 
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TOPIC 32    UNGA 
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TOPIC 33    INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

High growth cannot be sustained till India makes adequate investments in infrastructure 
The Centre has to work closely with states similar to GST council for achieving higher growth. The massive 
mandate of the new government will help such coordination. 
 
NSS employment data shows that the shares of agriculture, industry and services in total employment were 44 per 
cent, 25 per cent and 31 per cent respectively in 2017-18. (C R Sasikumar) 
India’s GDP growth rate slowed down to 5 per cent in Q1 of FY20 and is expected to be around 6 per cent or below 
in this financial year. As former Reserve Bank of India governor Y V Reddy mentioned recently, a combination of 
cyclical and structural factors have been responsible for the slowdown. One example is the auto sector. There seems 
to be a collapse of aggregate demand in the economy. Global uncertainties have added to the problem. In the last 
few weeks, the government has announced several measures to improve both consumption and investment in 
different sectors and for the economy as a whole. The announcement of reduction in corporate tax rates announced 
on Friday may help in reviving the sentiments of the private sector but the tax revenue may also decline and put 
pressure on fiscal deficit. These stimulus and structural measures and monetary policy may help reviving the 
economy to some extent in the near future. But, these measures alone may not help in getting higher growth. The 
Chief Economic Advisor also mentions that we need long-term structural reforms for investment-led growth. Among 
other things, we need to focus on three structural issues: Physical infrastructure development, raising human capital 
and revival of rural economy for a long-term growth of 7 to 8 per cent and attaining $5 trillion economy by 2024. 
 
In a recent book Dani Rodrik et al discuss two challenges faced by countries like India. The “structural change 
challenge” is focused on moving resources from traditional low-productivity activities into modern, more productive 
industries or activities. The “fundamentals challenge” relates to development of broad capabilities such as 
infrastructure and human capital. We can’t have higher growth without tackling this fundamental challenge. 
 
Generally, it is said that we need three things for higher growth. These are infrastructure, infrastructure and 
infrastructure. This will help both cyclical and structural factors. Late I G Patel indicated in the early 2000s that we 
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should aim only for 6 per cent GDP growth till we improve infrastructure. Hope we have not come back to I G Patel 
growth rate of 6 per cent or below in the medium term. In one of his speeches, Y V Reddy also mentioned that 
infrastructure could be a constraint for higher growth. A lot of progress has been made in all infrastructure sectors. 
However, almost all indicators score poorly if one looks at India’s urban and rural infrastructure particularly 
compared with South East Asian countries and China. 
 
However, in the present context, some kind of pump priming from the government is necessary to take care of both 
cyclical and structural factors. This can be done without compromising much on fiscal deficit targets. Disinvestment, 
reducing non-merit subsidies, removing exemptions, increasing tax base and shifting from revenue to capital 
expenditures are some of the measures for raising government investment. The government seems to be fast 
tracking public capex, encouraging public sector enterprises (PSEs) to invest more and trying to clear the pending 
bills for the corporate sector and MSMEs. The announcement of Rs 100 lakh crore over five years for infrastructure 
by the government is an important measure. However, details on how to get finance, the roles of public and private 
investment, the contract structures like PPPs are not clear. The Vijay Kelkar committee’s recommendation on PPPs 
would be useful. The private sector’s role is equally important. Spending on infrastructure will have multiplier effects 
in the overall economy including stimulating private investment, aggregate demand and jobs. In fact, construction 
sector was an important source of job creation during 2004-05 to 2011-12. This sector has to be revived in order to 
create growth and employment. 
 
NSS employment data shows that the shares of agriculture, industry and services in total employment were 44 per 
cent, 25 per cent and 31 per cent respectively in 2017-18. But, the share of manufacturing employment was only 12 
per cent in total employment. There is a need for rise in infrastructure investment, structural reforms in land 
acquisition and a favourable exchange rate for exports to revive the manufacturing sector, which showed a 0.6 per 
cent growth in Q1 of this fiscal. 
 
The second structural issue is raising human capital for higher growth. Health and education achievements are 
essential for human capital. Yet the country’s progress on both these aspects leaves much to be desired. We also 
have great quality dichotomy in both these sectors. There are islands of excellence that can compete internationally 
in education while vast majority of them churn masses of children with poor learning achievement and 
unemployable graduates. One has to fix this dichotomy in heath and education. Few years back, the Deputy Prime 
Minister of Singapore cautioned about school education in India. He said: “Schools are the biggest crisis in India 
today and have been for a long time. Schools are the biggest gap between India and East Asia. And it is a crisis that 
cannot be justified.” Skill deficiency of workers is well known. The Niti Aayog says that only 2.3 per cent of Indian 
workers have formal skill training compared to 70 to 80 per cent in other countries. Promotion of technology and 
knowledge economy will add to growth. One can’t have a “demographic dividend” for growth with low human 
capital. In order to have structural change from agriculture to non-agriculture and from the unorganised sector to 
the organised sector, education and skill development are needed. Women’s labour participation rates have been 
low and declining. Raising women’s human capital and participation rates can improve economic growth. We may 
also not achieve high human capital and productivity with 40 per cent of our children suffering from malnutrition. 
 
Lastly, we can’t expect demand to increase as 70 per cent of our population lives in rural areas and has stagnant 
incomes and wages. There is a need for revival of the rural economy with infrastructure investment and structural 
reforms. Agricultural marketing reforms should be a priority. For better price discovery, agriculture has to go beyond 
farming and develop value chains comprising farming, wholesaling, warehousing, logistics, processing and retailing. 
Agricultural exports should be promoted with various policies. Similarly, rural infrastructure and water management 
are other priorities. Stimulus and structural reforms can raise farmers’ prices and wages and rise in demand for 
manufacturing and services. 
 
Both immediate and long-term structural reforms are needed to achieve higher economic growth. Physical 
infrastructure development, tackling Dani Rodrik’s fundamental challenge of raising human capital and stimulus and 
reforms in rural economy are needed to achieve a sustainable 7 per cent to 8 per cent growth. The Centre has to 
work closely with states similar to GST council for achieving higher growth. The massive mandate of the new 
government will help such coordination. 
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TOPIC 34    BIO - FENCES 

 
Uttarakhand plans bio-fences to check man-animal conflict 
 
According to officials, lemongrass, agave, rambans, and certain species of chilly and some other plant species have 
been identified to be grown at areas where wild animals enter residential areas and near forests. 
 
Officials say leopards and bears, along with elephants and wild boars are a major threat to human life, livestock and 
crops. 
 
To prevent wild animals from entering residential areas and to protect agricultural crops and livestock in areas 
adjoining to forests, the Uttarakhand government has decided to carry out bio-fencing by growing various species of 
plants in those areas. 
 
According to officials, lemongrass, agave, rambans, and certain species of chilly and some other plant species have 
been identified to be grown at areas where wild animals enter residential areas and near forests. 
 
Officials say leopards and bears, along with elephants and wild boars are a major threat to human life, livestock and 
crops. 
 
So far, the state Forest Department had been using traditional methods like solar-powered wire fencings, walls and 
pits in the woods to prevent the entry of elephants, wild boars, tigers, leopards and others in residential areas. 
Officials said bio-fencing will be economical and environment-friendly as compared to the other methods. 
 
“Bio-fencing with lemongrass will be done to prevent entry of elephants because elephants do not like the smell of 
lemongrass. Likewise, agave will be grown to deter elephant and wild boars. This biotic method is environment-
friendly and harvesting of such plants can also be economical for farmers. Directives have been given to explore bio-
fencing in the state,” said Jai Raj, Principal Chief Conservator of Forests (PCCF), Uttarakhand. 
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Why govt is looking at bio-fencing 
According to G S Rawat, Dean, Faculty of Wildlife Sciences and in-charge Director of Wildlife Institute of India (WII), 
Dehradun, solar-powered wire fencing is effective only when local villagers maintain them. About erection of walls in 
forest areas, a senior Forest Department official said building and repairing them is a costly affair. A forest official 
said that if local farmers agree to be part of the bio-fencing exercise, they can earn by growing lemongrass, a good 
source of oil. Also, bio-fencing will help save the money the government spends on building walls, digging pits and 
on solar-powered wire fencing. 
 
In the first phase, bio-fencing will be done in the forest areas of Haridwar, where elephants and wild boars cause 
maximum loss to human life, livestock and crops. 
 
Divisional Forest Officer (DFO) in Haridwar, Akash Kumar Verma, said, “We have selected site-specific plant species 
for bio-fencing according to presence of wild animals. In Haridwar, maximum threat is from elephants. Lemongrass 
deters elephants and that plant will be grown at specific sites.” The DFO said that a fence of rambans could be 
effective in deterring wild boars, blue bulls, Chital and Sambar, which damage the crops most. He said that rambans 
and kanta bans both can deter wild animals as physical barriers. 
 
Once these plants are in place, the department will string beehives in the next phase to deter elephants. 
 
G S Rawat, Dean, Faculty of Wildlife Sciences and the in-charge Director of Wildlife Institute of India (WII), Dehradun, 
said, “People have tried bio-fencing in the past too. Agave plantation was quite effective in deterring herbivores. 
Lemongrass too could be good. But more work needs to be done on this and it is good that the Uttarakhand Forest 
Department is thinking on these lines. Let them experiment.” 
 
According to officials, incidents of man-animal conflict occur in forest areas almost daily, and many cases go 
unreported. The Haridwar DFO said incidents of conflicts between leopards and humans were rare, but conflicts 
between elephants and humans occur almost every day. 
 
According to Forest Department records, 342 people were killed and 1,857 persons were injured in man-animal 
conflicts over the past six financial year across the state. Wild animals also killed 31,919 livestock and damaged 
2,065 hectare crop in the same period. In the current financial year, 16 people have been killed in conflict with wild 
animals till July. 
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