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EDUCATION, THE NATION AND THE STATES
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Education and related issues

Towards the end of a recent webinar on the National Education Policy 2020, a retired civil
servant asked a question. Referring to Centre-State relations and roles in education, he asked
whether the new policy gives the Centre a predatory role. The use of the word ‘predatory’ felt a
bit sharp in the context of education, but the intention obviously was to ascertain whether the
new policy observes federal courtesy. Even the 1986 policy didn’t fully acknowledge the variety
prevailing in provincial practices and the legacies those practices are rooted in. The trend has
been to assume that a national system will evolve and iron out provincial variations. That is a
strange assumption. For education to fulfil its social role, it must respond to the specific milieu in
which the young are growing up. India has sufficient experience of attempts made from the
national level to influence systemic realities on the ground. There is a considerable history of
strong recommendations made by national commissions and of provincial recalcitrance. States
have their own social worlds to deal with, and they often prefer to carry on with the ways they
became familiar with in colonial days. A prime example is the continuation of intermediate or
junior colleges in several States more than half a century after the Kothari Commission gave its
much acclaimed report.

Historically, the system of education evolved in the provinces. One hundred years ago, the
Central Advisory Board of Education was created to co-ordinate regional responses to common
issues. The ‘advisory’ character of this administrative mechanism meant that the Board served
mainly as a discussion forum. The Constitution, in its original draft, treated the States as the
appropriate sphere for dealing with education. But unlike some other federal countries, India
chose to have a Ministry of Education at the Centre. Its role was not merely decorative or
confined to coordination among differing State perspectives and practices; rather, the Centre
was expected to articulate aims and standards, or to pave the road to nation-building and
development. Soon after independence, a more substantial sphere of the Centre’s activities in
education emerged in the shape of advanced institutions in professional fields and schools
specifically meant for the children of civil servants transferable across India. Such institutions
received higher investment than the States could afford. The same can be said for national-level
resource institutions which guided policy and encouraged new practices.

Also Read | National Education Policy 2020: New curriculum, assessment system to roll out
from academic year 2021-22

Thus, concurrency was already a reality before the 1976 amendment formally included it in the
Constitution. What it might mean after the Emergency was an open question. A decade later,
when the national policy was drafted under a youthful leader, it emphasised national concerns
and perspective without specifically referring to provincial practices that indicated strong
divergence. Engagement with the States remained a function of the Planning Commission. In
the meantime, a burgeoning private sector had begun to push both public policy and popular
perceptions of education. The force of this push can be measured from the difference between
the 1986 policy and its own action programme published six years later. Throughout the 1990s,
those in charge of education remained hesitant to explain publicly how exactly liberalisation
would apply to this traditionally public responsibility. The rapidly expanding and globalising urban
middle class had already begun to secede from the public system, posing the awkward question
of why education cannot be sold if there are willing buyers. Systemic chaos grew, leaving the
policy behind.

India now has three systems. To call them sectors would be an understatement. There is a

https://www.thehindu.com/education/the-hindu-explains-what-has-the-national-education-policy-2020-proposed/article32249788.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/education/national-education-policy-2020-new-curriculum-assessment-system-to-roll-out-from-academic-year-2021-22/article32649904.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/education/national-education-policy-2020-new-curriculum-assessment-system-to-roll-out-from-academic-year-2021-22/article32649904.ece
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Central system, running an exam board that has an all-India reach through affiliation with
English-medium private schools catering to regional elites. Two school chains run by the Centre
are part of this system. The Central system also includes advanced professional institutes and
universities that have access to greater per capita funding than what their counterparts run by
the States can afford. These latter ones belong to the second system which also features
provincial secondary boards affiliating schools teaching in State languages. The third system is
based on purely private investment. Internationally accredited school boards and globally
connected private universities are part of this third system. These institutions represent a new
level of freedom from state norms.

Also Read | National Education Policy 2020: No need to spend dollars on foreign degrees any
more: Ramesh Pokhriyal

An explicit attempt was made under the Right to Education (RTE) Act to bridge the first two
systems. The RTE is a parliamentary law, providing a set of standards for elementary education
and a call to private schools to provide for social justice via the quota route. In higher education,
such an attempt to balance private autonomy with an obligation to provide social justice is yet to
be made in any palpable sense. Accreditation norms and recognition procedures create a
semblance of public accountability. Coordination among the three systems has proved
unmanageable, even in purely functional terms. The least we might expect would be a reliable
mechanism to reconcile the marking standards of different Boards and universities. Far harder is
the coordination required in adherence to social responsibilities in a period of rapid economic
change. Inequalities have become sharper with the rise in overall prosperity. Education must
mediate between different social strata divided by caste and economic status. The recent
attempt made by Tamil Nadu to create a modest quota in NEET for students who attended
government schools points towards an endemic problem exacerbated by centralisation.

The new policy document underestimates the problem of reconciling the three systems. The
architect of many of our national-level institutions, the late J.P. Naik, used to say that we must
ask what kind of human being and society we want before we draft a policy in education. Apart
from that philosophical question, we also need a systemic vision: both for recovery from
institutional decay and for future progress. Functional uniformity is unlikely to offer any real
solution. That is what the new policy seems to favour. In higher education, it proposes nationally
codified and administered measures to oversee institutional transformation across State capitals
and district towns. The assumption is that old structures will melt like wax under the heat of an
empowered vision. The idea of a monolithic regulatory architecture to control a system that is
privatising at a rapid pace suggests a tempting impulse rather than a considered plan. Sufficient
indication has existed for many years now that economic policy favours greater private
enterprise in higher education. How to reconcile this push with the necessity of equitable public
education is a nagging question. Similar is the question of autonomy; it cannot be interpreted in
financial terms alone. The many different ways in which the States have maintained their
colleges and universities cannot all be regarded as signs of a dysfunctional or failing system. If
failure is the criterion for choice of remedy, gradations of failure will have to be determined first
and their causes studied before remedial steps are contemplated. To accept that one size does
not fit all, and then to push every foot into a chosen shoe takes self-contradictory parlance to a
new level.

Comment | An education policy that is sweeping in its vision

At the school level too, the new policy proposes a post-RTE structural shift, ignoring the fact that
the RTE itself has not yet been fully implemented. It is useful to recall that the RTE was drafted
with prolonged involvement with the States, not mere consultation. The consensus for such a
law was no less difficult to create than the formulation of its content. A vital role was played by

https://www.thehindu.com/education/national-education-policy-2020-no-need-to-spend-dollars-on-foreign-degrees-any-more-ramesh-pokhriyal/article32826742.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/education/national-education-policy-2020-no-need-to-spend-dollars-on-foreign-degrees-any-more-ramesh-pokhriyal/article32826742.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/an-education-policy-that-is-sweeping-in-its-vision/article32233396.ece
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the highest judiciary in pushing the polity towards recognising children’s right to be at school
rather than at work. This was a historic social turn towards greater parity between sharply
unequal strata. It might not have been accomplished if the Centre had not played an assertive
role. Further progress of this role called for continued financial support for the implementation of
RTE and policy guidance for the proper use of this support so that regional disparities diminish.

Krishna Kumar is a former Director of the National Council of Educational Research and
Training and editor of the Routledge Handbook of Education in India
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SEROSURVEYS UNDERESTIMATE BUILDING OF HERD
IMMUNITY

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

The theory behind population-based serological surveys (seroprevalence surveys or
serosurveys) to detect the prevalence of antibodies against  COVID-19 is robust. Their purpose
is to measure the proportion of a population already infected, as evidenced by antibody
positivity. When applied on a national scale, a random sample of the entire population is tested.
Then, the data are extrapolated to the whole population.

Also Read | 60 million Indians may have been exposed to COVID-19: ICMR sero-survey

‘Random’, according to the dictionary, means something without a deliberate order. In
biostatistics, it means each individual has an equal probability of getting selected. Statisticians
stratify the population and select a random sample from all strata so that the prevalence figure
obtained is representative of the whole population. The result of random sample serosurveys
can be confidently extrapolated to obtain national-level prevalence of antibodies.

Unfortunately there are problems with the antibody tests. Antibodies are the footprints of the
host’s response to virus infection. Their presence in the blood-serum confirms past infection.
However, test results for antibodies throw up surprises. Antibody prevalence data derived from
serosurveys must be interpreted with caution and correction factors.

The virus carries several antigens, both on the surface and internally. The body responds to all
of them. Four antigens selected to detect antibodies are spike protein (S1, S2), receptor-binding
domain (RBD) and nucleocapsid (N). An antibody against each antigen has its own time of
appearance, duration in blood and rate of decay over time. Moreover, detection of antibodies
does not correlate well with the protective virus-neutralising function of immunity. Testing for
virus-neutralising antibodies is not an option, since handling the virus is risky for lab personnel. It
is prohibited in clinical labs and restricted to selected research labs.

Also Read | Immunity for lesser time, change in ‘virulence’ of virus, say experts on September
sero-survey results

Recent publications in The Journal of the American Medical Association and The New England
Journal of Medicine say that in people with asymptomatic or mildly symptomatic infections, these
antibody levels decline over time, reaching 50% of the initial levels by about 36 days and
become undetectable by 60 days after proven infection. Such asymptomatic and mildly
symptomatic cases constitute more than 80% of those infected with the virus. In a study on
exposure-prone healthcare workers in Tennessee, nearly half the subjects with S2 antibodies
became negative in two months. If both S2 and RBD antibodies are detected, the results
correlate better with the neutralising function. Also, one or the other may persist longer.
However, available test kits use only one antigen.

The Indian Council of Medical Research conducted two serosurveys: May 11-June 4 and August
17-September 22. The first survey measured S1 antibody and the second survey used another
antigen, rendering inter-survey comparison problematic.

The latent period between infection and the appearance of a detectable antibody is about four
weeks. Therefore, the results of the first serosurvey pertain predominantly to the antibody status

https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/health/what-are-serological-surveys/article32197016.ece
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of subjects from April 13 to May 7. Those who got infected after May 7 would have been
eclipsed in the study. So the result is an underestimate of the true value. The seroprevalence
was 0.73% and that was extrapolated to about 30%-35% of the population having antibodies
when India saw the epidemic peak in mid-September.

Also Read | PM Modi seeks scaling up of sero-surveys, testing

Since infections were very few before April 13, the results of the first serosurvey were
reasonably time-appropriate and the extrapolation close to the true situation. A study by the
Department of Science and Technology concluded that at the peak time, the proportion of the
population with antibodies was 28%, close to the published estimate of 30%-35%.

The second serosurvey gave 7.1% prevalence for those immune between July 20 and August
25. For the sake of simplifying calculations, we assign August 4, the midpoint of this time interval
to represent the second survey results. Subjects who were antibody positive by August 4 would
have contracted the infection a month earlier by July 4. The result is not time-appropriate as at
least 50% of those infected two months earlier by June 4 (representing the midpoint between
April 20 and June 25) would have become antibody negative. This was the time when infections
were rapidly rising. In short, the result is a gross underestimate of the true level of those with
antibodies. Taking 50% as the correction factor, prevalence was 14.2% on August 4.

From August 4 to September 16, (the day of the peak) new cases increased from 51,282 to
97,859 by a factor of 1.9. So, the estimated proportion of the population infected at the peak
could have been 14.2 X 1.9=27 %.

Evidently, serosurvey results have to be cautiously interpreted to arrive at the true level of
prevalence of antibodies. If taken at face value, serosurvey results grossly underestimate true
prevalence, except in the very early phase of the epidemic when infected people two months
earlier were very few.

Also Read | Delhi’s COVID-19 sero-prevalence study: significant proportion of population still
vulnerable

Misinterpreting serosurvey results has serious consequences for understanding the epidemic
profile. What is in store for India? Several countries have second or even third waves of
infection. Will India face such waves? If the peak coincided with 27%-35% prevalence, the
epidemic is likely to evolve as endemic after another 30% are infected in the post-peak phase of
the epidemic. The predicted herd immunity level needed to end the epidemic was 60%, for a
normal epidemic curve with peak at its halfway mark. For a normal epidemic curve, the
cumulative number of people infected before the peak will be equal to the number who will be
infected after the peak because the curve is bell-shaped. That means we did not manage to
flatten the curve and further waves are unlikely. However, the speed with which people will get
infected in various localities depends on human behaviour. Pre-peak there was fear and people
practised social distancing and wore masks. Post-peak, many have no fear and are more
relaxed about good practices to prevent infection. Major festivals are approaching. Unless care
is taken, they may enhance transmission frequency, giving rise to local outbreaks and infection
waves, but they are unlikely to disturb the downward slope of the national epidemic curve
because half of the herd immunity level required to end the epidemic was already reached by
mid-September.

Governments must continuously exhort citizens not to let their guard down, not only for the
safety of those who celebrate, but also, more importantly, their family members, particularly
senior citizens. People can celebrate festivals but governments must enforce strict norms

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/pm-seeks-scaling-up-of-sero-surveys-testing/article32865931.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/delhis-sero-prevalence-study-finds-2348-per-cent-people-affected-by-covid-19/article32147726.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/delhis-sero-prevalence-study-finds-2348-per-cent-people-affected-by-covid-19/article32147726.ece
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regarding crowding, especially inside buildings.

Dr. M.S. Seshadri is Retired Professor of Clinical Endocrinology and Medicine, Christian Medical
College (CMC), Vellore, and now Medical Director, Thirumalai Mission Hospital, Ranipet, Tamil
Nadu; Dr. T. Jacob John is Retired Professor of Virology, CMC
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CORRUPTING THE TECH
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Important Aspects of Governance, Transparency & Accountability

including Right to Information and Citizen Charter

Its advocates, including Central and state governments, have pitched Direct Benefit Transfers
(DBT) as an antidote to a persistent problem of social welfare and subsidy schemes in the
country — the almost ubiquitous middlemen who deprive beneficiaries of their legitimate
allotment. An Aadhaar number, according to such proponents, adds to the robustness of these
schemes. The Unique Identification Authority of India’s website, for instance, notes, “Aadhaar
seeding your scheme ensures that nobody else can claim your share of the benefits by
impersonating you as a person.” Social activists and grassroots-level workers have, however,
pointed to the frailties of this system and argued that having a Unique Identification Number
(UIN) is no guarantee against being robbed of scholarships, pensions and other welfare
entitlements. Now, an investigation by this newspaper has uncovered a nexus of middlemen,
government employees and bank staff who allegedly dupe students from minority communities
of a centrally funded scholarship in Jharkhand. That these officials found ways to dodge
verification processes to pilfer funds sanctioned by the Union Ministry of Minority Affairs
underlines the urgency of plugging the gaps in these procedures and, more importantly,
mending the DBT architecture.

On paper, the scholarship scheme for minority community students, from families with an annual
income of less than Rs 1 lakh, undergoes a rigorous verification process — applications are
scrutinised at the school/institution level and the district or state level. But right under the noses
of district, state and Central authorities, bank officials and school staff connived to steal user IDs
and passwords to divert benefits from schools that never applied for any grant, middlemen
coerced parents to forego a big share of their children’s dues and institutions fudged records to
apply for scholarship funds. That many students received only a fraction of their scholarship
money — that too in cash — shows that policymakers in charge of DBT schemes have much to
do in cutting through networks of misappropriation. This newspaper’s investigation shows that a
bank account and a UIN are not always enough to flatten the traditionally asymmetrical
relationship between officials who implement subsidy schemes in rural areas and beneficiaries
of such projects. The scholarship money embezzled from the students, for instance, found their
way into accounts of unsuspecting people who divulged their bank and Aadhaar details in return
for “charity money from Saudi Arabia” — a part of which they handed out to the middlemen.

The Union Ministry of Minority Affairs and the Jharkhand government have assured a probe into
the scam. The guilty should, of course, be punished. But it’s high time that ways are found to
strengthen DBT schemes, reach social welfare funds and subsidies to intended beneficiaries —
in their full measure.

 The Indian Express is now on Telegram. Click here to join our channel (@indianexpress)
and stay updated with the latest headlines
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ACADEMIA AND THE FREE WILL
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Education and related issues

The NEP will make foreign education more accessible to a lot of students.   | Photo Credit:
Freepik

India announced its National Education Policy (NEP) on July 29 this year. The policy aims at
overhauling the educational system in the country and making “India a global knowledge
superpower”, with a new system that is aligned with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goal-4 (SDG 4). It also emphasises universal access to schools for all children,
raising the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER), and ending the spiralling dropout rate in India.

Comment | Privatisation via graded autonomy

The academic community is still debating and weighing the pros and cons of the NEP. However,
one of the key disappointments is that the real problem plaguing the educational system in the
country and the higher education system, the erosion of academic freedom, is being discussed
by nobody.

Also Read | Students to study in 2022 under new curriculum as envisaged by NEP: Modi

India has scored considerably low in the international Academic Freedom Index (AFI) with a
score of 0.352, which is closely followed by Saudi Arabia (0.278) and Libya (0.238). In the last
five years, the AFI of India has dipped by 0.1 points. Surprisingly, countries like Malaysia
(0.582), Pakistan (0.554), Brazil (0.466), Somalia (0.436) and Ukraine (0.422) have scored
better than India. Uruguay and Portugal top the AFI, with scores of 0.971 each, followed closely
by Latvia (0.964) and Germany (0.960).

Editorial | A long road: On National Education Policy 2020

The AFI and the accompanying report quantify the freedom of scholars to discuss politically and
culturally controversial topics, without fearing for their life, studies or profession — an aspect
where India is failing terribly. In such a scenario, it is important to look into what the NEP 2020
has to offer. The NEP 2020 claims that it is based on principles of creativity and critical thinking
and envisions an education system that is free from political or external interference. For
instance, the policy states that faculty will be given the “freedom to design their own curricular
and pedagogical approaches within the approved framework, including textbook and reading
material selections, assignments and assessments”. It also suggests constituting a National
Research Foundation (NRF), a merit-based and peer-reviewed research funding, which “will be
governed, independently of the government, by a rotating Board of Governors consisting of the
very best researchers and innovators across fields”. However, the question is whether these
promises and offers will be put into practice or remain just a rhetoric.

Comment | Treating education as a public good

The AFI has cited the ‘Free to Think: Report of the Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom
Monitoring Project’, to suggest that the political tensions in India may have something to do with
declining ‘academic freedom’. The police brutality against students at Jamia Millia Islamia
University and Jawaharlal Nehru University in Delhi, and their being labelled as anti-nationals,
has raised concerns about the state of academic freedom.
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The AFI used eight components to evaluate the scores: freedom to research and teach, freedom
of academic exchange and dissemination, institutional autonomy, campus integrity, freedom of
academic and cultural expression, constitutional protection of academic freedom, international
legal commitment to academic freedom under the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, and existence of universities. India has not fared well in components like
institutional autonomy, campus integrity, freedom of academic and cultural expression and
constitutional protection of academic freedom. Most universities in the country are subjected to
unsolicited interference from governments in both academic and non-academic issues. It is
common knowledge by now that a majority of appointments, especially to top-ranking posts like
that of vice-chancellors, pro vice-chancellors and registrars, have been highly politicised. Such
political appointments not only choke academic and creative freedom, but also lead to corrupt
practices, including those in licensing and accreditation, thus promoting unhealthy favouritism
and nepotism in staff appointments and student admissions. This reflects a ‘rent-seeking culture’
within the academic community.

Comment | Can the NEP aid access to universal education?

At present, many educational institutions and regulatory bodies, both at the Central and State
levels, are headed by bureaucrats. However, the NEP 2020 aims to de-bureaucratise the
education system by giving governance powers to academicians. It also talks about giving
autonomy to higher education institutions by handing over their administration to a board
comprising academicians. This may help de-bureaucratise the education system and reduce
political interference to an extent.

Jos Chathukulam is the director of Centre for Rural Management (CRM), Kottayam.
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of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.
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To reassure Indian Muslims, the PM needs to state that the govt. will not conduct an exercise
like NRC
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ALIMONY GUIDELINES: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
ENFORCEMENT OF MAINTENANCE LAWS TO
PROTECT DEPENDENT WOMEN

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Women - Schemes & their Performance,
Mechanisms, Laws Institutions and Bodies

In India, though more girls are going to school now, for many, the inevitable reality seems
marriage before completion of higher education. Girls are married off early and bear children
long before they should. This triggers a state of poor maternal health and is one of the root
causes of high levels of child stunting and wasting in India. There is also the possibility of a
marriage not working out for varied reasons, leaving the girl or young woman in extreme distress
because often she is not financially independent. Parliament and the courts have persistently
enacted legislation to give women better rights. Article 15(3), which states ‘nothing in this article
shall prevent the State from making any special provision for women and children’, read together
with Article 39, which directs state policy towards equal pay and opportunities for both men and
women, and protecting the health of women and children, are two key constitutional safeguards.
On Wednesday, the Supreme Court leaned on these two Articles, and a host of other laws, while
hearing a dispute between a Mumbai-based couple, and set down comprehensive guidelines on
alimony. The court ruled that an abandoned wife and children will be entitled to ‘maintenance’
from the date she applies for it in a court of law.

In a 67-page judgment, a Bench of Justices Indu Malhotra and R. Subhash Reddy, outlined
specifics, including “reasonable needs” of a wife and dependent children, her educational
qualification, whether she has an independent source of income, and if she does, if it is
sufficient, to follow for family courts, magistrates and lower courts on alimony cases. Given the
large and growing percentage of matrimonial litigation, some clarity was necessary. Cases are
known to drag on and acquire cobwebs, worsening the misery for vulnerable women. The Court
laid down that while women can make a claim for alimony under different laws, including the
Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 and Section 125 of the CrPC, or under
the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, it “would be inequitable to direct the husband to pay maintenance
under each of the proceedings”, urging civil and family courts to take note of previous
settlements. Perhaps keeping in mind the vastness of India and its inequities, the Court also
added how an “order or decree of maintenance” may be enforced under various laws and
Section 128 of the CrPC. For women in India, especially the poor who are often overlooked in
discourses, the top court’s words that maintenance laws will mean little if they do not prevent
dependent wives and children from “falling into destitution and vagrancy”, offer a glimmer of
hope.
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and political propaganda.
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
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PROVIDING QUICK PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Children - Schemes & their Performance,

Mechanisms, Laws Institutions and Bodies

World Mental Health Day was observed in October. The number of people with mental illnesses
had been increasing across the world even before the pandemic. Despite mental health issues
constituting a significant percentage of the health burden in India, the country does not have
enough mental health professionals, especially psychiatrists and clinical psychologists. Though
the pandemic has a deep psychological impact on people of all age groups, children are
especially vulnerable to adverse mental health conditions during such times. According to a
recent review in the Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry,
children whose movements have been severely restricted are at a higher risk of experiencing
feelings of loneliness, depression and anxiety during the pandemic.

Most governments around the world took the drastic step of closing educational institutions.
When schools are closed, children lose their moorings and are likely to get disoriented. If not
appropriately addressed at the right moment, the mental health consequences of the pandemic
for a generation of children and young people could outstrip the immediate health and economic
impacts of the pandemic.

Also read | Odisha drafts more than 2 lakh people into COVID-19 workforce

In the early stages of the pandemic, UNICEF had conducted a survey of children, parents,
teachers and caregivers in 104 countries on how the event was affecting their lives, particularly
their mental health and psychosocial well-being. It pointed out that there is an urgency to work
for the mental health and psychosocial well-being of the world’s children and lend support to
parents and caregivers as well. As the pandemic rages on, it is important to monitor young
people’s mental health status and provide psychosocial support whenever and wherever
necessary.

Odisha had some experience of psychosocial support in the aftermath of the super cyclone in
1999 and a severe cyclonic storm in 2019. On both occasions, UNICEF, NIMHANS of
Bengaluru, and the NGO, Bharat Gyan Vigyan Samiti, made psychosocial support interventions
for children traumatised by the unsettling events. In a few hundred coastal villages of Odisha,
volunteers were trained in providing psychosocial support. Children were encouraged to
participate in various activities like painting, music, storytelling, dance, quizzing, toy-making.
They were also encouraged to share their emotions. It was possible, through structured
counselling, to improve the coping capacity of disoriented children. These experiments were
found to be useful in bolstering their confidence and getting them back to school.

However, all these were not used in mainstreaming psychosocial support in the overall public
health system of the State. This can be said to be true for the country as well. In India, where
basic health infrastructure is weak, access to mental health services is a far cry. Now that the
pandemic has once again exposed this weakness, it is time for greater attention to be paid to the
availability of adequate mental health services both in urban and rural areas.

Also read | Mental health of locked down society a matter of concern

Since it is unlikely that the availability of professionals will ever match the requirements of a
growing number of people suffering from mental illness, creating a cadre of community
volunteers to reduce the burden on health workers can be considered. Sometime back, The
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Economist highlighted the inadequacy of mental health professionals in Western countries as a
result of which two-third of people with a mental health problem do not receive any treatment. In
such a scenario, ‘talk therapy’, recommended by the World Health Organization, could be the
first line of treatment. This can be delegated to community volunteers. The experiences of
countries such as Zimbabwe, Canada and New Zealand show that community volunteers with
some basic training can supplement regular mental health services. When an adequate number
of such volunteers work as frontline workers, the mental health needs of a society can be met
not as a one-off event and in sporadic manner but on a sustained basis.

Ananya Behera is an independent researcher based in Bhubaneswar
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STRENGTHENING PUBLIC HEALTH CAPACITIES IN
DISASTERS

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

Much of Europe today is witnessing a menacing second wave of COVID-19, which is seemingly
worse than the first. Infections have waned in India, although some are anticipating another
wave around winter. While appearing unlikely, it is impossible to guarantee that a second wave
will not be worse for India as well. However, one does not get to witness the sharp reaction
today that the early days of the disaster evoked, albeit except for the fresh round of lockdowns
imposed in parts of Europe. Neither is a second wave necessarily less dangerous nor is a
vaccine freely available, but living with the pandemic for months together has had a
desensitising effect on the collective psyche. Owing to such ‘desensitisation’, disasters that are
not sudden and striking tend to be minimised. Unfortunately, the same has characterised India’s
disaster management framework in writing off many pressing public health issues.

In 2005, India enacted the Disaster Management Act, which laid an institutional framework for
managing disasters across the country (https://bit.ly/3eKDG9N). What hitherto comprised largely
of reactive, ad hoc measures applied in the event of a disaster, was to be replaced under the Act
with a systematic scheme for prevention, mitigation, and responding to disasters of all kinds.
Disaster management considerations were to be incorporated into every aspect of development
and the activities of different sectors, including health. While some headway has indeed been
achieved, the approach continues to be largely reactive, and significant gaps remain particularly
in terms of medical preparedness for disasters. The Disaster Management Act is one of the few
laws invoked since the early days of COVID-19 to further a range of measures — from imposing
lockdowns to price control of masks and medical services.

Comment | How public health boosts an economy

The common theme is that the public health angle in disasters and disaster management has
been under-emphasised. Two important lessons emerge, which will be discussed: first, that
health services and their continuing development cannot be oblivious to the possibility of
disaster-imposed pressures; and second, that the legal framework for disaster management
must push a legal mandate for strengthening the public health system.

Since the capping of treatment prices in private hospitals in May, many instances of
overcharging by hospitals in Maharashtra have surfaced, in some cases even leading to
suspension of licences. It illustrates how requisitioning of private sector services during disasters
can hardly be a dependable option in the Indian context. This is particularly important since the
future development of hospital care services is being envisaged chiefly under publicly financed
health insurance, which would very likely be private-sector led.

Health systems with large private sectors do not necessarily flounder during disasters. But the
Indian private sector landscape, characterised by weak regulation and poor organisation, is
particularly infelicitous for mounting a strong and coordinated response to disasters. During
disasters, the limited regulatory ability could be further compromised. While publicly financed
insurance could be a medium to introduce some order into this picture, a large majority of private
hospitals in the country are small enterprises which cannot meet the inclusion criteria for
insurance. Many of these small hospitals are also unsuitable for meeting disaster-related care
needs. And while requisitioning can be done under law, punitive action against non-compliant
hospitals becomes tricky during disasters since health services are already inadequate.
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Comment | Making the private sector care for public health

Also, development of certain services and competencies that are crucial for disaster response
could lag behind. Private hospitals are known to prefer lucrative and high-end ‘cold’ cases,
especially under insurance, and are generally averse to infectious diseases and critical cases
with unpredictable profiles. Eric Toner (2017), under the “parking lot conundrum”
(https://bit.ly/3eJdwUI), describes how disaster preparedness does not make a strong “business
case” for hospitals, which prefer to invest in more profitable areas.

Strong public sector capacities are therefore imperative for dealing with disasters. While the
Disaster Management Act does require States and hospitals to have emergency plans, medical
preparedness is de facto a matter of policy, and, therefore, gaps are pervasive. There is a strong
case for introducing a legal mandate to strengthen public sector capacities via disaster
legislation, including relevant facets such as capacity-building of staff. A desirable corollary will
be that it will also serve us well during normal times.

Comment | Needed, a transfusion for public health care

Critics have indicated that the Disaster Management Act fails to identify progressive events
(which nevertheless cause substantial damage, often more than sudden catastrophes) as
disasters, thus neglecting pressing public health issues such as tuberculosis and recurrent
dengue outbreaks. Had they been identified as disasters, they would have attracted stronger
action in terms of prevention, preparedness, and response. Again here, a legal mandate can
contribute to strengthening the public health system at the grass-roots level.

There is also scope for greater integration of disaster management with primary care. Primary
care stands for things such as multisectoral action, community engagement, disease
surveillance, and essential health-care provision, all of which are central to disaster
management. Evidence supports the significance of robust primary care during disasters, and
this is particularly relevant for low-income settings. Synergies with the National Health Mission,
the flagship primary-care programme which began as the ‘National Rural Health Mission’
concurrently with the Disaster Management Act in 2005, could be worth exploring. Interestingly,
the National Health Mission espouses a greater role for the community and local bodies, the lack
of which has been a major criticism of the Disaster Management Act. Making primary health
care central to disaster management can be a significant step towards building health system
and community resilience to disasters.

Comment | Predictions, pandemics and public health

While the novel coronavirus pandemic has waned both in objective severity and subjective
seriousness, valuable messages and lessons lie scattered around. It is for us to not lose sight
and pick them up.

Dr. Soham D. Bhaduri is a Mumbai-based physician, public health commentator, and editor of
The Indian Practitioner
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THROUGH ‘STUDY IN INDIA AND STAY IN INDIA', WE
ARE COMMITTED TO ESTABLISHING INDIA AS A
GLOBAL HUB OF EDUCATION: UNION EDUCATION
MINISTER

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Education and related issues

                                                                                                         

Union Education Minister Dr Ramesh Pokhriyal ‘Nishank’, inaugurated the National Education Day programme (online) at Indian
Institute of Technology Bombay. IIT Bombay organised the event to commemorate the birth anniversary of India's First
Education Minister Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, on November 11 which is also celebrated as the National Education Day
(Rashtriya Shiksha Diwas), every year.

Inaugurating the National Education day programme, the Minister said “Through ‘Study in India, Stay in India and
Internationalization of Education', we are committed to establishing India as a global hub of education. To ensure high quality of
education, it is also necessary that we move forward with cooperation, coordination and agreement with the leading universities
of the world. This has been incorporated in National Education Policy 2020 by inviting Top 100 World Universities to set up
campus in India.”          

Chairman, Drafting Committee of National Education Policy, Dr. K. Kasturirangan, in his address said, "National Education
Policy 2020 represents an integrated yet flexible approach to education; duly taking cognizance of the interconnectedness of the
various phases of education in mind, and how the same will enable continuity, coherence and processes to ultimately realize an
end-to-end educational road-map for the country."

During the event, IIT Bombay Research Excellence Awards 2019 which were instituted to recognize the R&D efforts of IIT were
conferred to the winners. Director Prof. Subhasis Chaudhuri presented the awards.

Prof. Subhasis Chaudhuri said, “National Education Policy 2020 formulated by the Education Ministry is very comprehensive in
its scope and through a proper assimilation we expect a big boost in the quality of education for all students in India. At IIT
Bombay, we look forward to leveraging the key spirits embodied in this policy document in making our offerings more expansive,
substantive and socially relevant. As we celebrate the National Education Day, we reaffirm our commitments to providing quality
education and excellence in research.”                            

Professor Krithi Ramamritham Award for creative research-2019 was awarded to Prof. Jayakrishnan Nair, Department of
Electrical Engineering, IIT Bombay for his significant research contributions in "Uncertainty management in the smart,
renewable-rich power grid" and to Prof. Varun Bhalerao, Department of Physics, IIT Bombay, for his research contributions in
"Electromagnetic counterparts to gravitational wave sources". The award carries a citation and a cash incentive of Rs. 1,00,000/-
each.

The inauguration was followed by a workshop on National Education Policy 2020. Owing to the pandemic situation, the
photographs of the winners were showcased virtually.

Award Categories include:

Research Publication Awards

Sr. No.

Awardee (Prof.)

Department/Centre

Theme Title

Maheswaran Shanmugam

Chemistry
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Influence of diamagnetic ion on slow relaxation of magnetization of lanthanide ion

Nutan Limaye

Computer Science and Engineering

Exploring the Frontiers of Algebraic Computations

Rajneesh Bharadwaj

Mechanical Engineering

Complex fluid droplets on engineered surfaces

Soumyo Mukherji* and Suparna Mukherji%

*Biosciences and Bioengineering & % Environmental Science and Engineering

Synthesis and Immobilization of Silver Nanoparticles, and their Application in Water Disinfection

Subhankar Karmakar

Environmental Science and Engineering

Precipitation extremes and urban flood management

 

Research Dissemination Awards

S. No.

Awardee (Prof.)

Department/Centre

Title / Details

Hetu C. Sheth

Earth Sciences

Monograph: A Photographic Atlas of Flood Basalt Volcanism; Springer, New York (2018), 363

Parinda Vasa

Physics

Strong light-matter interaction in quantum emitter/metal hybrid nanostructures; ACS Photonics 5(1) (2018), pp. 2-23

Raghavan B. Sunoj

Chemistry

Mechanistic Insights on Cooperative Catalysis through Computational Quantum Chemical Methods; ACS Catalysis. 5, (2015)
480503

Early Research Achiever Awards

Sr. No.
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Awardee (Prof.)

Department/Centre

Pradip P. Kalbar

Centre for Urban Science and Engineering

Shobhna Kapoor

Chemistry

Varun Bhalerao

Physics

 

DL/PK

*

Follow us on social media:  @PIBMumbai    /PIBMumbai     /pibmumbai   pibmumbai@gmail.com

                                                                                                         

Union Education Minister Dr Ramesh Pokhriyal ‘Nishank’, inaugurated the National Education Day programme (online) at Indian
Institute of Technology Bombay. IIT Bombay organised the event to commemorate the birth anniversary of India's First
Education Minister Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, on November 11 which is also celebrated as the National Education Day
(Rashtriya Shiksha Diwas), every year.

Inaugurating the National Education day programme, the Minister said “Through ‘Study in India, Stay in India and
Internationalization of Education', we are committed to establishing India as a global hub of education. To ensure high quality of
education, it is also necessary that we move forward with cooperation, coordination and agreement with the leading universities
of the world. This has been incorporated in National Education Policy 2020 by inviting Top 100 World Universities to set up
campus in India.”          

Chairman, Drafting Committee of National Education Policy, Dr. K. Kasturirangan, in his address said, "National Education
Policy 2020 represents an integrated yet flexible approach to education; duly taking cognizance of the interconnectedness of the
various phases of education in mind, and how the same will enable continuity, coherence and processes to ultimately realize an
end-to-end educational road-map for the country."

During the event, IIT Bombay Research Excellence Awards 2019 which were instituted to recognize the R&D efforts of IIT were
conferred to the winners. Director Prof. Subhasis Chaudhuri presented the awards.

Prof. Subhasis Chaudhuri said, “National Education Policy 2020 formulated by the Education Ministry is very comprehensive in
its scope and through a proper assimilation we expect a big boost in the quality of education for all students in India. At IIT
Bombay, we look forward to leveraging the key spirits embodied in this policy document in making our offerings more expansive,
substantive and socially relevant. As we celebrate the National Education Day, we reaffirm our commitments to providing quality
education and excellence in research.”                            

Professor Krithi Ramamritham Award for creative research-2019 was awarded to Prof. Jayakrishnan Nair, Department of
Electrical Engineering, IIT Bombay for his significant research contributions in "Uncertainty management in the smart,
renewable-rich power grid" and to Prof. Varun Bhalerao, Department of Physics, IIT Bombay, for his research contributions in
"Electromagnetic counterparts to gravitational wave sources". The award carries a citation and a cash incentive of Rs. 1,00,000/-
each.

The inauguration was followed by a workshop on National Education Policy 2020. Owing to the pandemic situation, the
photographs of the winners were showcased virtually.

Award Categories include:

Research Publication Awards
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Sr. No.

Awardee (Prof.)

Department/Centre

Theme Title

Maheswaran Shanmugam

Chemistry

Influence of diamagnetic ion on slow relaxation of magnetization of lanthanide ion

Nutan Limaye

Computer Science and Engineering

Exploring the Frontiers of Algebraic Computations

Rajneesh Bharadwaj

Mechanical Engineering

Complex fluid droplets on engineered surfaces

Soumyo Mukherji* and Suparna Mukherji%

*Biosciences and Bioengineering & % Environmental Science and Engineering

Synthesis and Immobilization of Silver Nanoparticles, and their Application in Water Disinfection

Subhankar Karmakar

Environmental Science and Engineering
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CORONAVIRUS
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

Staying alert: A massive painting on the deadly coronavirus in front of the traffic police station in
Khammam to create awareness about the pandemic.   | Photo Credit: G.N. Rao

Researchers have discovered a new “hidden” gene in the novel coronavirus which may
contribute to its unique biology and pandemic potential, an advance that may lead to the
development of new therapeutics against the deadly virus.

According to the scientists, including those from the American Museum of Natural History in the
U.S., knowing more about the 15 genes that make up the coronavirus genome could have a
significant impact on developing drugs and vaccines to combat the virus.

In the current study, published in the journal eLife, the researchers described overlapping genes
— or “genes within genes” — in the virus which they believe play a role in the replication of the
virus within host cells.

“Overlapping genes may be one of an arsenal of ways in which coronaviruses have evolved to
replicate efficiently, thwart host immunity, or get themselves transmitted,” said study lead author
Chase Nelson from the American Museum of Natural History. “Knowing that overlapping genes
exist and how they function may reveal new avenues for coronavirus control, for example
through antiviral drugs.”

The research team identified a new overlapping gene — ORF3d — in the novel coronavirus
SARS-CoV-2 that has the potential to encode a protein that is longer than expected. They said
ORF3d is also present in a previously discovered pangolin coronavirus, indicating the gene may
have undergone changes during the evolution of SARS-CoV-2 and related viruses.

According to the study, ORF3d has been independently identified and shown to elicit a strong
antibody response in COVID-19 patients, demonstrating that the protein produced from the new
gene is manufactured during human infection.

“We don’t yet know its function or if there’s clinical significance. But we predict this gene is
relatively unlikely to be detected by a T-cell response, in contrast to the antibody response. And
maybe that has something to do with how the gene was able to arise,” Nelson said.

The scientists explained that genes in coronaviruses can seem like written language in that they
are made of strings of chemical base molecules Adenine, Guanine, Uracil and Cytosine,
represented by the letters A, G, U and C respectively. They explained that these letters act as
an information code for the synthesis of proteins within cells.

But while the units of language (words) are discrete and non-overlapping, the researchers said
genes can be overlapping and multi-functional, with information cryptically encoded depending
on where you start “reading.”

While overlapping genes are hard to spot, and most scientific computer programs are not
designed to find them, the scientists said they are common in viruses. This is partly because
RNA viruses have a high mutation rate, so they tend to keep their gene count low to prevent a
large number of mutations, they explained.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/G-N-Rao/
https://www.thehindu.com/topic/coronavirus/
https://elifesciences.org/articles/59633
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The researchers noted that viruses have evolved a “sort of data compression system” in which
one letter in its genome can contribute to two or even three different genes.

“Missing overlapping genes puts us in peril of overlooking important aspects of viral biology,”
said Nelson. “In terms of genome size, SARS-CoV-2 and its relatives are among the longest
RNA viruses that exist. They are thus perhaps more prone to ‘genomic trickery’ than other RNA
viruses.”
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To get full access, please subscribe.

Already have an account ? Sign in

Start your 14 days free trial. Sign Up
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THE MISSING LINKS IN NATIONAL EDUCATION POLICY
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Education and related issues

The National Education Policy 2020 (NEP) champions many ideals which, if realised, can truly
transform our declining education system. However, it does appear to be somewhat limited in
the operational details and some of its analysis.

Apart from “fundamental literacy and numeracy” and “overall cognitive development”, the NEP
envisions “imparting 21st-century skills”, “well-rounded character building”, “critical thinking”,
“holistic, inquiry-based, discovery-based, discussion-based and analysis-based hands-on
learning”, “greater flexibility in choice of subjects” and “learning through innovative and
experiential methods”. It also emphasises “scientific temper and evidence-based thinking;
creativity and innovativeness; sense of aesthetics and art; oral and written communication;
health and nutrition; physical education, fitness, wellness, and sports; collaboration and
teamwork; problem-solving and logical reasoning; vocational exposure and skills; digital literacy,
coding and computational thinking; ethical and moral reasoning; knowledge and practice of
human and constitutional values; gender sensitivity; fundamental duties; citizenship skills and
values; knowledge of India; environmental awareness, including water and resource
conservation, sanitation and hygiene; and current affairs and knowledge of critical issues facing
local communities, states, the country, and the world”. In a very welcome step, it also talks about
strengthening the anganwadis and the mid-day-meal scheme. It, however, falls short in
identifying what exactly has prevented us from achieving these ideals. It also fails to evaluate
the risks in some of its recommendations.

First, it is not clear how such transformations may be brought about in a society, which has little
respect for argumentative discourse, and instead treats education as synonymous with
examination. We have made an industry out of coaching, tuition, “notes”, “practice problems”
and “finishing the syllabus”. Even our elite institutions often fail to acknowledge that marks are
random samples drawn from unmodelled probability distributions, and, as such, sorting them in
order for ranking or admissions through competitive examinations — without any calibration or
even any well-articulated admission objectives — is conceptually flawed. It appears unlikely that
mere changes in syllabus or even structure can bring about fundamental changes in the
mindset. Something more ingenious may be required for introducing greater “scientific temper”
in our education system.

Second, the NEP has failed to boldly address the two main problems that plague our society and
education system — inequity and inequality. Though the NEP addresses the issue of dropping
out of schools at some length, and suggests strengthening infrastructure and accessibility as a
remedy, it does not investigate the structural causes that may be rooted in inequality and
discrimination.

The NEP advocates that early education should be in one’s mother tongue. This welcome
suggestion, however, should not result in underemphasising English, which is a great equaliser
in our society and opens up the world for many. That may turn out be discriminatory for some
because the privileged will learn English anyway. There are similar risks with the seemingly
innocuous and welcome step of introducing optional vocational training in schools, and it should
not turn out to be merely an exit route for the underprivileged. Both require careful balancing to
avoid unforeseen behavioural adaptations, causing them to end up as tools of exclusion and
denial of opportunities.

Also, reservation has undoubtedly worked wonders in our country and has empowered many
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over the years. However, it has not been all smooth sailing, and there are some manifest
structural problems. On the one hand, it is undeniable that it curbs opportunities of choice to
many ready, eager and qualified young students, which is undesirable in any free society. On
the other hand, it projects some students assessed to be at handicap by extant evaluation
systems into environments which are often insensitive, disparaging or discriminatory, and which
continue to use the same yardsticks of evaluation – often blindly – without any structural
changes or effective remedial measures. The NEP needed to address this headlong.

Third, education is a state subject in our federal structure, yet the NEP approach is suggestive of
over-centralization. It may be all right for the NCERT to provide broad curricular and pedagogical
suggestions, but the guidelines should not become overbearing. Otherwise, there may be
definite risks of stifling local cultures and contexts in the curricula. Indeed, the exposure to
fundamental science and engineering concepts in our schools has become somewhat hand-me-
down and bookish, and it is imperative to fall back on local experiential contexts and heritage —
at least, at the initial stages — for innate understandings to develop. Perhaps, the same holds
true for history, civics and sociology as well.

Finally, the NEP has not effectively addressed the over-specialisation that happens too early
even in our college education. As a result, we not only have many students of science,
engineering and medicine devoid of any understanding of social and political contexts, but also
have many students of the social sciences and humanities without even a rudimentary
understanding of the sciences, mathematics and computing. Both are severely limited for the
modern world, and this cannot be easily fixed by just adding some “liberal arts” type of courses
in the curricula of disciplinary silos. Also, the introduction of advanced specialised concepts too
early — sometimes even from Class IX in school as the NEP envisages – often makes real
assimilation difficult. What we perhaps require is at least two years of common broad-based
college education, where a larger number of students can learn about the basics of everyday
sciences, foundational engineering, literature and ethics, mathematics, computing, history,
sociology, economics and political science interspersed with socially-oriented hands-on projects,
surveys and fieldwork. That should prepare some of the students adequately for gainful
employment and some others for more specialised follow-up education in the sciences,
humanities, law, social sciences, mathematics, computing, engineering and medicine.

The NEP is a tremendously important exercise. It is important that the initial conceptualisation is
refined further through an inclusive process of feedback and wide public consultations involving
communities, regional representations, school and college teachers and also the general public.

The writer is professor, department of computer science and engineering, IIT Delhi

 The Indian Express is now on Telegram. Click here to join our channel (@indianexpress)
and stay updated with the latest headlines
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Source : www.indianexpress.com Date : 2020-11-17

HERD IMMUNITY DEBATE SHOWS THAT BOTH
SCIENTIFIC AND MORAL JUDGEMENT MATTERS IN
COVID BATTLE

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

Herd immunity is continually debated in the ever complex discourse of COVID-19. Serosurvey
results from across the country indicate spread of the contagion across urban and rural areas,
more so in the urban and particularly among slum populations. The common question with
evidence of substantial spread is if we are closer to herd immunity. Experts wonder whether the
recent surge in cases in Delhi is attributed to a lowering of guard by policymakers,
administrators and communities alike, based on such expectations.

The conventional wisdom of herd immunity is that it marks the end of the epidemic. Originating
in veterinary public health, it entered the lexicon of human health epidemiology exactly a century
ago in the context of explosive diphtheria outbreaks; but battle lines have never been drawn
among researcher-practitioner and policy communities with pointedly political implications as at
present. When one infected person in a population leads to less than one secondary case on
average, which corresponds to the effective reproduction number R (that is, the average number
of persons infected by a case) dropping below 1 in the absence of interventions, herd immunity
is considered to have been achieved.

In the March-April phase of the pandemic in France, it was estimated that the herd immunity
threshold for SARS-CoV-2 was expected to require 67 per cent population immunity. Another
way of understanding this is at the current level of about 10-15 per cent of the global population
showing evidence of infection, most of us remain susceptible — nearly 5 billion shall need to
have the infection to achieve herd immunity.

Opinion | Maseeh Rahman writes: Group of covid patients in Delhi transcend climate of
hatred, hostility

Some of the recent debate was sparked by the recent Great Barrington Declaration (October 4)
by a group of infectious disease epidemiologists and public health scientists who recommend
“focused protection” to offset some of the negative damaging physical and mental health
consequences of current COVID-19 management policies, in specific lockdowns and related
restrictions. They proposed a “compassionate approach that balances the risks and benefits of
reaching herd immunity” to allow those who are at minimal risk of death to live their lives
normally to build up immunity to the virus through natural infection, while better protecting those
who are at highest risk.

The WHO director-general responded in his press briefing on October 12 that herd immunity is
achieved by protecting people through vaccines and not by exposing them to disease which in
his view is “scientifically and ethically problematic”. This was further contested by another group
of scholars, who proposed the John Snow Memorandum (October 14). Acknowledging that
lockdowns while being necessary are disruptive and that their consequences have generally
been worse in countries unable to leverage the lockdown phase to establish effective pandemic
control systems leading to “widespread demoralisation and diminishing trust”, they argued that
uncontrolled transmission (the herd immunity approach) in younger people entails significant
risks of morbidity and mortality across the whole population. Donald Trump, during his election
campaign, largely avoided using the term “herd immunity” but his advisors are fairly strong
advocates that are reflected in the policies.

https://indianexpress.com/about/coronavirus/
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/pandemic-explained-who-novel-coronavirus-covid19-what-is-a-pandemic-6309727/
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/coronavirus-secularism-mulsims-india-my-covid-19-family-6906101/
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/coronavirus-secularism-mulsims-india-my-covid-19-family-6906101/
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The fact is that both scientific and moral judgement matters. Ethicists point to the paradox in the
Barrington Declaration that the elderly have not really been protected in the real-world
experience, despite efforts to do so. Further, the elderly shall also need treatment, entailing
substantial resources (more so in overloaded health systems), and some of them shall survive
with long-term sequelae (long COVID). Proponents of the declaration urge that people should
think of trade-offs at a “communitarian” level implying that the young and healthy shall contribute
to the societal cause by becoming infected (COVID outcomes can be unfavourable in the young
too, with relatively high levels of co-morbidities in the Indian context).

Opinion | Ameya Bokil, Nikita Sonavane, Srujana Bej write: Push for repopulation of
prisons during a pandemic is reckless

Communitarianism is a complex concept, the core being that human identities are shaped by
different kinds of social relations in communities that shape our moral and political judgments
and that we have a strong obligation to support and nourish communities providing meaning to
our lives. It may be surmised that while the opponents of the declaration conform to the ethics
principle of “first do no harm”, the signatories were upholding the decline of valued forms of
community, viewing the current crisis through a humanitarian and policy lens rather than a
medical or clinical lens.

India’s current approach is to continue with limited restrictions with hopes of early rollout of
vaccine as the key strategy. Lockdowns have in many instances not led to the promised
normalcy at the end of it. A case in point is the slew of emergency interventions by the Centre
now to augment clinical care, including airlifting additional doctors and paramedical staff from
the central armed police forces and providing hospital equipment from central resources to
support the Delhi government. Japan and Vietnam are models of successfully handling the
situation through pragmatic and rigorous public health practices; an “adaptive model” in which
there are substantial changes in the health system organisation and its responses appropriate to
time and context as the pandemic develops.

The COVID-19 situation underscores the importance of combining good science with prudent
judgment to meet the needs of large populations, while maximising scientific quality in the face
of applicable limitations and competing interests. Most countries professed several policies to
address vulnerabilities, but implementation challenges abound. The task of medical scientists
and public health researchers is to continue to unpack a nuanced understanding of
vulnerabilities; the politician (as Rudolf Virchow put it), “the practical anthropologist, must find
the means for their actual solution”.

This article first appeared in the print edition on November 17, 2020 under the title ‘War
against virus’. The writer is chairperson at the Centre of Social Medicine & Community
Health, Jawaharlal Nehru University

Opinion | Shalini Langer writes: We may already be living ‘with’ the virus, like we live with
those other risks

 The Indian Express is now on Telegram. Click here to join our channel (@indianexpress)
and stay updated with the latest headlines
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T-CELL IMMUNITY AND COVID-19
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

About 25% of blood donors in 2019, prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 infection in Sweden, had
T-cell immunity against it. (Representational image)   | Photo Credit: Getty Images

Our immune system responds to virus infections with a first-line defence called ‘innate’
immunity, followed by the second-line called ‘adaptive’ immunity. Innate immunity is like first aid
— an immediate response, not strong enough to prevent pathology if the virus is highly virulent
or the ‘inoculum’(infecting virus load) is heavy. Innate immunity then passes the baton to
adaptive immunity, which takes several days to develop and become effective.

Adaptive immunity has two arms — antibodies and T-cell immunity. Antibodies are protein
molecules that recognise and bind to viral antigens. Some among them tend to neutralise
viruses from infecting fresh host cells. Some viruses then adopt other mechanisms to infect host
cells, and that is when T-cell immunity may come to the rescue. In most viral infections, the
presence of antibodies in the blood is sufficient to classify individuals as immune. But unlike
them, antibodies for COVID-19 wane fairly soon. In persons with asymptomatic infections or mild
COVID-19, nearly half will have no detectable antibodies after two months. This phenomenon of
short-lived antibodies and consequent re-infection is also seen in some other respiratory tract
viruses. Generally, re-infections are mild or asymptomatic, presumably due to protection
afforded by T-cell immunity.

Does disappearance of antibodies for the COVID-19-causing virus mean that protection after
one infection does not last? Knowing that reinfection with symptoms has so far been proven in
only about ten cases among millions infected, protective immunity after the first infection is
probably durable. The observed protection in the face of non-detectable antibodies highlights the
need to study T-cell immunity.

In COVID-19 infection, T-cell immunity is more long-lasting than antibodies. It resides in a
subset of white blood cells called T-lymphocytes, or T cells. However, the test for assessing T-
cell immunity is complicated and expensive. Researchers from Cardiff University have come up
with a simplified and rapid T-cell immunity test, called ‘T- SPOT test’, that can be done in many
laboratories. Serial evaluation of T-cell immunity can help determine its durability after
vaccination. Therefore, it is no surprise that vaccine trials have started testing for T-cell immunity
too.

In a recent study from Karolinska Institute, there were many surprises. About 25% of blood
donors in 2019, prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 infection in Sweden, had T-cell immunity
against it. This increased to 50% in 2020 after the pandemic had entered the country. These
observations imply that prior exposure to some other coronavirus(es) had evoked “cross-
reacting” T-cell immunity towards the COVID-19 coronavirus. In the same study, many contacts
of proven COVID-19 patients had T-cell immunity, even though antibodies were undetectable.
This indicates that in those exposed to the COVID-19 virus, T-cell immunity occurs even without
a detectable antibody response.

The Karolinska investigators found that the immune T cells had ‘stem-cell’ like characteristics —
indicating their long-term survival and potential of quick multiplication. A study from Birmingham
confirmed that in COVID-19, T-cell immunity is durable and lasts for more than six months.

Four coronaviruses causing common cold are widely prevalent in human communities. Two of

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/Getty-Images/
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them are Beta-coronaviruses, the phylogenetic group to which the COVID-19 coronavirus
belongs. The prevalence of cross-reacting T-cell immunity from the common cold coronaviruses
is likely to vary from country to country, depending partly on population density and the
frequency of recurrent viral infections of the respiratory tract. Countries with high population
densities, where such infections spread quickly, may be expected to have a higher proportion of
the population exposed to them. This may explain the relatively lower impact of COVID-19 (in
terms of number of cases and deaths per million population) in countries like India and many
low-income countries.

Obviously, T-cell immunity is a better and more durable marker than antibodies of past infection
for this novel virus. If India’s vaccination policy, when made, recommends that vaccines may be
conserved for priority use for non-immune subjects, then, a rapid T-cell immunity test, such as
the one developed in Cardiff, will be better than antibody tests. Therefore, developing simple
and rapid assays for T-cell immunity should be a priority for Indian scientists to work on, quickly.
Those with T-cell immunity may need no vaccine, or only a single dose of a two-dose vaccine
regimen.

Dr. M.S. Seshadri retired as Professor of Medicine and Clinical Endocrinology, Christian Medical
College (CMC). Dr. T. Jacob John retired as Professor of Clinical Virology, CMC.

This article is available only to our subscribers.

Already have an account ? Sign in

Start your 14 days free trial. Sign Up
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interest and political propaganda.
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Suresh Nambath
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To reassure Indian Muslims, the PM needs to state that the govt. will not conduct an exercise
like NRC
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THE WIDE NET OF HUNGER
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Poverty & Hunger and related issues

The effects of the lockdown and the resultant economic crisis continue to disproportionately
impact the poor and informal sector workers. Since the lockdown, the Government of India (GoI)
has announced relief packages under the Pradhan Mantri Gareeb Kalyan Yojana (PMGKY) and
Atmanirbhar Bharat. However, numerous studies have shown their inadequacy. The Economist
referred to India’s lockdown as the “stingiest”.

What is more worrying is that even the few measures such as free grains to those having ration
cards as per the National Food Security Act (NFSA) are coming to an end this month. While
there have been reports hinting at continuing the provision of free grains, it is yet to be
announced. In this context, the Right to Food campaign in partnership with several civil society
organisations initiated “Hunger Watch”, a rapid survey across 11 states (~3,500 households)
from mid-September to mid-October. The objective was to assess the situation of hunger among
vulnerable groups, as well as to take immediate local action to support those in extreme need.
To this end, we focussed on the conditions among marginalised communities such as
Dalit/Adivasi households, daily-wage workers, households with single women, aged or disabled
and so on. The survey was conducted through physical visits to the households by local
researcher activists and 41 per cent of our sample reported having a monthly income of less
than Rs 3,000 pre-lockdown compared to only 2.4 per cent more than Rs 15,000. One-third of
them were daily wage workers.

Although there is an improvement in the current situation compared to what it was during the
peak of the lockdown in April-May, it is still much worse than it was before the lockdown in
February-March. Widespread hunger continues even now. This was seen across the board,
irrespective of the income levels.

Not only did these households start off very poor, but they also face precarious conditions with
27 per cent saying that they had no income in the month before the survey (compared to 43 per
cent with no income during April-May). Out of those who didn’t have any income in April-May, 87
per cent continue to have no income. One in three respondents reported members having to
skip meals “sometimes” or “often”. To cope with reduced income and food insecurity, people
have reduced their food consumption and compromised on food quality. More than half the
respondents said their current consumption of rice/wheat was less than what it was pre-
lockdown. The situation was even worse in the case of dal; almost two-thirds say their
consumption of pulses reduced. Based on the 2011 National Sample Survey, a recent paper by
Raghunathan, Headey, and Herforth, published in the Food Policy showed that between 63 and
76 per cent of rural Indians could not afford nutritious diets. Further, based on leaked
consumption expenditure survey from 2017-18, S Subramanian, showed that consumption
declined uniformly across the entire cross-section of rural India. Taken together, these studies
suggest that affordability of nutritious diets might have worsened before the lockdown and got
further exacerbated since. Indeed, the statistics from our survey comparing the food situation
before lockdown and in October indicate about 71 per cent of our respondents reported that the
nutritional quality of food worsened. Two-thirds of households reported that the quantity of food
consumption either decreased somewhat or decreased a lot and 73 per cent reported that their
consumption of green vegetables decreased.

Given that Indian diets are already known to be quite poor on average, such a reduction in
consumption of foods is not only a reflection of the current levels of deprivation but also can be
expected to have serious health and nutrition effects in the longer term.
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The contribution of a well-functioning Public Distribution System (PDS) along with cash-support
measures through social security pensions cannot be overstated in this context. Among the
Hunger Watch respondents, 70 per cent had some kind of a ration card. Of those who had a
ration card, 93 per cent said that they received free rations at least once (two-thirds said they
received free rations every month). While on the one hand, it is heartening to see that at such a
time when all else seemed to fail, the PDS seems to have come to the rescue for many, it is also
daunting to imagine what the situation would be if even this support is missing. The PDS gives
only 5 kg of foodgrain per head each month at subsidised prices and as part of Covid-relief, an
additional 5 kg for free and 1 kg pulses for the entire household. The demand for ration cards
amongst those who didn’t have one was also high.

Although it has been over six months since the Supreme Court gave directions that school
meals should continue even though schools are closed due to the pandemic, less than half the
anganwadi children (47 per cent) and 63 per cent of school children said that they were getting
some sort of dry rations and/or cash support in lieu of the meals.

All indications show that an economic revival will take some time — support is required during
this period to at least prevent starvation. There is no better time to universalise PDS. In addition,
to resuscitate demand, MGNREGA needs to be strengthened along with an urban employment
programme. We cannot pretend we are back to normal.

Sinha teaches in Ambedkar University Delhi and Rajendran teaches in Azim Premji
University, Bangalore. They are both associated with the Right to Food campaign
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WITH LAND RIGHTS, BUT NO LAND
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of STs, SCs, and OBCs - Schemes & their

Performance, Mechanisms, Laws Institutions and Bodies

A Bakherwal woman heads out to the meadows of the Kashmir Valley from the plains of Rajouri.
File   | Photo Credit: NISSAR AHMAD

Tribal politics in the erstwhile State of Jammu and Kashmir was focused on the twin issues of
political reservation and enactment/extension of the Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 2006.
Mainstream political parties, which are now arguing for these rights for the Adivasis in J&K,
failed to provide them these rights when they were in power for years. This failure continues to
aggravate the problems of the Adivasis in J&K who were provided reservations in jobs, but no
political reservation though this was constitutionally mandated.

It is this lack of political reservation that has been a major reason for their marginalisation. The
Adivasis have had to largely depend on non-tribal leadership to represent their issues and
demands. Lack of political reservation meant that their issues were never adequately
represented in the Legislative Assembly. The vote share of Adivasis is a major deciding factor in
almost 21 Assembly constituencies, yet they remain politically marginalised. After the abrogation
of J&K’s special status, there was no delay in providing political reservation for the Adivasis. Its
actual impact will be seen only after elections are conducted for the Legislative Assembly of the
Union Territory of J&K. However, similar urgency wasn’t shown in the extension of the FRA to
J&K after the abrogation of special status though many other Central laws were extended to the
Union Territory.

Also read | Survey of forest dwellers being done: Jammu and Kashmir govt.

In fact, the FRA should have been in place in J&K long time ago — nothing in Article 370
prevented the Legislative Assembly from enacting a similar law. Adivasi lands have not been
protected, nor have these communities been given ownership rights. Instead, evictions of
Adivasis have intensified in the last few years. The FRA would have provided Adivasis in J&K
access and ownership rights, forest-based livelihood rights, and minor forest produce rights.
Adivasis, especially nomads, have neither land rights nor rehabilitation rights.

The J&K government has now decided to implement the FRA. On November 18, the J&K Chief
Secretary reviewed the implementation of the FRA. It has been decided that the survey of
claimants by the forest rights committees for assessing the nature and extent of rights being
claimed at the village-level would be completed by January 15, 2021. Subsequently, the claims
would be scrutinised by the sub-divisional committees, which will then prepare a record of forest
rights by or before January 31, 2021. District-Level Committees will give the final approval and
grant forest rights by March 1, 2021.

Implementing the FRA is a welcome step. However, instead of alleviating fears of displacement
and disempowerment, the law has only increased those fears. This is primarily because this is
happening against the backdrop of the J&K government’s decision on October 31 to declare the
State Land (Vesting of Ownership to the Occupants) Act, 2001, also known as the Roshni Act,
null and void. This Act has been controversial due to the questionable transfer of ownership of
state land to many influential people, including Ministers, legislators, bureaucrats, and police
officers. Some say that it provided ownership rights to many poor, landless Adivasis as well; now
the land will be retrieved from them. In such a scenario, the Adivasis will fail to prove their claims
of ownership under the FRA. Further, in the last few weeks, the eviction and demolition drives

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/NISSAR-AHMAD/
https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/energy-and-environment/what-is-forest-rights-act/article26419298.ece
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against nomads have intensified without any rehabilitation plans in place. The FRA, then, is
unlikely to benefit such poor, landless Adivasis.

Comment | The new facts on the ground for Kashmir

In the rest of India, the FRA provided and recognised the forest rights of forest dwellers who had
occupied forest land before December 13, 2005. No such cut-off date has been mentioned in the
case of J&K. Without a cut-off date, with land being retrieved after declaring the Roshni Act null
and void, and with forceful evictions taking place, many tribal families are unlikely to benefit from
the implementation of the FRA.

Zubair Nazeer is Assistant Professor (Public Administration) at Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi
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STEPPING OUT OF THE SHADOW OF INDIA’S
MALNUTRITION

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Poverty & Hunger and related issues

“School-er prarthana sabhar somoy hotat matha ghure pore jaoar ghotona hamesai ghotte dekhi
amra. Beshirbhag khetrei ora mid-day-meal khete chaay naa, jiggesh korle bole pete byatha
hochhe, Sir (There have been numerous instances during the prayer session in schools where
we often observe students feeling sick and falling down out of dizziness. Most of the times they
do not want to take mid-day meals and when asked, they complain of stomach ache).”

These words were echoed during a telephonic survey which we conducted in the Burdwan
district of West Bengal in September 2020, with schoolteachers on the health conditions of
students. Apart from our academic interest, the survey had been largely motivated by a report in
the Bengali daily, Anandabazar Patrika, on February 10, 2020.

Also read | India may miss nutrition targets

In this report, a schoolteacher had highlighted how girl students, who took admission in
Standard five were relatively shorter in height than the previous year’s batch of students. This,
the teacher inferred, was largely integrated with malnutrition that is burgeoning not only in the
State but also in rest of the country. In line with what repeatedly restated in our survey, she had
reported children from impoverished households not being able to have the mid-day meal many
a time because of stomach-related problems, which, according to her, was a result of the
children skipping breakfast. If this is found to be the general trend across India, such anecdotal
evidence can have larger consequences that can very well lead to different manifestations of
malnutrition.

Two recent reports — the annual report on “The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the
World 2020” by the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations and the 2020
Hunger report, “Better Nutrition, Better Tomorrow” by the Bread for the World Institute  –
document staggering facts about Indian food insecurity and malnutrition.

Using two globally recognised indicators, namely, the Prevalence of Undernourishment (PoU)
and the Prevalence of Moderate or Severe Food Insecurity (PMSFI), these two reports indicate
India to be one of the most food-insecure countries, with the highest rates of stunting and
wasting among other South Asian countries. The PoU measures the percentage of people who
are consuming insufficient calories than their required minimum dietary energy requirement,
while the PMSFI identifies the percentage of people who live in households that are severely or
moderately food insecure.

Also read | India fares poorly in hunger index

The reduction in poverty has been substantial going by official estimates available till 2011-12.
However, malnutrition has not declined as much as the decline has occurred in terms of poverty.
On the contrary, the reduction is found to be much lower than in neighbouring China, Pakistan,
Nepal and Bangladesh. Except China, these are countries which had somewhat similar levels of
PoU in and around the year 2000. In terms of percentages, the PoU has declined 24.7%
between 2001 and 2018 for India; other data are China (76.4%), Nepal (74%), Pakistan (42%),
Afghanistan (37.4%) and Bangladesh (18.9%). It must be noted that the decline in China is way
higher than that of India, even though it had started with lower levels of PoU in 2000.

https://www.anandabazar.com/editorial/food-habit-has-a-strong-impact-upon-our-outlook-1.1106983
https://www.anandabazar.com/editorial/food-habit-has-a-strong-impact-upon-our-outlook-1.1106983
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https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-may-miss-nutrition-targets/article31568549.ece
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http://www.fao.org/3/ca9692en/online/ca9692en.html
https://hungerreport.org/2020/
https://hungerreport.org/2020/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-fares-poorly-in-hunger-index/article32876195.ece
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In contrast, Afghanistan (47.8%) that started with a higher base than India (18.6%) had
experienced higher rates of decline. Of note is the fact that, economically, while Afghanistan is
relatively much poorer and has gone through several prolonged conflicts in last two decades, it
has been more successful in reducing malnutrition than India. Further, Pakistan and Nepal
which had almost similar (slightly higher to be precise) levels of PoU in the initial years, have
also successfully reduced malnourishment at a rate that is much faster than India. Therefore,
irrespective of the base level of PoU, most of these countries have done better than India on this
dimension.

The Hindu Explains | What explains India’s poor rank under the Global Hunger Index, and what
are the solutions?

These findings also get substantiated through Food Insecurity Experience Scale survey, which
covers almost 90% of the world’s population. Because it is not allowed to be conducted in India,
direct estimates are not available. Instead, three-year moving average figures are given
separately for the whole of South Asia and South Asia, excluding India. A difference between
these two would roughly give us a sense about the extent and broad direction of the prevalence
of food insecurity here. Our estimates indicate that between 2014-16, about 29.1% of the total
population was food insecure, which rose up to 32.9% in 2017-19. In terms of absolute number,
about 375 million of the total population was moderately or severely food insecure in 2014,
which went to about 450 million in 2019.

Despite the National Food Security Act – 2013 ensuring every citizen “access to adequate
quantity of quality food at affordable prices”, two crucial elements that still got left out are the
non-inclusion of nutritious food items such as pulses and exclusion of potential beneficiaries.
Because of this, there is little to disagree that the current COVID-19 pandemic would make the
situation worse in general, more so for vulnerable groups.

Editorial | No great escape: On India’s low rank on nutritional indices

In fact the recently initiated “Hunger Watch” by the Right to Food Campaign presents a very grim
situation, with close to one out of every three respondents reporting low food consumption and
massive compromise on food quality. Though States have temporarily expanded their coverage
in the wake of the crisis, the problem of malnutrition is likely to deepen in the coming years with
rising unemployment and the deep economic slump.

Hence, a major shift in policy has to encompass the immediate universalisation of the Public
Distribution System which should definitely not be temporary in nature, along with the
distribution of quality food items and innovative interventions such as the setting up of
community kitchens among other things.

This year’s Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to the United Nations World Food Programme,
which should bring some of the focus back on these pressing issues of undernourishment and
hunger in India. The need of the hour remains the right utilisation and expansion of existing
programmes to ensure that we arrest at least some part of this burgeoning malnutrition in the
country.

Amartya Paul is Doctoral Scholar, Centre for Development Studies, Thiruvananthapuram,
Kerala. Upasak Das is Presidential Fellow in Economics of Poverty Reduction, Global
Development Institute, University of Manchester
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CORONAVIRUS
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

CSIR-Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology (CCMB) finally got the permission of the Indian
Council of Medical Research (ICMR) to commercially use the ‘game changing technology’ of dry
swab RNA-extraction free testing method for the COVID-19 virus on Friday. Developed by the in
house research team, it will help public health authorities to scale up the testing at a fraction of
the current cost of conventional RT-PCR tests and also give results in a double quick time.

The ICMR has issued an advisory permitting “the use of CSIR-CCMB dry swab method,
considering its lesser cost and quick turn-around time after evaluating and finding an overall
concordance of 96.9%”. The CCMB has sought the ICMR nod after finding the trial runs
successful here in association with the TS health authorities in July and first reported in these
columns.

Coronavirus | CCMB finds cheaper, more effective RT-PCR method to test COVID-19 samples

In the conventional testing method, nasopharygeal — nose or oropharyngeal — throat swab
samples are collected by sample collection centres from the suspected coronavirus patients.
These are transported to testing centres, sometimes even hundreds of kilometres away.

The swab samples are generally placed in a liquid called Viral Transport Medium (VTM) and to
avoid leakage, the samples are packed heavily that adds on to sample processing times at both
the sample collection and testing centres. Yet, there could be leakages from samples, which
render those batches untestable and unsafe in handling, explained CCMB Director Rakesh
Mishra.

CCMB researchers have found that the ‘VTM’ can be totally avoided and dry swab technique
also does not require RNA extraction process, and can be directly used for RT-PCR testing with
sensitivity and specificity similar to the current gold standard. This can be used in settings where
automated RNA extraction is not available.

“RNA extraction, even with automation, takes four hours for roughly 500 samples. VTM and
RNA extraction both add a significant burden on money and time required for mass testing for
coronavirus. We believe the technique’s merit holds for all kinds of settings and has the potential
of bringing the costs and time of testing by 40-50%. COVID-19 screening can also be enhanced
several fold with immediate effect while, at the same time, making the whole process safer,” said
the Director.

CSIR Director-General Shekhar C. Mande said the dry-swab direct RT-PCR method is easy to
implement with no requirement of new kits and existing manpower can perform this with no
additional training and hence could make a significant contribution to ramping up the testing
capacity in the country quickly.

The dry swab test methodology has also been independently corroborated by multiple premier
institutes and hospitals such as Centre for DNA Fingerprinting and Diagnostics (CDFD), IISER-
Berhapmur, CSIR-NEERI, GMCH-Nagpur, Genepath based in Pune, IGGMSH and MAFSU,
Nagpur and also Apollo Hospitals, Hyderabad. It has been published in peer reviewed journal by
CSIR-CCMB and by other scientific groups in several prestigious scientific journals across the
world, a release stated.

https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/science/ccmb-finds-cheaper-more-effective-rt-pcr-method-to-test-covid-19-samples/article31768153.ece
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VICE PRESIDENT CALLS FOR MASS MOVEMENT TO
PROMOTE DIGITAL LITERACY IN THE COUNTRY

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Education and related issues

The Vice President of India, Shri M. Venkaiah Naidu today called for a mass movement to
promote digital literacy and urged all technological and educational institutions to play a leading
role in that endeavor.

Virtually launching ‘Adi Shankara Digital Academy’ at Kaladi, the birthplace of Adi
Shankaracharya, the Vice President said that information is the main commodity in the present-
day knowledge society and whoever has quick access to information has the advantage. He
called ‘digitalization’ as the medium of access to such information.

Drawing attention towards the unprecedented disruptions caused by Covid-19 pandemic, Shri
Naidu said that it has forced millions of students out of classrooms due to closure of schools and
the world community is trying to address this challenge by adopting online education.

He said technology provides us an opportunity to transform teaching and learning and
expressed the need to constantly update and develop education models that suit the new era's
demands in view of the fast-changing technology.

Enumerating several benefits of online education, the Vice President said that it can enable
access to quality and affordable education in remote areas; it allows for a personalized learning
experience and is especially helpful for groups such as working professionals and housewives
who might not be able to attend regular courses.

Because of these advantages, the Vice President opined that online education is likely to remain
a preferred choice in the post-pandemic period as well. There is no doubt that the COVID-19
pandemic has changed the education landscape forever, he added.

Observing that even before COVID-19, the adoption of technology in education was gaining
momentum, Shri Naidu said that global EdTech sector is attracting billions of dollars of
investments and offers a huge opportunity to not only learners but to education entrepreneurs as
well. He exhorted the youth to come forward and innovate to tap the potential offered by this
sector.

Observing that the Covid-19 pandemic has forced us to learn how to keep the socio-economic
process going in times of adversity, he said this experience has thrown up questions like how
many are equipped to live the digital way. “Issues of availability of infrastructure, access to the
required tools like computers and smart phones, speed and availability of internet came to the
fore for which solutions need to be found out”, he added.

The Vice President, however, cautioned to adopt a realistic approach in terms of what online
education can deliver and what it cannot. “Online classes facilitate better teacher-student
interaction through chat groups, video meetings, voting and document sharing, but it cannot
replace the personal touch and warmth of a classroom”, he said.

Referring to a recent study by Azim Premji University, Shri Naidu underlined that a vast majority
of the teachers and parents consider the online mode of education inadequate and less
effective. He opined that this could be partly due to hasty adoption of online education
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necessitated by Covid-19 that has left much to be desired in terms of quality.

Stressing the importance of face-to-face classes and schools, he said that school provides a
socializing space to students and enables them to imbibe values and discipline. Physical fitness,
sports and Yoga are important elements of holistic development of the students which cannot be
attained by online education alone, he said.

Stating that ancient Gurukul system strived to build a direct relationship between the Guru and
Shishya, the Vice President said that this ‘nearness’ or ‘closeness’ to an able Guru is very
important to impart value-based and holistic education among the children. Therefore, Shri
Naidu called for developing a hybrid education model, in which classes are conducted both
online and offline for all-round development of the students.

He also emphasized the need to put an end to rote learning and promote critical thinking,
imagination and innovation among the students.

Calling for bridging the digital divide that exists between rural and urban areas, he wanted
conscious policy decisions to support online education infrastructure by ensuring internet
connectivity.

Stating that the evolution of human civilization has been a saga of innovation and use of tools for
improving the ease and the comfort of living, Shri Naidu said that science and technology have
made a huge difference in the way we live. “Digitalisation is the order of present-day life. E-
education, e- health, e-commerce, e-governance etc are the virtual reality now”, he added.

He praised ‘Digital India’ initiative for preparing the nation for Industrial Revolution 4.0 and
empowering the citizens with technological entitlements. “The main objective is to improve the
quality of life in all possible ways”, he added.

Talking about the extensive use of digital technology in different sectors ever since the
pandemic disrupted our normal routine, the Vice President commended the Indian judiciary for
digitally hearing and disposing of cases. He specially complimented the Supreme Court for
taking the lead in this regard and said this is the way forward.

He further said that E-medicine has found new traction and e-delivery of government services
and entitlements in our country is proving to be effective with huge gains. “In essence, this is the
era of ‘digital life’. Virtual reality is the new reality”, he added.

Referring to the World Bank estimate that improved access to internet adds to GDP growth, Shri
Naidu said that this indicates the scope and potential of technology and process improvement
through innovation.

Calling for putting in place ‘an equitable digital eco-system’ in the country, the Vice President
said the Governments and private sector need to work on appropriate models for collective effort
to enable a ‘digital India’ which gives every citizen her or his due.

To fully realize the benefits of the digital technology, the Vice President called for bridging the
gap between ‘digital haves’ and ‘digital have nots’.

Appreciating a number of digital initiatives by the Government for promoting digital education, he
said that the New Education Policy (NEP) 2020 proposes integration of technology in a big way
for enhancing learning outcomes. He hoped that this push for digital education will play a key
role in making India a global hub of education and innovation.
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He praised the Adi Shankara Group of Institutions for nurturing the leaders of tomorrow and
hoped that Adi Shankara Digital Academy (ASDA) would live up to the people’s expectations by
providing them a good online learning experience.

Shri K Anand, Managing Trustee, Adi Shankara Trust, Sr C R Gowrishankar, CEO and
Administrator, Sringeri Mut, Smt. Chitra, Director e-Drona Learning and others were present.

Following is the full text of the speech –

“Sisters and brothers,

I am pleased to join you all for the launch of Adi Shankara Digital Academy (ASDA) today. This
Digital Academy is the latest addition to the Adi Shankara education group and is aimed at
giving the best online teaching experience including traditional courses for National and
International students.

Dear friends,

There could not have been a better time to launch this noble initiative.

According to UNESCO more than 1.4 billion children in 166 countries were affected by school
closures due to the pandemic in April, 2020. That is 84 percent of total enrolled learners
worldwide. Even today, over 22 crore students are out of classrooms due to countrywide closure
in 23 countries.

To address this unprecedented disruption to learning and teaching activities, the world
community has taken to online education. There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has
changed the education landscape forever.

Firstly, this switch to online has several benefits. However, it has to be accessible and affordable
to all.  In a country like India, there are vast disparities between rural and urban areas. Online
courses can help bridge the difference and enable students even in the remotest parts of the
country to have access to quality education at an affordable cost. Thus virtual classroom will
available to anyone with an internet connection.

Secondly, online classes will immensely help those not able to attend classes in person such as
working professionals and housewives. I am sure that the courses started by Adi Shankara
Digital Academy will be very helpful for such groups in enhancing their skill sets and increasing
their employability.

Third important benefit of online education is its flexibility. It offers a wide selection of programs
and allows for a personalized learning experience. Online study material such as videos, photos,
and eBooks enable students to set their own pace and adopt a schedule that suits them best.

These advantages clearly make online education a preferred choice and it appears that the
adoption of online learning will continue to persist post-pandemic period as well.

The course of evolution of human civilization has been a saga of innovation in the making and
use of tools for improving the ease and the comfort of living.

From living by hunting to depending on the ‘click of a button’ for all the needs of life is the
synopsis of this huge transformation. Science and technology have made a huge difference in
the way we live.
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This is an ongoing quest that never ends. Interconnectedness through ‘internet’ is the order of
the present day life. Artificial intelligence is set to further change the scheme of things. These
are exciting times brimming with opportunities but challenges accompanying.

Digitalisation is the order of present-day life. E- education, e- health, e-commerce, e-governance
etc are the virtual reality now

An educational technology and online tutoring firm from South India has become popular and I
expect to hear more names in the future in this field. Young minds should come forward and
innovate to tap the potential offered by the EdTech sector.

Despite immense possibilities and scope of online education, we must also be realistic in terms
of what it can deliver and what it can't. It is true that online classes facilitate better teacher-
student interaction through chat groups, video meetings, voting and document sharing, but it
cannot replace the personal touch and warmth of a classroom.

Furthermore, the hasty adoption of online education necessitated by Covid-19 has left much to
be desired in terms of quality. Prior to this pandemic, neither students nor teachers were trained
to interact in the virtual environment.

Face-to-face classes and schools are important for various other reasons too. School is a great
place for socializing for the students. It enables students to imbibe values and discipline.

In the famed Gurukul system in ancient India, there stress was upon a direct relationship
between the Guru and Shishya. The Sanskrit word used for a Gurukul teacher was ‘Upadhyay’
which literally means ‘near whom the students go for learning’.

Dear friends, this ‘nearness’ or ‘closeness’ to an able Guru is very important to impart value-
based and holistic education among the children. Education does not mean mere accumulation
of knowledge. Education means enlightenment and empowerment of an individual, who evolves
into a better human being. It is important for students to be mentally agile and physically fit
through sports and Yoga. Apparently, this cannot be attained by online education alone.

Therefore, the need of the hour is to develop a hybrid education model, in which classes are
conducted both online and offline for all-round development of the students. Technology
provides us an opportunity to transform teaching and learning. It is time to put an end to rote
learning and promote critical thinking, imagination and innovation among the students. In view of
the fast changing technology, we need to constantly update and develop education models that
suit the new era's demands.

This again draws our attention to the wide digital divide that exists between rural and urban
areas. Not only are there gaps in the digital infrastructure of rural India, digital literacy is also
low, especially among the parents.

Therefore, conscious policy decisions are required to support online education infrastructure by
ensuring internet connectivity.

I am happy that the Government of India is already implementing several initiatives to address
this disparity. Sensing the advantages of the Information and Communication Technology,
Digital India has been launched a few years back so that India is not left out of the scope of
Industrial Revolution 4.0, having been late for the earlier three such revolutions.

Digital India envisages empowering every citizen with technological entitlements that enable him
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to make the best of emerging opportunities in every domain of concern for his/her life. The main
objective is to improve the quality of life in all possible ways.

‘Information’ is the main commodity in this knowledge society. Whoever has quick access to
information has the advantage. Digitalization is the medium of access to such information. The
pace of dissemination of such information and access to it are the key determinants of the
quality of present-day life.

Further to the telecom revolution in our country, the way of life has undergone an unimaginable
transformation. The spread of mobile phones and growing internet penetration is adding to the
‘smartness’ of living.

The contours and speed of this transformation inevitably throw up their own challenges. Is every
citizen benefitting to the same extent? This is the principal challenge.

Every social order is inherently inequitable. The goal of guided ‘socio-economic’ transformation
is to minimize the inherent inequalities besides preventing accentuation of existing inequalities
as new forces of change begins to manifest. Digitalization is such a new factor of change and it
needs to be handled properly.

In this ‘information age’, the main challenges are; digital infrastructure, digital literacy and digital
access that make or mar the ongoing revolution.

The Covid-19 pandemic, despite the havoc it caused, has made people across the globe wake
up to the need for a new normal of living. It forced us to learn how to keep the socio-economic
process going in times of adversity. The learning includes working from home, learning from
home etc. with digital platforms offering the solutions.

This experience of living with corona threw up questions like how many are equipped to live the
digital way. Issues of availability of infrastructure, access to the required tools like computers
and smartphones, speed and availability of internet came to the fore for which solutions need to
be found out.

There has been extensive use of digital technology in different sectors ever since the pandemic
disrupted our normal routine. All through the corona time, the courts in our country continued to
function to a great extent making use of technology. I must commend the Indian judiciary for
digitally hearing and disposing of cases. Happy to learn that the district courts have disposed of
more than 35 lakh cases, the High Courts have dealt with around 14 lakh matters and the
Supreme Court more than 30,000 matters. The Supreme Court needs to be complimented for
taking the lead in this regard. This is the way forward.

Educational institutions have begun to function under restrictions using technology. E-medicine
has found new traction. Working from home has proved to be a big success showing the way for
the future.

e-delivery of government services and entitlements in our country is proving to be effective with
huge gains.

In essence, this is the era of ‘digital life’. Virtual reality is the new reality. In the process, we
should not miss out on the essence of life. Life should not be reduced to a mechanical way of
coping with situations. The vibrancy of life including the manifestations of feelings, sentiments,
fellowship, shared common good and spiritual awakening needs to be given their space.
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A World Bank estimate says improved access to net adds to GDP growth. In our country, it is
said that internet revolution can add about one trillion dollars to our GDP by 2025. This indicates
the scope and potential of technology and process improvement through innovation.

To enable the inevitable course of ‘digitalization’ to be more equal, the Government of India has
launched several programmes aimed at improving infrastructure, literacy, access etc. Bharat Net
project strives to build broadband connectivity in villages, Digital Saksharata Abhiyan aims to
increase digital literacy. Online study portals such as Swayam, Swayam-Prabha and National
Digital Library are helping students as well as teachers in up-skilling as well as providing quality
resources.

The New Education Policy (NEP) 2020 proposes integration of technology in a big way for
enhancing learning outcomes.

Efforts in this regard need to be more galvanized so that ‘an equitable digital eco-system’ is put
in place in our country. Corona has taught due lessons in this regard.

The Governments and private sector need to work on appropriate models for collective effort to
enable a ‘digital India’ which gives every citizen her or his due. Time is the essence.

Shankaracharya had unified and established several currents of Hindu thought and philosophy
into ‘Advaita’ philosophy. This principle of ‘non-dualism’ is all about realizing the ‘Atman’ and
merging with the ‘Brahman’, the ultimate truth. It is a path towards self-realization or ‘mokhsa’
within one’s life time.

Digitalisation is a very powerful tool to lift the norms of our living to a new normal. Its objective
shall not be mere adding to material comforts. It should be used to reduce the drudgery of living
and enhancing an individual’s contribution to the collective well-being in an architecture of new
digital norms.

To fully realize the benefits of this powerful technology, the ‘dualities’ in the form of differences
of access and ability shall be removed. An order of ‘digital haves’ and ‘digital have nots’ is just
not acceptable. Bridging this gap is the immediate task.

Let us strive for a ‘Digital India’ that belongs and benefits all Indians and also the citizens of the
world.

I am happy to know that Adi Shankara Group of Institutions, situated in the hallowed land of the
birthplace of Adi Shankaracharya, is nurturing and grooming the leaders of tomorrow. Adi
Shankara Digital Academy (ASDA) is the latest one in their endeavor towards empowerment
through education.

I hope this Academy will live up to the people’s expectations and help create skilled manpower
for 21st century needs.

I wish you all the very best.

Thank you.

Jai Hind!”

*****
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The Vice President of India, Shri M. Venkaiah Naidu today called for a mass movement to
promote digital literacy and urged all technological and educational institutions to play a leading
role in that endeavor.

Virtually launching ‘Adi Shankara Digital Academy’ at Kaladi, the birthplace of Adi
Shankaracharya, the Vice President said that information is the main commodity in the present-
day knowledge society and whoever has quick access to information has the advantage. He
called ‘digitalization’ as the medium of access to such information.

Drawing attention towards the unprecedented disruptions caused by Covid-19 pandemic, Shri
Naidu said that it has forced millions of students out of classrooms due to closure of schools and
the world community is trying to address this challenge by adopting online education.

He said technology provides us an opportunity to transform teaching and learning and
expressed the need to constantly update and develop education models that suit the new era's
demands in view of the fast-changing technology.

Enumerating several benefits of online education, the Vice President said that it can enable
access to quality and affordable education in remote areas; it allows for a personalized learning
experience and is especially helpful for groups such as working professionals and housewives
who might not be able to attend regular courses.

Because of these advantages, the Vice President opined that online education is likely to remain
a preferred choice in the post-pandemic period as well. There is no doubt that the COVID-19
pandemic has changed the education landscape forever, he added.

Observing that even before COVID-19, the adoption of technology in education was gaining
momentum, Shri Naidu said that global EdTech sector is attracting billions of dollars of
investments and offers a huge opportunity to not only learners but to education entrepreneurs as
well. He exhorted the youth to come forward and innovate to tap the potential offered by this
sector.

Observing that the Covid-19 pandemic has forced us to learn how to keep the socio-economic
process going in times of adversity, he said this experience has thrown up questions like how
many are equipped to live the digital way. “Issues of availability of infrastructure, access to the
required tools like computers and smart phones, speed and availability of internet came to the
fore for which solutions need to be found out”, he added.

The Vice President, however, cautioned to adopt a realistic approach in terms of what online
education can deliver and what it cannot. “Online classes facilitate better teacher-student
interaction through chat groups, video meetings, voting and document sharing, but it cannot
replace the personal touch and warmth of a classroom”, he said.

Referring to a recent study by Azim Premji University, Shri Naidu underlined that a vast majority
of the teachers and parents consider the online mode of education inadequate and less
effective. He opined that this could be partly due to hasty adoption of online education
necessitated by Covid-19 that has left much to be desired in terms of quality.

Stressing the importance of face-to-face classes and schools, he said that school provides a
socializing space to students and enables them to imbibe values and discipline. Physical fitness,
sports and Yoga are important elements of holistic development of the students which cannot be



Page 52

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

attained by online education alone, he said.

Stating that ancient Gurukul system strived to build a direct relationship between the Guru and
Shishya, the Vice President said that this ‘nearness’ or ‘closeness’ to an able Guru is very
important to impart value-based and holistic education among the children. Therefore, Shri
Naidu called for developing a hybrid education model, in which classes are conducted both
online and offline for all-round development of the students.

He also emphasized the need to put an end to rote learning and promote critical thinking,
imagination and innovation among the students.

Calling for bridging the digital divide that exists between rural and urban areas, he wanted
conscious policy decisions to support online education infrastructure by ensuring internet
connectivity.

Stating that the evolution of human civilization has been a saga of innovation and use of tools for
improving the ease and the comfort of living, Shri Naidu said that science and technology have
made a huge difference in the way we live. “Digitalisation is the order of present-day life. E-
education, e- health, e-commerce, e-governance etc are the virtual reality now”, he added.

He praised ‘Digital India’ initiative for preparing the nation for Industrial Revolution 4.0 and
empowering the citizens with technological entitlements. “The main objective is to improve the
quality of life in all possible ways”, he added.

Talking about the extensive use of digital technology in different sectors ever since the
pandemic disrupted our normal routine, the Vice President commended the Indian judiciary for
digitally hearing and disposing of cases. He specially complimented the Supreme Court for
taking the lead in this regard and said this is the way forward.

He further said that E-medicine has found new traction and e-delivery of government services
and entitlements in our country is proving to be effective with huge gains. “In essence, this is the
era of ‘digital life’. Virtual reality is the new reality”, he added.

Referring to the World Bank estimate that improved access to internet adds to GDP growth, Shri
Naidu said that this indicates the scope and potential of technology and process improvement
through innovation.

Calling for putting in place ‘an equitable digital eco-system’ in the country, the Vice President
said the Governments and private sector need to work on appropriate models for collective effort
to enable a ‘digital India’ which gives every citizen her or his due.

To fully realize the benefits of the digital technology, the Vice President called for bridging the
gap between ‘digital haves’ and ‘digital have nots’.

Appreciating a number of digital initiatives by the Government for promoting digital education, he
said that the New Education Policy (NEP) 2020 proposes integration of technology in a big way
for enhancing learning outcomes. He hoped that this push for digital education will play a key
role in making India a global hub of education and innovation.

He praised the Adi Shankara Group of Institutions for nurturing the leaders of tomorrow and
hoped that Adi Shankara Digital Academy (ASDA) would live up to the people’s expectations by
providing them a good online learning experience.
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Shri K Anand, Managing Trustee, Adi Shankara Trust, Sr C R Gowrishankar, CEO and
Administrator, Sringeri Mut, Smt. Chitra, Director e-Drona Learning and others were present.

Following is the full text of the speech –

“Sisters and brothers,

I am pleased to join you all for the launch of Adi Shankara Digital Academy (ASDA) today. This
Digital Academy is the latest addition to the Adi Shankara education group and is aimed at
giving the best online teaching experience including traditional courses for National and
International students.

Dear friends,

There could not have been a better time to launch this noble initiative.

According to UNESCO more than 1.4 billion children in 166 countries were affected by school
closures due to the pandemic in April, 2020. That is 84 percent of total enrolled learners
worldwide. Even today, over 22 crore students are out of classrooms due to countrywide closure
in 23 countries.

To address this unprecedented disruption to learning and teaching activities, the world
community has taken to online education. There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has
changed the education landscape forever.

Firstly, this switch to online has several benefits. However, it has to be accessible and affordable
to all.  In a country like India, there are vast disparities between rural and urban areas. Online
courses can help bridge the difference and enable students even in the remotest parts of the
country to have access to quality education at an affordable cost. Thus virtual classroom will
available to anyone with an internet connection.

Secondly, online classes will immensely help those not able to attend classes in person such as
working professionals and housewives. I am sure that the courses started by Adi Shankara
Digital Academy will be very helpful for such groups in enhancing their skill sets and increasing
their employability.

Third important benefit of online education is its flexibility. It offers a wide selection of programs
and allows for a personalized learning experience. Online study material such as videos, photos,
and eBooks enable students to set their own pace and adopt a schedule that suits them best.

These advantages clearly make online education a preferred choice and it appears that the
adoption of online learning will continue to persist post-pandemic period as well.

The course of evolution of human civilization has been a saga of innovation in the making and
use of tools for improving the ease and the comfort of living.

From living by hunting to depending on the ‘click of a button’ for all the needs of life is the
synopsis of this huge transformation. Science and technology have made a huge difference in
the way we live.

This is an ongoing quest that never ends. Interconnectedness through ‘internet’ is the order of
the present day life. Artificial intelligence is set to further change the scheme of things. These
are exciting times brimming with opportunities but challenges accompanying.
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Digitalisation is the order of present-day life. E- education, e- health, e-commerce, e-governance
etc are the virtual reality now

An educational technology and online tutoring firm from South India has become popular and I
expect to hear more names in the future in this field. Young minds should come forward and
innovate to tap the potential offered by the EdTech sector.

Despite immense possibilities and scope of online education, we must also be realistic in terms
of what it can deliver and what it can't. It is true that online classes facilitate better teacher-
student interaction through chat groups, video meetings, voting and document sharing, but it
cannot replace the personal touch and warmth of a classroom.

Furthermore, the hasty adoption of online education necessitated by Covid-19 has left much to
be desired in terms of quality. Prior to this pandemic, neither students nor teachers were trained
to interact in the virtual environment.

Face-to-face classes and schools are important for various other reasons too. School is a great
place for socializing for the students. It enables students to imbibe values and discipline.

In the famed Gurukul system in ancient India, there stress was upon a direct relationship
between the Guru and Shishya. The Sanskrit word used for a Gurukul teacher was ‘Upadhyay’
which literally means ‘near whom the students go for learning’.

Dear friends, this ‘nearness’ or ‘closeness’ to an able Guru is very important to impart value-
based and holistic education among the children. Education does not mean mere accumulation
of knowledge. Education means enlightenment and empowerment of an individual, who evolves
into a better human being. It is important for students to be mentally agile and physically fit
through sports and Yoga. Apparently, this cannot be attained by online education alone.

Therefore, the need of the hour is to develop a hybrid education model, in which classes are
conducted both online and offline for all-round development of the students. Technology
provides us an opportunity to transform teaching and learning. It is time to put an end to rote
learning and promote critical thinking, imagination and innovation among the students. In view of
the fast changing technology, we need to constantly update and develop education models that
suit the new era's demands.

This again draws our attention to the wide digital divide that exists between rural and urban
areas. Not only are there gaps in the digital infrastructure of rural India, digital literacy is also
low, especially among the parents.

Therefore, conscious policy decisions are required to support online education infrastructure by
ensuring internet connectivity.

I am happy that the Government of India is already implementing several initiatives to address
this disparity. Sensing the advantages of the Information and Communication Technology,
Digital India has been launched a few years back so that India is not left out of the scope of
Industrial Revolution 4.0, having been late for the earlier three such revolutions.

Digital India envisages empowering every citizen with technological entitlements that enable him
to make the best of emerging opportunities in every domain of concern for his/her life. The main
objective is to improve the quality of life in all possible ways.

‘Information’ is the main commodity in this knowledge society. Whoever has quick access to
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information has the advantage. Digitalization is the medium of access to such information. The
pace of dissemination of such information and access to it are the key determinants of the
quality of present-day life.

Further to the telecom revolution in our country, the way of life has undergone an unimaginable
transformation. The spread of mobile phones and growing internet penetration is adding to the
‘smartness’ of living.

The contours and speed of this transformation inevitably throw up their own challenges. Is every
citizen benefitting to the same extent? This is the principal challenge.

Every social order is inherently inequitable. The goal of guided ‘socio-economic’ transformation
is to minimize the inherent inequalities besides preventing accentuation of existing inequalities
as new forces of change begins to manifest. Digitalization is such a new factor of change and it
needs to be handled properly.

In this ‘information age’, the main challenges are; digital infrastructure, digital literacy and digital
access that make or mar the ongoing revolution.

The Covid-19 pandemic, despite the havoc it caused, has made people across the globe wake
up to the need for a new normal of living. It forced us to learn how to keep the socio-economic
process going in times of adversity. The learning includes working from home, learning from
home etc. with digital platforms offering the solutions.

This experience of living with corona threw up questions like how many are equipped to live the
digital way. Issues of availability of infrastructure, access to the required tools like computers
and smartphones, speed and availability of internet came to the fore for which solutions need to
be found out.

There has been extensive use of digital technology in different sectors ever since the pandemic
disrupted our normal routine. All through the corona time, the courts in our country continued to
function to a great extent making use of technology. I must commend the Indian judiciary for
digitally hearing and disposing of cases. Happy to learn that the district courts have disposed of
more than 35 lakh cases, the High Courts have dealt with around 14 lakh matters and the
Supreme Court more than 30,000 matters. The Supreme Court needs to be complimented for
taking the lead in this regard. This is the way forward.

Educational institutions have begun to function under restrictions using technology. E-medicine
has found new traction. Working from home has proved to be a big success showing the way for
the future.

e-delivery of government services and entitlements in our country is proving to be effective with
huge gains.

In essence, this is the era of ‘digital life’. Virtual reality is the new reality. In the process, we
should not miss out on the essence of life. Life should not be reduced to a mechanical way of
coping with situations. The vibrancy of life including the manifestations of feelings, sentiments,
fellowship, shared common good and spiritual awakening needs to be given their space.

A World Bank estimate says improved access to net adds to GDP growth. In our country, it is
said that internet revolution can add about one trillion dollars to our GDP by 2025. This indicates
the scope and potential of technology and process improvement through innovation.
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To enable the inevitable course of ‘digitalization’ to be more equal, the Government of India has
launched several programmes aimed at improving infrastructure, literacy, access etc. Bharat Net
project strives to build broadband connectivity in villages, Digital Saksharata Abhiyan aims to
increase digital literacy. Online study portals such as Swayam, Swayam-Prabha and National
Digital Library are helping students as well as teachers in up-skilling as well as providing quality
resources.

The New Education Policy (NEP) 2020 proposes integration of technology in a big way for
enhancing learning outcomes.

Efforts in this regard need to be more galvanized so that ‘an equitable digital eco-system’ is put
in place in our country. Corona has taught due lessons in this regard.

The Governments and private sector need to work on appropriate models for collective effort to
enable a ‘digital India’ which gives every citizen her or his due. Time is the essence.

Shankaracharya had unified and established several currents of Hindu thought and philosophy
into ‘Advaita’ philosophy. This principle of ‘non-dualism’ is all about realizing the ‘Atman’ and
merging with the ‘Brahman’, the ultimate truth. It is a path towards self-realization or ‘mokhsa’
within one’s life time.

Digitalisation is a very powerful tool to lift the norms of our living to a new normal. Its objective
shall not be mere adding to material comforts. It should be used to reduce the drudgery of living
and enhancing an individual’s contribution to the collective well-being in an architecture of new
digital norms.

To fully realize the benefits of this powerful technology, the ‘dualities’ in the form of differences
of access and ability shall be removed. An order of ‘digital haves’ and ‘digital have nots’ is just
not acceptable. Bridging this gap is the immediate task.

Let us strive for a ‘Digital India’ that belongs and benefits all Indians and also the citizens of the
world.

I am happy to know that Adi Shankara Group of Institutions, situated in the hallowed land of the
birthplace of Adi Shankaracharya, is nurturing and grooming the leaders of tomorrow. Adi
Shankara Digital Academy (ASDA) is the latest one in their endeavor towards empowerment
through education.

I hope this Academy will live up to the people’s expectations and help create skilled manpower
for 21st century needs.

I wish you all the very best.

Thank you.

Jai Hind!”

*****

MS/DP

END
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