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RECOGNISING CASTE-BASED VIOLENCE AGAINST
WOMEN

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

The horror of the gang rape of a 19-year-old Dalit woman in Hathras in 2020 is still fresh in our
minds. Activists, academics and lawyers argued that the sexual violence took place on account
of the woman’s gender and caste and that the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989 (PoA Act) must be invoked.

On the heels of the Hathras crime came a new judgment of the Supreme Court (Patan Jamal
Vali v. State of Andhra Pradesh) addressing the intersectionality of caste, gender and disability.
In this case, the victim of sexual assault was a blind 22-year-old Dalit woman. The trial court and
the High Court had convicted the accused for rape under Section 376 of the Indian Penal Code
(IPC), and under Section 3(2)(v) of the PoA Act, and sentenced him to life imprisonment. The
Supreme Court, in its judgment delivered by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud and Justice M.R. Shah,
confirmed the conviction and the punishment for rape under the IPC but set aside the conviction
under the PoA Act. On the one hand, this judgment is a huge step forward as the court used the
opportunity to bring recognition to intersectional discrimination faced by women on the grounds
of sex, caste and disability. However, by setting aside the conviction under the PoA Act, it is like
many other previous judgments of the Supreme Court.

Hathras gang rape | Cremation of victim shocked our conscience, says Allahabad High Court

Let us focus on the positive aspects first. The Supreme Court, in a first, elaborated on the need
for an intersectional approach, to take into account the multiple marginalities that the victim
faced. It relied on well-known intersectional theorists such as Kimberlé Crenshaw who first
coined the term ‘intersectionality’ and on the statement of the Combahee River Collective which
addressed the intersectional discrimination faced by black women in the U.S. Using these
sources, the court recognised that when the identity of a woman intersects with her caste, class,
religion, disability and sexual orientation, she may face violence and discrimination due to two or
more grounds. It said we need to understand how multiple sources of oppression operated
cumulatively to produce a specific experience of subordination for the blind Dalit woman. Placing
special emphasis on making the criminal justice system more responsive to women with
disabilities facing sexual assault, the court also laid down directions to train judges, the police
and prosecutors to be sensitised in such cases.

But despite using an intersectional lens, the court set aside conviction under the PoA Act. The
PoA Act was enacted to address atrocities against persons from SC and ST communities and
was amended in 2015 to specifically recognise more atrocities against Dalit and Adivasi women
including sexual assault, sexual harassment and Devadasi dedication. Section 3(2)(v) states
that if any person not being an SC/ST member commits any offence under the IPC punishable
with imprisonment of 10 years or more against a person on the ground that such a person is
from an SC/ST community, he shall be punishable with imprisonment for life and with fine. This
was amended in 2015, to change the phrase “on the ground that such person is a member of
SC/ST” to “knowing that such person is a member of SC/ST”.

In cases of sexual violence against Dalit and Adivasi women, courts have almost consistently
set aside convictions under the PoA Act. In 2006 in Ramdas and Others v. State of
Maharashtra, where a Dalit minor girl was raped, the Supreme Court set aside the conviction

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/three-months-on-wounds-remain-raw-in-hathras/article33425893.ece
http://socialjustice.nic.in/writereaddata/UploadFile/POA%20Act.pdf
http://socialjustice.nic.in/writereaddata/UploadFile/POA%20Act.pdf
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/cremation-of-hathras-rape-victim-shocked-our-conscience-says-allahabad-high-court/article32747271.ece
http://socialjustice.nic.in/writereaddata/UploadFile/The%20Scheduled%20Castes%20and%20Scheduled%20Tribes.pdf


Page 3

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

under the PoA Act stating that the mere fact that the victim happened to be a woman who was
member of an SC community would not attract the PoA Act. In Dinesh Alias Buddha v. State of
Rajasthan (2006), the Supreme Court held: “It is not case of the prosecution that the rape was
committed on the victim since she was a member of Scheduled Caste.” In Asharfi v. State of
Uttar Pradesh (2017), the court held that the evidence and materials on record did not show that
the appellant had committed rape on the ground that the victim was member of an SC
community. In 2019, in Khuman Singh v. State of Madhya Pradesh, a case of murder, again the
court held that the fact that the deceased was a member of an SC community was not disputed
but there was no evidence to show that the offence was committed only on that ground;
conviction under the PoA Act was set aside. There are several precedents insisting on an
unrealistic burden of proof. This issue needs to be referred to a larger bench to take a different
view.

In all these judgments, the court held that there was no evidence to show that the accused
committed sexual assault on the ground that the victim was member of an SC/ST community.
One is tempted to ask: what kind of evidence would that be? How would the prosecution prove
in any given case that the accused had sexually assaulted the victim because she was Dalit/
Adivasi? The only evidence that can be led is that the victim was from an SC/ST community and
that the accused was aware of that. When a woman is from a marginalised caste and is
disabled, she faces discrimination due to her sex, caste/tribe and disability, all of which render
her vulnerable to sexual violence. This is what intersectionality theory requires us to recognise.

In the Patan Jamal Vali case, the court using the intersectional lens recognises that evidence of
discrimination or violence on a specific ground may be absent or difficult to prove. It agreed with
the finding of the sessions judge that the prosecution’s case would not fail merely because the
victim’s mother did not mention in her statement to the police that the offence was committed
against her daughter because she was from an SC community. It also confirmed that it would be
reasonable to presume that the accused knew the victim’s caste as he was known to the victim’s
family. Despite such a nuanced understanding, the court held that there was no separate
evidence led by the prosecution to show that the accused committed the offence on the basis of
the victim’s caste. It is unfortunate that intersectionality, which seeks to recognise the multiple
grounds of marginalisation faced by women, was used by the court to state that it becomes
difficult to establish whether it was caste, gender or disability that led to the commission of the
offence.

Why would this matter, one might ask, if the punishment of life imprisonment was upheld? It
matters because the repeated setting aside of convictions under the PoA Act bolsters the
allegations that the law is misused and amounts to the erasure of caste-based violence faced by
women. Further, as stated in the recent Parliamentary Standing Committee Report on Atrocities
and Crimes against Women and Children, the “high acquittal rate motivates and boosts the
confidence of dominant and powerful communities for continued perpetration”. This judgment
was a missed opportunity for the court to use intersectionality to uphold the conviction under the
PoA Act or refer the matter to a larger bench if needed. We need to stop hiding behind
smokescreens of hyper-technicality of evidence and recognise caste-based violence against
women when it stares us in the face. Else, our caste discrimination laws will be rendered
toothless. If intersectionality theory mattered in this case, it should have influenced an
interpretation of the PoA Act that reflects the lived experiences of women facing sexual violence.

Jayna Kothari is co-founder of Centre for Law and Policy Research and Senior Advocate who
practices in the Supreme Court of India
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PANEL HAD WARNED MHA ON LAKSHADWEEP
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various

Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

The Parliamentary panel on Home Affairs, headed by Congress leader Anand Sharma, had
warned the Union Home Ministry to ensure that any decision on the development of
Lakshadweep is taken after consultations with all stakeholders and elected representatives.

Mr. Sharma said in his letter to the Home Minister that the Parliamentary Panel, in its report
tabled in March this year, had pointed out that while the development of the islands was
necessary, decision-making should follow a thorough process.

The latest rules, framed by the Lakshadweep administrator, Praful K. Patel, have put the island
dwellers in a tizzy.

Among his many decisions are banning the sale and consumption of beef and relaxing
restrictions on liquor.

“The MHA may hold periodic meetings on development of Lakshadweep as it is a highly eco-
sensitive region. The MHA may take up matters of structured planning and overall economic
development with the UT administration, agencies concerned, member of Parliament of the UT
and other elected representatives. This will also help in finding a way forward and amicable
solution to the developmental problems of the UT,” the standing committee had said in its report.

Mr. Sharma has urged the Home Minister to intervene. “The Ministry of Home Affairs may
urgently appoint a panel of experts to examine all the developmental issues, instead of leaving it
entirely to the administration,” he wrote.

‘Violation of rights’

The draft Lakshadweep Development Authority Regulation, 2021, which gives unhindered power
to the administrator to remove or relocate islanders from their property without their consent and
without giving justification for the proposed activities, is another big point of contention. This is a
violation, Mr. Sharma said, of “Right to Livelihood,” a fundamental right.

“Large scale of acquisitions of land, in total disregard of the interest and demand of the people of
the island, will adversely affect their livelihood, particularly of the fishing communities,” he wrote.
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A FATAL WAR ON TRANSPARENCY
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various

Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

Prime Minister Narendra Modi. File   | Photo Credit: PTI

In August 2020, the Modi government constituted the National Expert Group on Vaccine
Administration for COVID-19 (NEGVAC) as a nodal agency on all matters related to vaccine
administration and rollout. Asked under the Right to Information (RTI) Act for details of the
NEGVAC’s meetings, the Health Ministry, which anchors the expert group, replied that it does
not know where the concerned documents are. Asked for the dates and minutes of meetings of
other task forces constituted to deal with the pandemic, Dr. Nivedita Gupta of the Indian Council
of Medical Research (ICMR) denied the request with this bizarre logic: “The information is not in
the public domain”. Asked for the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the ICMR and
Bharat Biotech for the rollout of Covaxin, she gave the same response.

Through seven years in power, the Modi government has systematically hobbled the RTI Act. In
the face of the pandemic, its war on transparency brings fatal consequences. Brazen denials
mark its responses to RTI requests filed over the past year. Such secrecy runs through the full
spectrum of COVID-19-related matters — from vaccine manufacturing and pricing decisions, to
last year’s lockdown planning and the establishment and running of the 10,000 crore-plus PM
CARES fund. Opacity serves as a cover for large-scale over-centralisation and misgovernance.

Despite thousands of daily deaths, the government continues to withhold information on critical
life-saving policies and decisions. Take, for example, India’s botched up vaccination programme.
On January 3, the Drugs Controller General of India (DCGI) approved Covaxin. Until today,
Bharat Biotech has not published peer-reviewed interim efficacy analyses from Phase 3 clinical
trials. The DCGI has denied RTI requests about its decision to grant emergency approval to
Covaxin and Covishield, claiming that information about efficacy and safety constitutes
confidential commercial information. But such data are routinely published in peer-reviewed
journals and disclosed to the public by regulators. Effectively, the DCGI is keeping secret
decision-making on what it called a “110% safe vaccine”. But people being administered
Covaxin had to consent to a declaration that in case of serious adverse impacts, compensation
will be awarded only if a causal link to the vaccine is established.

Second, the rollout of vaccines is badly hit by shortages. Against the target of 30 crore Indians
being vaccinated by July, only over 4 crore have been fully vaccinated so far. Covaxin is
developed with the help of the ICMR’s National Institute of Virology (NIV) and the Council of
Scientific and Industrial Research-Indian Institute of Chemical Technology (IICT), and co-owned
by the ICMR. Its production is the easiest for the government to ramp up, and massive vaccine
production capacity in the public sector is lying idle. So, what explains the government-enabled
scarcity of vaccines?

Like the ICMR, the NIV too refuses to disclose the MoU with Bharat Biotech, and the full extent
of public investment into Covaxin’s research and development. Similarly, asked for details of the
research collaboration with Bharat Biotech, and investment of public funds in Covaxin, the IICT
too denies information, calling the request “an unwarranted invasion of privacy”. Meanwhile,
Covaxin has reached private hospitals as among the most expensive vaccines in the world, at
over 1,200 a dose. And the ICMR is earning 5% royalties on the vaccine. This and other scraps
of information are public only thanks to the Supreme Court hearing a suo motu PIL on the
pandemic. The government’s summary dismissals not just violate citizens’ fundamental right to

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/PTI/
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information but also push RTI requests into an appeal process that can take over two years.
Time and resources go waste as citizens have to approach Information Commissions and High
Courts to access basic information.

Effective planning and administration cannot occur in the dark, and experts attribute the death
toll and suffering to mismanagement and lack of preparation as much as the virus itself. Official
secrecy is undermining the capacity of scientists, public health and policy experts to provide
timely feedback and suggestions to the government. Such is the information blackhole that over
900 scientists have appealed to the Prime Minister for access to information and data. But little
has changed.

The Supreme Court should order the government to suo motu disclose information related to
COVID-19 policies, in line with Sections 4 and 7 of the RTI Act, which deal with proactive and
urgent disclosures with consequences for life and liberty. Writing about famines in colonial India,
Amartya Sen argued that mass hunger and death do not occur where information flows freely.
Ditto for pandemic management.

Aniket Aga teaches at Ashoka University; Chitrangada Choudhury is a journalist on the editorial
board of Article 14
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BREAKING THE CYCLE OF CHILD LABOUR IS IN
INDIA’S HANDS

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

The true extent of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on child labour is yet to be measured
but all indications show that it would be significant as children are unable to attend school and
parents are unable to find work. However, not all the factors that contribute to child labour were
created by the pandemic; most of them were pre-existing and have been exposed or amplified
by it.

As the world enters the third decade of the 21st century, 152 million children around the world
are still in child labour, 73 million of them in hazardous work. A Government of India survey
(NSS Report No. 585, 2017-18, Statement 3.12, p.35) suggests that 95% of the children in the
age group of 6-13 years are attending educational institutions (formal and informal) while the
corresponding figures for those in the age group of 14-17 years is 79.6%. Hence, a large
number of children in India remain vulnerable, facing physical and psychological risks to a
healthy development.

The Census of India 2011 reports 10.1 million working children in the age group of 5-14 years,
out of whom 8.1 million are in rural areas mainly engaged as cultivators (26%) and agricultural
labourers (32.9%). While multiple data vary widely on enrolment/attendance ratios in India,
UNESCO estimates based on the 2011 Census record 38.1 million children as “out of school”
(18.3% of total children in the age group of 6-13 years). Work performed may not appear to be
immediately dangerous, but it may produce long-term and devastating consequences for their
education, their skills acquisition, and hence their future possibilities to overcome the vicious
circle of poverty, incomplete education and poor quality jobs. A Rapid Survey on Children (2013-
14), jointly undertaken by the Ministry of Women and Child Development and UNICEF, found
that less than half of children in the age group of 10-14 years have completed primary
education. These remain challenges we must overcome.

One piece of good news is that child labour in India decreased in the decade 2001 to 2011, and
this demonstrates that the right combination of policy and programmatic interventions can make
a difference. Policy interventions such as the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) 2005, the Right to Education Act 2009 and the Mid Day Meal
Scheme have paved the way for children to be in schools along with guaranteed wage
employment (unskilled) for rural families. Concerted efforts towards convergence of government
schemes is also the focus of the implementation of the National Child Labour Project. Ratifying
International Labour Organization Conventions Nos. 138 and 182 in 2017, the Indian
government further demonstrated its commitment to the elimination of child labour including
those engaged in hazardous occupations.

The Ministry of Labour and Employment-operated online portal allows government officials, law
enforcement agencies and non-governmental organisations to share information and coordinate
on child labour cases at the national, State and local levels for effective enforcement of child
labour laws. While child labour has declined during the past decade globally, estimates indicate
that the rate of reduction has slowed by two-thirds in the most recent four-year period. These
positive and negative trends have to be taken into account when developing India’s policy and
programmatic response during and after the novel coronavirus pandemic.

http://mospi.nic.in/sites/default/files/publication_reports/Report_585_75th_round_Education_final_1507_0.pdf
https://wcd.nic.in/
https://www.nrega.nic.in/netnrega/mgnrega_new/Nrega_home.aspx
https://www.nrega.nic.in/netnrega/mgnrega_new/Nrega_home.aspx
www.pencil.gov.in
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The economic contraction and lockdowns ensuing from the pandemic have affected all countries
in Asia, leading to income reductions for enterprises and workers, many of them in the informal
economy. The large number of returned migrant workers has compounded the socio-economic
challenges. India experienced slower economic growth and rising unemployment even before
the pandemic. Subsequent lockdowns have worsened the situation, posing a real risk of
backtracking the gains made in eliminating child labour. With increased economic insecurity,
lack of social protection and reduced household income, children from poor households are
being pushed to contribute to the family income with the risk of exposure to exploitative work.

With closure of schools and challenges of distance learning, children may drop out leaving little
scope for return unless affirmative and immediate actions are taken. As many schools and
educational institutions are moving to online platforms for continuation of learning, the ‘digital
divide’ is a challenge that India has to reconcile within the next several years. The NSS Report
No. 585 titled ‘Household Social Consumption on Education in India’ suggests that in 2017-18,
only 24% of Indian households had access to an Internet facility, proportions were 15% among
rural households and 42% among urban households. The Annual Status of Education Report
(ASER) 2020 survey highlights that a third of the total enrolled children received some kind of
learning materials from their teachers during the reference period (October 2020) as digital
mode of education was opted for.

The challenges are significant and manifold but it is not impossible to meet them if the right level
of commitment among all the relevant stakeholders and the right mix of policy and programmatic
interventions are present. It is through strategic partnerships and collaborations involving
government, employers, trade unions, community-based organisations and child labour families
that we could make a difference building back better and sooner. As we reinforce the
commitment to protect children from unacceptable forms of work, our focus to mitigate the
aftermath of the pandemic also remains. We need a strong alliance paving our way towards
ending child labour in all its forms by 2025 as countries around the world have agreed to in
Sustainable Development Goal 8.7.

We — governments, employers, unions, civil society organisations and even individuals — must
rise and pledge to ‘Take Action against Child Labour’ as a part of the UN’s declaration of 2021
as the International Year for the Elimination of Child Labour. Our actions today will determine the
future of children tomorrow.

Dagmar Walter is Director, International Labour Organization India Country Office
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CABINET GIVES NOD TO MODEL TENANCY ACT
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various

Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

The Union Cabinet on Wednesday approved the Model Tenancy Act to be sent to the States
and Union Territories to enact legislation or amend laws on rental properties. The meeting was
chaired by Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

“It will help overhaul the legal framework with respect to rental housing across the country, which
would help spur its overall growth…It will enable creation of adequate rental housing stock for all
the income groups thereby addressing the issue of homelessness,” a government statement
said.

The model Act, if passed by the States and UTs, would prescribe the norms for lease
agreements, deposits, dispute handling and other aspects of rental properties. “It will enable
institutionalisation of rental housing by gradually shifting it towards the formal market and
facilitate unlocking of vacant houses for rental housing purposes,” the government said.

Our code of editorial values

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/living-our-values-code-of-editorial-values/article1715043.ece


Page 11

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-03

CLOSE THE VACCINATION GAP, IN GLOBAL
LOCKSTEP

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

By the end of May 2021, only 2.1% of Africans had received at least one dose of a COVID-19
vaccine. We need to close the vaccination gap between advanced economies and developing
countries to avoid what the World Health Organization (WHO) Director-General, Dr. Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesu has called “vaccination apartheid”. Doing so is both morally right and in
everyone’s interest.

Therefore, we need global multilateral action to increase the production of vaccines and
accelerate the roll-out worldwide. Since the beginning of the novel coronavirus pandemic, this is
the path chosen by the European Union (EU). It is now also the path defined by the G20 leaders
at the Global Health Summit in Rome on May 21.

Also read

Is the jab the new black?

The pandemic is still killing thousands of people every day and at the current pace, the whole
world will not be vaccinated before 2023. Yet, a widely vaccinated world population is the only
way to end the pandemic; otherwise, the multiplication of variants is likely to undermine the
effectiveness of existing vaccines.

Vaccination is also a prerequisite for lifting the restrictions that are holding back our economies
and freedoms. These restrictions penalise the whole world, but they weigh even more heavily on
developing countries. Advanced countries can rely more on social mechanisms and economic
policy levers to limit the impact of the pandemic on their citizens.

If the vaccination gap persists, it risks reversing the trend in recent decades of declining poverty
and global inequalities. Such a negative dynamic would hold back economic activity and
increase geopolitical tensions. The cost of inaction would for sure be much higher for advanced
economies than what we collectively would have to spend to help vaccinate the whole world.
Therefore, the EU welcomes the $50 billion plan proposed by the International Monetary Fund in
order to be able to vaccinate 40% of the world population in 2021 and 60% by mid-2022.

On CoWIN, Supreme Court flags digital divide

To achieve this goal, we need closely coordinated multilateral action. We must resist the threat
posed by linking the provision of vaccines to political goals and “vaccine nationalism”. The EU
has rejected both since the beginning of the pandemic. The EU has been vaccinating its own
population, while exporting large volumes of vaccines and contributing substantially to the
vaccines roll-out in low-income countries. Europeans can be proud of this record. India’s
“Vaccine Maitri” is another example of global solidarity.

In 2020, the EU supported the research and development of vaccines on a large scale and
contributed significantly to the new generation of mRNA vaccines. The EU then became a major
producer of COVID-19 vaccines with, according to WHO, around 40% of the doses used globally
so far. The EU has also exported 240 million doses to 90 countries, which is about as much as
we have used within the EU.
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Editorial | A moral test: On the vaccine divide

The EU with its member states and financial institutions — what we call “Team Europe” — is
also donating vaccines to neighbours in need, particularly in the Western Balkans. It aims to
donate at least 100 million more doses to low- and middle-income countries before the end of
2021, as agreed at the last European Council. With €2.8 billion, Team Europe has also been the
main contributor to the COVAX facility, which enables poorer countries to access vaccines;
around one-third of all COVAX doses delivered so far have been financed by the EU. However,
this effort is still far from sufficient to prevent the vaccination gap from widening.

To fill this gap, countries with the required knowledge and means should increase their
production capacities, so that they can both vaccinate their own populations and export more
vaccines, as the EU is doing. In cooperation with vaccine manufacturers, we are working to
increase the EU vaccine production capacities to more than three billion doses a year by the end
of 2021.

Our European industrial partners have committed to deliver 1.3 billion doses of vaccines before
the end of 2021 to low-income countries at no-profit, and to middle-income countries at lower
prices. They have also committed themselves to further deliver over 1.3 billion doses for 2022 —
many of which will be delivered through COVAX.

India's halt to vaccine exports ‘very problematic’ for Africa

All countries must avoid restrictive measures that affect vaccine supply chains. We also need to
facilitate the transfer of knowledge and technology, so that more countries can produce
vaccines. For our part, we are strongly encouraging European producers to do so, especially in
Africa. I participated at the Paris summit on financial support for Africa on May 18, where the
continent’s leaders stressed that Africa imports 99% of its vaccines. This has to change. Team
Europe is launching an initiative to this end — backed by €1 billion funding from the EU budget
and European development financial institutions — with African partners to boost manufacturing
capacity in Africa for vaccines, medicines and health technologies.

Voluntary licensing is the privileged way to ensure such transfer of technology and know-how. If
it turns out to be insufficient, the existing Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights
(TRIPS) Agreement and the 2001 Doha Declaration already foresee the possibility of
compulsory licensing. We have been listening carefully to countries complaining about how
difficult it is to use these flexibilities. To speed up these technology transfers, the EU will come
forward with a new proposal in the World Trade Organization framework by early June.

The COVID-19 pandemic has reminded us that health is a global public good. Our common
global COVID-19 vaccine action to close the vaccination gap must be the first step toward
genuine global health cooperation, as foreseen by the Rome Declaration recently adopted at the
Global Health Summit.

Josep Borrell is European Union High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and
Vice-President of the European Commission
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EMBRACING CHILDREN: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
CHILDREN ORPHANED BY COVID-19

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

Well begun is not always half done, and, in any case, half done is never good enough. The
Centre’s response to the Supreme Court that the modalities of the expansive assistance
programme for children orphaned by COVID-19, announced by the Prime Minister, were yet to
be formulated comes as a disappointment. While rightly feted for its announcement of a
comprehensive programme for the most vulnerable section of the population during this COVID-
19 pandemic, children, the Centre did not lay down procedural formalities for implementation. It
is clear from the National Commission for Protection of Child Rights’ submission in the Supreme
Court that nearly 10,000 children are in need of immediate care and protection. They include
children aged between zero and 17 years orphaned or abandoned during the COVID-19
pandemic since March 2020. The total was 9,346 children who have been affected, including
1,742 children who lost both parents, 7,464 who have lost one parent, and 140 who have been
abandoned from March 2020 to May 29, 2021. It further told the apex court that these children
run a high risk of being pushed into trafficking and the flesh trade. There is thus no doubt that
time is of the essence here.

Given the urgency of rescuing these children, the Government cannot dawdle over figuring out
implementation strategies. A swift laying down of processes and monitoring mechanisms to kick
start rescue and relief, besides undertaking the continuing process of estimating beneficiaries is
needed. Children have little or no agency of their own and are still dependent on adults to get
by, and the disruption that COVID-19 has wrought on their lives is devastating. The experience
of States that sprang to the assistance of children orphaned by the Indian Ocean tsunami can be
factored in — they were embraced into the safety net of the social security system, and funds
were placed in a trust for them for use when they reach a certain age. While the plans
announced under the PM CARES Fund include this, and are far more expansive looking at
funding schooling, higher education, even health insurance, a promise is nothing if not fulfilled.
The responsibility of the Government now is to go the full mile to ensure that these benefits
reach every child fitting the criteria, besides making sure that the children are not exploited with
an eye on the eventual bounty. Several States have announced their child-care packages on
similar lines too, with some setting up monitoring committees to ensure implementation. Sincere
implementation through committed staff, and using existing systems such as 1098 for periodic
identification of children in need would be the cornerstones of such a project, especially at a time
when the onslaught of COVID-19 is far from over.
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SPEED OVER OPTICS: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON WHY
CENTRE SHOULD PROCURE AND ALLOT COVID-19
VACCINES TO STATES

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

The Centre’s ‘liberalised’ policy of allowing vaccine companies to strike deals with States and
private hospitals has borne limited fruit. While the age group of 18-44 years accounts for the
bulk of vaccines being administered, attempts by States to negotiate deals with international
vaccine companies have come to naught. In spite of opening vaccination for all adults, there
were fewer doses administered in May — around six crore — as opposed to 7.7 crore doses
administered in April. The Health Ministry has said that close to 8 crore doses were available in
May (counting wastage and stocks with States) and that 12 crore will be available in June for the
Centre, States and private hospitals. Over 22 crore doses have been administered so far. There
is large variability within and among States regarding vaccination. It is in this context that State
Chief Ministers, cutting across party divisions, are now demanding that the Centre be the sole
buyer of vaccines. The Supreme Court too has expressed its dissatisfaction over the existing
system that puts States in competition with each other and the Centre, almost like another
competitor, for vaccine supplies. The Centre has tried to project that it was the clamour from
States that forced it to abstain from being the sole purchaser of vaccines, but it was the Centre’s
miscalculation that there would not be frantic public demand this calendar year and that the
output from the Serum Institute of India and Bharat Biotech would be sufficient for India.

International arrangements such as COVAX were premised on India being a large supplier to
Africa and several countries around the world with no vaccine development facilities. Now that
the Government has prevented the Serum Institute of India from honouring its supply
commitments, it is unclear if international suppliers would trust India’s demand for large supply.
The unpredictability in policy also weakens India’s ambit of negotiations now that it seems
desperate to increase short-term vaccine supply. Moreover, given that vaccines are the most
sought-after goods, it is unlikely India would be prioritised so late in the day. There is optimism
of increased and significant supply from Bharat Biotech and SII by August. At this stage, it
appears that the Centre has few options other than waiting for its domestic suppliers to hike
production. Increased supply from abroad is unlikely in the near future, even if resources for
procurement are not a constraint. It must however heed the States’ core demand that they be
given a greater say in deciding how best to distribute the vaccine. The Centre can be a monitor
of and an adviser to the process; and if it becomes the sole buyer, it can spell out a transparent
distribution policy. But it ought to prioritise speedy administration over optics.
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RURAL HEALTH CARE NEEDS FIXING, AND NOW
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

The two consecutive waves of COVID-19 and Mucormycosis have left us shattered. Multiple
bruises have been caused to us. But during the second wave of the pandemic, it is our rural
people who are struggling the most. They are struggling to get prompt and quality health care.
The key role of health-care facilities in the rural areas is to provide regular and comprehensive
health-care needs guided by the World Health Organization (WHO)’s principle of Universal
Health Coverage, “ensuring that all people have access to needed health services (including
prevention, promotion, treatment, rehabilitation and palliation) of sufficient quality to be effective
while also ensuring that the use of these services does not expose the user the financial
hardship”.

The second wave of the novel coronavirus pandemic has exposed the inadequate and poor
health infrastructure in the rural areas. The fact shared by Union Minister of State for Health and
Family Welfare Ashwini Kumar Choubey on July 23, 2019 in the Rajya Sabha suggest that
29,337 primary health centres (PHCs) are required in the rural areas of the country; India has
25,743, a shortfall of 3,594 units. This means that we have one PHC for 25 villages in India. This
needs to be revisited. In the fast-changing health scenario, we should have one expanded PHC
for every 10 villages along with the provision of some beds and other minimum necessary
facilities. We have 5,624 community health centres (CHCs) against the requirement of 7,322.
Data on CHCs, which act as a referral centre covering a population of 80,000 people to 1.20
lakh people, show that, overall, there is a shortfall of 81.8% specialists at CHCs as compared to
the requirement for existing CHCs. As in the Human Development Report 2020, India has eight
hospital beds for a population of 10,000 people, while in China, it has 40 beds for the same
number of people.

187 eminent personalities write letter panning government's handling of COVID-19 crisis

If I may talk about the health infrastructure in Haryana, which remained a backward area of
Punjab till 1966, it had only one medical college in the public sector up to 2005 till I became the
Chief Minister. During my tenure up to 2014, we laid much emphasis on health services; besides
many private sector medical colleges, one State health university, four medical colleges (at
Karnal, Faridabad and Nuh in Mewat), and one medical college for women (in the rural area of
Sonipat district) were established. Called the Bhagat Phool Singh Government Medical College
for Women, this is the second women’s medical college after Lady Hardinge Medical College in
Delhi in the northern part of the country. We also established the All India Institute of Medical
Sciences-II and a National Cancer Institute at Bhadsa village of Jhajjar district.

Yet, Haryana requires 5,070 sub-health centres (SHCs) as against the existing 2,666; 845 PHCs
as against 531 at present, and 253 CHCs as against 118 working at present. As per Census
2011, Haryana has a 2.53 crore population. And, as per the norms required after each block of
one lakh population, Haryana requires 253 CHCs and 845 PHCs for the whole State. When
infrastructure in the health services is so poor in a progressive and prosperous State such as
Haryana, one can easily estimate the inadequacy of the physical health-care infrastructure in the
rural areas in other States.

3 Haryana districts in dire straits

It is of utmost importance that governments everywhere engage with all kinds of rural community
organisations such as panchayats, gram sabha, notified area committees, municipal bodies and

http://haryanahealth.nic.in/
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non-governmental organisations in minimising the adverse impact of the pandemic on rural life.
For that purpose, in Haryana, we constituted Swasthya Kalyan Samitis, or SKSs for all CHCs,
PHCs which has proved to be an effective management structure enabling people’s participation
in ensuring better functioning of rural health services.

According to worldometers.info, out of 139 crore population of India, at least 91 crore people are
living in 649,481 villages. There are at least 10% of people in the urban areas who are partly
settled in villages as well since they keep moving to their rural habitations quite frequently.
Villages need adequate health services. Given the alarming proportion of non-communicable
diseases (NCDs) in India, we cannot sit idle any longer and need to focus on the existing health
infrastructure in the rural areas. This is one of the most important takeaways for us after the two
waves of COVID-19 and the spread of Mucormycosis in the country. For want of well-oiled
health machinery, most of our people are unaware of being in the grip of NCDs such as
hypertension, diabetes and cardiovascular diseases which assume significance in the pandemic.

As per an estimate of WHO, NCDs including cases of cardiovascular disease, chronic
respiratory problems and cancer cause nearly 41 million (71%) of all deaths globally and about
5.87 million (60%) of all deaths in India. It will not be humanly possible to treat them all, thereby
causing premature deaths on such a large scale. Persons with such morbidities are the most
vulnerable in the case of a pandemic.

I agree that the task is easier said than done, but it has to be accomplished. We have no other
option but to treat the disease/s at the primary level in its first stage to create a healthy India. It
will also help us save a lot of money and the resources being spent at tertiary level health care.
If our SHCs work effectively, there will be less pressure on PHCs. If the PHCs function well, then
there will be minimal pressure on CHCs and so on. Unfortunately, we have not been able to
maintain the vibrancy and vitality of the network of health care. As a result, our vast rural
populace remains deprived of critical health interventions.

Haryana man who performed last rites of over 300 COVID-19 victims succumbs to coronavirus

The chain of SHCs, PHCs and CHCs can very well take care of the multiple health needs of our
people. They should have the health data of people in their respective areas. It will enable them
to identify those likely to slip into the secondary or tertiary care zone. Regular health camps will
help us identify those on the verge of developing tuberculosis, hypertension, diabetes or any
diseases likely to be caused because of their socio and economic conditions. A CHC or referral
centre equipped with specialists will do wonders if made to work efficiently. Every CHC is
supposed to have ‘at least 30 beds for indoor patients, operation theatre, labour room, X-ray
machine, pathological laboratory, standby generator’ and other wherewithal. Just imagine the
kind of relief we would have had today in our fight against COVID-19 if our network of SHCs,
PHCs and CHCs was working efficiently.

In conclusion, I will only urge all stakeholders to revisit and refurbish our health infrastructure in
the rural areas and build them in a better manner. As more than 65% of the population resides in
the rural areas, we cannot ignore their health needs. WHO has its norms and yardsticks. We can
have our own, perhaps even better than what has been stipulated by WHO. We also know
health is a State subject, but all those living in the rural areas are not only the responsibility of
the States or the Centre but also a collective responsibility. Just spending money will not take us
anywhere. We have to see and ensure that the money being spent improves facilities and
contributes to people’s ease of life. It is hugely challenging as a task but we have to firm up our
strategies, their execution and by rigorous auditing so that we are ever well prepared not only to
meet this pandemic effectively but also to make our rural folk healthier. We must remember that
no one will survive unless all of us survive. As Bertrand Russell has put it, “It’s co-existence or
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no existence.”

Bhupinder Singh Hooda is a former Chief Minister of Haryana and Leader of the Opposition in
the Haryana Legislative Assembly
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EXPLAINED
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

The story so far: China has confirmed the first instance of human infection from H10N3, a rare
strain of a virus that normally infects poultry. On Tuesday, the National Health Commission of
Beijing reported that a 41-year-old man in the eastern Jiangsu province had been infected with
the rare strain but no details were given as to how he caught it.

Chinese authorities said the 41-year-old man was the first human case of an infection with the
strain. They said the person was hospitalised on April 28 and was diagnosed with the strain after
a month. The Beijing-based National Health Commission said the strain has low pathogenesis
— the ability to cause disease — among birds, implying that the virus did not spread easily
among poultry and was likely to be restricted to limited populations. “As long as avian influenza
viruses circulate in poultry, sporadic infection of avian influenza in humans is not surprising,
which is a vivid reminder that the threat of an influenza pandemic is persistent,” Reuters quoted
the World Health Organization (WHO) as saying.

H5N1 is the most common virus causing bird flu, or avian influenza. Though largely restricted to
birds, and often fatal to them, it can cross over to other animals, as well as humans. According
to the WHO, the H5N1 was first discovered in humans in 1997 and has killed almost 60% of
those infected. Though it is not known to transmit easily among humans, the risk remains.

There are several subtypes of the avian influenza virus. Since 2003, these avian and other
influenza viruses have spread from Asia to Europe and Africa. In 2013, human infections with
the influenza A(H7N9) virus were reported in China. An outbreak of the H7N9 strain killed
around 300 people in 2016 and 2017. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
says, “All known subtypes of influenza A viruses can infect birds, except subtypes H17N10 and
H18N11, which have only been found in bats. Only two influenza A virus subtypes (i.e., H1N1,
and H3N2) are currently in general circulation among people. Some subtypes are found in other
infected animal species. For example, H7N7 and H3N8 virus infections can cause illness in
horses, and H3N8 virus infection cause illness in horses and dogs.” So far, the H10N3 appears
mild and not very transmissible, and hence, its categorisation status remains unclear.

According to the WHO, avian, swine and other zoonotic influenza virus infections in humans
may cause disease with symptoms like mild upper respiratory tract infection (fever and cough),
early sputum production and rapid progression to severe pneumonia, sepsis with shock, acute
respiratory distress syndrome, and even death. Conjunctivitis, gastrointestinal symptoms,
encephalitis and encephalopathy have also been reported in varying degrees depending on the
subtype.

Speculation about the origin of the SARS-CoV-2 has heightened worries about animal- and bird-
borne viruses. The emergence of new strains, particularly among domesticated animals and
birds, is a story of evolution and inevitability, and sporadic reports of new viruses infecting
humans abound. An outbreak of the H5N8 virus in birds led to hundreds of thousands of poultry
being culled in various European countries. In February, Russia reported that seven poultry
workers in a plant were infected by the H5N8 strain. All of them recovered. India, too, faced an
outbreak of the virus in flocks of poultry in January and undertook culling.
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‘Mortality rate is almost double’

Dr. Gagandeep Kang, Professor of Microbiology at CMC Vellore explains the implications of the
changes made in the midst of the second wave.
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EXPLAINED
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

A woman reacts as she receives a dose of Covishield in Ahmedabad on June 5, 2021.  

The story so far: The Union government is in talks with foreign manufacturers of COVID-19
vaccines on their demand for indemnity from liability as a condition for selling their vaccines to
the country. Pfizer, which supplies the Pfizer-BioNTech mRNA vaccine, is said to have
requested that the government indemnify it from any claim that may arise from vaccine users in
the future based on any adverse effects after getting the jab. No decision has been made yet on
the request. However, it has already given rise to a similar demand from domestic vaccine-
maker Serum Institute of India (SII), which says all players should be treated the same way.

Indemnity is a form of contract. The law on drugs in India does not have a provision for
indemnity related to the grant of approval for any new drug or vaccine in the country. If at all any
indemnity is to be granted to any company for a particular drug or vaccine, it can only be in the
form of an indemnity bond executed on behalf of the government of India, or a clause or set of
clauses in any contract that the government may sign with the supplier. There appears to be no
precedent for any company getting such indemnity in India for any drug.

Centre, Pfizer seek to bridge dispute over vaccine indemnity

Section 124 of the Indian Contract Act, 1872, defines a contract of indemnity as one by which
one party promises to save the other from any loss caused to the latter. Once the government of
India grants such indemnity to the vaccine manufacturer or importer, it would mean that if a
particular vaccine is perceived to have caused death or any lasting damage to a recipient, any
claim of compensation arising from it will have to be met by the government, and not by the
company. In the event of a court ordering payment, the company will be in a position to recover
the amount from the government.

Indemnity is essentially a contractual matter between the supplier and recipient, and therefore, a
good deal of confidentiality is attached to such agreements. Pfizer is believed to have obtained
such indemnity from several countries, including the United Kingdom, from which it has received
supply orders. However, it has declined to discuss the issue in public.

Normally, it is the company applying for approval of a new drug or vaccine that submits itself to
various conditions, processes and regulations. Approvals in most countries come with stringent
conditions regarding conformity to national guidelines, quality standards, safety assessments
and requirements regarding various phases of clinical trials. For imported drugs, a local clinical
trial may not be required if it has been approved and marketed in countries specified by the
Central Licensing Authority and if no major adverse events have been reported.

No decision yet on indemnity to COVID-19 vaccine makers: Government

However, given the peculiar global situation arising out of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the
severe shortage of vaccines faced by countries such as India, which urgently needs to inoculate
hundreds of millions of people, some vaccine suppliers may be in a position to set conditions.

The Drugs Controller-General of India has already taken a big step towards fast-tracking the
import of vaccines by dispensing with the need for local trials. Earlier, the Centre had decided
that foreign-produced vaccines that had been granted emergency approval for restricted use by
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regulators in the U.S., the U.K., the European Union and Japan, or those included in the WHO’s
Emergency Use Listing, would be granted Emergency Use Authorisation in India. The condition
was that there would be a post-approval parallel bridging trial. However, this condition was
waived a few days ago and no bridging trial is now necessary. The significance of this
exemption is that both the delay attached to such trials and the risk of adverse events to
participants have been avoided.

U.S. vaccine ‘gift’ to India may not be substantial

The New Drugs and Clinical Trial Rules, 2019, set down stringent regulations for grant of
approval as well as for trials. The Rules provide for payment of compensation by the sponsor of
the trial or its representative to any participant who dies or suffers disability as a result of such
trials. Exemption from these trials has reduced the risk to overseas manufacturers. However,
companies probably fear that they would still be liable under the ordinary law of tort, arising from
future claims by anyone adversely affected after receiving the shot.

In the absence of indemnity, overseas manufacturers may load the risk onto the price of the
vaccines, making each dose more expensive. By indemnifying the companies in respect of
these vaccines, the government of India may be able to negotiate lower prices and higher
volumes. It may help accelerate India’s national vaccination drive. On the flip side, the
government may be forced to make it a level playing field for local manufacturers, too, by
extending indemnity to them, and thereby inviting upon itself the entire risk associated with more
than a billion vaccine shots.
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‘Mortality rate is almost double’

Dr. Gagandeep Kang, Professor of Microbiology at CMC Vellore explains the implications of the
changes made in the midst of the second wave.

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/living-our-values-code-of-editorial-values/article1715043.ece


Page 25

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-07

PUNJAB, T.N., KERALA TOP EDUCATION INDEX
RANKING

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

This is the third edition of the index and uses 70 indicators to measure progress. Of these, the
16 indicators related to learning outcomes remain unchanged through all three editions, as they
are based on data from the 2017 National Achievement Survey, which tested students in
Classes 3, 5, 8 and 10.

The next NAS was scheduled to be held in 2020, but was postponed because of the pandemic.

The remaining 54 parameters use Central databases, collating information from the school and
district level, and have been updated for 2019-20.
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NPR SLIPS VALID FOR LONG-TERM VISAS: MHA
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various

Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

Heavy data:The NPR was first compiled in 2010 along with the Census exercise, and later
updated in 2015.file photo  

Migrants belonging to six non-Muslim minority communities from Afghanistan, Pakistan and
Bangladesh, while applying for long-term visas (LTVs), can also produce National Population
Register (NPR) enrolment slips as proof of the duration of their stay in India, according to a
Union Home Ministry manual.

The NPR number is part of an illustrative list of more than 10 documents that could be provided
to apply for an LTV, which is a precursor to acquiring Indian citizenship either by naturalisation
or registration under Section 5 and 6 of the Citizenship Act, 1955, for the six communities —
Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, Parsis, Christians and Buddhists — from the three countries. The special
provision of LTVs for Hindus and Sikhs from Pakistan and Afghanistan was first made in 2011.

The NPR was first compiled in 2010 simultaneously with the decadal Census exercise and later
updated in 2015. It already has a database of 119 crore residents. The NPR is a register of
usual residents linked with location particulars down to the village level and is updated
periodically “to incorporate the changes due to birth, death and migration”.

The next phase of the NPR, expected to include contentious questions on date and place of
birth of father and mother, last place of residence and mother tongue, was to be simultaneously
updated with the 2021 House Listing and Housing Census that has been indefinitely postponed
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

According to detailed guidelines issued by the Home Ministry on documents that can be
produced to prove the date of entry of the minority community migrants currently in India, the
“slip issued by the Census enumerators” during the survey for the preparation of the NPR prior
to December 31, 2014, can be provided. Migrants who can apply for LTVs will have to produce
any document issued by the governments of Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Pakistan “clearly
showing the religion of the applicant like school certificate etc. to establish that the applicant is
from a minority community”, the guidelines said.

As reported, the Home Ministry has been sensitising the States about the relevant provisions
under the Citizenship Act, 1955, which could help the six communities who entered India on
legal documents before 2014 and are here on LTVs, expedite their citizenship applications.
Ministry officials assert that the awareness drive is not related to the Citizenship (Amendment)
Act, 2019 (CAA), which is intended to benefit undocumented migrants from the six groups who
entered India before the 2014 cut-off date. The CAA is yet to implemented.
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ODISHA’S FOREST PRODUCE GATHERERS HIT HARD
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of STs, SCs, and OBCs - Schemes & their

Performance, Mechanisms, Laws Institutions and Bodies

Tribal women carrying firewood and other forest produce to the weekly market in Malkangiri
district.BiswaRanjan ROUTBISWARANJANROUT  

For the second year running, forest dwellers across Odisha have been deprived of the right price
for the non-timber forest produce (NTFP) gathered by them.

With the COVID-19 pandemic disrupting local economies across the country, the NTFP market
in Odisha has also suffered due to the absence of adequate buyers this year. “Last year, when
the COVID-19 pandemic surfaced, forest dwellers, especially tribals, could not get the price for
their produce and even failed to dispose of NTFP stocks. After a year, the crisis has deepened
further and hit them again,” said Chittaranjan Pani, an expert on the NTFP market.

Around this time, tribals collect sal leaves, siali leaves, mohua flowers, mango kernel, karanja
seeds, char seeds and tamarind. The hard cash earned by forest dwellers and tribals in the
summer helps them survive the critical four monsoon months and use the money in agricultural
activities.

This year, the spread of COVID-19 infections was more profound in the rural and tribal
hinterland. Unscrupulous traders took advantage of the fear prevailing in society and reduced
the purchase price of NTFPs. Sources said NTFP gatherers sold their forest produce at lower
prices, before government agencies intervened.

Tribal activists also expressed anguish over the alleged apathetic approach of government
agencies in ensuring the right price for NTFP. “Government agencies delayed procurement of
NTFP,” Mr. Pani pointed out.

He alleged that the Tribal Cooperative Marketing Development Federation of India (TRIFED)
promoted Van Dhan Vikash Kendra, which was introduced to create a market for minor forest
produce while ensuring minimum support price, but it could not perform to its potential.
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THE SALIENCY EFFECT OF COVID-19
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

Previously, we have discussed how your risk attitude could be influenced by the recent stock
market uptrend. We now discuss the saliency effect of COVID-19 on your personal finance.
Saliency refers to our tendency to focus on information that catches our attention and ignore
others that are less visible.

Positive saliency

Consider the positive saliency effect of COVID-19. It has made you more health conscious. This
action impacts your personal finance; your healthcare costs in the future could be lower if you
take continual steps to stay healthy. There is an associated positive impact. Watching friends
and extended families spend sizeable amounts on medical expenses has made most individuals
realise the importance of having adequate healthcare insurance cover for their families.

The other aspect is the importance of cash to meet emergency situations. You would have
heard from individuals who had to arrange for hospitalisation of their friends or family members
as to how various institutions involved in the process require cash payment for treating patients.
True, we pay using debit and credit cards for most of our transactions. But, we are far from
being a cashless society. So, it is important that you have emergency cash at home. You could
keep half of your month’s living expenses or an ad hoc amount you think is reasonable to meet
an emergency.

Negative saliency

Negative saliency effect of COVID-19 is the present bias — ie, our tendency to take actions that
improve our present happiness even if such actions can have a negative effect on our future
well-being. Take discretionary spending. Spending more today can increase your present
happiness at the cost of saving less for the future.

The question is: have you increased your discretionary spending recently? It refers to non-
essential spending that can increase your happiness, albeit temporarily. This pandemic has
shown that life can be short. So, why not enjoy life while we can, the argument goes.

Typically, such an argument would lead to individuals spending more on experiences such as
taking an exotic vacation. With the current restriction on travel, the focus has shifted to acquiring
material goods, especially electronics that provide for a comfortable living.

The other negative saliency effect is the behaviour caused by the remarkable recovery in the
stock market after initial crash last March when the country went into its first pandemic-related
lockdown. The sharp rise in investment value has encouraged many individuals to increase their
discretionary spending. This phenomenon is referred to as the wealth effect.

Individuals typically do not keep sizeable funds in savings accounts or have emergency cash at
home because they do not want to lose the opportunity to earn higher returns. Yet, they hold
loss-making investments for long not minding the associated opportunity cost. Why? Losing an
investment opportunity is more salient than holding on to unrealised losses.

Similarly, individuals buy extended warranty for air conditioners and laptops but are reluctant to
buy healthcare insurance or term life insurance products. Why? Till now, most individuals did not
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face large healthcare costs. So, healthcare was not a salient factor. This behaviour could
change because of COVID-19.

There is a caveat. The saliency effect may last till you fear the pandemic and its impact on
lifestyle. Once the fear subsides, the saliency effect too could fade.

You have to act quickly to capitalise on the positive saliency effect. So, arrange to have some
emergency cash at home and get adequate health insurance protection for your family. To
address discretionary spending, first set up systematic investments to meet your life goals.
Then, spend the rest of your monthly income.

(The author offers training programmes for individuals for managing their personal investments)
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RECOGNISING SEX WORK AS WORK
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Minorities Incl. Linguistic Minorities - Schemes

& their performance; Mechanisms, Laws, Institutions & Bodies

The pandemic has hit millions of people and caused a great deal of suffering across
communities. But there is one community that is especially hard hit and that is sex workers.
Owing to the non-recognition of sex work as “legitimate work”, sex workers have mostly been
kept at arm’s length from the government’s relief programmes. COVID-19 has thus provided
more reason to consider a long-pending demand of sex workers in India — decriminalisation of
sex work and a guaranteed set of labour rights.

The legislation governing sex work in India is the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act. The
Suppression of Immoral Traffic in Women and Children Act was enacted in 1956. Subsequent
amendments were made to the law and the name of the Act was changed to Immoral Traffic
(Prevention) Act. The legislation penalises acts such as keeping a brothel, soliciting in a public
place, living off the earnings of sex work and living with or habitually being in the company of a
sex worker.

Sex workers are partners in fight against trafficking, says NNSW

This Act represents the archaic and regressive view that sex work is morally wrong and that the
people involved in it, especially women, never consent to it voluntarily. After all, in popular
depiction, entry into sex work is involuntary, forced, and through deception. As a consequence, it
is believed that these women need to be “rescued” and “rehabilitated”, sometimes even without
their consent. While this is a valid argument for minor girls, for many consenting adult sex
workers, it has been a problem. This is what has led to the classification of ‘‘respectable women”
and “non-respectable women”. This view is based on the belief that sex work is “easy” work and
no one will or should choose to practise it. It thus perpetuates the prejudice that women who do
practise sex work are morally devious.

The Act has not only criminalised sex work but also further stigmatised and pushed it
underground thus leaving sex workers more prone to violence, discrimination and harassment.
The Act denies an individual their right over their bodies. Moreover, it imposes the will of the
state over adults articulating their life choices. It gives no agency to the sex workers to fight
against the traffickers and in fact, has made them more susceptible to be harassed by the state
officials. The Act fails to recognise that many women willingly enter into agreements with
traffickers, sometimes just to seek a better life as chosen by them. Evidence shows that many
women choose to remain in sex work despite opportunities to leave after ‘rehabilitation’ by the
government or non-governmental organisations.

The Justice Verma Commission had also acknowledged that there is a distinction between
women who are trafficked for commercial sexual exploitation and adult, consenting women who
are in sex work of their own volition.

Also read | Include sex work in informal sector: activist

We must recognise sex work as work and stop ourselves from assigning morality to their work.
Adult men, women and transgender persons in sex work have the right to earn through providing
sexual services; live with dignity; and remain free from violence, exploitation, stigma and
discrimination. It is time we rethink sex work from a labour perspective, where we recognise their
work and guarantee them basic labour rights.

https://www.indiacode.nic.in/handle/123456789/1661?locale=hi
https://www.indiacode.nic.in/handle/123456789/1661?locale=hi
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Kochi/include-sex-work-in-informal-sector-activist/article34031193.ece
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The judiciary is moving in the direction of recognising sex workers’ right to livelihood. The
Supreme Court, in Budhadev Karmaskar v. State of West Bengal (2011), opined that sex
workers have a right to dignity. Parliament must also take a re-look at the existing legislation and
do away with the ‘victim-rescue-rehabilitation’ narrative. During these times of crisis especially,
this is all the more important.

T. Sumathy (A) Thamizhachi Thangapandian is MP, South Chennai parliamentary constituency
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SCHOOL RANKS: ON PERFORMANCE GRADING INDEX
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Education and related issues

The Union Education Ministry has been attempting to get States into a competitive mode in
upgrading their school education system by recognising progress with a Performance Grading
Index (PGI) that assigns them a score. It can be argued that countries and State governments
use school education as a transformative tool most effectively where the political imperative is
strong. The Centre’s effort with the PGI scoring system has been to try and nudge all States
using a hall of fame approach. In the latest set of scores and grades for the pre-COVID-19 year,
2019-20, the Andaman and Nicobar islands, Chandigarh, Kerala, Punjab and Tamil Nadu have
performed the best, although they still fall short of the 951-1,000 points slab, the highest
possible. It should be heartening to 33 States and Union Territories that their PGI scores have
improved over the previous year, and in the case of Andaman and Nicobar, Punjab and
Arunachal Pradesh, by a noteworthy 20%. Several middling States continue to make marginal
progress, some have improved merely by tweaking their data, while Madhya Pradesh and
Chhattisgarh actually regressed, although the PGI scheme is now three years old. The score is
derived using databases on 70 parameters such as access, equity, governance processes,
infrastructure and facilities, and learning outcomes that are mostly self-reported by the States
but vetted by the Centre, with National Achievement Survey data also being incorporated. On
some parameters, such as uneven learning outcomes between students from deprived
communities and others, bridging the gap earns a better score.

The Centre, with its transparent scores and data for each parameter and sub-topic made
available in the public domain, seeks to create a resource-sharing system that low-performing
States can tap into. This initiative is laudable, but it can work only if governments and Opposition
parties see value in strong and open school education, and work to strengthen access, equity
and infrastructure by budgeting fees and funds for universalisation. It is such commitment that
led Southeast Asia to carry out a renaissance in school education in the later decades of the last
century, on the lines of Meiji-era Japan. India’s school system has to contend with not just
patchy access and infrastructure, but major equity issues that have come to the fore during the
pandemic. Clearly, the shadow of COVID-19 will persist over the education system for the
foreseeable future, and further progress on all parameters will depend on bridging the gaps,
particularly on digital tools, infrastructure and subsidies for access. The PGI scores show that
the southern and western States are on firm ground to achieve this, while those in central India
and parts of the east and Northeast are less resourced. What is evident from the Education
Ministry analysis is that governance processes are the weakest link in some States. A new deal
for schools can transform them as the Right to Education law envisages.
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TOWARDS A STRONGER MENTAL HEALTH STRATEGY
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

Online psychotherapy concept. Male psychotherapist helping patient by video call. Woman
talking to psychologist. Psychological counseling services. Therapy session. Isolated modern
vector illustration  

Mental health issues are a major health challenge in the world today. According to the World
Health Organization (WHO), there is a 10-25-year life expectancy reduction in patients with
severe mental disorders. About 72% of member states had a standalone policy or plan for
mental health in 2017. India introduced the National Mental Health Policy (NMHP) in 2014, and
a rights-based Mental Healthcare Act in 2017, which replaced the Mental Healthcare Act of
1987. The NMHP, National Health Mission, National Adolescent Health Programme, and
Ayushman Bharat have the necessary components to address the mental health issues of all
sections of the population. But more needs to be done in the context of COVID-19, which has
exacerbated mental illnesses everywhere.

Studies in The Lancet Public Health (2019) revealed that median mental health spending across
the world was around 2% of the total government health expenditure in 2015. In the case of low-
income countries, it was around 0.5% of their health budget; for lower-middle-income countries,
it was 1.9%; for upper-middle-income countries, 2.4%; and for high-income countries, 5.1%.
There was higher allocation in developed countries than in developing countries. Government
expenditure on hospitals dealing with mental health issues as a percentage of total government
expenditure on mental health is 1.3% in India; in developed countries, it ranges from 3% to 15%.

In India, the share of mental hospitals per 1,00,000 population is as low as 0.01 in line with
developing countries, according to the WHO. This may possibly be due to the lack of focussed
attention given to mental health compared to other major diseases in India.

In the distribution of mental health units in general hospitals (per 1,00,000 population) globally,
in 2016, India was ranked 114 with just 0.03 units per 1,00,000 population. India was at the 99th
position in the distribution of mental health outpatient facilities (per 1,00,000 population), with
0.18 units per 1,00,000 population. India was also at the 64th position in the distribution of
mental health day treatment facilities (per 1,00,000 population).

Residential mental health services, particularly community ones, are an important component for
good quality mental health care. In most industrialised economies, there has been a growth of
community healthcare facilities in line with the increase in patients with mental health issues.
Research also shows that long-term patients with mental health issues are usually admitted to
residential facilities. The distribution of community residential facilities globally for the median
year 2016 showed India at the 58th position, with 0.017 units per 1,00,000 population among the
WHO member countries.

The people working in the mental health sector help us understand mental health issues better.
Here, India was ranked 107 with 0.292 per 1,00,000 population. Nurses, social workers and
psychologists working in the mental health sector (per 1,00,000 population) in India are 0.796,
0.065, and 0.069, respectively. The leading countries in each of these three areas have 150.3,
145.4, and 222.6 per 1,00,000 population. India’s ranking in this context among the WHO
member countries was 97, 79 and 104, respectively.

Mental illnesses include anxiety disorders, psychotic disorders, mood disorders, substance use
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disorders, personality disorders and eating disorders. The majority of suicides in the world are
related to psychiatric problems or to the illnesses listed above. Death by suicide is a complex
phenomenon and not fully reported. Globally, the suicide rate was 10.6 per 1,00,000 population
whereas in India, it was 16.3 per 1,00,000 in 2016. The suicide rate was higher among males
compared to females.

Mental health may not be the primary concern in developing economies like India as there may
be other communicable and non-communicable diseases which may be more prevalent. There
are also challenges regarding funding, delivery of mental health packages, lack of trained staff,
etc. However, these challenges need to be considered more seriously in the wake of COVID-19
as mental health issues are widely prevalent among the Indian population due to lockdowns and
related issues.

Recent reports published in Lancet revealed that one in seven people in India had a mental
disorder ranging from mild to severe in 2017. Also, the proportional contribution of mental
disorders to the total disease burden had doubled between 1990 and 2017. Mental disorders
include depressive and anxiety disorders, schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. This situation was
generally worse in the southern States compared to the northern States due to the nature of
development, modernisation, urbanisation and other factors not understood yet. Depressive
disorders were more prevalent among females than males which could be due to sexual abuse,
gender discrimination, stress due to antenatal and postnatal issues and other reasons.

In order to further address mental health issues, India could reduce the treatment gap for mental
disorders, increase the number of personnel in the mental health sector, work towards reducing
discriminatory attitudes, and devise an integrated approach for detecting, treating, and
managing patient needs. More counselling facilities, especially in rural areas, with special
support for women through the provision of women doctors are needed. More telemedicine,
telephone-based helpline numbers, and mental health apps could help. Communities and
families have an important role in this regard and so do community-based programmes. School-
based programmes on mental health can improve the mental health of children. More fund
allocation for treatment of mental health, especially to those States in need of funds, could do
wonders. The pandemic may be the best time to explore various policy options including
creating online mental health awareness.

There needs to be a road map for mental health awareness. This should include the traditional
media, government programmes, the education system, industry, and social media. Media
awareness and government involvement is already happening in India but both can improve. It is
high time that industry and private sector companies set up counselling facilities. The application
of big data and crowd sourcing ideas may help us in informed decision-making.

Surjith Karthikeyan is an Indian Economic Service (2010) Officer. Views are personal
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TAKE ACTION AGAINST ILLEGAL ADOPTION: SC
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Children - Schemes & their Performance,

Mechanisms, Laws Institutions and Bodies

The Supreme Court has directed the States and the Union Territories to take stringent action
against private individuals and NGOs who invite people to illegally adopt children orphaned by
the COVID-19 pandemic.

A Bench of Justices L. Nageswara Rao and Aniruddha Bose, in an 18-page order published on
Tuesday, directed the government to step in and prevent private entities from revealing the
identities of affected children, usually on social media, and inviting people to adopt them.

“The State Governments/Union Territories are directed to prevent any NGO from collecting
funds in the names of the affected children by disclosing their identity and inviting interested
persons to adopt them. No adoption of affected children should be permitted contrary to the
provisions of the Juvenile Justice Act, 2015,” the court ordered.

CARA involvement

It was illegal to invite strangers to adopt children, already traumatised by their personal losses,
without the involvement of the Central Adoption Resource Authority (CARA), a statutory body
under the Women and Child Development Ministry, it said. “Invitation to persons for adoption of
orphans is contrary to law as no adoption of a child can be permitted without the involvement of
CARA. Stringent action shall be taken by the State Governments/Union Territories against
agencies/individuals who are responsible for indulging in this illegal activity,” it observed.

The order came after the National Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR), on
Monday, raised the alarm on a spate of complaints about illegal adoption of COVID-19 orphans
through private individual and organisations. “Social media posts are circulating that children are
up for adoption. This is plainly illegal and violates the Juvenile Justice Act,” advocate Shobha
Gupta, for intervenor ‘We the Women of India’, made an impassioned plea.

NCPCR statistics show that 3,621 children were orphaned, 26,176 children lost either parent
and 274 abandoned between April 1, 2021 to June 5, 2021. The court is hearing a suo motu
case on the plight of children impacted by the pandemic.

Child trafficking

Advocate Gaurav Agrawal, amicus curiae , said cases of child trafficking have been going up.
The government should intervene to care and protect children orphaned, abandoned or whose
families have lost their earning members.

The court said lack of knowledge about the rights of children under the Juvenile Justice Act had
led to many falling victim to efforts at illegal adoption. It directed the Centre, States and the
Union Territories to give wide publicity to the provisions of the 2015 Act at regular intervals so as
to make the general public, children and their parents or guardians aware of such provisions. It
ordered the States and the Union Territories to continue with their efforts to identify children in
need of care and protection after March 2020 and upload their details on the NCPCR database
in order to provide them welfare schemes.



Page 37

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Our code of editorial values

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/living-our-values-code-of-editorial-values/article1715043.ece


Page 38

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-09

RENGMA NAGAS DEMAND AUTONOMOUS COUNCIL
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Minorities Incl. Linguistic Minorities - Schemes

& their performance; Mechanisms, Laws, Institutions & Bodies

Long fight:The Rengma Naga community has been seeking an automous council for many years
now.File photo  

The Rengma Nagas in Assam have written to Union Home Minister Amit Shah demanding an
autonomous district council amid a decision by the Central and the State governments to
upgrade the Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council (KAAC) into a territorial council.

The Rengma Naga Peoples’ Council (RNPC), a registered body, said in the memorandum that
the Rengmas were the first tribal people in Assam to have encountered the British in 1839, but
the existing Rengma Hills was eliminated from the political map of the State and replaced with
that of Mikir Hills (now Karbi Anglong) in 1951.

Narrating its history, the council said that during the Burmese invasions of Assam in 1816 and
1819, it was the Rengmas who gave shelter to the Ahom refugees.

The petition said that the Rengma Hills was partitioned in 1963 between Assam and Nagaland
at the time of creation of Nagaland State and the Karbis, who were known as Mikirs till 1976,
were the indigeneous tribal people of Mikir Hills.

“Thus, the Rengma Hills and Mikir Hills were two separate entities till 1951. Karbis have no
history in the Rengma Hills. People who are presently living in Rengma Hills are from Assam,
Arunachal Pradesh and Meghalaya. They speak different dialects and do not know Karbi
language of Karbi Anglong,” the memorandum said.

RNPC president K. Solomon Rengma told The Hindu that the government was on the verge of
taking a decision without taking them on board and thus they had written to Mr. Shah and Chief
Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma.

“How can they do this? We have been writing to them for many years. The KAAC population is
around 12 lakh and the Karbis constitute only 3 lakh, the remaining are non-Karbis, including the
Rengma Nagas, whose population is around 22,000. We are also demanding a separate
legislative seat for Rengmas,” he said.

The National Socialist Council of Nagaland or NSCN (Isak-Muivah), which is in talks with the
Centre for a peace deal, said in a statement on Monday that the Rengma issue was one of the
important agendas of the “Indo-Naga political talks” and no authority should go far enough to
override their interests.

More than 3,000 Rengma Nagas were forced to relocate to relief camps in 2013 after several
people were killed in a series of attacks following a call given by a Karbi insurgent group.

Our code of editorial values

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/living-our-values-code-of-editorial-values/article1715043.ece


Page 39

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com



Page 40

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-09

LADAKH RESERVES ALL JOBS FOR REGION
RESIDENTS

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various
Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

All jobs in the Union Territory (UT) of Ladakh have been reserved for the residents of the region,
according to an order issued on Tuesday.

“No person shall be qualified for appointment to the service unless the person is a resident of
the UT of Ladakh,” reads the order issued by Lieutenant-Governor R.K. Mathur

The new recruitment rules are mentioned in the Clause 11 of the Union Territory of Ladakh
Employment (Subordinate) Service Recruitment Rules, 2021.

The move has met a long-pending demand of the people of Ladakh, after it was carved out as a
UT on August 5, 2019. “It was our demand since the bifurcation of J&K almost two years ago.
It’s a welcome move,” Chief Executive Councillor, Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development
Council-Kargil, Feroz Ahmed Khan told The Hindu .

He said the order has come very late as many unemployed youths have crossed the upper age
limit in the past two years. “We will also demand age relaxation for fresh recruitments,” Mr. Khan
said. He said there should be similar laws on land too. “At present, the State land of the UT
comes under twin elected councils, Leh and Kargil. However, private land does not have any
protection.”

Mr. Khan said till the Centre meets the demand of the Sixth Schedule for the UT, it should also
grant legislative powers to the twin councils.
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A NECESSARY REVERSION: THE HINDU EDITORIAL
ON GOING BACK TO FREE VACCINES POLICY

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

The Centre has announced a much-needed course correction in India’s vaccination policy with
Prime Minister Narendra Modi taking the podium to announce that the month-old decision to
leave States to procure vaccines on their own for their 18-44 population would be ending in two
weeks. States were allowed to procure 25% of the vaccines manufactured and the Centre 50%,
a policy that the Supreme Court termed “irrational and arbitrary”. The Court’s comments have
had a salutary effect. From June 21, the Centre will be procuring 75% and States will no longer
have to pay vaccine companies for the same. Vaccines will continue to be free for all those who
choose to get their shot at government centres. The 25% vaccines that were allotted to private
hospitals will continue too, though the service charges that they charge will be capped at 150.
This ceiling price on vaccines in hospitals will bring predictability and be hugely beneficial to
citizens. The Centre, which controlled all supply of vaccines and had negotiated prices and
orders with Bharat Biotech and the Serum Institute saw itself desperately short of supply right in
the middle of India’s deadly second wave. The hospital emergencies worsened the Centre’s
panic and so it chose a path that no country had undertaken, of devolving the responsibility of
buying vaccines to States. Health has traditionally been within the purview of States, and it
stands to reason that they would invariably have to deal with the challenges that vaccination
throws up. This includes vaccine hesitancy, the problem of transportation, the availability of
trained personnel and the existing capacity at health-care sites. Faced with the intensity of the
second wave, States demanded more vaccines and autonomy in deciding how to administer
them. What resulted were frequent public spats, with the Centre blaming States for inefficiently
using available stocks and yet demanding more.

Though there are substantial numbers of senior citizens yet to be vaccinated, particularly with a
second dose, it is clear that the foreseeable demand will be in the sub-45 category. The
Government appears more confident of getting a steady stream of supply from Bharat Biotech
and the Serum Institute and, in a bold move, has ordered 30 crore doses of an untested vaccine
from the Hyderabad-based Biological E. Assuming that a third wave is not in the vicinity, these
changes in total could be the beginning of a smoother, more efficient vaccine roll-out. Mr. Modi’s
announcement was preceded by a truculent defence of himself and his government and passing
on blame to a variety of actors, including governments before 2014, for India’s very real
shortcomings on vaccination. However, the path to positive change is often meandering, and
surviving the pandemic and being wiser from mistakes must be the spirit in which these policy
changes are adopted.
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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STATE INTERVENTIONS, LAKSHADWEEP’S FUTURE
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various

Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

The Lakshadweep Administration, which is now facing a storm over its draft rules introduced by
its Administrator, has now provided a fresh rationale for its proposals, shifting from public policy
to public purpose ignoring public interest, whereas the strategic issue is the interplay of
ecological fragility, insular cultural geography and strategic location. There are two competing
visions for its future. NITI Aayog, in 2019, identified water villas and land-based tourism projects
as the development issue faced by the islands, suggested zoning based on land acquisition and
focused on sustainable development ignoring the fragile environment and culture. The
Integrated Island Management Plan prepared under the guidance of the Supreme Court and
National Centre for Sustainable Coastal Management, in 2016, had rejected ‘home stays’ in
view of the strict social customs and strong resistance of the vast majority. It stipulated that
development programmes be implemented in consultation with the elected local self-government
bodies adhering to scientifically determined plans.

The rationale, or thinking, of the appointed Administrator of the Union Territory, planning for
flight loads of tourists, through four controversial proposals — the Lakshadweep Development
Authority Regulation, Prevention of Anti-Social Activities Regulation, Lakshadweep Panchayat
Regulation and Lakshadweep Animal Preservation Regulation — as “regulations of peace,
progress and good government”, has apparently not even been able to convince the Union
Home Minister. For the local people, and across the political spectrum, these changes are
arbitrary, authoritarian and will destroy the way of life. The Administrator’s fresh response is
reliance on the power of government or ‘public purpose’ for acquiring private land, unnecessarily
opening the door to conflict and the Supreme Court.

12-hour hunger strike across Lakshadweep for Praful K. Patel’s recall

The Supreme Court in the case of Dev Sharan vs State of Uttar Pradesh, in 2011, pointed out
that, “Any attempt by the State to acquire land by promoting a public purpose to benefit a
particular group of people or to serve any particular interest at the cost of the interest of a large
section of people especially of the common people defeats the very concept of public purpose...”

The proposals have been challenged before the High Court of Kerala, which had, in 2019, in a
separate case, recognised the special status given to the inhabitants for protecting their ethnic
culture and traditions, and to maintain the serene atmosphere in these islands without
unnecessary interference by mainlanders.

Lakshadweep is unique. It is an egalitarian coconut tree owning society, with little economic
inequality, a very high level of both literacy and unemployment. The Muslim community is
designated as Scheduled Tribes. The land area is fully covered with coconut trees, the main
agricultural crop, and fisheries is the main economic activity employing a quarter of the working
population. Electricity generation is mainly through diesel generators and is expensive and solar
electricity has limitations as it requires a large land area. They need employment in the
mainland.

The Lakshadweep Administration has framed the development issue as the development of the
islands on the lines of the Maldives, whereas the fact is that it is adopting a very different
strategy without any real consultation.

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/kerala/widespread-resentment-in-lakshadweep-over-a-slew-of-bad-law-proposals/article34634201.ece
https://niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2019-07/Transforming-the-Islands-through-Creativity-&-Innovation.pdf
https://lakshadweep.gov.in/document/integrated-island-management-plan/
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s358238e9ae2dd305d79c2ebc8c1883422/uploads/2021/04/2021042854.pdf
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s358238e9ae2dd305d79c2ebc8c1883422/uploads/2021/04/2021042854.pdf
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s358238e9ae2dd305d79c2ebc8c1883422/uploads/2021/01/2021012971.pdf
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s358238e9ae2dd305d79c2ebc8c1883422/uploads/2021/02/2021022552.pdf
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s358238e9ae2dd305d79c2ebc8c1883422/uploads/2021/02/2021022552.pdf
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s358238e9ae2dd305d79c2ebc8c1883422/uploads/2021/02/2021022547.pdf
https://main.sci.gov.in/judgment/judis/37712.pdf


Page 43

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

A ‘reform wave’ Lakshadweep could do without

In the Maldives, tourism since the 1970s is centred on water villas in uninhabited islands,
ensuring that very few coconut trees are cut with limited home stays introduced in 2015, and few
cultural and other conflicts. Second, a ‘one island, one resort’ policy has kept pressure on reefs
low due to a wide distribution of the tourist population. Third, the business model is about giving
coral reefs economic significance where rich and healthy reefs are essential for private capital’s
economic returns. Fourth, tourists come because of the natural beauty and the sheer amount of
marine life; resort owners commit to conserve the reefs and divers at the resorts are quick to
report illegal activities. Fifth, regulation is limited to ban on reef fishing and collection of corals,
having no centrality to land acquisition.

In Lakshadweep, the separation of resorts from villages, including for drinking water, sewage
disposal and electricity, gives priority to the fragile ecosystem, socio-economic conditions and
well-being of the inhabitants. Groundwater occurs as a thin lens floating over the seawater and
is tapped by open wells replenished by the monsoon; all the inhabited islands have a scarcity of
drinking water supply. The conventional method of sewage treatment is not feasible because of
the coral sandy strata and high water table. The existing water balance is already under stress
and inhabited villages cannot accommodate tourism. Why the Ministry of Environment is quiet
about this is not clear.

Lakshadweep | Between the sea and a hard place

Meanwhile, public interest is being re-defined, shifting the debate from private tourism to
urbanisation, both inappropriate for inhabited islands. Despite inhabited islands being defined as
‘cities’ in the Census, they do not need to be developed as ‘smart cities’ with a focus on
infrastructure requiring large-scale construction and land acquisition. The irony is that the
Administration has anticipated public opposition and, despite there being no case of murder,
robbery or local involvement in smuggling, the new draft legislation seeks preventive detention
for ‘anti-social activities’, and covers “cruel person” and “depredator of environment”.

The relation between state and society is being arbitrarily changed, despite the constitutional
protection. The powers of the panchayats have been withdrawn on grounds of corruption, an
unusual step. The two-child policy for those seeking election to panchayats does not exist in
other Union Territories or States. A ban on beef has been instituted, contrary to the practice in
Northeast India. Liquor is being permitted for tourists in inhabited islands.

Also read | Bitter turf war unfolding in Lakshadweep

Lakshadweep is a uni-district Union Territory with a top-heavy administrative system of more
than half-a-dozen All-India Service officers essentially creating work for themselves.

Interventions should be limited to setting boundary conditions for both resorts and development
institutions, with income from taxing resorts given to the inhabitants. Active state intervention
should be limited to generation of electricity in partnership with public sector units, and water,
sewage and health as well as education, technology-enabled employment in call centres and
future employment in the mainland.

Mukul Sanwal is a former Indian Administrative Service officer who has been to Lakshadweep in
the 1970s
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SOUTH ASIA’S HEALTHCARE BURDEN
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

Nepalese Army personnel in PPE suits salute to pay tribute to COVID-19 victims before
cremating their bodies near the Pashupatinath temple in Kathmandu on May 7, 2021.   | Photo
Credit: AP

On May 18 this year, India recorded 4,529 deaths from COVID-19, the highest daily death toll
recorded in the world after the United States in January saw 4,468 deaths. As India combats the
pandemic, its neighbours are experiencing spillover from the menacing second wave. The virus
has swept through Nepal, while Sri Lanka added as many as 78,218 cases in May. Pakistan
crossed over 200 daily deaths in April, its highest since the pandemic started. The situation in
Bangladesh is precarious, given the recent detection of the highly contagious Delta variant.
Bhutan is the only exception, with only one death and 1,724 cases so far. The country’s success
stems from a well-funded and prepared public health system with stringent measures,
responsible citizenship, and an accountable government.

As bodies piled up at overcrowded crematoriums in India in the last few months, several things
were to blame — “super spreader” events, a fragile health infrastructure neglected for decades,
citizens not following health protocols, and logistical mismanagement. What has exacerbated
the situation is a subpar public healthcare system running on a meagre contribution of a little
over 1% of India’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP). While the private medical sector is booming,
the public healthcare sector has been operating at a pitiful 0.08 doctors per 1,000 people, falling
miserably below the World Health Organization’s (WHO) prescribed standard of 1:1000. India
has only half a bed available for every 1,000 people, which is a deficient figure even for normal
days.

Coronavirus | India should help in a different way than other countries, says Oli

Bangladesh and Pakistan fare no better, with a bed to patient ratio of 0.8 and 0.6, respectively,
and a doctor availability of less than one for every 1,000 people. While ideally, out-of-pocket
expenditure should not surpass 15% to 20% of the total health expenditure, for India,
Bangladesh and Pakistan, this figure stands at an appalling 62.67%, 73.87% and 56.24%,
respectively.

The situation in rural India, where people largely rely on threadbare healthcare facilities, is
disconcerting. Numerous distressing reports have emerged in the media, from patients being
treated on the hospital floor for lack of beds, to some walking hundreds of miles just to get to a
hospital, let alone one with oxygen or drug supplies, and many being left to resort to homemade
concoctions and local quacks. Further, the fact that hundreds of healthcare workers have
succumbed to COVID-19, unable to seek a bed in the very hospitals they serve, is telling.

While India has the world’s third-largest military expenditure, its health budget is the fourth-
lowest. In Pakistan, even amidst the pandemic, the defence budget was increased by 12% in the
fiscal year 2020-21, to $7.85 billion, while the spending on health remained around $151 million.
Not too far behind is Bangladesh, with decades of underfunding culminating in a crumbling
public healthcare system, pushing people to opt for private medical care even if it means
exorbitant health payments. Major public sector investments by the ‘big three’ of South Asia, i.e.,
India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, are towards infrastructure and defence, with health taking a
backseat. A quick look at pre-pandemic sectoral allocations explains the chronically low status of
human development indicators in the three countries.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/AP/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-records-highest-single-day-spike-of-fatalities-since-beginning-of-pandemic-on-may-18-2021/article34589891.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-records-highest-single-day-spike-of-fatalities-since-beginning-of-pandemic-on-may-18-2021/article34589891.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/nepal-pm-oli-says-misunderstandings-with-india-resolved/article34750728.ece
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(Recent budget allocation as % of GDP)

Country

Health

Education

Military Expenditure

Infrastructure

India

1.28

3

2.4

5.38

Bangladesh

Less than 1

1.3

1.3

1.79

Pakistan

1.1

2.3

4

2.14

Coronavirus | Pakistan administers 10 million anti-coronavirus vaccinations; says third wave
contained

South Asia can take lessons in pragmatic healthcare policy from Southeast Asia, which has
prioritised investments in healthcare systems while broadening equitable access through
universal health coverage schemes. From Vietnam’s preventive measures focused on
investments in disease surveillance and emergency response mechanisms, to even countries
like Laos and Cambodia making a constant effort towards improving the healthcare ecosystem,
all have done much better than their South Asian peers.

Country

https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/pakistan-administers-10-million-anti-coronavirus-vaccinations-says-third-wave-contained/article34770299.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/pakistan-administers-10-million-anti-coronavirus-vaccinations-says-third-wave-contained/article34770299.ece
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Public health sector spending as % of GDP

India

1.28

Pakistan

1.1

Bangladesh

Less than 1

Country

Public health sector spending as % of GDP

Vietnam

6.6

Cambodia

6

Laos

2.25

It took a debilitating global pandemic to push South Asian policymakers to direct special
attention and resources towards strengthening the health systems. But is it too late? Though the
Indian government in this year’s budget highlighted an increase of 137% in “health and well-
being” expenditure, a closer look reveals a mismatch between facts and figures. Learning from
the devastation unleashed by the pandemic, South Asian countries must step up investment in
their public healthcare sectors to make them sustainable, up to date and pro-poor; most
importantly, the system should not turn its back on citizens. Given the high chances of another
wave or even the impending crisis of climate change, stopgap measures ought to be replaced by
a well-thought-out vision and political commitment for long-term healing.

The author is Chairman of The Institute for Policy, Advocacy, and Governance (IPAG), an
international think tank with presence in Dhaka, Delhi, Melbourne, Vienna and Dubai. Email:
munir.khasru@ipag.org
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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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THREE INDIAN UNIVERSITIES ACHIEVE TOP-200
POSITIONS IN QS WORLD UNIVERSITY RANKINGS
2022

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

Three Indian Universities have achieved top-200 positions in QS World University Rankings
2022. IISc Bengaluru ranked number 1 in the world for research. QS Quacquarelli Symonds,
global higher education analysts has today released the 18th edition of the world’s International
University rankings.

Today, I'm extremely proud to share that India is taking a leap in the field of Education &
Research and is emerging as a VISHVAGURU. (1/3) pic.twitter.com/qqtvIpVLgs

Union Education Minister Shri Ramesh Pokhriyal ‘Nishank’ congratulated IIT Bombay for
securing 177th position , IIT Delhi for securing 185th rank  and  IISc Bengaluru for securing
186th position in universities rankings. 

Shri Pokhriyal said that India is taking a leap in the field of Education & Research and is
emerging as a Vishwaguru. We are equally proud to have a Guru like Prime Minister Shri
Narendra Modi who has constantly been thinking about the welfare of students, faculty staff and
all other stakeholders associated with the Indian Education sector, he added.

The Minister further said that the initiatives such as National Education Policy – 2020 and
Institute of Eminence are instrumental in ranking our colleges and institutes globally. This can be
felt by looking at the university rankings declared by QS & Times Group, he added.

*****

KP/AK
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Shri Pokhriyal said that India is taking a leap in the field of Education & Research and is
emerging as a Vishwaguru. We are equally proud to have a Guru like Prime Minister Shri
Narendra Modi who has constantly been thinking about the welfare of students, faculty staff and
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UNDP REPORT LAUDS ASPIRATIONAL DISTRICTS
PROGRAMME, RECOMMENDS REPLICATION IN OTHER
PARTS OF THE WORLD

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various
Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

In an independent appraisal report released today,United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) India has lauded the Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP) as ‘a very successful
model of local area development’that ‘should serve as a best practice for several other countries
where regional disparities in development status persist for many reasons’.

 

The report said due to concerted efforts made under the ADP, previously neglected districts,
including those in remote locations and those affected by Left Wing Extremism,
‘haveexperienced more growth and development in the last three years than ever before’.
Notwithstanding some speedbumps in its journey, the APD ‘has been immensely successful in
propelling development among the backward districts’.

 

The reportwas handed over today by UNDP India Resident Representative Shoko Noda to NITI
Aayog Vice Chairman Dr Rajiv Kumar and CEO Amitabh Kant. It captures the progress of the
Aspirational Districts Programme and makes recommendations for further improvements. The
report is based on quantitative analysis of publicly available data as well as interviews with
various stakeholders, including district magistrates, central prabhari officers, district fellows and
other development partners.

 

UNDP’s analysis across the 5 key sectors of the ADP—health and nutrition; education;
agriculture and water resources; basic infrastructure; and skill development and financial
inclusion—found that the programme has acted as a catalyst for expediting development in
these districts. According to the report, while health and nutrition, education, and to a certain
extent, agriculture and water resources, have registered massive improvements, the other
indicators despite making significant strides offer scope for further strengthening.

 

A comparison between the Aspirational Districts and their counterparts foundthat ADs have
outperformed non-ADs. Across the sectors of health and nutrition and financial inclusion, the
report found that 9.6% more home deliveries are attended by a skilled birth attendant; 5.8%
more pregnant women with severe anemia are treated; 4.8% more children diagnosed with
diarrhoea are treated; 4.5% more pregnant women register for antenatal care within their first
trimester; 406 and 847 more enrolments, and 1580 more accounts openedper 1 lakh population
under the Pradhan Mantri Jeevan Jyoti Bima Yojana, Pradhan Mantra Suraksha Bima Yojana
and Pradhan Mantri Jan-Dhan Yojana, respectively. UNDP also recommends the ‘Malaria Mukt
Bastar Abhiyaan’ in Bijapur and Dantewada, which has reduced malaria incidences in these
districts by 71% and 54%, respectively, as one of the ‘best practices’ found in Aspirational
Districts.
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According to the report, the districts have also admitted that the continued focus of the
programme on health andnutritionhas helped them in tackling the Covid crisis with greater
resilience. For instance, ‘Malkangiri district in Odisha, which is located in close proximity to both
neighbouring states of Chhattisgarh and Andhra Pradesh, became an entry point for several
migrant workers returning back to the state during the initial phase of lockdown. The district
officials claimed to have used their new infrastructure to serve as institutional quarantine centres
for migrants.’

 

Monitoring real-time data, convergence across government programmes and schemes and
receiving the benefits of the Aspirational Districts Programme by substantial marginshave been
credited as the reasons behind the success of the initiative.

 

The report also recognizes the unique collaborative nature of the programme to bring all
stakeholders, including state and local governments, development partners, and citizens,
together to achieve goals and targets. It is this key pillar that enabled district commissioners ‘to
build a strong Covid-19 response and cope with the challenges of the pandemic by working in
close coordination’ with the panchayats, faith and community leaders and development partners
in their respective districts.

 

The report also acknowledged the remarkable commitment shown by the topmost political
leadership of the country, including Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi, towards the programme.
Ever since the launch of the programme in 2018, the PM has constantly ‘motivated and
enthused district collectors to deliver their best at the field level’.

 

While exploring the 3Cs,‘Convergence, Competition and Collaboration’, approach of the ADP,
the report said most interviewees ‘emphasized on the importance of convergence that fostered
moving away from working in silos towards synchronised planning and governance to achieve
the targets of the programme’. Similarly, the ‘competition’ aspect too was found ‘to be helpful in
promoting better monitoring and creating healthy competition to achieve targets of the
programme. This also served as a motivating factor for districts to increase their efforts and track
progress’.

 

The programme has strengthened the technical and administrative capacities of the districts,
however, the report said there was a need to focus more on capacity building, ‘including the
appointment of dedicated personnel such as AspirationalDistrict Fellows or Technical Support
Units across allthe districts or to collaborate with developmentpartners for providing technical
expertise, skills training, etc’.

 

The report also appreciated the delta rankings provided on the programme’s Champions of
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Change dashboard. The competitive and dynamic culture fostered by it has successfully pushed
several low performing districts (as per baseline rankings) to improve their standing in the past
three years. Simdega (Jharkhand), Chandauli (Uttar Pradesh), Sonbhadra (Uttar Pradesh) and
Rajgarh (Madhya Pradesh) were found to have progressed the most since the beginning of the
programme.

 

The report recommends several initiatives undertaken under the programme as best practices.
Noteworthy among them is GoalMart, an e-commerce portal launched by Assam’s Goalpara
district administration ‘to promote rural, ethnic and agrarian products of the district in the national
and global markets’. The initiative has been particularly helpful duringthe Covid-19 lockdown as
it released farmers and retailers from the clutches of brick-and-mortar shops. Goalpara’s black
rice is a favorite on this portal—and it has also proven to be highly profitable to the
farmers.Similarly, Uttar Pradesh’s Chandauli district decided to experiment with the cultivation of
black rice, due to its high demand in global markets and good profit margins. The project was a
success and high-quality black rice is now being exported to Australia and New Zealand.

 

As regards challenges and suggestions, the report said some stakeholders highlighted the need
to revise a few indicators that are close to being saturated or met by most districts, such as
‘electrification of households’ as an indicator of basic infrastructure. It was also found that while
on average, the districts have seen an increase in resilience and decrease in vulnerabilities, the
least-improved districts have witnessed an increase in vulnerabilities, which requires a special
focus on the sectors in which these districts have underperformed.

 

The report said ADP is ‘aligned to the principle of “leave no one behind”—the vital core of the
SDGs. Political commitment at the highest level has resulted in rapid success of the
programme’.

 

Overall, the report has appreciated the positive impact of the programme and stressed on the
need to ensure ‘the focus on development is encouraged further, and momentum gained so far
in expediting growth is maintained. Based on the findings of the evaluation, it is recommended
that the success of the programme be scaled up and replicated for other sectors and districts’.

 

The Aspirational Districts Programme was launched by the Prime Minister in January 2018 as a
part of the government’s effort to raise the living standards of its citizens and ensure inclusive
growth for all, ‘Sabka Saath Sabka Vikas’.

 

Download the report here.

 

***

https://www.in.undp.org/content/india/en/home/library/poverty/Aspirational_District_Programme_Appraisal.html
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In an independent appraisal report released today,United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) India has lauded the Aspirational Districts Programme (ADP) as ‘a very successful
model of local area development’that ‘should serve as a best practice for several other countries
where regional disparities in development status persist for many reasons’.

 

The report said due to concerted efforts made under the ADP, previously neglected districts,
including those in remote locations and those affected by Left Wing Extremism,
‘haveexperienced more growth and development in the last three years than ever before’.
Notwithstanding some speedbumps in its journey, the APD ‘has been immensely successful in
propelling development among the backward districts’.

 

The reportwas handed over today by UNDP India Resident Representative Shoko Noda to NITI
Aayog Vice Chairman Dr Rajiv Kumar and CEO Amitabh Kant. It captures the progress of the
Aspirational Districts Programme and makes recommendations for further improvements. The
report is based on quantitative analysis of publicly available data as well as interviews with
various stakeholders, including district magistrates, central prabhari officers, district fellows and
other development partners.

 

UNDP’s analysis across the 5 key sectors of the ADP—health and nutrition; education;
agriculture and water resources; basic infrastructure; and skill development and financial
inclusion—found that the programme has acted as a catalyst for expediting development in
these districts. According to the report, while health and nutrition, education, and to a certain
extent, agriculture and water resources, have registered massive improvements, the other
indicators despite making significant strides offer scope for further strengthening.

 

A comparison between the Aspirational Districts and their counterparts foundthat ADs have
outperformed non-ADs. Across the sectors of health and nutrition and financial inclusion, the
report found that 9.6% more home deliveries are attended by a skilled birth attendant; 5.8%
more pregnant women with severe anemia are treated; 4.8% more children diagnosed with
diarrhoea are treated; 4.5% more pregnant women register for antenatal care within their first
trimester; 406 and 847 more enrolments, and 1580 more accounts openedper 1 lakh population
under the Pradhan Mantri Jeevan Jyoti Bima Yojana, Pradhan Mantra Suraksha Bima Yojana
and Pradhan Mantri Jan-Dhan Yojana, respectively. UNDP also recommends the ‘Malaria Mukt
Bastar Abhiyaan’ in Bijapur and Dantewada, which has reduced malaria incidences in these
districts by 71% and 54%, respectively, as one of the ‘best practices’ found in Aspirational
Districts.

 

According to the report, the districts have also admitted that the continued focus of the
programme on health andnutritionhas helped them in tackling the Covid crisis with greater
resilience. For instance, ‘Malkangiri district in Odisha, which is located in close proximity to both
neighbouring states of Chhattisgarh and Andhra Pradesh, became an entry point for several
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migrant workers returning back to the state during the initial phase of lockdown. The district
officials claimed to have used their new infrastructure to serve as institutional quarantine centres
for migrants.’

 

Monitoring real-time data, convergence across government programmes and schemes and
receiving the benefits of the Aspirational Districts Programme by substantial marginshave been
credited as the reasons behind the success of the initiative.

 

The report also recognizes the unique collaborative nature of the programme to bring all
stakeholders, including state and local governments, development partners, and citizens,
together to achieve goals and targets. It is this key pillar that enabled district commissioners ‘to
build a strong Covid-19 response and cope with the challenges of the pandemic by working in
close coordination’ with the panchayats, faith and community leaders and development partners
in their respective districts.

 

The report also acknowledged the remarkable commitment shown by the topmost political
leadership of the country, including Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi, towards the programme.
Ever since the launch of the programme in 2018, the PM has constantly ‘motivated and
enthused district collectors to deliver their best at the field level’.

 

While exploring the 3Cs,‘Convergence, Competition and Collaboration’, approach of the ADP,
the report said most interviewees ‘emphasized on the importance of convergence that fostered
moving away from working in silos towards synchronised planning and governance to achieve
the targets of the programme’. Similarly, the ‘competition’ aspect too was found ‘to be helpful in
promoting better monitoring and creating healthy competition to achieve targets of the
programme. This also served as a motivating factor for districts to increase their efforts and track
progress’.

 

The programme has strengthened the technical and administrative capacities of the districts,
however, the report said there was a need to focus more on capacity building, ‘including the
appointment of dedicated personnel such as AspirationalDistrict Fellows or Technical Support
Units across allthe districts or to collaborate with developmentpartners for providing technical
expertise, skills training, etc’.

 

The report also appreciated the delta rankings provided on the programme’s Champions of
Change dashboard. The competitive and dynamic culture fostered by it has successfully pushed
several low performing districts (as per baseline rankings) to improve their standing in the past
three years. Simdega (Jharkhand), Chandauli (Uttar Pradesh), Sonbhadra (Uttar Pradesh) and
Rajgarh (Madhya Pradesh) were found to have progressed the most since the beginning of the
programme.
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The report recommends several initiatives undertaken under the programme as best practices.
Noteworthy among them is GoalMart, an e-commerce portal launched by Assam’s Goalpara
district administration ‘to promote rural, ethnic and agrarian products of the district in the national
and global markets’. The initiative has been particularly helpful duringthe Covid-19 lockdown as
it released farmers and retailers from the clutches of brick-and-mortar shops. Goalpara’s black
rice is a favorite on this portal—and it has also proven to be highly profitable to the
farmers.Similarly, Uttar Pradesh’s Chandauli district decided to experiment with the cultivation of
black rice, due to its high demand in global markets and good profit margins. The project was a
success and high-quality black rice is now being exported to Australia and New Zealand.

 

As regards challenges and suggestions, the report said some stakeholders highlighted the need
to revise a few indicators that are close to being saturated or met by most districts, such as
‘electrification of households’ as an indicator of basic infrastructure. It was also found that while
on average, the districts have seen an increase in resilience and decrease in vulnerabilities, the
least-improved districts have witnessed an increase in vulnerabilities, which requires a special
focus on the sectors in which these districts have underperformed.

 

The report said ADP is ‘aligned to the principle of “leave no one behind”—the vital core of the
SDGs. Political commitment at the highest level has resulted in rapid success of the
programme’.

 

Overall, the report has appreciated the positive impact of the programme and stressed on the
need to ensure ‘the focus on development is encouraged further, and momentum gained so far
in expediting growth is maintained. Based on the findings of the evaluation, it is recommended
that the success of the programme be scaled up and replicated for other sectors and districts’.

 

The Aspirational Districts Programme was launched by the Prime Minister in January 2018 as a
part of the government’s effort to raise the living standards of its citizens and ensure inclusive
growth for all, ‘Sabka Saath Sabka Vikas’.

 

Download the report here.

 

***

DS /AKJ
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Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-13

‘MONOCLONAL ANTIBODY TREATMENT BENEFICIAL’
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

Monoclonal antibody treatment is now seen as a relatively effective and safer alternative in
treating COVID-19 patients, with doctors stating that, as with any other drug, timing is very
important for the administration of the therapy.

Monoclonal antibody drugs fight disease by enlisting natural immune system functions.

If given within 72 hours of the appearance of symptoms, it is proven to show good results and
could be the way forward in tackling the SARS-CoV-2 virus, doctors note. Monoclonal antibodies
have previously been used to treat infections such as Ebola and HIV.

“Monoclonal antibody treatment isn’t a one-size-fits-all therapy. It is to be given only to mild
COVID-19 patients who are not requiring oxygen, and there is high risk of progression or
hospitalisation due to existing comorbidities,” warns Akshay Budhraja, senior pulmonologist,
Aakash Healthcare.

Outwitting the virus

“Antibodies for COVID target specific proteins and destroy them before they initiate
inflammation, which causes worsening of symptoms like breathlessness, blood clotting and
severe pneumonia. In simple words, antibody response, which takes 7-10 days after infection,
gives the virus the window period to attack the body. This window period is covered by injecting
monoclonal antibodies, which help in reducing the symptoms and disease progression,” said Dr.
Budhraja.

In the national capital, the therapy was successfully used in two patients recently — a 36-year-
old healthcare worker and an 80-year-old male at the Sir Ganga Ram Hospital. According to the
doctors here, both patients showed improvement within 12 hours of administering the treatment.

Treating physician Pooja Khosla, senior consultant, Department of Medicine, Sir Ganga Ram
Hospital, said that the two patients were administered REGCov2 (Casirivimab and Imdevimab),
designed to produce resistance against the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus.

“Monoclonal antibody treatment could prove to be a game changer in times to come if used at
the appropriate time. It can be given up to 10 days from the beginning of the symptoms and is
not for low oxygen level patients. This awareness about early identification of the high risk
category in our population and timely therapy with monoclonal antibody as day care treatment
may reduce the burden of cost on the healthcare sector,” Dr. Khosla said.

The doctor added that monoclonal antibody therapy cost Rs. 60,000-70,000 and significantly
reduced hospital stay.

“The key principle while using the therapy was that it should be given at the right time to the high
risk group,” she said.
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A MOLECULAR VIEW OF SARS-COV-2, THE NOVEL
CORONAVIRUS

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

Spike detail: A spike (shown enlarged on the right) consists of three intertwined molecules of the
spike protein, and the E484 amino acid is highlighted in red.   | Photo Credit: Sushil Chandani

Our happy memories of school often include chemistry practicals – test tubes and Bunsen
burners. Chemistry is the study of the properties of molecules. Everything living and non-living,
is made of molecules. The simple chemicals that were learnt in school, such as hydrochloric
acid (which has two atoms, one hydrogen; one chlorine), are dwarfed by the complexities of
biological chemistry. A protein molecule can have thousands of atoms.

With increasing knowledge of chemical principles, it has been possible to move from the ‘test
tube’ to theoretical studies of molecules, their structure and their interactions with other
molecules. Just as there are games that let you simulate the landing of an aircraft on your
computer screen, one can simulate the interactions between complex biological molecules with
reasonable accuracy. Whether in simulating flight, or a molecule, mathematical methods are
being linked to fundamental laws of physics. After all a protein is only a linear chain of linked
amino acids (of which there are 20, each made up of between 10 and 27 atoms), neatly folded
into a unique shape. Amino acids vary in their charge (positive, negative, neutral) or stickiness.
Some regions of the chain of amino acids are buried in the core of the molecule. Others are on
the surface. Surface amino acids determine interactions between proteins - important for
assembling a structure, for binding to receptors, to antibodies and so on.

Back in the real world, many of us have anxiously followed the progress of the covid-19
pandemic, looking for signs of it slowing down. We have learnt new jargon, got accustomed to
scary images of a ball-like virus particle studded with “spikes”. Now, we are confronted with new
and worrying variants, each of which is described either with a geographical moniker, or with a
WHO classification (Greek alphabets alpha, beta, etc.) or more accurately, with a code such as
E484K, D614G. The numbers take us back to our linear chain of amino acids in a protein, which
in this case is the spike protein on the surface of the virus. The spike protein initiates infection –
it is attracted to and binds to a receptor molecule that lies on the surface of cells in your lung and
other tissues. This protein molecule is a chain of 1,273 amino acids, and three individual
molecules lock together to form the familiar ‘spike’ shape. The 484 is the position in the chain. It
lies within the crucial motif that binds to the host receptor E is shorthand for Glutamate, an
amino acid with a negative charge, which is now mutated to K (Lysine) – an amino acid with a
positive charge. This mutation is found in the Beta and Gamma variants.

Notice that the mutation has replaced a negatively charged Glutamate with a positively charged
Lysine. Will this bode well for us humans? Available data from the field suggest that infectivity of
this particular variant of the virus seems to be enhanced. It also appears to make this variant
less recognisable to some antibodies generated against the virus.

The Delta variant, much in the news, has a E484Q mutation, Q standing for Glutamine – which
is not very different from Glutamate (E), but is neutral in charge and polar. The second mutation
is L452R, which also lies within the receptor-binding motif of spike. L is Leucine, an uncharged,
’sticky’ amino acid and R the positively charged Arginine.

An important point to be made here is that the numerous variants of concern do not just have

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/Sushil-Chandani/
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the one or two amino acid changes in the receptor-binding domain of the spike protein described
above. The Alpha variant first seen in the U.K. has a total of 23 mutations. Nine of these are in
other parts of the spike protein, some more are in other constituents of the virus, and are not
well understood.

It is apparent that changes of this sort – a replacement or two in a macromolecule - can be
modeled in a computational environment quite efficiently and with reasonable confidence. Such
modelling would give us quick approximations of what to expect whenever a new variant of a
viral protein arises. Going further, modelling could help design and refine drug molecules that
would bind tightly to a target protein. For example, the coronavirus has an enzyme, a protease
that trims the spike protein to its correct size before a new virus particle is assembled. A drug
molecule that would bind tightly to this enzyme would inhibit the trimming action and curtail the
growth of the virus. Molecular modelling allows you to try out thousands of potential candidates
for narrowing down to a few best-fit candidates that could then be tested in real laboratory
experiments.

(This article has been co-authored by Sushil Chandani who is an independent consultant in
computer modelling of complex molecules.)

dbala@lvpei.org
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The study was carried out by researchers from National Institute of Virology, ICMR and Bharat
Biotech.

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/living-our-values-code-of-editorial-values/article1715043.ece


Page 62

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-14

PLANNING FOR A BIOSECURE FUTURE
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

COVID-19 has made it clear that our traditional imagination of national security is no longer
credible. The preparedness of nation states and tenuous global security arrangements were
insufficient in dealing with the crisis. The future of national security studies, therefore, will be
forced to undergo a paradigm shift if it must retain any policy impact at all — it would need to
rethink the sources of insecurity, to begin with. The growth of exponential technologies such as
synthetic biology, artificial intelligence and nanotechnology is bound to change the theory and
practice of national security. COVID-19 has quickened the inevitable.

Among the exponential technologies shaping the world today, the biological revolution is of
exceptional importance. The rapid rise of synthetic biology in the last two decades and its still-to-
be-understood implications haven’t received sufficient attention from the security studies or
policy communities. COVID-19 has further highlighted the biosecurity concerns of synthetic
biology. The argument is not that COVID-19 originated in a lab, but that dangerous bio-weapons
can come from labs.

Hackers can trick scientists into creating deadly viruses

That new organisms, biological parts and devices can be created or that existing natural life
forms can be redesigned should ideally be the subject matter for scientists to concern
themselves with or for ethicists to debate. But today, there is a growing realisation that
exponential technologies have hitherto unforeseen national and global security implications. In
2014, for instance, the U.S. Department of Defense categorised synthetic biology as one of the
six ‘disruptive basic research areas’ even though linkage between national security and
synthetic biology is yet to become an agenda item in mainstream national security debates.

Synthetic biology is a revolutionary technology which can help us manipulate biological
organisms and processes for human betterment, especially in treating diseases, by re-
engineering cells. But it is a double-edged sword. There are many risks associated with the
technology which must be addressed before it becomes widely accessible. For one, there is the
possibility of deliberate misuse. While the technology is still not easily accessible, the day is not
far off when such technologies won’t be difficult to access. There is a need to carefully review,
especially in the wake of the pandemic, the biosecurity systems in place where such
technologies are in use. Accidental leaks of experimental pathogens are another concern.
Insufficiently trained staff, inadequately safeguarded facilities, and lack of proper protocols could
all be behind such leaks. The reality is that there has been very little focus on threats emanating
from biological sources. Contrast this with the focus on nuclear weapons, facilities and material.
Not only are they tightly controlled but are also the subject of strong global regimes. This is
despite the fact that a well-orchestrated biological attack could have serious implications even
though it would be less ‘spectacular’ since its effects are less immediate. This was before
synthetic biology came into play. A well-planned attack using highly infectious pathogens
synthetically engineered in a lab could be disastrous.

What if such attacks are contemplated and carried out by state actors against adversaries? How
easy would it be to pin responsibility on a specific actor if the incubation period is high and the
pathogen can be modified to hide its origin? Unlike the nuclear domain, the fields of biology or
synthetic biology are not regulated internationally despite growing military interest in synthetic
biology applications and their potential misuse.

https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/health/worldview-with-suhasini-haidar-origins-of-coronavirus/article34670327.ece
https://www.genome.gov/about-genomics/policy-issues/Synthetic-Biology


Page 63

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Viruses could be used as bioweapons: Vice Chief of Army Staff

The ‘weapon of mass destruction’ (WMD) capability of bio-weapons has been long recognised
but very little has been done by the international community about it. Of the three types of WMD,
nuclear weapons have received the maximum safety and security attention given the treaty and
institutional arrangements associated with it. Chemical weapons come next. There is an
international convention and an implementing body. However, when it comes to bio-weapons, all
we have is the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC) of 1972 with no implementing
body. The BTWC does not have a verification clause, nor does it have clearly laid down rules
and procedures to guide research in this field.

The dilemma is evident in Article 1 of the BTWC itself which bans “microbial or other biological
agents, or toxins, whatever their origin or method of production” that “have no justification for
prophylactic, protective or other peaceful purposes”. In other words, while bio-weapons are
banned, research for medical and bio-defence purposes are allowed. While this is
understandable, the problem is that there is a thin line between bio-defence research and bio-
weapons research. Since bio-defence research routinely uses pathogens and toxins for
experimental purposes, processes, know-how and outcomes of bio-defence research could
potentially be used to create bio-weapons, especially with the new advancements in synthetic
biology. More so as the pharmaceutical industry has vehemently opposed any intrusive
inspection regime.

An Ad Hoc Group set up in 1994 to negotiate a Protocol to enhance the transparency of treaty-
relevant biological facilities and activities to help deter violations of the BTWC submitted a report
at the Fifth BTWC Review Conference in 2001 but was not accepted by the member states. The
initiative has since been shelved.

Pandemics have also highlighted that the traditional distinction at the international institutional
level between biological weapons (a field governed by the BTWC) and diseases (a domain
under the World Health Organization) may not be useful anymore. There needs to be more
conversation between health specialists and bio-weapons/defence specialists.

The November 2021 BTWC review conference must take stock of the advances in the field,
address the thinning line between biotechnology research and bio-weapons research, and
consider international measures for monitoring and verification.

India is at a uniquely disadvantaged position compared to the more developed countries in this
area given poor disease surveillance, insufficient coordination among various government
departments dealing with biosecurity issues, and the pathetic state of the healthcare system.

WikiLeaks | U.S. feared lax security at Indian bio labs

India has multiple institutions dealing with biosafety and biosecurity threats but there is no
coordination among them. For instance, implementation of biosafety guidelines is the
responsibility of the Science and Technology Ministry and the Environment Ministry. However,
labs dealing with biological research are set up under the Indian Council of Medical Research
and the Indian Council of Agricultural Research, which are under the Ministries of Health and
Agriculture, respectively.

This highlights two issues pertaining directly to biosecurity. One, the multiplicity of bodies and
ministers makes coordination difficult, especially in the absence of an empowered coordinating
body. Two, given the rising risk of diseases of zoonotic origin, the traditional ministry-wise
separation might not be useful. Another important question is whether India, with its porous

https://www.who.int/health-topics/biological-weapons#tab=tab_1
https://www.un.org/disarmament/biological-weapons/
https://www.un.org/disarmament/fifth-review-conference-of-the-states-parties-to-the-biological-weapons-convention/
https://www.un.org/disarmament/biological-weapons/about/meetings/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/WikiLeaks-U.S.-feared-lax-security-at-Indian-bio-labs/article15596801.ece
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borders and ill-trained border control institutions, is prepared for defending against pathogens or
dangerous biological organisms or agents arriving from abroad. COVID-19 should serve as a
wake-up call.

Happymon Jacob is Associate Professor at the School of International Studies, JNU
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INDIAN LABS WIDEN NET FOR A MUTANT FORM OF
DELTA VARIANT

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

Spreading the net:A health worker conducting a COVID-19 test in New Delhi on Monday.Sushil
Kumar Verma  

An emerging form of the Delta variant that allows the coronavirus to “escape” antibodies, in
recently approved treatment regimes, is appearing on the radar of Indian scientists.

Five Indian labs have submitted data on this modified variant in May and June to GISAID, a
global repository of coronavirus variants. Public Health England (PHE), a United Kingdom body,
has also stated that of the 63 genomes in its repository as of June 7, six were from India. This
does not, however, mean that only six instances of this form of the virus exist in India. Evidence
of the mutant have been found in Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra, Telangana and Karnataka.

Called AY1 or B.1.617.2.1, it is a variant of Delta (B.1.617.2), but with a mutation called K417N,
which has previously been identified in the Beta variant — first identified in South Africa. This is
an international Variant of Concern (VOC), marked by being highly infectious and significantly
able to reduce the potency of vaccines.

“It has all the mutations that make the Delta variant, along with an additional concerning one
with the South African variant,” said Shahid Jameel, former adviser to the Indian SARS-CoV2
Genomic Consortium (INSACOG). “It is indeed a matter of concern, and we should be
sequencing more to identify how widely prevalent it is in India.”

The Delta variant is now regarded as the most prevalent variant in India, comprising nearly 31%
of the 21,000 community samples processed until late May.

The ICMR-National Institute of Virology and the CSIR-Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology,
Hyderabad, have conducted laboratory tests to determine the potency of Covishield and
Covaxin against the new variant.

While antibodies continued to be produced against the variant, they were fewer than against the
strain used by the vaccine companies to prepare their vaccines. However, antibody levels are
not the only markers of immunity.

An additional concern with the K417N mutation, according to a database of the CSIR-Institute of
Genomics and Integrative Biology (CSIR-IGIB), was that it was associated with resistance to a
newly developed monoclonal antibody treatment drug, Casirivimab and Imdevimab, for treating
those with moderate and severe disease, but at high risk. Marketed by Roche and Cipla in India,
the drug was recently approved by India’s Central Drug Standards and Control Organisation.
The price for each patient dose, a combined dose of 1200 mg (600 mg of Casirivimab and 600
mg of Imdevimab), will be Rs. 59,750 inclusive of all taxes, a statement said.

Anurag Agrawal, Director, CSIR-IGIB, New Delhi, however, said as of now, the AYI was “just
something to keep track of”.

A report from PHE on June 11 said that of the 36 identified cases of the AY1 in the U.K., 27
occurred in those who had taken at least one dose of vaccine. There were no deaths reported
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so far among the 36 cases.

Our code of editorial values

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/living-our-values-code-of-editorial-values/article1715043.ece


Page 67

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-15

A POLICY DIFFICULT TO DEFEND
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

A nurse showing Covishield vials at an coronavirus vaccination centre, in New Delhi, on June
14, 2021.   | Photo Credit: Shiv Kumar Pushpakar

The Union government recently reversed the liberalised vaccination strategy. States no longer
have to bear the responsibility of procuring vaccines; the Centre will procure them on behalf of
the States as the single purchaser. While this move has been applauded, some doubt that a few
things will change under the new regime. One area of objection has been that the private
sector’s share of total vaccines remains unchanged at 25%.

As some experts have rightly pointed out, the private sector’s share of total manufactured
vaccines is out of sync with its share of total vaccination centres, which are far fewer than the
government’s, thus entailing a demand-supply mismatch between government and private
centres and concomitant inequities. Although capacity to vaccinate is a more important metric to
consider than just the relative share of vaccination centres, it is unlikely to be a redeeming
factor. However, the policy looks problematic even if the number and the share of private
vaccination centres increases substantially to accommodate their share of total vaccines.

Writ large, a 25% share for private vaccination entails an implicit assumption that 25% of the
population is willing and able to pay for a commodity for which social benefits exceed private
benefit. This is indicative of our mistaken assumption of an inflated ‘middle class’. The fact is
that the affluent form only a small fraction of the uppermost 25% of our population based on
income.

Markets tend to under-produce commodities having significant positive externalities. Preventive
services like vaccines generate a lower private demand than curative services. Subsidising or
incentivising users and penalising non-users of preventive services are two ways of promoting
consumption of such services. Even assuming reasonably higher levels of wealth, education,
and COVID-19 awareness in the uppermost 25% of the population, significant demand
generation concerns would remain, which may lag behind desirable levels. Not to mention that
this section is also likely to have better access to free vaccines provided by the government,
creating a ‘crowding out’ effect for the poorer sections. Of course, we assume here that India
doesn’t have a large surplus of vaccines. We also need to consider the age structure and its
possible implications. A large chunk of self-payers are likely to be younger, productive
individuals, who are at lesser risk of severe disease and mortality than the elderly.

It’s intriguing as to what motivates this 25% share for private players. Is the government driven
by herd immunity considerations, which project that between 60% and 80% of the population
needs to be imperatively immunised? It is crucial to realise that vaccinating the poorer and
marginalised sections, even if it is free of charge, is much more challenging than vaccinating the
easily accessible better-off sections. The resultant disparities along geographic and
socioeconomic lines would not be consistent with the notion of herd immunity.

All this points to the need to increase the government’s share of total vaccines. It is unfair to
demonise private hospitals in this situation, especially since service charges have now been
capped. The benefits, if any, of differential pricing are likely to accrue mainly to vaccine
manufacturers. But vaccine production is also a costly process, and the government’s track
record of investing in domestic COVID-19 vaccine production has been anything but
phenomenal. The result of this is that money spent out-of-pocket is feeding vaccine production
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in India, which is an inequitable and regressive way of doing things.

Traditionally, India’s approach to dealing with the private sector has been ‘all or none’ of sorts.
On accusations of extortionate pricing by private players, the government hasn’t hesitated to
impose often unreasonable and unfavourable pricing restrictions. On the contrary, successive
governments have frequently been criticised for adopting an unduly favourable attitude towards
the private sector in healthcare. It’s time we moved beyond this. Greater reach, innovative
processes, and efficiency are some of the strengths of the private sector. Any engagement with
this sector needs to sufficiently exploit such strengths as part of a strategic purchasing
framework. But this will require the government to engage with smaller players too, not just big
private hospitals. This will be replete with challenges, including the need for strong regulatory
and information systems. More decentralised but accountable regulation might be called for.
However, it is possible to envision a favourable risk-benefit trade-off with such engagement. The
pandemic is the right time to attain the appropriate public-private policy mix.

Dr. Soham D. Bhaduri is a physician, health policy expert, and chief editor of ‘The Indian
Practitioner’
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BRACING FOR A THREAT: ON DANGERS OF
EMERGING CORONAVIRUS VARIANTS

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

An emerging form of the Delta variant called AY.1 is raising global concern. Five of India’s
leading laboratories, since May, have submitted data to the Global Initiative on Sharing All
Influenza Data (GISAID) on its presence in India. Public Health England, a body in the United
Kingdom, has said that of the 63 genomes in its repository as of June 7, six were from India.
AY.1, or B.1.617.2.1, is a variant of Delta (B.1.617.2) and has all its characteristic mutations
along with one called K417N. This particular one has previously been identified in the Beta
variant (first detected in South Africa), which is an international variant of concern as it is highly
infectious and known to reduce vaccine potency. The Delta variant is reportedly the most
prevalent coronavirus variant in India and comprises close to a third of the genome samples,
sourced from those with no international travel history, processed until late May. An additional
concern with the K417N mutation is that some studies have found that it was associated with
resistance to a newly developed monoclonal antibody treatment drug cocktail, Casirivimab and
Imdevimab, for those assessed with a moderate to severe disease risk.

Scientists have said that AY.1 marks the continued evolution of the Delta variant. The Delta
variant has become globally prominent in the same way as a mutation, D614G, increased the
infectivity of coronavirus in March and April last year. Coronaviruses are marked by ‘convergent
evolution’; some defining mutations that emerge in different strains from around the world start
to become more common in subsequent variants. These mutations are beneficial to the virus
and, through a process of natural selection, help it infect human cells more efficiently as well as
thwart defensive antibodies. Evolution is an incessant process, and it is impossible to forecast if
SARS-CoV-2 will become a part of the human ecosystem — less contagious, and manifesting in
sporadic outbreaks but ever present or buckling into oblivion under the force of counter-offensive
measures such as vaccines, masks, lockdowns. As the virus and people continue to be engaged
in a dialectical battle, humanity has a tool that has been absent in previous global pandemics —
that of rapid genome sequencing. Several countries, including India, have the infrastructure and
the resources to track threatening mutations. Unfortunately, the potency of a mutation to
increase infectivity in a region can only be known retrospectively. However, this knowledge can
help improve vaccines and enable researchers to perform quick tweaks, or in the parlance of
software, develop upgraded patches that can blunt the threat from emergent variants. India has
chosen to restrict genome sequencing studies to 10 government labs and not involve private
labs, some of which have the capability and the expertise. Time and again, the country has
suffered the consequences of a lack of preparedness. It is important not to downplay the
seriousness of the threat.
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HALF OF U.S. COSMETICS CONTAIN TOXIC
CHEMICALS: STUDY

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

The chemicals also pose the risk of environmental contamination associated with manufacturing
and disposal   | Photo Credit: REUTERS

More than half the cosmetics sold in the United States and Canada are awash with a toxic
industrial compound associated with serious health conditions, according to a new study.

Researchers at the University of Notre Dame tested more than 230 commonly used cosmetics
and found that 56% of foundations and eye products, 48% of lip products and 47% of mascaras
contained fluorine — an indicator of PFAS (Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances), so-called
“forever chemicals” that are used in nonstick frying pans, rugs and countless other consumer
products.

Some of the highest PFAS levels were found in waterproof mascara (82%) and long-lasting
lipstick (62%), according to the study published Tuesday in the journal Environmental Science &
Technology Letters. Twenty-nine products with higher fluorine concentrations were tested further
and found to contain between four and 13 specific PFAS chemicals, the study found. Only one
item listed PFAS as an ingredient on the label.

A spokeswoman for the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, which regulates cosmetics, said the
agency does not comment on specific studies. The FDA said on its website that there have been
few studies of the presence of the chemicals in cosmetics, and the ones published generally
found the concentration is at very low levels not likely to harm people, in the parts per billion
level to the 100s of parts per million.

A fact sheet posted on the agency’s website says that, “As the science on PFAS in cosmetics
continues to advance, the FDA will continue to monitor voluntary data submitted by industry as
well as published research.

But PFAS chemicals are an issue of increasing concern for lawmakers who are working to
regulate their use in consumer products. The study results were announced as a bipartisan
group of senators introduced a bill to ban the use of PFAS in cosmetics and other beauty
products.

The move to ban PFAS comes as Congress considers wide-ranging legislation to set a national
drinking water standard for certain PFAS chemicals and clean up contaminated sites across the
country, including military bases where high rates of PFAS have been discovered.

“There is nothing safe and nothing good about PFAS,'' said Sen. Richard Blumenthal, D-Conn.,
who introduced the cosmetics bill with Sen. Susan Collins, R-Maine. "These chemicals are a
menace hidden in plain sight that people literally display on their faces every day.''

Rep. Debbie Dingell, D-Mich., who has sponsored several PFAS-related bills in the House, said
she has looked for PFAS in her own makeup and lipstick, but could not see if they were present
because the products were not properly labeled.

“How do I know it doesn't have PFAS?” she asked at a news conference Tuesday, referring to
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the eye makeup, foundation and lipstick she was wearing.

The Environmental Protection Agency also is moving to collect industry data on PFAS chemical
uses and health risks as it considers regulations to reduce potential risks caused by the
chemicals.

The Personal Care Products Council, a trade association representing the cosmetics industry,
said in a statement that a small number of PFAS chemicals may be found as ingredients or at
trace levels in products such as lotion, nail polish, eye makeup and foundation. The chemicals
are used for product consistency and texture and are subject to safety requirements by the FDA,
said Alexandra Kowcz, the council’s chief scientist.

“Our member companies take their responsibility for product safety and the trust families put in
those products very seriously, she said, adding that the group supports prohibition of certain
PFAS from use in cosmetics. “Science and safety are the foundation for everything we do.”

But Graham Peaslee, a physics professor at Notre Dame and the principal investigator of the
study, said the cosmetics poses an immediate and long-term risk. “PFAS is a persistent
chemical. When it gets into the bloodstream, it stays there and accumulates,'' Peaslee said.

No specific companies were named in the study, although supporting material indicates that
researchers tested dozens of brands, including many household names.

The study did not seek to link any health effects to cosmetics use, but Peaslee said researchers
found PFAS levels that ranged from a few parts to billion to thousands of parts per billion. He
called the latter totals "worrisome.''

The chemicals also pose the risk of environmental contamination associated with manufacturing
and disposal, he said.

The man-made compounds are used in countless products, including nonstick cookware, water-
repellent sports gear, cosmetics and grease-resistant food packaging, along with firefighting
foams.

Public health studies on exposed populations have associated the chemicals with an array of
health problems, including some cancers, weakened immunity and low birth weight. Widespread
testing in recent years has found high levels of PFAS in many public water systems and military
bases.

Blumenthal, a former state attorney general and self-described “crusader” on behalf of
consumers, said he does not use cosmetics. But speaking on behalf of millions of cosmetics
users, he said they have a message for the industry: “We've trusted you and you betrayed us.''

Brands that want to avoid likely government regulation should voluntarily go PFAS-free,
Blumenthal said. “Aware and angry consumers are the most effective advocate" for change, he
said.
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IN INDIA, LOOKING BEYOND THE BINARY TO A
SPECTRUM
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Minorities Incl. Linguistic Minorities - Schemes

& their performance; Mechanisms, Laws, Institutions & Bodies

Last month, when the cases surrounding the question of same-sex marriages came up before
the High Court of Delhi, the Union Government was found to be dithering. The Solicitor General
of India made himself available only to request the court to have the matter adjourned on the
ground that it was not urgent. Though the Union Government argued that the matter was not
important in the context of the second wave of COVID-19 cases, it overlooked the basic notion
that the plight of persons in same-sex and queer relationships looking after each other —
without the legal protection of marital relationships — was exacerbated by the pandemic. In any
case, it is a matter of some concern that the Union Government does not find urgency in a
matter of extending civil rights to a class of persons who have approached a constitutional court.

Nevertheless, given the march of law — both international and domestic — in the direction of
expanding human rights, jurisprudence necessarily means that the provision of marriage rights
to same-sex and queer couples is only a matter of time. Any further delay in doing so would fall
foul of our constitutional guarantees, judgments rendered by various High Courts and evolving
international jurisprudence.

Also read | Same-sex marriages will cause havoc, Centre tells Delhi High Court

The last two decades have witnessed tremendous progress in establishing civil rights for the
LGBTQIA+ community.

In 2005, the Constitutional Court of South Africa in the case of Minister of Home Affairs and
Another vs Fourie and Another; Lesbian and Gay Equality Project and Eighteen Others vs
Minister of Home Affairs and Others [2005] ZACC 19, unanimously held that the common law
definition of marriage i.e. “a union of one man with one woman” was inconsistent with the
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996. Consequently, the Parliament of South Africa
was given 12 months to amend the Marriage Act 25 of 1961, failing which the Marriage Act
would stand amended, by virtue of the decision of the Constitutional Court, to include the words
“or spouse” after the words “or husband”. As a result of the verdict, the Civil Union Act, 2006
was enacted, enabling the voluntary union of two persons above 18 years of age, by way of
marriage.

In 2007 in Australia, the reforms to civil rights of queer community were prompted by the
Honourable Michael Kirby (then judge of the High Court of Australia) writing to the Attorney-
General of Australia asking for the judicial pension scheme to be extended to his gay partner of
38 years (at that time). After initial opposition from the Federal Government, the Same-Sex
Relationships (Equal Treatment in Commonwealth Laws – General Law Reform) Act 2008 came
to be enacted to provide provide equal entitlements for same-sex couples in matters of, inter
alia, social security, employment and taxation. Similarly, in England and Wales, the Marriage
(Same Sex Couples) Act 2013 enabled same-sex couples to marry in civil ceremonies or with
religious rites.

More recently, in 2015, the Supreme Court of the United States decided that the fundamental
right to marry is guaranteed to same-sex couples. The case of Obergefell vs Hodges ushered in
a landmark shift in the American position and allowing same-sex marriages to be recognised
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and treated on a par with opposite-sex marriages. While doing so, the Supreme Court of the
United States held the denial of marriage rights to same-sex couples to be a “grave and
continuing harm, serving to disrespect and subordinate gays and lesbians”. Across the world,
the recognition of the unequal laws discriminating against the LGBTQIA+ community has acted
as a trigger to reform and modernise legal architecture to become more inclusive and equal.

In India, marriages solemnised under personal laws such as the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955,
Indian Christian Marriage Act, 1872, Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) Application Act, 1937 and
so on. At present, though same-sex and queer marriages are not clearly recognised in India, we
are not bereft of judicial guidance. In the case of Arunkumar and Sreeja vs The Inspector
General of Registration and Ors. [W.P.(MD)No. 4125 of 2019 & W.P.(MD)No. 3220 of 2019], the
Madurai Bench of the High Court of Madras employed a beneficial and purposive interpretation
holding that the term ‘bride’ under the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 includes transwomen and
intersex persons identifying as women. Therefore, a marriage solemnised between a male and a
transwoman, both professing the Hindu religion, is deemed to be a valid marriage under the Act.
The import of this judgment cannot be overstated as it expands the scope of a term used in the
Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 in a progressive manner and sets the stage for re-imagining marriage
rights of the LGBTQIA+ community.

The judgment of the Madras High Court builds on the tenets laid down by the Supreme Court of
India in Shafin Jahan vs Asokan K.M. and Others AIR 2018 SC 1933 (Hadiya case), wherein the
right to choose and marry a partner was considered to be a constitutionally guaranteed freedom.
By doing so, the Supreme Court held that the “intimacies of marriage lie within a core zone of
privacy, which is inviolable” and that “society has no role to play in determining our choice of
partners”.

The only logical interpretation from reading these cases together, it is apparent that any legal or
statutory bar to same-sex and queer marriages must necessarily be held to be unconstitutional
and specifically violative of Articles 14, 15 and 21 of the Constitution of India. No longer can the
position of the Union Government that marriage is a bond between “a biological man and a
biological woman” be tenable.

The domain of marriages, including religious marriages, cannot be immune to reform and
review. Self-respect marriages were legalised in Tamil Nadu (and subsequently, in Puducherry)
through amendments to the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955. Self-respect marriages, commonly
conducted among those who are part of the Dravidian Movement, have done away with priests
and religious symbols such as fire or saptapadi. Instead, solemnisation of self-respect marriages
only requires an exchange of rings or garlands or tying of the mangalsutra. Such reform of the
Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 to bring self-respect marriages under its very umbrella, is seen as a
strong move towards breaking caste-based practices within the institution of marriage.

Similarly, understanding the needs of the LGBTQIA+ community today, the law must now
expand the institution of marriage to include all gender and sexual identities. At least 29
countries in the world have legalised same-sex marriage. It is time that India thinks beyond the
binary and reviews its existing legal architecture in order to legalise marriages irrespective of
gender identity and sexual orientation.

Manuraj Shunmugasundaram is Spokesperson, Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam and Advocate,
High Court of Madras. Inputs from Vadhana Bhaskar, advocate
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To reassure Indian Muslims, the PM needs to state that the govt. will not conduct an exercise
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QUALITY COUNCIL OF INDIA (QCI) LAUNCHES INDIAN
CERTIFICATION OF MEDICAL DEVICES (ICMED) PLUS
SCHEME;

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various
Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

The Quality Council of India (QCI), and the Association of Indian Manufacturers of Medical
Devices (AiMeD) have added further features to the ICMED the Scheme that had been launched
for Certification of Medical Devices in 2016. The ICMED 13485 PLUS, as the new scheme has
been christened, will undertake verification of the quality, safety and efficacy of medical devices.
The ICMED 13485 PLUS Scheme was launched digitally today . The Chairperson, Quality
Council of India graced the occasion along with other dignitaries.

 ICMED 13485 Plus has been designed to integrate the Quality Management System
components and product related quality validation processes through witness testing of products
with reference to the defined product standards and specifications. This is the first scheme
around the world in which quality management systems along with product certification
standards are integrated with regulatory requirements. This scheme will be an end to end quality
assurance scheme for the medical devices sector in India.

This scheme provides the much-needed institutional mechanism for assuring the product quality
and safety. It will go a long way in assisting the procurement agencies to tackle the challenges
relating to the menace of counterfeit products and fake certification. This will also help in
eliminating the circulation and use of sub-standard medical products or devices of doubtful origin
that could prove to be serious health hazards.

 Mr. K. L. Sharma, Joint Secretary (retd.), MoH&FW and Chair of the ICMED Steering
Committee stated that ‘The launch of the ICMED Plus is a watershed moment. Coming, as it
does, in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic and at a geostrategically crucial time when
the world looks beyond a few monopolistic countries, it could shepherd India to be one of the
leading global manufacturers of quality medical devices’.

 Dr. Jitendar Sharma, MD, AMTZ, Andhra Pradesh has commented that COVID pandemic has
reiterated the need to strengthen the healthcare system in the key areas - quality assurance and
patient safety. ICMED Plus, one of the recent initiatives by the QCI, help in assuring the quality
in medical devices. He strongly advocated integration of work of various regulators which
impinge on the quality of medical devices sector. He also stressed that while pharmaceuticals
are regulated in India, it is an irony that medical devices were not regulated till 2017 which make
for a sizable investment in the healthcare system.

 Dr. Girdhar Gyani, SG, Association of Healthcare Providers (India) has indicated that the AHPI
will encourage implementation of ICMED Plus among its members and stake holders’. He
reminded the gathering that many organizations around the world have succeeded by reducing
regulatory compliance through voluntary efforts. It would be in the interest of India manufacturing
sector, if the DCGI starts using Certification bodies for verification of compliance in the medical
devices.

Prof. Bejon Misra, Founder, Patient Safety and Access stated that yet another milestone has
been created by QCI in providing value addition to medical devices to consumers. ICMED Plus
launch has demonstrated a strong commitment by the medical devices manufacturers in India to
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not only provide medical devices products to consumers in India, but also compete globally by
adopting global best practices for medical devices and enhancing the value for the end users.
He also congratulated Dr. VG Somani, DCGI for not only being present but encouraging
voluntary initiatives in the country.

 During the launch of the schemes, Mr. Adil Zainulbhai, Chairman, QCI, commented that ‘The
agility of the Indian medical device manufacturers to respond effectively to the COVID pandemic
encouraged the QCI to further design an integrated product quality framework to support the
medical device industry during these trying times’. QCI will always respond effectively to the
requirements of the Industry and make sure that such voluntary efforts improve the regulatory
requirements in the country.

Dr. Ravi P. Singh, SG, QCI while welcoming the guests laid emphasis on regulatory gap which
existed in India prior to 2017 and how the next 23 months of transition will continue to have
regulatory gaps. To fill such gaps in the medical devices Industry, it is essential that ICMED Plus
scheme, be recognized as a pre-requisite to show compliance by manufacturers under MDR-
2017 and to reduce the load on regulators, ICMED Plus certification should be considered as
deemed compliance for one year under MDR-2017.

Mr. Rajiv Nath, Forum Coordinator, AiMeD explained the details of the scheme and responded
to all questions that were raised during multi-stakeholder committee meetings. He also said that
‘The need for an Indian Quality Certification System was never felt as strongly as during the
current pandemic. Access to affordable and quality medical devices can be realised through
ICMED Plus certification’.

*****

YB/SS

The Quality Council of India (QCI), and the Association of Indian Manufacturers of Medical
Devices (AiMeD) have added further features to the ICMED the Scheme that had been launched
for Certification of Medical Devices in 2016. The ICMED 13485 PLUS, as the new scheme has
been christened, will undertake verification of the quality, safety and efficacy of medical devices.
The ICMED 13485 PLUS Scheme was launched digitally today . The Chairperson, Quality
Council of India graced the occasion along with other dignitaries.

 ICMED 13485 Plus has been designed to integrate the Quality Management System
components and product related quality validation processes through witness testing of products
with reference to the defined product standards and specifications. This is the first scheme
around the world in which quality management systems along with product certification
standards are integrated with regulatory requirements. This scheme will be an end to end quality
assurance scheme for the medical devices sector in India.

This scheme provides the much-needed institutional mechanism for assuring the product quality
and safety. It will go a long way in assisting the procurement agencies to tackle the challenges
relating to the menace of counterfeit products and fake certification. This will also help in
eliminating the circulation and use of sub-standard medical products or devices of doubtful origin
that could prove to be serious health hazards.

 Mr. K. L. Sharma, Joint Secretary (retd.), MoH&FW and Chair of the ICMED Steering
Committee stated that ‘The launch of the ICMED Plus is a watershed moment. Coming, as it
does, in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic and at a geostrategically crucial time when
the world looks beyond a few monopolistic countries, it could shepherd India to be one of the
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leading global manufacturers of quality medical devices’.

 Dr. Jitendar Sharma, MD, AMTZ, Andhra Pradesh has commented that COVID pandemic has
reiterated the need to strengthen the healthcare system in the key areas - quality assurance and
patient safety. ICMED Plus, one of the recent initiatives by the QCI, help in assuring the quality
in medical devices. He strongly advocated integration of work of various regulators which
impinge on the quality of medical devices sector. He also stressed that while pharmaceuticals
are regulated in India, it is an irony that medical devices were not regulated till 2017 which make
for a sizable investment in the healthcare system.

 Dr. Girdhar Gyani, SG, Association of Healthcare Providers (India) has indicated that the AHPI
will encourage implementation of ICMED Plus among its members and stake holders’. He
reminded the gathering that many organizations around the world have succeeded by reducing
regulatory compliance through voluntary efforts. It would be in the interest of India manufacturing
sector, if the DCGI starts using Certification bodies for verification of compliance in the medical
devices.

Prof. Bejon Misra, Founder, Patient Safety and Access stated that yet another milestone has
been created by QCI in providing value addition to medical devices to consumers. ICMED Plus
launch has demonstrated a strong commitment by the medical devices manufacturers in India to
not only provide medical devices products to consumers in India, but also compete globally by
adopting global best practices for medical devices and enhancing the value for the end users.
He also congratulated Dr. VG Somani, DCGI for not only being present but encouraging
voluntary initiatives in the country.

 During the launch of the schemes, Mr. Adil Zainulbhai, Chairman, QCI, commented that ‘The
agility of the Indian medical device manufacturers to respond effectively to the COVID pandemic
encouraged the QCI to further design an integrated product quality framework to support the
medical device industry during these trying times’. QCI will always respond effectively to the
requirements of the Industry and make sure that such voluntary efforts improve the regulatory
requirements in the country.

Dr. Ravi P. Singh, SG, QCI while welcoming the guests laid emphasis on regulatory gap which
existed in India prior to 2017 and how the next 23 months of transition will continue to have
regulatory gaps. To fill such gaps in the medical devices Industry, it is essential that ICMED Plus
scheme, be recognized as a pre-requisite to show compliance by manufacturers under MDR-
2017 and to reduce the load on regulators, ICMED Plus certification should be considered as
deemed compliance for one year under MDR-2017.

Mr. Rajiv Nath, Forum Coordinator, AiMeD explained the details of the scheme and responded
to all questions that were raised during multi-stakeholder committee meetings. He also said that
‘The need for an Indian Quality Certification System was never felt as strongly as during the
current pandemic. Access to affordable and quality medical devices can be realised through
ICMED Plus certification’.

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

The story so far: Scientists around the world and in India are concerned about ‘Delta plus’, an
emerging form of the Delta variant of the novel coronavirus, which allows it to “escape”
antibodies in recently approved treatment regimes.

Formally known as AY.1 or B.1.617.2.1, it’s a variant of Delta (B.1.617.2), which was first
identified in India. It has an additional mutation called K417N, which has previously been
identified in the Beta variant (first found in South Africa) and the Gamma variant (first detected in
Brazil). These variants are characterised as being highly infectious and may reduce the potency
of vaccines.

AY.1 not a variant of concern yet: Centre

Five Indian labs submitted data on this modified variant in May and June to the Global Initiative
on Sharing All Influenza Data (GISAID). Seven of the around 28,000 coronavirus genomes
sequenced out of India so far reportedly belong to the AY.1 lineage. Globally, 143 genomes
have been labelled as AY.1 so far and reported from Nepal, Portugal, Switzerland, Poland,
Japan, Russia, Turkey, United Kingdom, France, United States and Canada, besides India. At
45, the U.K. has reported the maximum number of instances, followed by Switzerland (23), and
Portugal (21). The number of cases reported from a country is not always indicative of the
prevalence of the variant and has to do with the extent of genome sequencing of virus samples.
The U.K. has sequenced nearly 466,437 samples and reported 45 cases, the U.S. has
sequenced 549,164 samples and reported 12 cases, whereas the number of samples India has
sequenced is only about 5% (28,065) of these figures.

The Delta variant is now regarded as the most prevalent one in India, comprising nearly 31% of
the 21,000 community samples processed until late May. This variant has significant differences
compared to the strain that has been used by pharma companies to design vaccines, and tests
are needed to check if the existing vaccines continue to be effective against the variants
dominant now. Tests in the U.K., South Africa, and Brazil have shown that vaccines, while
effective, appear to produce fewer antibodies when confronted with variants such as Delta. The
concern is that because the Delta variant has a cavalcade of mutations that have allowed it to
dominate in several countries, including India, another form may pose new challenges to the
management of the pandemic in India.

The ICMR-National Institute of Virology and the CSIR-Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology,
Hyderabad have conducted laboratory tests to determine the potency of Covishield and Covaxin
against the Delta variant. While antibodies continued to be produced against the variant, they
were fewer than those produced against the strain used by companies to prepare their vaccines.
However, antibody levels are not the only markers of immunity. There is little evidence so far
specifically linking AY.1 to large outbreaks and significant disease transmission, which is why it
has not yet appeared in the World Health Organization’s list of ‘Variants of Concern’, which
includes Alpha, Beta, Delta, and Gamma variants. Early reports say AY.1 is diverging into two
sub-lineages — one cluster has been found in California, and a larger cluster comprises
sequences from eight other countries including Nepal, India and the U.K.

Editorial | Bracing for a threat: On dangers of emerging coronavirus variants

An additional concern with the AY.1 is the presence of the K417N mutation. According to a
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database of the CSIR-Institute of Genomics and Integrative Biology (CSIR-IGIB), the mutation
was associated with resistance to a newly developed monoclonal antibody treatment drug,
Casirivimab and Imdevimab, for those with moderate and severe disease but at high risk.

Marketed by Roche and Cipla in India, the drug was recently approved by India’s Central Drugs
Standard Control Organisation. The price for each patient dose (a combined dose of 1200 mg —
600 mg of Casirivimab and 600 mg of Imdevimab) will be 59,750, inclusive of taxes.

Our code of editorial values
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“The supply price of Covaxin to the government of India at 150 / dose, is a non-competitive price
and clearly not sustainable in the long run,” Bharat Biotech said in a statement

The company’s study involved nearly 30,000 persons aged 18 and above in the U.S. and
Mexico.
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EXPLAINED
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

The Indian study, conducted by NCBS and TIFR, looked at filoviruses, such as Ebola and
Marburg. iStock  

The story so far: This week, The Hindu carried a government inquiry report on a 2019 study
conducted by Indian institutions on bat viruses in the Mimi village area of Kiphire district in
Nagaland. The report referred to the need to ensure that studies follow all regulations, in order to
pandemic-proof the future.

In December 2019, the Union Ministry of Health began an inquiry into the study as it felt that
appropriate permissions had not been taken by the National Centre for Biological Sciences
(NCBS) and the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research (TIFR) from the Indian Council for
Medical Research (ICMR) before accepting foreign funding and collaborations for the study. The
study, published in October 2019, was funded by “a United States Department of Defense,
Defense Threat Reduction Agency, Broad Agency Announcement grant for the project ‘Bat
harvesting in India: Detection, characterization and mitigation of emerging infectious disease
risk’, the Biological Defense Research Directorate of the U.S. Naval Medical Research Center,
as well as the Indian Department of Atomic Energy (DAE).

Nagaland bat study: Scientific research work must follow protocol, says Health Ministry

Of the 12 authors, three were from India, five from the Duke-National University of Singapore
Medical School, and two each from the U.S. Uniformed Services University of the Health
Sciences and the Wuhan Institute of Virology. The government investigation, and subsequent
queries, spoke of “concerning lapses” in the study protocols, and also questioned whether the
bat samples (nucleic acid extracts) should be stored at the NCBS, Bengaluru or at the National
Institute of Virology lab in Pune run by the ICMR, which has a higher Biosafety Level-4 standard
rating.

The NCBS denied all the charges in a statement in February 2020. Last week, its director,
Satyajit Mayor, told The Hindu he had no knowledge of any lapses. He had earlier said the
government had given NCBS an “all-clear”. The NCBS also said that it had received its
clearances from the DAE, although the government’s 1987 rules on funding collaborations give
the Health Ministry and the ICMR the final say. The NCBS also denied that the contribution of
Shi Zhengli, known as China’s ‘Bat Woman’ for her studies on virus transmissions, was anything
more than the supply of “chemical reagents”. However, the study lists Dr. Shi as having
“reviewed writing and editing” of the paper.

No, say both officials and scientists. The Indian study looked at filoviruses (such as Ebola and
Marburg), while the Wuhan studies, which originally collaborated with the U.S. University of
North Carolina (UNC) and were funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH), looked at
coronaviruses SARS and MERS.

Also read | Release ‘medical records’ of sick Wuhan lab staff, Fauci urges China

However, as demands grow for more transparency into collaborations with the Wuhan Institute,
which was inspected as part of the World Health Organization’s study into the origins of the
pandemic, there is a renewed focus on the NCBS-TIFR study. In the U.S., Dr. Anthony Fauci,
director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases under the NIH, was
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questioned at a Congressional hearing in May this year about the NIH funding and the Wuhan-
UNC studies. In an interview to The New York Times this week, Dr. Shi denied that any
regulations had been flouted at her labs, saying there was “no evidence” for theories of an
accidental release of the SARS-CoV-2. The WHO study also concluded that the “lab-leak”
theory was unlikely, but required more study. U.S. President Joseph Biden has ordered
intelligence agencies to provide a conclusive finding by the end of August on whether the
COVID-19 pandemic was caused by natural transmission or a lab-leak.

Earlier this month, Canada’s Parliament voted to have their Public Health Agency (PHAC)
release documents on the collaboration between its National Microbiology Lab in Winnipeg and
the Wuhan Institute of Virology, on Ebola and Henipah viruses.

Significantly, the government has not pursued its questioning on the U.S. funding and the
Wuhan collaboration in the case of the Nagaland study with NCBS-TIFR without ICMR approval,
and has confined its current enquiries to the storage of the samples. However, the ongoing
pandemic with new variations is expected to trigger more public scrutiny into future research.
Some scientists have voiced concerns about a “chilling effect” in the name of bio-security on
much needed scientific freedoms for research, which involves the collection of possibly
infectious samples and studies on mutations. As long as the origin of the virus that was first
detected in Wuhan is unresolved, questions will linger.
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Solar flares from the surface of the Sun generate particles that can have particularly devastating
impacts on human health and penetrate current generation spaceships.
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THE STATE OF INDIA’S POOR MUST BE
ACKNOWLEDGED

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various
Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

The son of a corn merchant-turned sociologist, Charles Booth had little patience for Charles
Dickens and others in his time, who used lyrical prose to describe the desperation of the poor in
working class London. Booth was also angry, in 1885, over the claims made by F.D. Hyndman,
the leader of the Social Democratic Federation, which after an enquiry into the working classes
of London had concluded that a quarter of the population of London lived in abject poverty.
Confident of showing up the claims as sensational, he set about drawing his poverty map of the
city and getting people to do door-to-door surveys. Much to his horror, his own landmark ‘Life
and Labour of the People in London’ survey concluded that the numbers were much higher and
a third of London lived in abject poverty. He had, unintentionally, nailed the importance of getting
the numbers right, which settled the question of which class needed maximum attention.

In India, there is now, rightly, a consensus difficult for the Government to beat down that to be
able to battle COVID-19 and secure India from successive waves, the exact numbers of the
dead must be carefully documented. Something else that needs equal attention, if the state of
the decrepit Indian economy is to be repaired, is to be able to meticulously count the number of
the poor and to prioritise them. The World Bank $2-a-day (poverty line) might be inadequate but
it would be a start and higher than the last line proposed by the C. Rangarajan committee.

There has been hesitation for a variety of reasons to wrestle with the rising numbers of the poor
in India. Not least, the pursuit of becoming ‘Vishwaguru’, has hampered this as that pitch works
only if the leadership is able to mask the dramatic rise in poverty. Coming to terms with how low
India’s median income is would disrupt the carefully constructed ride about being the
biggest/largest in the world. A survey in 2013 had said India stood at 99 among 131 countries,
and with a median income of $616 per annum, it was the lowest among BRICS and fell in the
lower middle-income country bracket.

Since then — and we are still not talking of the novel coronavirus pandemic — three important
data points have made it clear that the state of India’s poor needs to be acknowledged if India is
to be lifted. The first being, the fall in the monthly per capita consumption expenditure of 2017-18
for the first time since 1972-73, which the Government withheld citing concerns with the quality
of data collected, then the fall of India in the Global Hunger Index to ‘serious hunger’ category
and India’s own health census data or the recently concluded National Family Health Survey or
NFHS-5, which had worrying markers of increased malnutrition, infant mortality and maternal
health. A fourth statistic earlier this year, of Bangladesh bettering India’s average income
statistics, must also be a reason for Indians to introspect. What kind of growth path has led to
India sliding in the sustainable development goals index (by at least two ranks last month) as
well as in the per capita income rankings? If we do not bother to know of the increased numbers
sliding into poverty, there would be little possibility of moving toward a solution.

The precarious situation after the demonetisation in 2016 was rendered calamitous with the
novel coronavirus pandemic and the shrinking of the economy. In 2019, the global
Multidimensional Poverty Index reported that India lifted 271 million citizens out of poverty
between 2006 and 2016. Since then, the International Monetary Fund, Hunger Watch, SWAN
and several other surveys show a decided slide. In March, the Pew Research Center with the
World Bank data estimated that ‘the number of poor in India, on the basis of an income of $2 per
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day or less in purchasing power parity, has more than doubled to 134 million from 60 million in
just a year due to the pandemic-induced recession’. In 2020, India contributed 57.3% of the
growth of the global poor. India contributed to 59.3% of the global middle class that slid into
poverty. The last time that ‘India reported an increase in poverty was in the first 25 years after
Independence, when from 1951 to 1974, the population of the poor increased from 47% to 56%’.
So, India is again a “country of mass poverty” after 45 years. This has thrown a spanner in the
so far uninterrupted battle against poverty since the 1970s. Urgent solutions are needed within,
and the starting point of that would be only when we know how many are poor.

In India, the poverty line debate became very fraught in 2011, as the Suresh Tendulkar
Committee report at a ‘line’ of 816 per capita per month for rural India and 1,000 per capita per
month for urban India, calculated the poor at 25.7% of the population. The anger over the 2011
conclusions, led to the setting up of the C. Rangarajan Committee, which in 2014 estimated that
the number of poor were 29.6%, based on persons spending below 47 a day in cities and 32 in
villages.

Numbers matter for many reasons. The first is because knowing the numbers and making them
public makes it possible to get public opinion to support massive and urgent cash transfers. The
world outside India has moved onto propose high fiscal support, as economic rationale and not
charity; it is debating a higher level of minimum wages than it has in the past. Spain has
accorded security to its gig workers by giving delivery boys the status of workers. In India too, a
dramatic reorientation would get support only once numbers are honestly laid out.

The second argument for recording the data is so that all policies can be honestly evaluated on
the basis of whether they meet the needs of the majority. Is a policy such as bank write-offs of
loans amounting to 1.53-lakh crore last year, which helped corporates overwhelmingly,
beneficial to the vast majority? Or has it been just beneficial to a thin sliver of the super rich?
This would be possible to transparently evaluate only when the numbers of the poor are known
and established.

Third, if government data were to honestly account for the exact numbers of the poor, it may be
more realistic to expect the public debate to be conducted on the concerns of the real majority
and create a climate that demands accountability from public representatives.

Fourth, India has clocked a massive rise in the market capitalisation and the fortunes of the
richest Indian corporates, whose wealth has grown manifold in the past few years, even as
millions of Indians have experienced a massive tumble into poverty. The stories of billionaires
get reported regularly and prominently. To say that the stock market and the Indian economy are
‘not related’ is ingenuous. Indians must have the right to question whether there is a connection
and if the massive rise in riches is not coincidental, but at the back of the misery of millions of
the poor, whose ranks are swelling. If billionaire lists are evaluated in detail and reported upon,
the country cannot shy away from counting its poor.

The late Arjun Sengupta, as Chairman of the National Commission for Enterprises in the
Unorganised Sector in 2004, had concluded that 836 million Indians still remained marginalised.
He spoke of the poorest of poor and the commission’s recommendations on social security
resulted in the enactment of the Unorganised Sector Workers Social Security Act. At the time his
conclusion was ignored — that 77% of India was marginalised — emphasising that it was a
problem of a much bigger magnitude, than the figure of 25.7% conveyed.

The ‘bread line’ ostensibly owes its origins to the economic depression in the United States in
the 1890s and charity by New York restaurants which organised soup kitchens. The queue or
line of bread seekers would be distressingly long. A physical queue on the roads needed a
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policy response. It could not be wished away by simply looking away. The massive slide into
poverty in India that is clear in domestic and international surveys and anecdotal evidence must
meet with an institutional response. The Government must girdle up and unflinchingly quantify
the slide from the ‘fastest growing economy’ to the country with the largest rise in the number of
poor people. It must be accepted, to go back to the debate Charles Booth had with the Social
Democratic Federation that it is “abject poverty” we are talking about; almost a sub-human level
of existence of the majority of fellow Indians we cannot continue to be blasé about. Counting
them would be a much-needed start to convey that each life matters.

Seema Chishti is a journalist based in New Delhi
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POLICY CREEP: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON E-
COMMERCE AND OVERREGULATION RISKS

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various
Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

Barely 11 months after the Government notified the Consumer Protection (E-Commerce) Rules,
2020, the Department of Consumer Affairs has mooted a set of sweeping amendments,
ostensibly “to protect the interests of consumers... and encourage free and fair competition in
the market”. Among them is a norm stipulating the appointment of a chief compliance officer, a
nodal contact person for 24x7 coordination with law enforcement agencies, and another
requiring e-commerce entities offering imported goods or services to ‘incorporate a filter
mechanism to identify goods based on country of origin and suggest alternatives to ensure a fair
opportunity to domestic goods’. A third mandates a fall-back liability on online marketplaces in
the event of non-delivery of goods or services to the consumer. Registration has also been
made mandatory for all e-commerce players; specific ‘flash sales’, including ‘back-to-back’ ones,
are set to be banned; and all entities must provide information within 72 hours on any request
made by an authorised government agency probing any breach of law including cybersecurity
issues. While on the face of it none of these new rules appears exceptionable, especially when
e-commerce tops the National Consumer Helpline’s complaints chart, there is still a distinctly
discernible pattern to the changes. Following on the heels of the recent IT (Intermediary
Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules, the draft e-commerce amendments show the
Government’s increasing keenness to exercise greater oversight over all online platforms.

The Centre also appears to be signalling its intent to dig in its heels in an intensifying stand-off
with Walmart’s unit Flipkart, and Amazon, which are both now in court battling an attempt by the
Competition Commission of India to reopen a probe into their business practices. The two large
e-commerce players have had to contend with accusations that their pricing practices are
skewed to favour select sellers on their platforms and that their discounting policies have hurt
offline retailers. The fact that the latest changes expressly seek to ensure that none of an e-
commerce entity’s ‘related parties and associated enterprises is enlisted as a seller for sale to
consumers directly’ could also impact several platforms that retail products supplied by vendors
with arm’s length ties. The enforcement of many of these norms is bound to spur protracted
legal fights. Asserting that the amendments were not aimed at conventional flash sales, the
Government said it was only targeting certain entities engaged in limiting consumer choice by
indulging in ‘back-to-back’ sales wherein a seller does not have the capability to meet an order.
In trying to address shortcomings in its rules from last year, the Government appears to be
harking back to an era of tight controls. Overregulation with scope for interpretative ambiguity
risks retarding growth and job creation in the hitherto expanding e-commerce sector.
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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COUNTERING A POLITICAL ACT THAT HAS A LEGAL
GARB

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various
Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

Aisha Sultana, a film-maker from Lakshadweep, was recently booked for the alleged offences of
sedition and statements prejudicial to national integrity. A crime was registered based on a
complaint by a leader of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Ms. Sultana then moved the Kerala
High Court for pre-arrest bail. The court allowed interim bail to her on June 17. Ms. Sultana thus
got temporary relief from incarceration. The court will pass its final orders in the application
shortly.

Ms. Sultana’s case is only one among the numerous sedition cases recently registered in the
country. In Lakshadweep, people have had sedition slapped against them for putting up
placards or posters against the Prime Minister. Ms. Sultana’s case also reveals the regime’s
political strategy to threaten dissidents.

Ms. Sultana is alleged to have used the word ‘bioweapon’ in a television discussion about the
recent developments in Lakshadweep and its draft reforms. She said it while deliberating over
the Lakshadweep Administrator’s actions and omissions that allegedly contributed to the spread
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the island, which was free from the virus in 2020. Ms. Sultana
indicated in her petition before the court and to the media that she is apologetic about the word
used. In an interview she said that her “bioweapon remark” was a “mistake” and that she was
“entrapped”.

Hindutva forces have relied heavily on this subsequent posture which she publicly made, to
strengthen their stand. They tried to create a false sense of moral victory and legitimacy to back
their position, which they thoroughly lack.

Ms. Sultana is not a political activist. And it is probable that she may not be very articulate or
even be able to present strong arguments on the affairs of the nation. It seemed like she was
partly accusing herself or acknowledging the ‘mistake’ in some way. This self-accusation was,
however, unwarranted. When the purpose of the sedition law is to curtail opposing ideas, her
rescission had the effect of legitimising the state’s wrongful action.

It’s time to define limits of sedition, says SC

Ms. Sultana’s case is a case study for those who are concerned about the country’s liberal
values. The offence of sedition under Section 124A of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) was inserted
in the Code in 1870. In the great trial of 1922, Mahatma Gandhi, charged with sedition,
described the provision as “perhaps the prince among the political sections of the IPC designed
to suppress the liberty of the citizen”. Gandhiji, who himself was a lawyer, made two points in his
statement given on March 18, 1922. One, he admitted the charge of preaching disaffection
towards the then existing regime. Two, he justified his act and said that it was his duty to do so
as it is “a sin to have affection for the system (under the British Raj)”. He explained that
“Affection cannot be manufactured or regulated by law. If one has no affection for a person or
system, one should be free to give the fullest expression to his disaffection so long as he does
not contemplate, promote, or incite to violence.”

This statement is not only political but also legal. Curiously, this assertion that Gandhiji made in
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the court was indirectly laid down as the law by the Constitution Bench of the Supreme Court of
India in Kedar Nath Singh (1962) which said that incitement to violence is the gist of the offence
of sedition. This proposition was followed by the top court consistently, till Vinod Dua (2021),
where the Court said that a journalist cannot be booked for sedition for expressing dissent.

'Criticism is not sedition': SC quotes 1962 ruling

The law was clear even when Gandhiji was convicted and sentenced. Evidently, the charge and
the conviction were political, not legal. Even today, the very registration of crimes against
political opponents under the draconian laws is essentially a political act, though it takes a legal
form. According to the report by the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), between 2016 and
2019 there was a 160% increase in the registration of sedition cases whereas the conviction rate
during this period fell from 33.3% to 3.3%. Thus, the process itself becomes the punishment.

Therefore, one needs to build up a political defence as well as legal defence against such
charges. Litigation is not merely a means for the redress of grievance. When the charges are
under ‘political sections’, as Gandhiji eloquently described, they need to be countered by a
political praxis as well. Only such a course would expose the egregious motive of the state in
accusing its citizens of the offence of sedition without any legal or factual foundation
whatsoever. Only such a resistance would be able to re-educate our judicial institutions
constitutionally and historically, and to ensure dialogic democracy.

Unfortunately, Ms. Sultana’s subsequent expression of regret does not pass this political test.
She could have asserted that the word she used was correct and proper. It was possible for her
to justify it as an imagery capable of exposing the regime’s unprincipled approach in
Lakshadweep.

Editorial | Media and sedition: On Supreme Court relief to journalists

It needs to be told that the British Raj used the draconian provision only when they alleged that a
speech or a writing resulted in violence,or there was at least a remote connection between the
overt act and social disturbance. Bal Gangadhar Tilak was tried in 1897 on an accusation that
the articles in Kesari, a Marathi paper owned by him, incited violence that led to the killing of two
British officers. Tilak was convicted and sentenced to undergo rigorous imprisonment for 18
months. In 1908, he was again tried and later sentenced for writing “seditious” articles and by
connecting them with certain instances of ‘social disorder’. Post-Independence, in Kedar Nath
Singh, the accusation among others, was that Kedar Nath, a Forward Communist Party leader,
had asserted his belief in a revolution “in the flames of which the capitalists, zamindars, and the
Congress leaders of India….will be reduced to ashes....” The Court said that “comments,
however strongly worded, expressing disapprobation of actions of the Government, without
exciting those feelings which generate the inclination to cause public disorder by acts of
violence, would not be penal”. In Balwant Singh (1995), slogans for an independent Sikh nation
were found to be not seditious for want of the ingredient of incitement to violence. None of these
prominent cases relied on the mere use of words to make out the offence.

But after 2014, cases of sedition are frequently and intentionally registered solely based on
words spoken, written, or tweeted. This can have a chilling effect on people’s movements. The
clear political object behind the invocation of the law is to create an atmosphere of fear. This, in
a way, is the price which the country had to pay for the retention of the law of sedition, among
other draconian laws. Therefore, the Supreme Court of India and the High Courts should take
suo motu cognisance of the incidents where the state ostensibly uses draconian laws to
suppress criticism and protest. This is difficult, but not impossible. Such suo motu proceedings
would reflect the kind of judicial activism that our time demands. The organised Bar, especially
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at the State level, must perform its libertarian role by constantly demanding for a judiciary that
values freedom and acts for it.

Kaleeswaram Raj is a lawyer in the Supreme Court of India
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THE GENDER TECHNOLOGY GAP HAS TO END
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Women - Schemes & their Performance,

Mechanisms, Laws Institutions and Bodies

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has swept South Asia in recent months, existing
inequalities have come to light. One aspect stands out: access to technology has never been so
crucial to ensuring public health and safety.

Around the world, information and access to health care have largely moved online, and those
left behind face grave disadvantages.

Study highlights gender gap in health innovations

According to Global System for Mobile Communications (GSMA) estimates, over 390 million
women in low- and middle-income countries do not have Internet access. South Asia has more
than half of these women with only 65% owning a mobile phone.

In India, only 14.9% of women were reported to be using the Internet. This divide is deepened
by earlier mandates to register online to get a vaccination appointment. Recent local data
revealed that nearly 17% more men than women have been vaccinated. While improving
awareness of how to access vaccination and help are crucial to protecting women, the mindset
around digital technology and device ownership must also change.

For example, when families share a digital device, it is more likely that the father or sons will be
allowed to use it exclusively. In part, this is due to deeply held cultural beliefs: it is often believed
that women’s access to technology will motivate them to challenge patriarchal societies. There is
also a belief that women need to be protected, and that online content can be dangerous for
women/expose them to risks. As a consequence, girls and women who ask for phones face
suspicion and opposition.

Also read | Our institutions are very patriarchal: WHO Chief Scientist Soumya Swaminathan

These gaps prevent women and LGBTQIA+ people from accessing critical services. In India,
Bangladesh and Pakistan, for example, fewer women than men received the necessary
information to survive COVID-19. Vaccine registration usually requires a smartphone or laptop.
Men and boys are thus more likely to get timely information and register than women and girls.

The concept of feminism goes beyond the rights of women. It is about a way of life. In simple
terms, it means being inclusive, democratic, transparent, egalitarian, and offering opportunities
for all. We can call it equality through innovation.

Feminist technology (sometimes called “femtech”) is an approach to technology and innovation
that is inclusive, informed and responsive to the entire community with all its diversity.

Also read

Why are there more men than women in the field of STEM?

At UN Women, we are encouraging companies to sign up and agree to principles that will lead
to a more equitable future for all. As part of the Generation Equality Forum, the goal is to double
the number of women and girls working in technology and innovation. By 2026, the aim is to

https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/science/our-institutions-are-very-patriarchal-who-chief-scientist-soumya-swaminathan/article32846728.ece
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/get-involved/beijing-plus-25/gender-equality-forum
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reduce the gender digital divide and ensure universal digital literacy, while investing in feminist
technology and innovation to support women’s leadership as innovators.

Through digital empowerment programmes and partnerships such as EQUALS and International
Girls in ICT Day celebration across the region led by UN Women and the International
Telecommunication Union, we hope that more girls will choose STEM (science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics) as their academic focus, enter digital technology careers, and
aspire to be the next leaders in digital technology.

What would the world look like if technology were truly inclusive and reflected our society’s
needs? How would the world be different if feminist technology were embraced?

National Science Day: India’s women scientists stress on better support, fair policies in research

What we see today is that most technologies that are available to the layperson are created by
men, for men, and do not necessarily meet everyone’s requirements. The supposedly neutral
world of technology is full of examples of this: from video games to virtual assistants to the
increasingly large dimensions of “handheld” smartphones, technology is not always made with
everyone in mind.

Policy cannot solve this on its own, but the private sector can. Companies should not look at
gender-equal technology solely from an altruistic perspective, but from a pragmatic one.

Don’t STEM their progress

According to GSMA, closing the gender gap in mobile Internet usage in low- and middle-income
countries would increase GDP by U.S.$700 billion over the next five years. Women and girls are
the largest consumer groups left out of technology and could be major profit drivers.

In the App Store, there are about two million apps, most of which cater to young men. Why not
design apps geared specifically towards mothers or apps for women to access telemedicine
consultation? Or digital networks to connect women to informal job opportunities so they can still
earn while balancing caring for their families? Other than apps, built-in features on mobile
phones such as an emergency button connecting women to law enforcement if they face
unwanted street harassment should also be considered.

Women and girls do not have the same access to these technologies as men and boys, nor are
they available at the same price. That is not acceptable.

There is no need to reinvent the wheel. In the 1950s, dishwashers and washing machines were
promoted as a method of emancipating women. Household goods producers, for example,
target most of their advertising at women because they often control the household budget.
Digital technology could be approached similarly.

WEF’s gender gap index: India slips 28 places, ranks 140 among 156 countries

We now have the opportunity to shape our future in a way that is more equal, diverse, and
sustainable in the world of technology in the aftermath of the medical and socioeconomic
devastation in the past year.

Now is the time to act. The right thing to do is also the smart thing to do. Bringing an end to the
gender technology gap will save lives and make livelihoods more secure. As a result, the next
pandemic, once it arrives, may not be nearly as destructive. It can only lead to a better

https://www.equalsintech.org/
https://www.itu.int/women-and-girls/girls-in-ict/
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community and a better world for us all.

Mohammad Naciri is Regional Head of UN Women Asia and the Pacific. Atsuko Okuda is
Regional Director of the International Telecommunication Union Regional Office for Asia and the
Pacific

Our code of editorial values

Please enter a valid email address.

END
Downloaded from crackIAS.com

© Zuccess App by crackIAS.com

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/living-our-values-code-of-editorial-values/article1715043.ece?utm_source=thehindu&utm_medium=article&utm_campaign=values


Page 95

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-06-28

ON THE MARGINS WITH FULL EQUALITY STILL OUT
OF REACH
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Rights & Welfare of Minorities Incl. Linguistic Minorities - Schemes

& their performance; Mechanisms, Laws, Institutions & Bodies

This year, the world woke up to June, pride month, gazing at the Google Doodle of Dr. Frank
Kameny (1925-2011), an American astronomer, veteran, and gay rights activist. Kameny, in the
early 1970s, ‘successfully challenged the American Psychiatric Association’s classification of
homosexuality as a mental disorder’. The global LGBTQ+ community marched ahead after the
1970s. But in India, the queer community is still a stigmatised and invisible minority, a fact that is
alarmingly incompatible with the country’s living, liberal and inclusive Constitution.

The Constitution was conceived by India’s founding fathers as a beacon of fundamental rights,
leading once enslaved Indians to the promised land of life and freedom. Despite such a
liberating Constitution, the Indian state and the law have been abusing and given many
marginalised segments of the citizenry such as the queer community of India the cold shoulder.

Pride Month: Empowering the country’s LGBTIQA+ community

The Constitutional courtroom in post-colonial India became a space where the individual and the
state could converse with each other. The meagre gains that the queer community won have
been granted by the judiciary; not by legislatures. In the book, Sex and the Supreme Court: How
the Law is Upholding the Dignity of the Indian Citizen (2020), Saurabh Kripal observes: “In the
tug of war between the demands of the traditional conception of society and the rights of
individuals to their identity and dignity, the Supreme Court has come down firmly in favour of
individual.” The Supreme Court of India’s ruling in Navtej Singh Johar & Ors. vs Union of India
(2018), that the application of Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) to consensual
homosexual behaviour between adults was “unconstitutional, irrational, indefensible and
manifestly arbitrary”, has been a great victory to the Indian individual in his quest for identity and
dignity. This judgment has provided a launch pad for the LGBTQ+ jurisprudence and queer
liberation movement in India.

The Delhi High Court’s verdict in Naz Foundation vs Government of NCT of Delhi (2009) was a
38th parallel in the law of sexuality and equality jurisprudence in India. The court held that
Section 377 offended the guarantee of equality enshrined in Article 14 of the Constitution,
because it creates an unreasonable classification and targets homosexuals as a class. Earlier,
in a retrograde step, the Supreme Court, in Suresh Kumar Koushal vs Naz Foundation (2013),
reinstated Section 377 to the IPC. But India witnessed the anastasis of Naz Foundation through
the top court’s judgment in Navtej Singh Johar & Ors. with an embedded firewall of the doctrine
of progressive realisation of rights.

Despite the judgments of the Supreme Court, full equality is still a pie in the sky for the queer
community in India. In matters of employment, health and personal relationship, there is still a lot
of discrimination against sexual minorities. It is only when these problems are adequately
addressed that the LGBTQ+ community will be able to enjoy full autonomy and agency.

The Union of India has recently opposed any move to accord legal sanction to same-sex
marriages in India stating that the decriminalisation of Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code
does not automatically translate into a fundamental right for same sex couples to marry. This
was stated in response to the Delhi High Court notice to a plea by LGBTQ+ activists and

https://www.google.com/doodles/celebrating-frank-kameny
https://www.google.com/doodles/celebrating-frank-kameny
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/navtej-johar-a-verdict-for-all-times/article25866598.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/what-is-section-377-and-why-does-it-matter/article24483691.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/Delhi-High-Court-strikes-down-Section-377-of-IPC/article16546323.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/its-time-to-enact-a-siras-act/article34320153.ece
https://main.sci.gov.in/judgment/judis/41070.pdf
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/supreme-court-sets-aside-delhi-hc-verdict-decriminalising-gay-sex/article5446939.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/same-sex-marriages-will-cause-havoc-says-govt/article33935252.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/same-sex-marriages-will-cause-havoc-says-govt/article33935252.ece


Page 96

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

couples who sought recognition of same-sex marriages. Justice Anthony Kennedy of the U.S.
Supreme Court, in Obergefell vs Hodges (2015) underscored the emotional and social value of
the institution of marriage and asserted that the universal human right of marriage should not be
denied to a same-sex couple. As of 2021, same-sex marriage is legally performed and
recognised in 29 countries. Indian society and the state should synchronise themselves with
changing trends.

Two years since Article 377 annulment, LGBTQ community still battling prejudice

Article 15 secures the citizens from every sort of discrimination by the state, on the grounds of
religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth or any of them. This Article is the cornerstone of the
concept that equality is the antithesis of discrimination. Imbibing the zeitgeist, the grounds of
non-discrimination should be expanded by including gender and sexual orientation. In May
1996, South Africa became the first country to constitutionally prohibit discrimination based on
sexual orientation. Section 9(3) of its Constitution dictates that state may not unfairly
discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more grounds, including race,
gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age,
disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, language and birth. Let Gandhiji’s nation learn
from Mandela’s nation!

The United Kingdom passed the “Alan Turing law” in 2017 which ‘granted amnesty and pardon
to the men who were cautioned or convicted under historical legislation that outlawed
homosexual acts’. The law, named after Alan Turing, a World War II code-breaker and
computing genius, who was convicted of gross indecency in 1952, provided a ‘posthumous
pardon, also an automatic formal pardon for living people who had had such offences removed
from their record’. To expiate the excesses committed against the LGBTQ+ community in the
past and present, the Indian state should also enact a law on these lines to do justice to the
‘prisoners of sexual conscience’.

Justice Rohinton F. Nariman had directed in Navtej Singh Johar & Ors., the Government to
sensitise the general public and officials, including police officials, to reduce and finally eliminate
the stigma associated with LGBTQ+ community through the mass media and the official
channels. But the Government has simply disregarded this obligation. School and university
students too should be sensitised about the diversity of sexuality to deconstruct the myth of
heteronormativity. Heteronormativity is the root cause of hetero-sexism and homophobia.

Rohit De illustrated, in his A People’s Constitution: The Everyday Life of Law in the Indian
Republic (2018), how laws and policies were frequently undone or renegotiated from below by
the ordinary citizenry using constitutional remedies. He unfolded the stories of individuals from
socially and economically marginalised sections such as prostitutes, butchers, refugees, and
vegetable vendors who turned to the court for ‘rewriting’ the Constitution. However, for
Queeristan, the Constitution has been ‘a beautiful and ineffectual angel’ so far. Hence, it is time
for change; but the burden should not be left to the powers that be. The onus remains with the
civil society, the citizenry concerned and the LGBTQ+ community itself.

Faisal C.K. is Under Secretary (Law) to the Government of Kerala
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REOPEN THE FILES, RECONSIDER PRIVATISATION
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Government policies & interventions for development in various

Sectors and issues arising out of their design & implementation incl. Housing

Privatisation of the public sector, including banks, has been part of the wish list of economic
reformers since 1991. This was at the core of the ‘Washington Consensus’. The private sector is
inherently more efficient. The ground realities of democratic politics in India, however, kept
coming in the way of actual privatisation, though progressive disinvestment of the shares of
public sector undertakings in the market has been taking place over the years.

The National Democratic Alliance in the early 2000s did undertake some privatisation but had to
pause because of political backlash. This was never in the United Progressive Alliance agenda.
For six years, Prime Minister Narendra Modi also did not consider it important. But it is now
being pursued with vigour, has high priority with extremely ambitious targets, reminiscent of the
Thatcher era in the United Kingdom.

India is right now going through its worst economic crisis. The highest-ever contraction in the
economy took place last year, unemployment has risen, incomes for growing numbers are
falling, bank non-performing assets (NPAs) may be ballooning, and the fiscal deficit is rising. In
these circumstances, it would be prudent to think through the pros and cons of the aggressive
privatisation of public enterprises that is on the anvil. There are three categories of public sector
enterprises, with each needing its own analysis.

There is the category of enterprises which have been sick for a long time. Their technology,
plants and machinery are obsolete. Their managerial and human resources have atrophied.
Reviews have come to the same conclusion: these are beyond redemption. They should be
closed, and assets sold. But this has been difficult with successive governments as the labour in
these enterprises have had a political constituency which has prevented closure. With its
political strength, the Government should be able to close these in a time-bound manner with a
generous handshake for labour. After selling machinery as scrap, there would be valuable land
left. These land values have become high. Prudent disposal of these plots of lands in small
amounts would yield large incomes in the coming years. All this would need the creation of
dedicated efficient capacity as the task is huge and challenging. These enterprises may be
taken away from their parent line Ministries and brought under one holding company which
should have the sole mandate of speedy liquidation and asset sale.

Then there are enterprises which have been financially sick but can be turned around. Their
difficulties can be traced to ministerial micromanagement especially in enterprises with a direct
consumer interface. Where private management through privatisation or induction of a strategic
partner is the best way to restore value of these enterprises, this should be pursued on priority.
Air India and the India Tourism Development Corporation (ITDC) hotels are good examples. But
these need bold decisions. Air India should ideally be made debt free and a new management
should have freedom permitted under the law in personnel management to get investor interest.
Once debt free, management control with a 26% stake may be given. As valuation rises, the
Government could reduce its stake further and get more money. If well handled, significant
revenues would flow to the Government.

Then there are many profitable enterprises. Pragmatism instead of ideology should guide
thinking about them. The Chinese chose to nurture their good state-owned enterprises as well
as their private ones to succeed in the domestic and global markets by increasing their
competitiveness in cost, quality, and technology. In the Fortune 500 list, the number of Chinese
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enterprises is 124, and of these, 91 are state-owned enterprises (https://bit.ly/2Ud8dH6). The
Chinese chose to promote both their public as well as their private sector enterprises to rise.
Both have made China the economic superpower that it is today.

With profitable public enterprises, the Government can continue to reduce its shareholding by
offloading shares and even reducing its stake to less than 51% while remaining the promoter
and being in control. Calibrated divestment to get maximum value over the medium term after
considering market conditions should be the goal instead of being target driven to get a lower
fiscal deficit number to please rating agencies. In correct accounting practice, asset sales should
not be classified as revenue income for computing the fiscal deficit.

In parallel, managements may be given longer and stabler tenures, greater flexibility to achieve
outcomes, and more confidence to take well-considered commercial risks. It was done in the
past when, say, Maruti was set up. It can be done again. Many have the potential of becoming
global champions. They can also be asked to invest patient capital in strategic areas where risk
is high and where risk averse private investment may not be easily forthcoming. The Chinese
have done this well.

Outright privatisation has other implications. First, the number of Indian private firms which can
buy out public sector firms are very few. Their limited financial and managerial resources would
be better utilised in taking over the large number of private firms up for sale through the
bankruptcy process and where a paucity of buyers is slowing down the much-needed rapid
turnaround of these firms to give a higher growth momentum to the economy. Then, these
successful large corporates need to be encouraged to invest and grow both in brownfield and
greenfield modes in the domestic as well as international markets. This would be better for India
entering a higher growth trajectory with an increase in investment rates which have been falling,
than in using their scarce resources for taking over government enterprises with no real value
addition to the economy in the near term. Sale at fair or lower than fair valuations to foreign
entities, firms as well as funds, has adverse implications from the perspective of being ‘Atma
Nirbhar’. Again, greenfield foreign investment is what India needs and not takeovers.

Then, there are broader considerations. These enterprises provide for reservations in
recruitment. With privatisation, this would end and unnecessarily generate social unrest. In
dealing with the novel coronavirus pandemic crisis, the Government has been able to use its
ownership to get banks and public enterprises to do so many things on an immediate basis. A
similar option does not exist with private enterprises. Would it be in India’s interest to lose the
strategic capacity that its ownership of public enterprises including financial ones provide it? It
would be better to think carefully now. These are one-way streets where one cannot retrace
one’s steps easily.

Ajay Shankar is former Secretary, Department of Industrial Policy and Promotion, Government
of India
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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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