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RETAIL INFLATION ACCELERATES TO 5.59% 
Industrial output growth slows to 1.4% in Nov.: NSO 

 Retail inflation quickened to 5.59% in December due to an uptick in food 
prices, while India’s industrial output grew at a subdued 1.4% in November 
2021, according to data from the National Statistical Office (NSO). 

 The inflation based on the Consumer Price Index (CPI) compares with 4.91% 
seen a month earlier and 4.59% in December 2020. Consumer food price 
inflation accelerated to 4.05% in December, as against 1.87% seen in 
November 2021. 

 CPI inflation surged to a six-month high, said Aditi Nayar, chief economist at 
rating agency ICRA. The increase relative to the previous month was 
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primarily led by food and beverages, and clothing and footwear, with a 
welcome moderation in the prints for fuel and light, she added. 

 Ms. Nayar pointed out that the unfavourable base led the inflation for food 
and beverages to jump to 4.5% in December from 2.6% in November, driven 
by vegetables and eggs, and that early data pointed towards a ‘broad-based 
moderation in prices of many food items’ this month. 
 

INDU MALHOTRA PANEL TO PROBE SECURITY 
BREACH 
 

 The Supreme Court on Wednesday appointed a committee chaired by its 
former judge Indu Malhotra to inquire into a security breach that led to 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s convoy being stuck on a flyover in Punjab 
on January 5. 

 A Bench led by Chief Justice of India N.V. Ramana told the five-member 
committee to submit its confidential report at the earliest. 
 

THREAT REMAINS IN EASTERN LADAKH: 
ARMY CHIEF 

Talks with Chinese side are going on which shows that we can resolve our 
differences through dialogue: Gen. Naravane 

 
 As India and China held the 14th round of Corps Commander-level talks on 

Wednesday, Army chief Gen. Manoj Naravane said that while there has been 
partial disengagement in eastern Ladakh, the threat has by no means 
reduced and the Army has bolstered its position “manifold” in the last year 
and half. 

 He also said the new Chinese border law that came into effect on January 1 
is unlikely to have any military ramifications and if any, the Army is 
adequately prepared to handle them. 

 Force levels are more or less the same and from our side enhanced. Threat 
assessment and internal deliberations have resulted in re-organisation and 
realignment of forces, in keeping with the Army’s mandate, of ensuring our 
territorial integrity. And this also caters for the major augmentation that has 
taken place in the PLA forces and their infrastructure,” Gen. Naravane said 
at the annual press conference ahead of Army Day which was held in virtual 
format for the first time. 

 On the situation along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) going forward, Gen. 
Naravane said the deployment of a large number of PLA forces by the 
Chinese in eastern Ladakh was the root cause of the situation which 
developed. 
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 “Now that they are there and have made a lot of infrastructure, it remains to 
be seen whether they will permanently station themselves there or whether 
they will be amenable to some kind of de-induction in the times to come,” he 
said. 
 
STEPS FOR DE-INDUCTION 
 

 He said any de-induction will have to follow a few laid-out steps, which first 
comprises disengagement in the friction areas along the LAC, confidence 
building, followed by de-escalation which is moving back to the depth areas 
and de-induction can take place “only after that”, which is when troops 
would move back to their permanent locations. 

 “Whatever we decide to do, will be based on the principle of mutual and 
equal security. Till we reach there, we will have to be prepared to stay there 
for as long as required.” 

 Gen. Naravane said that in the last year and half since the standoff, the forces’ 
capabilities on the northern borders have gone up manifold and they are 
better prepared to meet any challenge. 

 “This also gave us an opportunity to review our operational plans and based 
on that a lot of activities were undertaken to augment our capabilities not 
only in eastern Ladakh but all along the northern front,” he said. 
 
RESPONSE TO ATTEMPTS 
 

 He said it was clear that the Army’s response to Chinese attempts to 
unilaterally change the status quo was robust and India was able to thwart 
this design. “Re-orientation of additional forces to the northern borders has 
been carried out while retaining our capability for punitive strikes on the 
western front.” 

 Stating that it was not only augmentation of forces but also of infrastructure, 
weapons and equipment, Gen. Naravane said they had inducted additional 
troops, made various infrastructure and billeting facilities for 25,000 
additional troops which had gone into that area in addition to roads, tunnels 
and storage facilities for ammunition and fuel. 

 On the possibility of a conflict, he said they are prepared for whatever is 
thrown at them. 

 “War or conflict is always an instrument of last resort. But if resorted to, we 
will come out victorious,” he asserted. To questions on the 14th senior 
military commander level talks, Gen. Naravane said it was a good thing the 
talks are going on which shows that we can resolve our differences through 
dialogue. 
 
14TH ROUND OF TALKS 
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 Stating that expecting every round of talks will have an outcome was 
unreasonable, the Army chief said talks help both sides understand each 
other’s viewpoints, perceptions and differences go down with each meeting. 
“Then, we reach an agreement, which is based on mutual and equitable 
security and is acceptable to both sides and is a win-win for both,” he said. 

 A number of rounds will be required to deal with the situation and resolve 
them one at a time, he said adding, once the remaining issues at Hot Springs 
are resolved they will “look at other issues which predate the current 
standoff”. 

 On the new Chinese border law, the Army chief said the Ministry of External 
Affairs has also made it clear that this it will have no bearing on the bilateral 
relations between India and China and India does not accept it as such. 

 “We have many other agreements and protocols which predate this law and 
any law which is not legally tenable and not in keeping with the other 
agreements we’ve had in the past, obviously cannot be binding on us,” he 
said. 

 
MILITARY RAMIFICATIONS 
 

 As far as military ramifications are concerned, he said they are still looking 
into that aspect. “Should there be any likely fallout in the military domain, 
we are more than adequately prepared to deal with it with whatever steps 
we have taken and rebalancing we have carried out.” 

 Asked about the demilitarisation of the Siachen glacier, Gen. Naravane said 
the situation on the world’s highest battlefield has occurred because of 
Pakistan’s unilateral attempts. We are not averse to demilitarisation of the 
Siachen glacier, but a precondition is acceptance of Actual Ground Position 
Line (AGPL) in the process, he added. 
 
 

SOMANATH APPOINTED NEW CHAIRMAN OF 
ISRO 

He played a major role in development of the GSLV Mk-III  
 Eminent rocket scientist S. Somanath has been appointed Chairman of the 

Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) and Space Secretary. 
 Dr. Somanath is taking over the reins of ISRO at a critical juncture when 

sweeping reforms and critical missions are set to define the forward journey 
of the storied space agency. 

 Commenting on his priorities, Dr. Somanath told The Hindu that space sector 
reforms, which involves hand-holding the private sector and start-ups so 
that they emerge as key partners in the sector’s development, find a top spot 
on his list. 
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 “We have to hold their hand and support them to come up. The idea is that 
the space ecosystem should become more vibrant, economically viable and 
self-sustaining. IN-SPACe is defining a new model, which is also designed to 
expand our space economy. The ₹16,000-crore space economy that we have 
in India today should grow to a ₹60,000-crore space economy,” said Dr. 
Somanath, who has been serving as the Director of the Vikram Sarabhai 
Space Centre (VSSC) and the Indian Institute of Space Science and 
Technology (IIST). 

 The senior space scientist is also taking over at a time when ISRO has 
numerous missions and projects — the Gaganyaan human spaceflight 
mission included — waiting in the wings. Further, the COVID-19 has played 
havoc with ISRO’s schedules over the past two years, setting another 
challenge. 

 Looking back, Dr. Somanath recalls his younger days, when, as a student, he 
developed a keen passion for space technology. He joined the VSSC in the 
Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV) project in 1985, after obtaining his 
B.Tech. in mechanical engineering from the TKM College of Engineering, 
Kollam, and a Master’s in aerospace engineering from the Indian Institute of 
Science, Bangalore with specialisation in structures, dynamics and control. 

 Dr. Somanath has played a major role in the development of the PSLV and 
the Geosynchronous Satellite Launch Vehicle Mk-III (GSLV Mk-III). He joined 
the GSLV Mk-III project in 2003, and served as Project Director from 2010 to 
2014. “Somanath is an expert in the area of system engineering of launch 
vehicles. His contributions in PSLV and GSLV MkIII were in their overall 
architecture, propulsion stages design, structural and structural dynamics 
designs, separation systems, vehicle integration and integration procedures 
development,” according to ISRO. 

 Later on, he had a two-and-a-half-year stint as Director, Liquid Systems 
Propulsion Centre (LPSC), Valiamala, where he contributed to the 
development of the indigenous cryogenic stages for the GSLV. Dr. Somanath 
took over as the Director, VSSC, in January 2018. 

 Dr. Somanath’s wife Valsala is employed in the GST Department, Kerala. 
They have a daughter, Malika, and a son, Madhav, both of whom are 
engineers. 
 
 

ASSAM, MEGHALAYA TO END BORDER 
DISPUTE BY JAN. 21 
Shah to seal deal on six of the 12 areas 

 Union Home Minister Amit Shah is expected to seal the final agreement to end the 
dispute in six areas of the Assam-Meghalaya boundary ahead of Meghalaya’s 50th 
Statehood Day celebration on January 21. 
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 There are 12 areas of differences along the inter-State border. But the two 
northeastern neighbours had agreed to resolve six “relatively less complicated” 
areas first. 

CRUCIAL TALKS 
 Assam Chief Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma and his Meghalaya counterpart 

Conrad K. Sangma had a crucial fourth round of talks in Guwahati on Wednesday 
and discussed the findings of the regional committees of the two States. 

 Assam and Meghalaya had formed three regional committees each to inspect the 
disputed areas and record the views of the local residents. 

 Each committee corresponds to a district on either side of the boundary. 
 “We have more or less arrived at an agreement in these six areas inspected by the 

regional committees. Both the Chief Ministers have directed the respective 
governments to submit the detailed reports,” Prestone Tynsong, Meghalaya’s 
Deputy Chief Minister, who attended the meeting, said. 

‘FINAL ROUND’ 
 “Both the Chief Ministers will hold a final round of talks before meeting the Union 

Home Minister. Hopefully, the stakeholders of both the States will see a final 
agreement before January 21,” the Deputy Chief Minister added. 

 Mr. Sarma said the two States have almost resolved the boundary issue in the six 
areas. 

 “We have scheduled a meeting with the leaders of the Opposition parties, student 
and social organisations on January 18 to incorporate their views. The border 
dispute should end soon if we come to a consensus,” he said. 

 Panel seeks response on appCongress leader Anand Sharma writes to Home 
Secretary 
SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT NEW DELHI 

 The Parliamentary Standing Committee (PSC) on Home Affairs, headed by 
Congress leader Anand Sharma, has written to the Union Home Secretary to 
provide information on the Tek Fog app allegedly used to manipulate social media 
trends. 

 Confirming that Mr. Sharma has written to the Union Home Secretary, a source on 
Wednesday told The Hindu that the head of the parliamentary panel on Home 
Affairs asked the Home Ministry to coordinate with other Ministries concerned 
and submit a response to the panel by January 20. 

 The parliamentary panel, thereafter, plans to take up the issue for discussion, the 
source said. 

NEWS REPORT 
 Mr. Sharma’s move comes after the Trinamool Congress leader in the Rajya Sabha, 

Derek O’Brien, citing a report in the news portal, The Wire, demanded a meeting 
of the parliamentary panel on Home Affairs and wrote to Mr. Sharma. 

 On January 6, The Wire had reported that people associated with the Bharatiya 
Janata Party’s (BJP) IT cell were purportedly using the Tek Fog app to take control 
of inactive WhatsApp accounts, send messages to frequently contacted numbers, 
and “hijack” trending topics on social media platforms like Twitter. 

 In his letter to Mr. Sharma, the Trinamool Congress leader wrote, “The existence 
and usage of manipulative technologies like Tek Fog is a severe danger to national 
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and citizens’ security, a violation of our Fundamental Rights to Privacy and Free 
Speech, an exploitation of public discourse, and a defilement of the country’s 
democracy and security.” 

PROBE SOUGHT 
 Congress leader Adhir Ranjan Chowdhury too is said to have written to Mr. Sharma 

to ask for a meeting on Tek Fog app. 
 Separately, the Editors Guild of India had issued a statement in which it urged the 

Supreme Court to take note and order a probe. 
 

‘Abolish all-India quota in fully State-funded medical colleges’A disincentive to 
States that allot massive resources for running them: Stalin 

CHIEF MINISTER M.K. STALIN HANDING 
OVER A MEMORANDUM TO UNION HEALTH 
MINISTER MANSUKH MANDAVIYA. 

 Tamil Nadu Chief Minister M.K. Stalin on Wednesday urged the Union government 
to abolish the all-India quota in the fully State-funded medical institutions. He said 
it was a huge disincentive to the States that had prioritised health by earmarking 
massive resources for running these institutions. 

 Despite the huge amount of State investments, 50% of the postgraduate seats and 
15% of the undergraduate seats were being surrendered to the all-India quota 
based on the scheme drawn up by the Supreme Court. All the super-speciality seats 
were being surrendered to the all-India quota, Mr. Stalin said. “In fact, other States 
that have not invested in medical colleges get rewarded, despite their minimal 
investments.” 

 In a memorandum handed over to Union Health Minister Mansukh Mandaviya, Mr. 
Stalin suggested that the Union government bring in a piece of legislation to allow 
the States to retain the seats in the medical colleges fully funded by them. 

 Recalling Tamil Nadu’s objections to the draft Postgraduate Medical Education 
Regulations, 2021, Mr. Stalin underlined: “It is unfortunate that such regulations 
have been formulated without a proper understanding of the current pre-
dominant role of the State governments in this domain.” 

 The status quo should be maintained in the postgraduate admissions to the State 
quota seats, he said. He requested the Union government and the National Medical 
Commission to drop the draft Regulations because they “hit at the very root of 
federalism”. 
AIIMS CONSTRUCTION 

 The Chief Minister requested the Union government to form a dedicated team of 
officers with financial and administrative powers to start the construction of the 
All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) in Madurai. He also sought the 
establishment of an AIIMS in Coimbatore, contending that it would enhance the 
quality of tertiary care in western districts. 
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ALARMED BY INTOLERANCE AGAINST MINORITIES’ 
COLOMBO-HEADQUARTERED 
SAHR also flags crackdown on human rights organisations 
 

 South Asians for Human Rights (SAHR), a regional network of human rights 
defenders, on Wednesday said it was “deeply alarmed and concerned” by the 
“rising explicit intolerance” against minorities, especially Muslims in India, 
and the ongoing crackdown on human rights organisations. 

 In a statement, SAHR said, “In recent times India’s vibrant democracy has 
been seeing an alarming process of dilution by the rise of xenophobic 
nationalism and threats to religious minorities who are being pushed 
steadily and deliberately into becoming second-class citizens in their own 
country.” 

 The statement from the Colombo-headquartered regional human rights 
network comes in the context of the hate speech at a conclave of Hindu 
religious leaders and political activists in Haridwar in December 2021. 

 “Such vitriolic speeches instigating communal disharmony and caste-based 
violence are totally repugnant to the idea and image of India and is damaging 
its reputation as the world’s largest democracy. The levels of impunity that 
perpetrators enjoy is especially noteworthy,” SAHR said, adding: “The 
Hindutva ideology appears to have completely infiltrated politics and state 
governance, resulting in the disintegration of the rule of law and public 
institutions such as the law enforcement machinery, leading to relentless 
online and offline violence against minorities.” 
OFFENSIVE APP 

 SAHR also referred to the controversial Bulli Bai app, which recently made 
news for targeted attacks on minorities. The app and the Haridwar event, 
SAHR observed, indicated “the undisguised visceral hatred unleashed 
openly and jointly by known political figures, sections of Hindutva 
ideologists, and the supporting public”. 

 Further, pointing to developments in regard to the Foreign Contribution 
(Regulation) Act registrations of non-governmental organisations in India, 
SAHR observed that authorities seemed to be “on a focused warpath to shut 
down” critical voices and groups working to promote, protect and uphold 
fundamental rights. 
 

SQUARING UP TO INDIA’S EDUCATION 
EMERGENCY 

In making up for months of lost formal learning, there needs to be action on 
the education, health and livelihood fronts 

 The Maharashtra government’s policy to completely close all schools in the 
State, even in rural areas which have not seen an increase in cases have irked 
both parents and teachers alike. They claim these measures as 
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discriminatory to their children who have already lost two years of 
education as they did not have access to the tools required for so-called 
remote learning. Here in this article dated August 13 2021, Sajitha Bashir 
and Anvar Sadath explain how India’s generalised school closures during the 
pandemic generated a large scale education emergency. 

 During the COVID-19 pandemic, India enforced among the strictest, most 
generalised and continuous school and university closures creating in the 
process the largest education emergency in the world. Federal countries 
such as the United States and Brazil implemented a variety of school closures 
and remote/in-person education policies in different jurisdictions. Not so in 
India, where all States, irrespective of the pattern of evolution of the novel 
coronavirus disease, followed a uniform policy, with fewer variations. 
 
POLICY AND INDICATORS 
 

 The global Stringency Index, created by the Oxford COVID-19 Government 
Response Tracker, has tracked the closure of educational institutions across 
all countries since the beginning of the novel coronavirus pandemic. This 
indicator is one of eight “containment and closure” indicators and a health 
information indicator used to calculate the index. Indicators are coded 
according to the level of strictness of the policy. 

 In India, the school closure indicator shows that of the 503 days, between 
March 5, 2020 and July 20, 2021, 404 days were characterised as being at 
the most severe policy response (requiring closure of all types of educational 
institutions); 62 at level 2 (with closure of some types of institutions) and 
only 37 days at level 1 (when closure was either only recommended or 
school opening was allowed with precautions). As a result, about 265 million 
schoolchildren have been taught exclusively through so-called “remote 
learning”, the largest number in any country for the longest period of time. 

 This approach contrasted with the response in many other countries. Within 
a few months of the first lockdown of schools in March 2020, pandemic-hit 
Europe began resuming in-person schooling for certain groups of children 
or certain localities. Evidence was mounting of the harm caused to children 
and young adolescents — learning losses as well as socio-emotional stress 
— by prolonged school closures and of the ineffectiveness and inequalities 
of remote learning, even in technologically sophisticated environments. 

 The Oxford Stringency Index shows that less affluent countries such as 
Uruguay and Vietnam, also took a more measured approach, imposing the 
severest policy responses in education only for 140 and 212 days, 
respectively. (Table above). India’s education policy response was similar to 
that of Brazil — surprisingly so, as the severity of the pandemic outbreak 
was much less here during 2020 than in Brazil. 

 When “hybrid” schooling models (i.e., a combination of in-person and 
remote teaching) were introduced, countries prioritised children of younger 
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ages, of essential workers and those with special needs, for in-person 
learning. When the school closure policy was relaxed in a few Indian States 
during January-March 2021, only high schools were allowed to function to 
conduct public exams. 

 By March 2021, 51 countries had resumed in-person education. In another 
90 countries, including many in Africa, multiple modalities, rotation of 
children for in-person classes and part remote/part in-person options were 
being offered. Similar strategies were not systematically tried in India, even 
when relaxations were made for public gatherings at festivals and elections, 
prior to the second wave of the pandemic. India is, therefore, less prepared 
for school re-openings than many other countries. The trauma of the second 
wave has generated even more fears of schools becoming the epicentre of 
the next wave, though the recommendations of the Indian Council of Medical 
Research to reopen primary schools from July 20, 2021 and the gestures of 
some of the States now are promising. 
 
THE INDIAN EXPERIENCE 
 

 During these hundreds of days of almost continuous lockout, the youngest 
and the poorest among Indian children — Dalits, tribals and others, and 
lacking devices and electricity — struggled with online classes. Attendance’ 
data are neither available nor ‘defined. Many have just given up — especially 
those who had learnt little in schools. Existing education inequalities will 
increase. 

 The national Digital 
Infrastructure for 
Knowledge Sharing 
(DIKSHA) portal of 
teacher resources 
claims that usage 
increased to 3.17 
billion “learning 
sessions” and 37.85 
billion “learning 
minutes”, by the 
end of May 2021. 
The educational 
significance of 
these metrics is not 
clear. Meanwhile, 
many studies and 
reports from the 
field by numerous 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and individuals engaged with the 
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recently formed National Coalition on the Education Emergency indicate 
that teachers, unprepared for remote teaching, forward social media links to 
their hapless students. Children are expected to submit homework and 
assessments also through WhatsApp or text. 

 Kerala provided basic access to remote learning by June 2020 to its four 
million students through the KITE VICTERs educational TV channel, which 
broadcast classes for all subjects in each grade. It was made clear that such 
‘digital classes’ are not an alternative to regular classes, but to bridge the 
academic gap. It mandated further continuous follow-ups by teachers. The 
State leveraged investments made over the last two decades in information 
technology for schools, including capacity building of teachers and teacher 
developed digital content. Nevertheless, the universal switch to ‘online’ 
mode has proved challenging. 

 The Brazilian State of Sao Paulo gives some clues about the possible impacts 
of remote learning on India’s locked out children. A recent study published 
by the Inter-American Development Bank concludes that students in the 
State “had learned only 27% of the in-person equivalent under remote 
learning”. The risk of dropout increased by a factor of 2.5. Significantly, 
however, even a partial reopening of some high schools to allow in-person 
classes for a few weeks increased students’ test scores by 20%, relative to a 
control group. 

 Tragically, for tens of millions of Indian children, the difficulties of remote 
learning may be the least of their troubles. With families ravaged by disease 
and job losses, teenagers are caring for the sick and younger siblings, or 
working for pay. 

 Interruptions in child health services, early nutrition and mid-day meals 
have affected the growth and development of young children. Ironically, 
closed schools are seen as a commitment to children’s safety, while the 
higher risk of disease transmission by working children or the increase in 
malnutrition is ignored. 

 As schools reopen, offering a few standardised “bridge” courses and 
“remedial classes” may seem like a facile antidote to the months of lost 
formal learning. Resuming the teaching of “the syllabus” — even a watered 
down version — and pushing children through to the next grade means 
kicking the can down the road. In designing appropriate programmes, the 
experiences of stakeholders will be invaluable. 
 
A COMPLETE CHANGE IS NEEDED 

 India’s education emergency demands action on the education, health and 
livelihood fronts. It requires focusing on every child as an individual. Each 
school should prepare a safe school opening and child support plan, and 
should receive technical help for this. Teachers must be prioritised for 
vaccinations. Local adaptations and flexibility are essential. An ‘Education 
Emergency Room’ should be set up in every district to coordinate, 
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implement and monitor local plans. Many activities have to be coordinated: 
develop health and sanitation measures in schools and protocols for public 
transportation; encourage children who were not engaged with schools over 
the last year to come back; develop tools to help teachers make quick 
diagnoses of students’ learning gaps; train teachers to use this as a guide to 
support children’s recovery; offer additional classes or activities; implement 
school health and nutrition; develop tools to accompany the educational 
trajectory of each student. Technology should be deployed safely for such 
purposes that identify and respond to children’s needs. 

 After months of lockout, will India’s children now luck out? 
 

 


