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CHILD’S WELFARE KEY IN CUSTODY BATTLE: 
SC‘LEGAL RIGHTS OF PARENTS IRRELEVANT IN 
SUCH CASES’ 

 A child’s welfare, and not the legal rights of the parents, is the paramount 
concern in a custody battle, the Supreme Court has held. 

 In fact, the parents’ rights are “irrelevant” in such cases, a recent judgment by a 
Bench of Justices Ajay Rastogi and Abhay S. Oka said. 

 The apex court laid down that no court can force a parent to travel abroad with 
the child in question in a custody battle or compel him or her to reside in a 
foreign country against their wishes. That would be a violation of the parent’s 
privacy, it said. 

 The judgment came in a case concerning a child, a U.S. citizen, who was 
brought to India by his mother for medical treatment in 2019. The mother did 
not abide by a consent document signed with the boy’s father to return to the 
U.S. with the child after about eight months following the completion of 
treatment and a surgery. 

 The mother contended that the couple was without familial support in the U.S. 
and her rights as a primary caregiver to the child cannot be ignored. “The law 
regarding custody does not and cannot completely eliminate a woman in the 
name of child welfare,” she argued. 

 The apex court differed with her point of view. Justice Oka said the issue with 
regard to repatriation of a child has to be addressed not on a consideration of 
legal rights of the parties but on the sole criterion of the welfare of the child. 

 “The paramount consideration is the welfare of the minor child and the rights 
of the parties litigating over the custody issue are irrelevant,” the court said. 

 However, the court said what would be in the best interest of a child was a 
question of fact in each case. “A custody dispute involves human issues which 
are always complex and complicated. There can never be a straightjacket 
formula to decide the issue of custody of a minor child as what is in the 
paramount interest of a minor is always a question of fact,” Justice Oka said. 

CHOICE WITH MOTHER 
 He, however, did not agree with the Punjab and Haryana High Court’s 

direction to the mother to travel back with the child to the U.S. 
 The court said the choice would be left to the mother. 
 The court then issued directions to the father to make monetary and residential 

arrangements for the mother if she chooses to accompany their son abroad. 
 

PHILIPPINES APPROVES DEAL FOR BRAHMOS 
MISSILE 
The contract is worth $374.96 mn 
BrahMos can be launched from land, sea and air. 
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 In the first export order for the BrahMos supersonic cruise missile system, the 
Philippines has approved a $374.96 mn contract for the purchase of shore-based anti-
ship variant of the missile from India, while discussions are ongoing with a few other 
Southeast Asian counties. Secretary of National Defence of Philippines 
DelfinLorenzana has signed the ‘Notice of award’ for the purchase, the contract for 
which is expected to be signed very soon. 

 As reported by The Hindu earlier, there is interest for acquiring BrahMos missiles 
from several countries and negotiations are in advanced stages with Indonesia and 
Thailand. 

 Discussions with Indonesia are in a fairly advanced stage, a defence official said. 
 

HATE SPEECH WILL IMPACT SECURITY: ARMY 
VETERANS 
They urge SC to form probe panel 

 Three armed forces veterans have moved the Supreme Court to constitute a special 
investigation team to probe the hate speeches made at the DharamSansads held late 
last year in Haridwar and Delhi, saying the events, if unchecked, will even threaten 
internal and national security. 

 The petitioners are Major General S.G. Vombatkere (retd.), Colonel P.K. Nair (retd.) 
and Major Priyadarshi Chowdhury (retd.). 

 They argued that the spread of virulent hate on the basis of differences in faith would 
impact soldiers within the Armed Forces who come from diverse communities and 
faiths. 

 It is a genuine concern that the unity, cohesiveness and morale of our men and 
women in the Armed Forces and the police forces will be seriously affected if such 
blatant calls for violence against one or the other community in our diverse and 
plural society are not acted against,” the petition said. 

 The petitioners highlighted that five former chiefs of the Armed Forces and several 
hundred other personalities from various walks of life have already written to the 
President and the Prime Minister voicing their concern about these speeches. 

 A Supreme Court Bench led by Chief Justice of India N.V. Ramana has issued notice 
to the Centre, Uttarakhand and Delhi governments on petitions seeking criminal 
action against the speakers. The case has been listed after 10 days. 

 

JAISHANKAR AND BASIL RAJAPAKSA REVIEW LOANS 
TO HELP SRI LANKA 
The assistance will be used for the import of food, medicine and fuel 

 External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar on Saturday held talks with Sri Lanka’s 
Finance Minister Basil Rajapaksa virtually and reviewed an imminent Indian credit 
facility of $1.5 billion to help Sri Lanka import food, medicines, and fuel amid an 
unprecedented economic meltdown. 

 Just concluded a detailed virtual meeting with Sri Lankan Finance Minister 
@RealBRajapaksa. Reaffirmed that India will be a steadfast and reliable partner of 
Sri Lanka,” Mr. Jaishankar said in a tweet, days after India had extended about $900 
million relief. 
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 On Thursday, India provided $400 million to Sri Lanka under the SAARC currency 
swap arrangement and deferred a settlement of $515.2 million to the Asian Clearing 
Union (ACU) by two months. “Positively noting” the development, Mr. Jaishankar 
and Mr. Rajapaksa also “reviewed progress” in New Delhi extending a credit facility 
of $1 billion to help Sri Lanka import essential items including food and medicines 
and $500 million for importing fuel from India, the MEA said. 

 Responding to the development in a tweet, Governor of the Central Bank of Sri 
Lanka AjithNivardCabraal said: “Deeply welcome the understanding reached 
between the governments of #SriLanka and #India today [Saturday] which will help 
to greatly stabilise Sri Lanka’s external sector further.” 

CHINESE MINISTER’S VISIT 

 The interaction comes a week after Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s visit to 
Colombo. Sri Lanka has sought assistance from both China and India, as it battles 
one of its worst economic crises in history, reflected in the rapidly draining foreign 
reserves, sharp price rise and a shortage of some essentials. 

 The online meeting was a follow up to Mr. Rajapaksa’s New Delhi visit early 
December, when he held talks with Mr. Jaishankar and Finance Minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman, and sought emergency financial assistance to help cope with the dollar 
crunch that has severely impacted the country’s capacity to pay its imports bill and 
repay foreign debt. 

 Mr. Rajapaksa, the MEA statement said, “recalled India’s long-standing cooperation 
with Sri Lanka and deeply appreciated the gestures of support”, and welcomed 
investments in Sri Lanka ports, infrastructure, energy, power and manufacturing. 

 The Ministers noted the recent steps taken by the government of Sri Lanka for jointly 
modernising the Trincomalee Oil Tank Farms, with the Indian Oil Corporation 
subsidiary Lanka IOC playing a role. 

 Mr. Jaishankar urged Colombo to ensure early release of fishermen on humanitarian 
considerations, the statement said. 

 
CHINA, IRAN START IMPLEMENTING SWEEPING 
STRATEGIC AGREEMENT 
Beijing says it will ‘continue to oppose illegal unilateral sanctions against Tehran’ 
Opportune moment: Foreign Ministers Hossein Amir-Abdollahian and Wang Yi in Wuxi, 
China on Friday. 

China said on Saturday it would begin implementing a strategic agreement with Iran, 
strengthening economic and political cooperation between the two countries as Beijing 
blasted Washington’s sanctions on Tehran. 

 China and Iran signed the agreement last year after years of talks, with the wide-
ranging partnership set to span areas including energy, security, infrastructure and 
communications. 

 Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Iranian counterpart Hossein Amir-
Abdollahian announced the start of the partnership’s implementation at a meeting in 
east China’s Wuxi on Friday, Beijing’s Foreign Ministry said in a statement. 

 Few details of the secretive deal have been published, but the New York Times 
reported in 2020 that it would secure a regular supply of oil for China, citing a draft 
of the agreement leaked to the paper. 
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 China is Iran’s leading trade partner and was one of the biggest buyers of the 
country’s oil before then-U.S. president Donald Trump reimposed sweeping 
unilateral sanctions in 2018. 

 China has officially stopped importing oil from Iran, but analysts say Iranian crude is 
continuing to enter the country disguised as imports from other countries. 

 Mr. Wang told his Iranian counterpart Friday that China would continue to “oppose 
illegal unilateral sanctions against Iran,” the Foreign Ministry said. 

VIENNA TALKS UNDER WAY 
 Beijing has long sought to boost ties with Tehran, with Chinese president Xi Jinping 

describing Iran as “China’s major partner in the Middle East” on a rare visit to the 
country in 2016. 

 Mr. Wang and Mr. Amir-Abdollahian’s meeting comes as talks continue in Vienna 
over a potential deal to halt Tehran’s development of nuclear weapons. 

 A 2015 deal — agreed by Iran, the U.S., China, Russia, Britain, France and Germany 
— offered Tehran sanctions relief in exchange for curbs on its nuclear programme. 

 But the U.S. withdrew from the agreement in 2018, reimposing biting sanctions and 
prompting Tehran to begin rolling back on its commitments. 

 Talk to salvage the nuclear deal began in late November, after being suspended when 
Iran elected a new ultraconservative government in June. 

 Mr. Wang told his Iranian counterpart on Friday that China believes the United 
States is to blame for the current state of the deal, the foreign ministry said in its 
statement. 

 

RUSSIAN INVASION OF UKRAINE LIKELY’U.S. CITES 
INTELLIGENCE REPORTS STATING MOSCOW WILL 
CONDUCT ‘A FALSE-FLAG OPERATION’ 
Levelling charges: White House press secretary Jen Psaki during a press briefing, on 
Friday.AP 

 U.S. intelligence officials have determined a Russian effort is under way to create a 
pretext for its troops to further invade Ukraine, and Moscow has already 
prepositioned operatives to conduct “a false-flag operation” in eastern Ukraine, 
according to the White House. 

 White House press secretary Jen Psaki said on Friday the intelligence findings show 
Russia is also laying the groundwork through a social media disinformation 
campaign that frames Ukraine as an aggressor that has been preparing an imminent 
attack against Russian-backed forces in eastern Ukraine. 

 Ms. Psaki charged that Russia has already dispatched operatives trained in urban 
warfare who could use explosives to carry out acts of sabotage against Russia’s own 
proxy forces — blaming the acts on Ukraine — if Russian President Vladimir Putin 
decides he wants to move forward with an invasion. 

 “We are concerned that the Russian government is preparing for an invasion in 
Ukraine that may result in widespread human rights violations and war crimes should 
diplomacy fail to meet their objectives,” Ms. Psaki said. 

 Pentagon spokesman John Kirby described the intelligence as “very credible.” A 
U.S. official, who was not authorised to comment on the intelligence and spoke on 
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condition of anonymity, said much of it was gleaned from intercepted 
communications and observations of the movements of people. 

 The U.S. intelligence findings, which were declassified and shared with U.S. allies 
before being made public, estimate that a military invasion could begin between mid-
January and mid-February. 

 Ukraine is also monitoring the potential use of disinformation by Russia. 
 The new U.S. intelligence was unveiled after a series of talks between Russia and the 

U.S. and its Western allies this week in Europe aimed at heading off the escalating 
crisis made little progress. 

 White House national security adviser Jake Sullivan on Thursday 
 Russia is laying the groundwork to invade under false pretenses should Mr. Putin 

decide to go that route. He said the Russians have been planning “sabotage activities 
and information operations” that accuse Ukraine of prepping for its own imminent 
attack against Russian forces in eastern Ukraine. 

CRIMEAN PARALLELS 
 He said this is similar to what the Kremlin did in the lead-up to Russia’s 2014 

annexation of Crimea. 
 Meanwhile the Russians, while maintaining they don’t plan to invade Ukraine, are 

demanding that the U.S. and NATO provide written guarantees that the alliance will 
not expand eastward. 

 Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov warned on Friday that Moscow wouldn’t wait 
indefinitely for the Western response, saying he expects the U.S. and NATO to 
provide a written answer next week. 

 

U.S. COAST ON TSUNAMI ALERT AFTER PACIFIC 
VOLCANOWAVES LASH ISLAND NATION OF TONGA 

 A satellite image of the eruption of an underwater volcano off Tonga. 
 An undersea volcano erupted in spectacular fashion near the Pacific nation of Tonga 

on Saturday, sending large tsunami waves crashing across the shore and people 
rushing to higher ground. A tsunami advisory was in effect for Hawaii, Alaska and 
the U.S. Pacific coast. 

 There were no immediate reports of injuries or the extent of the damage as 
communications with the small island nation remained cut off hours after the 
eruption of the volcano. 

MILITARY ON STANDBY 
 On Tonga, video posted to social media showed large waves washing ashore in 

coastal areas, swirling around homes and buildings. 
 New Zealand's military said it was monitoring the situation and remained on standby, 

ready to assist if asked. 
 In Hawaii, Alaska and along the U.S. Pacific coast, residents were asked to move 

away from the coastline to higher ground and pay attention to specific instructions 
from their local emergency management officials. 

 

WHY IS INDIA CHALLENGING WTO VERDICT ON 
SUGAR 
When did Australia, Brazil and Guatemala file a complaint and what are the rules? 
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 The story so far: India this week filed an appeal with the Appellate Body of the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) disputing a verdict by the WTO’s dispute 
settlement panel last month on sugar subsidies. The WTO’s dispute settlement panel 
had ruled that India, by subsidising sugar producers, was breaking rules framed under 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) which govern international 
trade. 

 

WHAT IS IT 
 In 2019, Australia, Brazil, and Guatemala complained against India at the WTO 

arguing that subsidies offered by the Indian government to sugar producers were 
against the rules governing international trade. They argued that these subsidies, 
which include both domestic subsidies as well as export subsidies, exceed the limits 
imposed by WTO trade rules. According to WTO rules, subsidies cannot exceed 10% 
of the total value of sugar production. These countries believe that subsidies offered 
by India have led to increased production of sugar and caused the price of sugar to 
drop significantly in the global market. After two years, the WTO ruled in December 
that India’s sugar policy was favouring domestic producers through subsidies to the 
detriment of foreign producers. The panel recommended that India withdraws its 
alleged prohibited subsidies under the Production Assistance, the Buffer Stock, and 
the Marketing and Transportation Schemes within 120 days from the adoption of this 
report. India has stated that the WTO’s dispute panel ruling has made certain 
“erroneous” findings about domestic schemes to support sugarcane producers and 
exports and the findings of the panel are completely “unacceptable” to it. 

 India is the second-largest sugar producer in the world after Brazil and it is estimated 
that more than 5 crore people depend on the cultivation of sugarcane alone for their 
livelihood. 

WHAT IS INDIA’S STAND? 
 India has argued at the WTO that it does not offer direct subsidies to sugarcane 

farmers and thus doesn’t break any international trade rule. This argument, however, 
has not convinced other countries who point out that, among other things, the Centre 
and the State governments in India mandate the minimum price (the Fair and 
Remunerative Price, or FRP) at which sugar mills can buy sugarcane from farmers. 
In fact, in August last year, the Centre set the FRP at 290 per quintal and called it 
the “highest ever” FRP for sugarcane procurement. Individual States also set 
minimum procurement prices that may be higher than the Centre’s price to adjust for 
conditions at the local level. 

 The high procurement price for sugarcane set by the Government is believed to have 
led to a supply glut that in turn has caused sugar prices to drop. In fact, several sugar 
mills are caught in a debt trap as consumer demand for sugar has remained stagnant. 
The low price of sugar has affected the revenues of mills, their ability to pay farmers 
and also forced many mills to shut down. To help the sugar sector, the Centre has 
even mandated the compulsory blending of ethanol derived from sugarcane with 
fuels such as petrol and diesel. According to the Food Ministry, the country’s sugar 
production is likely to remain flat at 30.5 million tonnes in the next 2021-22 season 
as more sugarcane will be diverted for ethanol making. 

 State governments and the Centre have also regularly intervened to reduce the debt 
burden on sugar mills. Earlier this month, the Centre decided to restructure loans 
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worth over 3,000 crore offered to sugar mills by the Sugar Development Fund. 
Without such assistance, it may not be possible for sugar mills to procure sugarcane 
from farmers at the minimum prices dictated by the government. Further, the Centre 
also regularly sanctions funds to encourage sugar mills to export sugar depending on 
sugar prices in the global market. In the budget last year, the Centre allocated a total 
of 3,500 crore to fund the export of 6 million tonnes of sugar. 

WHAT LIES AHEAD? 
 The WTO Appellate Body’s decision will be considered final on the dispute. In case 

India refuses to comply with the decision, it might have to face retaliatory action 
from other countries. This could be in the form of additional tariffs on Indian exports 
and other stringent measures. Incidentally, the appellate body of the WTO is not 
functioning because of differences among member countries to appoint members, 
and disputes are already pending with it. The U.S. had blocked the appointment of 
members. 

 

HAS THE PROCESS TO MEASURE TRP IMPROVED 
After rigging allegations, what steps has the Broadcast Audience Research Council, which 
releases the ratings, taken? 
 

The story so far: The Information and Broadcasting Ministry has asked the Broadcast 
Audience Research Council to resume the release of television rating point (TVR), also 
known as target rating points, data. It had been suspended in late 2020 after the police 
unearthed a ratings scandal, acting on a complaint made by the BARC. To begin with, 
BARC has been asked to release data of the last three months in a monthly format for a fair 
and equitable representation of true trends.” 

 
WHY WERE THE RATINGS SUSPENDED? 
 

 Acting on a complaint by the BARC, the viewership measurement body for 
television, and one of its contractors, Hansa Services Pvt Ltd., the Mumbai police on 
October 8, 2020, said it had busted a TRP racket run by three news channels who 
were manipulating viewership ratings by bribing panel homes where measurement 
meters had been placed. 

 The police had named three television news channels in the case which led to the 
arrest of senior-level functionaries of the named channels and the former chief 
executive officer of BARC. BARC suspended the ratings for all news channels soon 
thereafter. 

 The measurement company had then said the exercise to improve their statistical 
robustness and reduce the potential of infiltrating panel homes could take anywhere 
between 8-12 weeks. 

 
WHY ARE RATINGS IMPORTANT? 
 

 The resumption of viewership data after over a year is crucial as TV ratings are the 
measure on the basis of which advertising revenue is benchmarked. The Indian TV 
advertising is worth over 32,000 crore. Both advertisers and broadcasters pay a 
hefty fee to subscribe to the viewership findings which come out every week. 
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Rigging meant faulty calculations for advertisers and loss of revenue for stakeholders 
running into crores. 

 It is not the first time it has been reported that ratings are being rigged. In 2002-2003, 
former director general of Doordarshan S.Y. Quraishi wondered how the national 
broadcaster with a news share of 92% did not figure at the top of the TRP list 
brought out by the Television Audience Measurement (TAM). Households where 
meters were installed were being bribed, Mr. Quraishi claimed. A couple of years 
later, news channel NDTV sued TAM’s parent companies in New York, accusing 
them of publishing data which was suspect. 

 Eventually, TAM bowed out and BARC was founded in 2010 by the Indian 
Broadcasting Foundation (IBF), the Advertising Agencies Association of India 
(AAAI), and the Indian Society of Advertisers —representative of the media industry 
with all its stakeholders. 

 
HOW WAS BARC VIEWERSHIP AN IMPROVEMENT OVER TAM? 

 For one, the sample size was scaled up to more than 30,000 households compared to 
the 9,600 under TAM, considered grossly inadequate for an industry of this size. 

 Second, with multiple stakeholders on its rolls, BARC was taken as representing the 
media industry. 

 For a while, things worked smoothly till the scam of 2020, mirroring the exact 
allegations levelled against TAM of data being rigged to help a few. 

 
WHAT HAPPENS NOW? 
 

 With the I&B Ministry directing BARC to roll out the data, officials explained that 
BARC has undergone a course correction following the recommendations of a TRP 
committee set up in the wake of the scam. 

 In line with the recommendations, BARC has appointed an oversight mechanism and 
has made allowances for the induction of independent members to its fold. 

 Meanwhile, the I&B Ministry constituted a committee under the Prasar Bharati 
Corporation CEO, Shashi ShekharVempati, to review the existing guidelines for TV 
ratings and come out with recommendations. 

 

PIG-TO-HUMAN HEARTWILL THIS SCIENCE LEAD TO A NEW 
APPROACH TO ORGAN TRANSPLANTATION? 
The story so far: On January 7, David Bennett, a 57-year-old from Baltimore, Maryland, 
U.S. became the first person to receive a heart transplant from a genetically-modified pig. 
Surgeons at the University of Maryland Medical Center transplanted the porcine heart into 
Mr. Bennett suffering from terminal heart failure. Since transplantation of a pig heart into a 
human, called xenotransplantation, is an experimental procedure, doctors had to seek an 
emergency authorisation from the U.S. FDA (Food and Drug Administration). Approval 
was granted as Mr. Bennett was facing near-certain death due to his condition and was too 
ill to qualify for a routine human heart transplantor, an artificial ventricular assist device. 

IS DAVID BENNETT THE FIRST PERSON TO BE TRANSPLANTED WITH A 
PORCINE ORGAN? 
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 In late September last year, surgeons at the New York University Langone Health 
medical centre transplanted a kidney of a genetically modified pig into a brain-dead 
person. The second such pig kidney experiment at the same university was carried 
out on November 22, 2021 on a person maintained on a ventilator. The genetic 
modification was to deceive the human immune system from recognising the kidney 
as foreign and reject it. Since the recipients were already brain-dead, the purpose of 
the transplantation was not to save the patient; it was purely an experiment to find 
out if an organ from a genetically modified pig would be compatible, function 
normally and not be rejected. 

 
WHAT VITAL GENETIC MODIFICATIONS WERE DONE TO MAKE THE PIG 
HEART TRANSPLANTATION POSSIBLE? 

 Since the human immune system rejects anything that is foreign, whether from 
another person who is immunologically matched to the recipient or from a different 
species such as a pig, scientists had to tweak the pig genome to make the organ less 
likely to be rejected. According to the New Scientist, Revivicor, a U.S.-based 
company, is raising a small herd of genetically engineered pigs. These pigs have 10 
of their genes genetically modified to reduce the possibility of rejection. Of the 10 
genes, four were inactivated, including one that causes an aggressive immune 
response and another that causes the heart to grow after transplantation. In addition, 
six human genes were inserted into the pig genome to further reduce the risk of 
rejection. The recipient is also on an experimental drug to suppress the immune 
system so that the transplanted pig heart is not rejected. 

 In the early 1990s, it became clear that all human immune reaction were directed at 
one pig antigen — a sugar molecule present on cell surfaces. Knocking out the gene 
that produces an enzyme, which in turn, produces the sugar molecule, helps in 
reducing the risk of an immune reaction leading to rejection. The DNA of pigs also 
contains many retroviruses that can infect human cells. The presence of such a virus 
in the transplanted organ raises the risk of infection in human recipients. Dozens of 
retroviruses have been removed from the organ to make it safer when transplanted. 

 Unlike the traditional breeding techniques to know both copies of a gene, the advent 
of genome-editing tools such as CRISPR/Cas9, which allows precise removal of 
specific genes has made gene modification simpler, fast and accurate. A genetically 
modified pig cell is fused with a pig ovum that has its DNA removed. The ova that 
contain only the genetically engineered genome start dividing to become pig 
foetuses. This is the same technique that was used to clone Dolly, the sheep. The 
embryos are then implanted into surrogate mothers. The gestation period is just 114 
days, unlike in the case of humans. Pigs have been preferred as ideal candidates for 
xenotransplantation despite their immune system being different from humans for the 
simple reason that the porcine organs are anatomically similar to those of humans. 

 
WHAT ARE THE REASONS FOR XENOTRANSPLANTATION BECOMING 
MORE ACCEPTABLE? 
 

 Last year, nearly 4,000 people in the U.S. received human donor hearts, but the need 
is far more. The highest demand is for kidneys. According to the health ministry, 
around 0.18 million people in India are estimated to suffer from renal failure every 
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year, but only about 6,000 renal transplants are carried out in the country. About 
25,000-30,000 liver transplants are needed annually in India but only about 1,500 are 
being performed. In the case of the heart, 50,000 people suffer from heart failure and 
are in need of a heart transplant. Yet, only 10-15 heart transplants are carried out in 
India each year. Harvesting organs from genetically engineered pigs is seen as a 
viable alternative to meet organs shortage. Besides scientific challenges, there are 
several ethical challenges to overcome before xenotransplantation of porcine organs 
become a reality. 

 

AT THE HELM OF INDIA’S SPACE RESEARCH 
The new chairman is taking over ISRO at a time when the Central government is pushing 
for sweeping reforms in the space sector 

 

 
 Armed with a degree in engineering, he joined the Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre, 

the leading unit of the ISRO for launch vehicles, in 1985 
 The young engineer from a small village near Cherthala in Alappuzha district was 

assigned to the PSLV project, where he quickly honed his skills 
 In 2015, ISRO chose him to head its Liquid Propulsion Systems Centre, Valiamala, 

and in 2018, the Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre 
 He grew up in an era when, kindling the imagination of an entire nation, the first 

sounding rockets were smartly lifting off from what was once a nondescript beach in 
southern Kerala. So it should come as no surprise when S. Somanath, the new chief 
of the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO), says his interest in space 
technology was first piqued as a young student; an interest which would quickly 
evolve into a lifelong passion. 

 Armed with a degree in engineering, he joined the Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre 
(VSSC) — the leading unit of ISRO for launch vehicles — in 1985. The eclectic 
eighties was a happening decade on many counts for fledgling space scientists such 
as Mr. Somanath. More so because the space agency was right in the middle of one 
of its biggest undertakings; building the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV), an 
elegant, 44-metre tall rocket that would eventually come to be dubbed the “reliable 
workhorse” of ISRO. 

 The young engineer from a small village near Cherthala in Alappuzha district was 
assigned to the PSLV project, where he quickly honed his skills. It was also at this 
time when he was first noted by his immediate bosses as “one of the bright boys” 
who was destined for bigger things. Time, it appears, has proved them right. In 2015, 
ISRO chose him to head its Liquid Propulsion Systems Centre (LPSC), Valiamala, 
and in 2018, the VSSC. On Friday, he once again proved his mentors right when he 
took over as the new Chairman of ISRO. New Delhi had issued orders appointing 
him as Secretary, Department of Space, and the Chairman, Space Commission, on 
January 12, Wednesday, for a “combined tenure of three years”. 

 At 58, Mr. Somanath comes across as a smiling, outspoken man who is quite at ease 
in a crowd. Younger colleagues at Thumba (VSSC) describe him as someone who is 
confident about his craft and willing to adapt and innovate. They also draw attention 
to his aptitude for learning new things, a trademark trait of many of the leading ISRO 
lights. Senior scientists of the space agency, many of them now retired, say he is “the 
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right person” to lead the agency which is at a crossroads. He is also lauded for his 
management and diplomatic skills. What is obvious is that Mr. Somanath, who 
succeeds K. Sivan as Chairman, would have to draw extensively on all these qualities 
to address the formidable challenges that await the country's space sector, which, 
poised for reforms on the one hand, also wants to see its pandemic-hit mission 
schedules back on track. 

 Born in July 1963 — incidentally the same year the first sounding rocket, an 
American-made Nike-Apache, made its way into the blue skies from Thumba — Mr. 
Somanath grew up in Thuravoor, a village near Cherthala. The son of 
SreedharaPanicker, a teacher of Hindi, and Thankamma, Mr. Somanath was a bright 
student, excelling in the science subjects. He obtained his BTech degree in 
Mechanical Engineering from the TKM College of Engineering, Kollam. After 
joining the VSSC, he also took his Masters in Aerospace Engineering from the 
Indian Institute of Science (IISc), Bengaluru, with specialisation in Dynamics and 
Control. 

 Mr. Somanath joined the PSLV team at the VSSC when G. Madhavan Nair, who 
would go on to become Chairman, ISRO, was the project director. “Developing the 
PSLV was one of the important projects of ISRO at the time. We had noticed the 
spark in him even in those days,” recalls Mr. Nair, who led the space agency from 
2003 to 2009. Later, as project manager of PSLV, Mr. Somanath handled 
mechanisms, pyro systems, integration and satellite launch service management. 

GSLV PROJECT 
 In 2003, he joined the Geosynchronous Satellite Launch Vehicle Mk-III (GSLV Mk-

III) project, serving as the deputy project director responsible for overall design of 
the vehicle, mission design, structural design and integration, according to an ISRO 
profile on him. 

 From 2010 to 2014, he was project director of GSLV Mk-III. “His contributions in 
PSLV and GSLV Mk-III were in their overall architecture, propulsion stages design, 
structural and structural dynamics designs, separation systems, vehicle integration 
and integration procedures development,” says ISRO. After a stint as deputy director, 
VSSC, he moved to the LPSC as director in June 2015. He played a key role in the 
development and qualification of the CE-20 cryogenic engine and the C25 cryogenic 
upper stage of the GSLV. Mr. Somanath has had a role in all the major missions 
undertaken by ISRO in recent decades, but which one is the most memorable for him 
personally? “I would say the LVM3-X/CARE mission,” he said on Saturday. This 
first, suborbital, experimental flight of the GSLV Mk-III took place at Sriharikota on 
December 18, 2014. On January 22, 2018, he was back at the VSSC, this time as the 
director. 

 Mr. Somanath has taken over as the Chairman, ISRO, at a time when the Central 
government is pushing for sweeping space sector reforms. From a decades-old, 
purely government-run affair, the sector is set to see a larger role played by the 
private sector and start-ups. The prevailing philosophy is that production should be 
left to the industry, and ISRO should focus on research. With this in mind, 
NewSpace India Ltd, responsible for enabling Indian industries to take up space-
related activities and promote and commercially exploit products and services arising 
from the space programme, was incorporated in 2019. A year later, the Indian 
National Space Promotion and Authorisation Centre was announced as “an 
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independent nodal agency under the Department of Space (DoS) for allowing space 
activities and usage of DoS-owned facilities by non-government private entities.” 

LIST OF PRIORITIES 
 Mr. Somanath has made it clear that space sector reforms and spurring the growth of 

India’s space economy find top billing in his list of priorities. Forging a lasting and 
meaningful collaboration between ISRO and the relatively younger private players in 
India’s space sector is one of the challenges awaiting the new chairman, point out 
ISRO veterans. On another, equally important front, the space agency would also 
want to get on with ongoing projects which have been delayed by the outbreak of 
COVID-19. 

 The pandemic hit the day-to-day operations of ISRO, forcing critical facilities such 
as VSSC, LPSC and the Satish Dhawan Space Centre, Sriharikota, to adapt to the 
new normal. Under Mr. Somanath, the VSSC was actively engaged in combating the 
virus by producing hand sanitisers and developing mechanical ventilator models for 
COVID-19 care. 

 In December 2019, speaking to The Hindu ahead of the 50th mission of the PSLV, 
Mr. Somanath had commented that the first 50 missions had taken 26 years, but the 
next 50 would not take even half as long. It reflected the bubbling enthusiasm in 
ISRO circles in the immediate months preceding the pandemic as the space agency 
was gradually pushing up the frequency of launches. But as he shoulders the task of 
helming the organisation, the challenge of putting aright a schedule that has skittered 
off the tracks awaits Mr. Somanath. 

 One of his top priorities will be the ‘Gaganyaan’, India's ambitious push to put a 
human crew in space. ISRO hopes that the mission would help lay the robust 
foundation for a sustainable human space flight programme in the long run. 
Development of a Reusable Launch Vehicle, the semi-cryogenic engine and the 
keenly-awaited Chandrayaan-3 and Aditya-L1 missions are some of the projects 
awaiting his immediate attention. 

 In September 2019, giving away prizes at a function in Thiruvananthapuram, Mr. 
Somanath had opined that finding solutions to problems is the essence of 
engineering. On the occasion, he has also emphasised that for a country like India, 
the solutions also need to be cost-effective besides being efficient. Mr. Somanath is 
now at the helm of one organisation which the nation has traditionally looked up to 
for such solutions. 

 

INDIA-CHINA TRADE CROSSED $125 BN IN 2021VALUE JUMPED 
FROM $92.8 BN SEEN IN 2019; IMPORTS FROM NORTHERN 
NEIGHBOUR NEARED $100 BN LAST YEAR 

 India’s trade with China in 2021 crossed $125 billion, with imports from China 
nearing a record $100 billion, underlining continued demand for a range of Chinese 
goods, particularly machinery. 

 In the past 12 months, the value of goods imported by India from China exceeded the 
total bilateral trade in 2019, data from China’s General Administration of Customs 
(GAC) released on Friday showed. 

 Trade fell from $92.8 billion in 2019 to $87.6 billion in 2020 on account of the 
pandemic. 
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 Trade has boomed in 2021 thanks to a recovery in demand as well as rising imports 
of new categories of goods such as medical supplies. 

 Bilateral trade reached $125.6 billion in 2021, with India’s imports from China 
accounting for $97.5 billion. 

 Imports were higher by 30% from 2019 while India’s exports to China, amounting to 
$28.1 billion, were up by as much as 56% from two years earlier. The trade deficit 
last year reached $69.4 billion, up by 22% from the pre-pandemic figure in 2019. 
While a break-up of imports and exports wasn’t immediately available, India’s 
biggest exports to China in recent years were iron ore, cotton, and other raw material-
based commodities, which have seen a recovery in demand in China last year, while 
India has imported large quantities of electrical and mechanical machinery, active 
pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs), auto components, and over the past two years, a 
range of medical supplies from oxygen concentrators to PPEs. 

 The 43% year-on-year growth in bilateral trade with India was among the highest 
that China recorded with its major trading partners. Trade figures with China’s top 
three trading partners showed growth of 28.1% with ASEAN (to $878.2 billion), 
27.5% with the European Union (to $828.1 billion), and 28.7% with the United 
States, (to $755.6 billion). 

‘DISRUPTION RISK REMAINS’ 
 GAC spokesperson Li Kuiwen said China’s medical exports had more than doubled 

in 2021 while laptops and home appliances were up 13% with growing global 
demand for “stay at home” appliances. 

 Despite China’s robust trading performance and the recovery in 2021, with imports 
and exports rising 30%, officials warned of the threat of disruptions to global supply 
chains as the world continues to deal with the impact of the more transmissible 
Omicron variant in the new year. 

 

TECH SECTOR GOT COVID ‘WINDFALL’ OF $100 BN: 
HFS 
‘Indian firms likely captured over 50%’ 

 The global IT and Business Process Management industry might have already seen a 
COVID windfall of $100 billion and Indian tech providers may have captured more 
than 50% of it, as per London-based HFS Research. 

 “The pandemic has no doubt accelerated tech adoption. We can attribute about $100 
billion in additional IT/BPM expenditure by industries as a result of COVID. Over 
half of it may be going to Indian heritage providers,” Phil Fersht, CEO, HFS 
Research, told The Hindu, 

 According to Nasscom, the industry was growing at 6-7% pre-Covid. This year, 
growth is estimated to double, even as post-pandemic business acceleration and 
quantum revenue growth are already visible. “We will add an additional $8 billion-
$10 billion this year,” said Sangeeta Gupta, senior VP and chief strategy officer, 
Nasscom. “Some $10 billion extra revenues over what we were doing pre-Covid, is a 
lot of business in FY22.” 
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