
 

 

What is the USCIRF? Which other countries have been labelled as a ‘Country of particular 

Concern’? 

 The story so far: In its 2022 Annual report, the United States Commission on International 

Religious Freedom (USCIRF) has recommended that India be designated a ‘Country of Particular 

Concern’ (CPC), i.e., the category of governments performing most poorly on religious freedom 

criteria. It has also called for “targeted sanctions” on individuals and entities responsible for 

severe violations of religious freedom by freezing those individuals’ or entities’ assets and/or 

barring their entry” into the U.S. 

WHAT IS THE USCIRF AND HOW IS IT CONSTITUTED? 

 The USCIRF is an independent, bipartisan body created by the International Religious Freedom 

Act, 1998 (IRFA) with a mandate to monitor religious freedom violations globally and make 

policy recommendations to the President, the Secretary of State, and the Congress. It is a 

congressionally created entity and not an NGO or advocacy organisation. It is led by nine part-

time commissioners appointed by the President and the leadership of both political parties in 

the House and the Senate. 

 According to the IRFA, commissioners are “selected among distinguished individuals noted for 

their knowledge and experience in fields relevant to the issue of international religious freedom, 

including foreign affairs, direct experience abroad, human rights, and international law.” 

WHAT DOES A ‘COUNTRY OF PARTICULAR CONCERN’ (CPC) DESIGNATION MEAN?  

 IRFA requires the USCIRF to annually identify countries that merit a CPC designation. As per 

IRFA, CPCs are countries whose governments either engage in or tolerate “particularly severe 

violations” of religious freedom, which are defined as “systematic, ongoing, egregious violations 

of the internationally recognized right to freedom of religion”. 

 The other designation, for less serious violations, is Special Watch List (SWL) 

WHICH OTHER COUNTRIES HAVE BEEN DESIGNATED AS CPCS? 

 For 2022, based on religious freedom conditions in 2021, a total of 15 countries have been 

recommended for the CPC designation. They include India, Pakistan, Burma, China, Eritrea, 

Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Nigeria, Syria and 

Vietnam. Countries recommended for a SWL designation include Algeria, Cuba, Nicaragua, 

Azerbaijan, Central African Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Turkey, and 

Uzbekistan. 
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WHY DOES USCIRF WANT INDIA TO BE DESIGNATED AS A CPC? 

 The USCIRF, in its annual report, states that in 2021, “religious freedom conditions in India 

significantly worsened.” 

 Noting that the “Indian government escalated its promotion and enforcement of policies —

including those promoting a Hindu-nationalist agenda — that negatively affect Muslims, 

Christians, Sikhs, Dalits, and other religious minorities,” the report observed that “the 

government continued to systemise its ideological vision of a Hindu state at both the national 

and State levels through the use of both existing and new laws and structural changes hostile to 

the country’s religious minorities.” 

 It highlighted the use of the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA) against those 

documenting religious persecution and violence, detailed the creation of “hurdles against the 

licensure and receipt of international funding” by religious and charitable NGOs, and observed 

that “numerous attacks were made on religious minorities, particularly Muslims and Christians, 

and their neighborhoods, businesses, homes, and houses of worship”. It also criticised the spate 

of fresh anti-conversion legislations, noting that “national, State and local governments 

demonised and attacked the conversion of Hindus to Christianity or Islam.” 

 Taking into account all these aspects, it concluded that India met the criteria of “systematic, 

ongoing, egregious” violations of religious freedom and therefore deserved a CPC designation. 

ARE USCIRF RECOMMENDATIONS BINDING ON THE U.S. GOVERNMENT? 

 No, they are not. The USCIRF typically recommends more countries for a CPC label than the 

State Department will designate. This happens because the USCIRF is concerned solely with the 

state of religious freedom when it makes a recommendation, but the State Department and its 

Office of International Freedom (IRF), although mandated by IRFA to factor in religious freedom 

in the framing of foreign policy, also takes into account other diplomatic, bilateral and strategic 

concerns before making a decision on a CPC designation. 

IS THIS THE FIRST TIME INDIA IS BEING DESIGNATED AS A CPC BY THE USCIRF? WHAT 

HAS BEEN INDIA’S REACTION? 

 This is the third year in a row that India has received a CPC recommendation. India has in the 

past pushed back against the grading, questioning the locus standi of USCIRF. In 2020, External 

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar called the Commission an “Organisation of Particular Concern.” 

WHAT IS THE LIKELY IMPACT OF THE USCIRF’S RECOMMENDATION? 
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 The U.S. State Department hasn’t acted on such recommendations so far. But India may come 

under greater pressure this time, given its divergence from the American position on the Ukraine 

war and refusal to endorse U.S.-backed resolutions against Russia at the UN. 

 While the USCIRF’s suggestion of targeted sanctions may be a non-starter, its other 

recommendation — that the “U.S. Congress should raise religious freedom issues in the U.S.-

India bilateral relationship and highlight concerns through hearings, briefings, letters and 

congressional delegations” seems more likely to fructify. 

 

 

 More than 11,000 of them were for food, shelter; 41,000 camps, shelters housed 14 lakh people, 

says Home Ministry report 

 In the first year of the pandemic-induced lockdown, helplines run by the Union Home Ministry 

received over 13,000 distress calls, and 11,000 of them were for food and shelter, says the 

Ministry’s annual report for 2020-21. 

 The report said that nearly 41,000 relief camps and shelters were set up and over 14 lakh people 

were housed there. 

 The Ministry said the nationwide lockdown was announced considering the “global experience” 

and the need for consistency in the approach and implementation of various measures across 

the country, including enhancing capacities of testing, quarantine, isolation and hospital beds 

and ICU beds. 

 It said that “prior to the declaration of national lockdown with effect from 25.03.2020, most of 

the States/Union Territories had already declared lockdown [fully and partially] in their 

respective areas based upon their assessment of the situation”. 

SOCIAL DISTANCING 

 The report said the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA), headed by the Prime 

Minister, after assessing the threatening situation of spreading of COVID-19 in the country, 

directed the National Executive Committee (NEC) to issue necessary guidelines to the 

Ministries/departments of Government of India, State governments and State authorities to take 

measures for ensuring social distancing. 

 In compliance with the NDMA’s order, the Home Secretary, in his capacity as Chairperson of the 

NEC, issued an order on March 24, 2020 under Section 10 (2) (l) of the Disaster Management 

Act, 2005 to implement lockdown measures in the country. 

 The first complete lockdown for a 21-day period was announced on March 24, 2020, leaving 

thousands of migrant workers and students stranded in various parts of the country. Thousands 

                           OVER 13,000 DISTRESS CALLS DURING FIRST LOCKDOWN 
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of migrants walked to their homes from Delhi, Mumbai and other major cities as all modes of 

public transport were suspended. In the wake of the crisis, the Home Ministry started three 

control rooms to monitor the complaints received from States and to resolve the problems of 

the migrants. 

 The annual report said that from March 21, control room operations were expanded by making 

them operational 24 hours. 

 “The number of helplines was increased from 7 to 66, of which 15 were dedicated to the people 

of the north-eastern region. Control rooms attended to the queries of States/ Union Territories 

and other Ministries on lockdown measures, addressed inter-Ministries and inter-State 

coordination issues etc.,” it said. 

 It added that from March 25, 2020 to December 31, 2020 “the MHA control room handled a total 

of 13,034 calls [excluding calls for movement of Shramik Special Trains] out of which 854 calls 

were related to essential goods and services, 11,377 calls were for food and shelter, 129 calls 

were for the north-eastern region and 742 calls were for other issues”. 

UNLOCKING PHASE 

 The control room was getting around 600 calls daily in the initial days of the lockdown but 

gradually the numbers came down when the unlock phase started after the fourth lockdown in 

May 2020. 

 Several days after the first lockdown, the Railways started running Shramik Special trains amid 

desperate pleas by the State governments and migrant workers. 

 The report said that from May 2-December 31 the same year, a total of 32,986 calls were received 

for movement by Shramik Special trains for 2,95,327 stranded persons, out of which 2,71,219 

were for labourers, 5,388 for students, 1,539 for tourists and 17,052 for others. In addition, 296 

calls were received from persons who wanted to travel to India from abroad and 265 from 

persons who wanted to travel abroad from India, the report said. 

 The Ministry said that based on reports, the State governments were also requested to set up 

shelter camps nearby places where people had gathered or were moving in large numbers. 

 “Around 41,000 relief camps and shelters were set up in the country. More than 14 lakh people 

were housed there. Besides this, there were 30,000 food camps. Apart from it, around 17 lakh 

workers stayed with their employers or on industry campuses where they were being provided 

shelter and food,” the Ministry said. 

 It added that in the wake of a sudden shortage of oxygen supplies during September 2020, the 

Minsitry also coordinated with respective State governments and Union Territories for ensuring 

adequate and uninterrupted supplies of medical oxygen in the country. 
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China leads coal power expansion trailed by India, which aims to add 6,100 MW 

 China led global coal power expansion in 2021, with about 25,000 MW of new plants, followed 

by India with about 6,100 MW, reported the Global Energy Monitor which conducts an annual 

survey of coal power capacity under development or deployment. Worldwide, however, coal-

plant capacity under development declined 13% last year. 

 After rising in 2020 for the first time since 2015, total coal power capacity under development 

slid last year to a record low of 457 gigawatts (GW), from 525 gigawatts. 

 Thirty-four countries are mulling new coal plants, down from 41 countries in January 2021. 

China, South Korea, and Japan have pledged to stop funding new coal plants in other countries, 

but China continued to lead globally in domestic development of new coal plants, commissioning 

more coal capacity than the rest of the world combined. 

 In all, 45,000 MW of global coal power capacity — a little over half of which was from China — 

was commissioned in 2021 while 26,800 MW was retired, resulting in a net increase in the 

global coal fleet of 18,200 MW. In 2020, the net increase was 11,500 MW, which was the result 

of 56,800 MW of new capacity and 45,300 MW of global retirements. 

 Earlier this month the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change said there was no carbon 

budget left for new coal plants, and added that coal use needed to fall by 75% by 2030 (from 

2019 levels) to limit global temperature rise below 1.5 degrees Celsius, in line with the Paris 

Agreement. 

 

 

 Last Sunday, French voters gave President Emmanuel Macron his second term and Europe 

heaved a collective sigh of relief. Though Mr. Macron scored a convincing victory over his far-

right-wing challenger, Marine Le Pen, his victory margin diminished when compared to the 2017 

run-off, from 66% to 58.5%, while Ms. Le Pen improved her score from 34% to 41.5%, reflecting 

the changing character of French politics. Nevertheless, given that only two popularly elected 

Presidents have won second terms (François Mitterrand in 1988 and Jacques Chirac in 2002), 

Mr. Macron has reason to feel chuffed. European Union leaders, facing twin challenges of the 

Russian war in Ukraine and a tepid recovery from COVID-19, have enthusiastically welcomed 

Mr. Macron’s victory given Ms. Le Pen’s overt Euroscepticism. 

A CHANGING POLITICS 

 France’s two-step voting process means that in the first round, voters express their real 

preferences; in the second round, with the field narrowed to two, they reject the one they dislike 

more. 

CHINA, INDIA ADD COAL PLANTS AS GLOBAL CAPACITY ADDITION DIPS 13%  

                        MACRON’S RE-ELECTION, A VICTORY WITH CHALLENGES 
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 At the beginning of the campaign in February, there were a dozen candidates, but by the end of 

March, most were fizzling out. The first round, held on April 10, showed the decimation of the 

two traditional parties that have ruled France since the 1960s, the centre-right Republicans and 

the centre-left Socialists. Republican candidate Valérie Pécresse, who had been part of Jacques 

Chirac’s team and was later a Higher Education Minister, managed a 4.8% vote share, while 

Socialist candidate Anne Hidalgo, mayor of Paris since 2014, got a mere 1.7%. From the days of 

Socialist Presidents like Mitterrand and Hollande, and Republican Presidents like Sarkozy, 

Chirac and Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, this was a rout. 

 These two parties have been losing ground, from a collective 56% of the vote in the first round 

in 2012, to 27% in 2017 when Mr. Macron emerged on the scene and captured the imagination 

of voters as a pro-Europe, business-friendly, forward-looking liberal. In 2017, this enabled him 

to redefine the Centrist vote, successfully poaching from both the Republican and Socialist bases. 

 Five years later, Mr. Macron had a record to defend and counter the image of being a pro-rich, 

aloof and elitist President. His response to the gilets jaunes (yellow vest) protests lacked 

empathy. Ms. Le Pen capitalised on this by seeking to appear more human and approachable, a 

single mother and a cat lover. 

A ROUGH CAMPAIGN 

 In the first round on April 10, Mr. Macron led with 27.8%, followed by Ms. Le Pen with 23.1% 

and left-wing populist Jean Luc Mélenchon (France Unbowed) with a credible 21.9%. Extreme-

right-wing journalist turned candidate Èric Zemmour, whose presence helped Ms. Le Pen appear 

relatively moderate, also got 7% vote. Other mainstream candidates Jean Lasalle, formerly 

MoDem (Democratic Movement) and Yannick Jadot (Greens) only managed 3.1% and 4.6%, 

respectively. The fact that far-right and far-left parties accounted for 58% of the vote in the first 

round reflects the growing polarisation in domestic French politics. Centre-left voters switched 

from Ms. Hidalgo and Mr. Jadot to Mr. Melenchon and centre-right from Ms. Pecresse to Mr. 

Macron. 

 The slow rightward drift in French politics has sharpened since the terrorist attacks in 2015 and 

the consequent debates on identity and laïcité (French version of secularism) emerged as key 

themes in the early weeks till the Ukraine war and rising cost of living assumed priority. 

 Mr. Zemmour’s campaign exploited the ‘great replacement’ theory, (originally propounded by 

Renault Camus) — that the non-white, non-Christian and non-French are gradually replacing 

the white Christian French population. Mr. Zemmour grew his base by asking young French 

people if they were willing to live as a minority in the land of their ancestors. Ms. Le Pen, 

conscious of the need to retain her base lest they drifted to Mr. Zemmour, promised a ban on 

the hijab (headscarf) and a constitutional amendment that would distinguish between “native 
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born French” and “others” for access to education, housing and other social benefits, and 

restricting citizenship to only those who have “earned it and fully assimilated.” 

 Mr. Macron was late to join the campaign, thinking that he could ensure support by appearing 

presidential, involved with the geopolitics of the war in Ukraine. Since December when tensions 

began rising, he has had nearly two dozen telephone conversations with Russian President 

Vladimir Putin, visited Moscow and Kyiv and had multiple exchanges with North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization and European Union (EU) leaders. He filed his candidature on March 3, a day 

before the deadline and spent little time on the campaign trail before the first round. His poll 

ratings slipped from 30% in early March by five points leading to a strategy shift. 

 It was only in April that Mr. Macron realised that the “progressive liberal centrist” platform that 

had delivered victory in 2017 was no longer working. The field was dominated either by a 

utopian extremism of the Left or a nationalist extremism bordering on racism on the Right. Mr. 

Macron began to talk about building a ‘dam’ to preserve the Centre. To shift the debate from 

‘identity’, he promised full employment in five years, tax cuts for households and small 

businesses and softened his stand on raising the retirement age from 62 years to 65, spreading 

it over a nine-year timeframe. 

 For the second round, the debate turned personal. Mr. Macron highlighted Ms. Le Pen’s ties with 

Mr. Putin, describing him as her ‘banker’, called her a ‘climate sceptic’, blamed her policy as 

‘spelling the end of the EU’ and made the election a ‘referendum on secularism and Europe’. Ms. 

Le Pen blamed him for ignoring the rising cost of food and fuel and declining pensions, sought 

a ‘Europe of nations’ rather than an EU, called him ‘a climate hypocrite’, and the election a 

referendum on “Macron or France’. 

THE OBSTACLES, FROM JUNE 

 Having secured his second term, Mr. Macron urgently needs to douse the flames of polarisation. 

The 72% turnout on Sunday is the lowest in a presidential run-off since 1969. In addition, of the 

34.5 million votes cast, the three million blanks or spoilt ballots reflect disenchantment with 

both candidates. Mr. Melenchon has declared that Macron’s presidency ‘is floating in a sea of 

abstentions and blank or null ballots’. Over a third of the voters did not vote for Mr. Macron and 

many left-leaning voters only did so because they hated the far-right Ms. Le Pen more. 

 National Assembly elections are due in June and if the Left take the Assembly, Mr. Melenchon 

could become Prime Minister; a prospect of co-habitation that ensures policy gridlock. In such a 

scenario, polarisation will only increase and Mr. Macron’s centrist experiment would be a short-

lived reprieve from the rightward shift. 

 That is why at his victory speech at the foot of the Eiffel tower, Mr. Macron struck a conciliatory 

note, thanking those who helped defeat Ms. Le Pen and “promising to be a president for all.” 
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RELIEF IN EUROPE, INDIA 

 Such was the concern in Europe about the election that in an unprecedented move, the 

Portuguese and Spanish Prime Ministers, António Costa and Pedro Sánchez, and German 

Chancellor Olaf Scholz co-authored an Op-Ed in the Le Monde on April 21, urging French voters 

to reject Ms. Le Pen. The congratulatory messages pouring in from western capitals reflect relief 

as a Le Pen victory would have severely damaged western unity, at a critical moment in Europe. 

 India too has reason to be happy with Mr. Macron’s victory. India and France have enjoyed a 

solid strategic partnership, established in 1998 that has expanded to cover cooperation in 

defence, nuclear and space sectors, climate issues and renewables, cybersecurity and counter-

terrorism. A French presence in the Indo-Pacific has prodded the EU too to shift towards an 

Indo-Pacific strategy. 

 Prime Minister Narendra Modi will be travelling to Germany and Denmark on a bilateral visit 

in the first week of May. It provides a welcome opportunity to spend a day in Paris to 

congratulate Mr. Macron and impart new momentum to the relationship. 

 

 

1.At the United Nations Cop26 climate summit held last year, by which year did Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi say India would be increasing its capacity of renewable energy to 500 

GigaWatts? 

a.2025          b. 2040            c.2030           d.2035 

ans-c 

2.What is Article 43(D)(5) of the Indian Constitution, which was one of the Acts invoked against 

those allegedly involved in cases of violence in Delhi, Kashmir, and Pune? 

a.Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act      b. Terrorist and Disruptive Activities (Prevention) Act 

c.Sedition                                                    d.Prevention of Terrorism Act 

ans-a 

 

3.On April 22, which country described the territory called the Kuril Islands as being under the “illegal 

occupation” of Russia? 

a.Mongolia             b. Japan               c.Ukraine             d. Finland 

                                                IMPORTANT MCQ 
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ans-b 

 

4.Which international independent body has for the third consecutive year designated India as a 

‘Country of Particular Concern’ (CPC)? In 2020, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar had called the 

same body an “Organisation of Particular Concern.” 

a.Committee to Protect Journalists                   b. Organisation of Islamic Cooperation 

c.United Nations Human Rights Council                d.United States Commission on International Religious 

Freedom  

ans-d 

 

5.New data on global military spending published by the Stockholm International Peace Research 

Institute (SIPRI) revealed the five biggest military spenders of 2021; what is India’s rank? 

a.Fifth                      b. Fourth             c.  Third               d.  Second 

ans-c 
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