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UK’stougher student visa norms Kick in

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
1January

International students, including Indians,
starting courses at British universities this
month will no longer be able to bring
family members on all but postgraduate
research courses and courses with gov-
ernment-funded scholarships under
tougher UK visa norms effective
from Monday.

The UK Home Office said the changes,
first announced by former home secretary
Suella Braverman in May last year, are
aimed at clamping down on people using
the student visa as a backdoor route to
work in the UK and will see an estimated
140,000 fewer people come to the UK.

The tougher rules are geared towards
cutting what Home Secretary James

HARSH LESSONS

p Changes aimed at clamping

down on people using studentvisa
as a backdoor route to work

p The rules may see around 40,000
fewer people come to the UK

p Diaspora student groups have
expressed widespread concerns
over this proposed review

Cleverly dubbed as an “unreasonable
practice” of overseas students bringing
dependants, which official figures show
have risen by more than 930 per cent since
2019, “This government is delivering on
its commitment to the British public to

cut migration. We have set out a tough
plan to rapidly bring numbers down, con-
trol our borders and prevent people from
manipulating our immigration system,
which will come into force throughout
this year,” Cleverly said in a statement.

“Today, a major part of that plan comes
into effect, ending the unreasonable prac-
tice of overseas students bringing their
family members to the UK. This will see
migration falling rapidly by the tens of
thousands and contribute to our overall
strategy to prevent 300,000 people from
coming to the UK,” he said.

The UK’s Office for National Staristics
(ONS) found that in the vear ending
September 2023, as many as 152,980 visas
were issued to dependants of students. a

massive rise from the 14,839 in the year
ending September 2019.




1IT-Delhi project looks to make
biotherapeutics more accessible

=
PT Jyothi Datta
Mumbai

Biologic drugs used to treat can-
cer and other auto-immune dis-
orders are often beyond the
reach of patients due to their
high prices. But IIT-Delhi has de-
velopeda platform that strikesat
one of the key reasons for the ex-
orbitant price — high cost of
manufacturing.

Biotherapeuticsare seentobe
“100 to 1,000 umes more ex-
pensive” because of the cost of
manufacturing, says Professor
Anurag Singh Rathore, Indian
Institute of Technology (IIT-
Delhi). Rathore was the prin-
cipal investigator for a project
that created a continuous pro-
cessing platform to make biolo-
gic drugs. The process reduces
cost of manufacturing by 50 to
/S percent, he said.

“Continuous processing is
not new in manufacturing,”
Rathore told businessline, poiﬁt-

ing to sectors such as semi-con-
ductors and computers. But
when drugmakers shift from
batch processing to continuous
processing, it can bringdown the
cost, thereby improving access
to patients, he says. Infact,italso
helps keep the quality of the
product more consistent, he
says, touching on a point of con-
cern for the bio-pharmaceutical
industry.

Rathore was recently awar-
ded the Tata Transformation
Prize for healthcare, given by
Tata Sons and The New York
Academy of Sciences. He was
one of the three winners from
169 entries recognised for in-
novations in healthcare, food se-
curity, and sustainability. The
award comes with a 2 crore
purse.

IIT-Delhi  has collaborated
with Ipca and Biocon, said
Rathore, creating customised
platforms for them. Collabora-
tions involve multi-vear agree-
ments and a licensing fee, he

Anurag Singh Rathore

said, adding that the team was
open to partnering with more
drugmakers in the country and
abroad. About 15 patents have

been filed on this novel ap-
proach, he added.

INVESTMENT

The shift to continuous pro-
cessing would require a signific-
ant mvestment, including a pos-
sible overhaul of the gllgg S}'stpgm
or creation of new facility
Rathore explains. However, this

would be one-time, and the com-
pany would subsequently be
making more of the product, get-
ting a return on its investment,
headded.

There is cost and complexity
involved and resources are

‘needed, including a more skilled

workforce, he says. “A typical
biopharma facility costs ¥200-
1,000 crore (depending on the
size), and a continuous facility
will cost the same. Retrofitting a
batch facility to convert it into a
continuous facility will cost any-
where about ¥50-200 crore,” he
explains. The tech transfer in-
volves ensuring the manufac-
turer gets it right to be able to
produce. more affordable
products and getting regulatory
approvals, he points out.

Asthe IIT-Delhi team looks to
take this platform from the lab
Into more real-world settings,
Rathore says they are also plan
ning to apply continuous pro
cessing to virus-like particles !
vaccinesand CAR T
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‘Making teaching inclusive

ARUNA SANKARANARAYANAN

sanincreasing number of schools are more
accepting of the idea of inclusion and em-

brace thisideal, atleastin spirit, if not entirely

in practice, itis evident that the tide is shifting,
albeit gradually. While inclusion, as a philosophy
and practice, 1svast in scope and requires vision,
commitment and resources, schools are taking
baby steps to grow more inclusive. One area thatis
gaining traction is teacher training.

Being at the heart of an inclusive classroom,
teachers must learn to support the diverse learning
needs of a heterogeneous group of learners. How
feasible is this for teachers to implement on the
ground? What challenges do they face? Three
educators who strongly believe in inclusion share
their views on differentiation or how teaching may
address every child’s needs and interests.

Sangitha Krishnamurthi, co-founder of The
Teachers Collective, an organisation committed to
reframing classroom inclusion, has been training
teachers to create more inclusive spaces for the
past seven years. One of her organisation’s goals
is to delink the construct of inclusion from special
education needs because all children benefit from
differentiation. Foremost, they exhort teachers to
get to know the various diversities housed within
their classrooms.

From differences in socioeconomic status to
family backgrounds (including whether children
are from urban or semi-rural or rural households;
whether children are first-generation learners,
etc.) to linguistic and cultural exposure to learn-
ing profiles (that may encompass giftedness and
disabilities), diversities can be varied, complex and
intersectional.

While teachers may initially feel diffident or even
overwhelmed when introduced to differentiation
strategies, Krishnamurthi has noticed a palpable
shift in teachers’ attitudes once they start witness-
ing positive classroom changes.

The Teachers Collective favours a multi-pronged
approach when it comes to differentiation. For
classroom instruction, Krishnamurthi recom-
mends Universal Design for Learning (UDL),

a framework first developed by CAST based on
three broad principles. These include representing
content to students in multiple ways, allowing them
to express their learning in various formats amj ‘
engaging all students by leveraging their proclivi-
ties and predilections.

L.ekha Pramod, 2a mentor-teacher at Euro
School, tries to incorporate these principles

into her teaching as she strongly advocates that
teaching should support the needs of all children.
When she was teaching a Grade 7 English class at
2 previous school, students had to read a rather
biring lesson on Tansen, a Hindustani classical
Musi nd.
'\H(I:.'Il‘;%:;’ of her students weren't enthused by

H i1 dustani music or the singer, Pramod had to
think of creative means to awaken their interests.
So, she got her students to form groups based on
their interests. While one group explored how mu-
SIC 1s connected to science, another was tasked with
finding linkages between music and mathematics.

L

et oy o .

music and languages.

For the project, completed within four sessions,
each group had to make a chart depicting the con-
nections they uncovered through their research.
Besides the Internet, children spoke to their music
teachers, grandparents and parents. Pramod
found that students were actively engaged during
all project phases, from planning to research to
discussion, execution, and presentation.

Further, Pramod, to her surprise, found that her
involvement was minimal even as students engaged
in deep learning. The momentum of their learning
led students once she gave them directions. All
students benefited from this multidisciplinary
approach as they learned how music manifests
itself in patterns, natural rhythms and the tonality
of languages.

For Vani Ramachandran, an educator who works
in The Atelier, a school inspired by the Reggio Emil-
ia approach, inclusion is a “way of being.” The idea
of differentiation is woven into the Reggio Emilia
approach, which is child-centred, constructivist,
self-directed and experiential.

“We want children to be in charge of their learn-
ing,” says Ramachandran. “Every child deserves
to be heard, seen, respected, trusted and cared
for.” She emphasizes the importance of meeting
children where they are,

Loris Malaguzzi, the founder of the Reggio Emil-
ia approach, believes that children have “a hundred
Janguages” by which they express themselves. The
onus is, thus, on the teacher to listen and decipher
these many and varied tongues. According to
I’amachandran, who works with children in the
age group of four to six years, children may express
themselves through construction, mark-making,
music, movement, sculpture or forging connec-
tions. The main challenge for teachers is to be
observant and present to respond to the many
‘languages’ that children may choose to communi-
cate in.

Just as there’s no one ‘right’ way to learn or
express your learning, there are multiple pathways
by which schools may grow more open, diverse and
inclusive. Educators are adopting myriad routes
towards greater inclusion. . - . -

' a(The authoris a psychologist nna’ m-r‘ker._}
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Forensics: Craftacareer

by detecting crimes

Thosewho
understand the field
and are passionate
about the kind of work
involved, will succeed
inthe long run,

writes Ali Khwaja

any young people have an ad-
venturous bent of mind and
aspire to get into thrilling and
adventurous careers ranging
from cyber-crime and ethical
hacking to intelligence servic-
es such as the Intelligence Bureau, National
Investigation Agency, Research and Anal-
ysis Wing and National Disaster Response

Force, Crime Investigation Department and

Central Board of Investigation (CBI), or becom-
ing private detectives. Some fulfil their dreams
and get selected through highly competitive
Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) ex-
ams, while others move on to more traditional
careers.

Those who love science explore beyond
engineering and medicine to look at zoology,
environment, wildlife conservation, marine bi-
ology, animal welfare, Arctic exploration, etc.
One career that has been attracting students
lately is Forensic Science (FS), which involves
the application of scientific methods and pro-
cessesin legal and crime-related settings.

It is used in eriminal investigations to un-
cover physical evidence throughidentification,
testing and evaluation using various forms of
science, including chemistry, biology and phys-
ics, toanalyseand interpretcrime-related data,
which s passed ontolaw enforcement author-
ities—those aspiring to be successful need to
have a good grasp of biology and chemistry
and psychology.

Onecancompletean MBBS degree and then
pursue an MD in forensic science to go higher
inthis field. Such peopleare generally attached
to large hospitals where autopsies are done

and where victims of crime are brought in for

.. treatinent - and they investigate the causes..

Many students opt for the shorter route of

a three-year BSc in FS, and some go for high-
er studies at the Master’s level. Many reputed
institutions in Karnataka and elsewhere offer
such courses, in which students are taught
DNA Profiling, Fingerprint Analysis, Blood-
stain Analysis, Salivaand Bone analysis, along
criminal justice. If one opts to study higher for
a Master’s degree, there are wide specialisa-
tion choices, including forensic psychology and
criminal science.

Eligibility for both streamsis 10+2with Phys-
ics, Chemistry and Biology. MBBS admissions
are through an all-India National Eligibili-
ty-cum-Entrance Test (NEET) exam, while
BSc courses are available through individual
admissiontests orinterviews by the relevantin-
stitution. Admission to BSc coursesis not com-
petitive, but those inthe pure science stream do
not have the advantages and recognition that
medical doctors have.

Those more inclined towards the legal pro-
cess of criminology opt for a postgraduate
diploma in cyber law, LL.M in Criminal Law
and Crim al Justice Administration, which
National Law Schools and other Law colleges
offer. National Forensic Science University also
offers various courses, including Forensic Jus-
tice and Policy Studies and a PG Diploma in
Humanitarian Forensics.

Career options

Employment is primarily in all state forensic
science laboratories and central government
departments suchas CBI and medical colleges.
Private investigators have restrictions on the

‘areasthey can venture into, and their findings
may not be admissible in certain legal cases.

.
.
H

Those willing to stake out into uncharted terri-
tory and not get enamoured by the wide job op-
portunitiesin traditional and established fields
canventureinto FS after sufficientexploration.

Trisha, who had a childhood dream of get-
ting into FS, is one such committed student.
Sheis currently pursuing her BScat areputed
university in Bengaluru. She says, “I have al-
ways been thrilled with a lot of crime thriller -
books, and I find forensic sciences is a way to
involve sciencesin investigations, which inter-
estsme”.

What she likes about her course is its vast-
ness and the options in different areas of spe-
cialisation. She says about her plans, “I would
like to joina forensiclab asa Ballistics expertor
asafingerprintexpert,astheyareveryinterest-
ing to me, and also, I get to work with firearms
and things like that. Under fingerprint analysis,
I work with partial, palm, lip, and footprints”.

While this sounds very exciting, one must
understand that there is inevitably a spurt in
demand every few years for specific courses,
as people believe there is good ‘scope’ in that
field. This leads to mass enrollments, and more
and more studentsgraduating inthose courses
createagap betweentoo muchsupplyandless
demand. .

Going to Western countries and studying
and working there is an option. While people
get attracted to this stream because of the
glamour shown in movies or serials, those

who understand the field thoroughly and are
passionate about the type of work will succeed

in the long run. They should be ready for hard
work and limited mcome:till they establish




‘Provide free higher
education to women’

VIJAYAPURA, DHNS
he two-day district-lev-
el women's literary

T conference, which con-
cluded at Kandagal Hanu-
manthray Rangamandir here
on Sunday, has passed areso-

lution urging the government
to provide free higher educa-

tion towomen. It hasalsode-

manded directrecruitment of
women in government jobs
if they get gold medal in the
higher education.
Emphasising the need to
start technical, medical ed-
ucation, and other depart-
ments in Karnataka State
Akkamahadevi Women’s Uni-

versity, they urged the gov-
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Litterateu
level women’s literary conference held at Kandagal
Hanumanthray Ranga Mandir in Vijayapura on Sunday.

ernment to fillallvacant posts
in government departments
apart from regularising the
service of guest lecturers.

Presiding over the confer-
ence, the litterateur Vidya-
vati Ankalagi said that such
conferences will helpwomen
to freely express their inner
voice. _,

Kalyanamath Gunadal
Vivekananda Swamiji, lit-
terateurs Bharati Patil, Prof
Lata Walikar, Shankuntala
Revanasiddappa Koppad,
Prabhavati Shivasharana
Gundagi, Seema Badanur,
Girija Donur, Vijayalaxmi Bi-
radar, Annapurna Bellanavar
and Ranjana Kembavi were
present.
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Lecture series on Kumaravyasa

BENGALURU, DHNS

A lecture series explain-
’&ng the genius of 15th
4 Acentury Kannada poet
Numaravyasa opens at Ban-
galore International Centre
on Tuesday.

S N Sridhar, professor of
inguistics and India studies
at Stony Brook University,
New York, and Krishnamur-
thy Hanuru, retired professor,
University of Mysore, are the
speakers. The series starts on
Tuesday with ‘Kumaravyasa:
Life. Times, and Significance’.
It discusses the background
of Kumaravyasa, who wrote
the ‘Kannada Mahabharata’,
also known as Kumaravyasa’s
‘Bharata’.

The first volume in English
translation has just been pub-
lished as “The Kannada Ma-
habharata’ by the Harvard

University Press in the Murty
Classical Library of India se-
ries.

“Kumaravyasa has a special
principle of poetics that is dif-
ferent from standard classical
poetryin Kannada. He makes
adeparture from Vyasa’s ‘Ma-
habharata’, and reimagines
all the characters and the epi-
sodes,” Sridhar told DH.

While Mahabharata, the
original epic, has 18 books,
Kumaravyasa shortened it to
10 books. “He is a conscious
literary artist. His writing style
ismore like Shakespeare than
Vyasa,” he said. “In the first
lecture, we explore how Ku-
maravyasa is important, just
as other Indian poets like Ka-
lidasa and Jayadeva are, and
why he is among other greats
across the world like Shake-
speare and Dante,” he said. .

The second lecture, ‘Ku-

maravyasa’s Bharata: Ep-
isodes and Characters’ on
January 3, concentrates on
themes, characters and ep-
isodes, such as the sexual
harassment of Draupadi, the
manipulative and determined
nature of Duryodhana, and
the killing of Shishupala.

‘Kumaravyasa: Creativity
and Contribution’, the third
session, is slated for January 5.
“It talks about the poet’s orig-
inality and how Kumaravyasa
was one of the biggest ‘bhakti’
poetsin Indian literature, like
Meerabai and Tulsidas, but
not many knew about him be-
yond Karnataka,”said Sridhar.

The session also looks at
“Kumaravyasa’s dramaticand
narrative skills, his title as the
‘Emperor of Metaphors’, and
the challenges of translating
him.” The sessions are in En-
glish and Kannada.

Kalalhiirami



2 STUDY ABROAD

[ heseentrancetestsareyourgatewaystoabroad

English language tests as most

| undergraduate and graduate pro-
grammes in any country outside India
need these test scores.

The tests consist of four modules: Lis-
tening. Reading, Writing and Speaking.
The test evaluates the language profi-
ciency of candidates who aspire to study
in English-speaking countries.

The popular tests are:

» IELTS Academic (www.ielts.org)

» [ELTS UKVI (For all pathway and

foundation programs)

= TOEFL IBT (www.ets.org)

= DUO LINGO (www.englishtest.

duolingo.com)

= PEARSON (www.pearsonpte.com)
While most countries accept any of

the above tests, the preferred test by UK
universities is the IELTS.

T he quest to study abroad starts with

Tests for undergraduate
programmes:
= LNAT: for pursuing Law in the UK.
(www.Inat.ac.uk): A consortium of UK
universities developed LNAT to assess a
candidate’s potential to study law at the
undergraduate level. The LNAT tests
aptitude, verbal reasoning, comprehen-
sion, interpretation, analysis, synthesis,
induction, and deduction.
® LSAT: for Law in the US and Canada
(www.Isac.org/lsat): The Law School
- Admission Test (LSAT) is a standard-
- ized test measuring logical and verbal
reasoning skills.
= SAT and SAT subject tests for the
US, Canada, and Singapore (www.
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collegeboard.com ): The Scholastic
Assessment Test is a standardised col-
lege admissions test measuring verbal,
mathematical, and writing skills. Subject
tests are content-based tests that allow
you to showcase achievement in specific
subject areas where you excel. .

= AP tests for US (www.collegeboard.
com): Advanced Placements exams can
be taken by students who wish to earn
college credits.

Oxford and Cambridge have their
entrance exams (www.admissiontesting.
org). UCAT (formerly UKCAT) is to gain
entry into medical schools in UK. While
the BMAT for Biomedical Sciences in
the UK and TMUA for mathematics and
economics in the UK were mandatory

- until this year, they may be waived in
2024, - e

Tests for graduate programmes

= GRE for Engineering and Science
programmes in the US, Canada,
Europe, and Singapore (www.ets.
org): The Graduate Record Examina-
tion GRE is the most widely accepted
graduate admissions test worldwide, -
The test measures students on verbal,
quantitative and analytical writing skills.
» GMAT for MBA programmes world-
wide (www.mba.com ): The Graduate
Management Admission Test (GMAT)
is a computer adaptive test that assess-
es reasoning, critical thinking, analytical,
quantitative, and verbal skills to succeed
academically in graduate business stud-
ies. Business schools commonly use the
test as one of the many selection criteria

for admission into an MBA program.

® GAMSAT exam for graduate medi-
cal programmes in the UK, Australia,
New Zealand, Singapore, and Ireland
(www.gamsat.acer.org): The Gradu-
ate Medical School Admissions Test,
commonly known as the GAMSAT, is a
test used to select candidates applying
to study medicine, dentistry, optometry,
pharmacy, and veterinary science.

= MCAT for graduate medical
programmes in the US and Canada
(www.aamc.org): The Medical College
Admission Test is a computer-based
standardised examination for prospec-
tive medical students. It is designed to

~ assess problem-solving, critical thinking,

written analysis and knowledge of scien-
tific concepts and principles.

Take these entrance exams even if the
university you are applying to says it is

-not mandatory to take them. The exam

will strengthen your application, give
you college credits and qualify you for
scholarships. These are not very difficult
exams. You must work on a few practice
papers on the respective portals.
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~ Isacareercounsellor basedin -
afiegns s Bengalung -
~ Sendinyourqueriestousat: =
. dheducation@deccanherald.co.inwith
. 'Study Abroad'inthe subjectline.
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Most Important Topics For

Science &
Technology

UPSC Prelims & Mains




Im 0 launches mission

o study black holes

| targetof1214missions
thisyear

v

E T B SIVAPRIYAN
CHENNAI, DHNS

inging in the New Year in
Rityle, the Indian Space Re-
earch Organisation (Isro)

on Monday successfully launched

((X-ray Polarimeter Satellite), the
country’s first dedicated satellite to
study black holes, and nine other
payloads, fromthe Satish Dhawan
Space Centrein Sriharikota.
This was the 60th launch for

(PSLV), known as the space agen-
cy’s warhorse. With this, India has
become the second country in the
world after the US to launch an
advanced astronomy observatory
to study black holes and neutron
stars. Nasa defines a black hole as
anastronomical objectwithagrav-
itational pull so strong that noth-
ing, noteven light, can escape it.
The 44.4-metre tall rocket
launched the satellite weighing

469 kg with two primary payloads
— POLD( (Polarim eter Instrument

. Power System which is crucial for
 settinguptheIndian Space Station.
The technology will generate elec-
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the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle .
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: FUEL CELL POWER SYSTEM

ISRO FIRES
INDIA’S SPACE
STATION DREAM

......................................................................................
...................................................

WHILE all eyes were set on the launch of XPo-
Sat, India’s first dedicated satellite to study
blackholes, the Indian Space Research Organisa-
tion (ISRO) on Monday hit another important
milestone. The space agency successfully tested
the Fuel Cell Power System (FCPS) developed by
the Kerala-based Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre
(VSSC). This takes India a step closer to realis-

ing the country’s ambition to establish the In-
dian Space Station. -

FCPS, a 100W payload, was flown out along
with nine other payloads; in the fourth stage of
the PSLV .Orbital Experimental Module-3
(POEM3) rocket, utilised by ISRO as a test bed.

The most significant
payload of the lot,

FCPS generates elec- Second after
tricity to be used as a | United States

power source for the | WithISRO’'s XPoSat
space station and also | (X-ray Polarimeter
produces potable water | Satellite) in orbit,

as a byproduct, which | India has become the
would quench the | second country
thirst of the astronauts | following the United
at the station. States to have a

VSSC Director S Un- | dedicated satellite to
nikrishnan Nair told | study X-ray
TNIE that this is the | polarisation
first time ISRO has ex-
perimented with fuel
cells in space. “Oxygen and hydrogen stored un-
der high pressure are passed through the fuel
cell assembly, which spurs a chemical reaction
that produces power and pure drinking water as
a byproduct,” he said.

“Having a water source on-board is a must
when it comes to space stations. Fuel cells are
ideal for both power generation and producing
water. The 100W FCPS has been a success. We
wanted to see how it performs in a weightless
environment, in the presence of radiation and
under extreme temperatures. The entire system
worked as intended. We have plans to build a
100kW FCPS in the near future,” Nair said.

ISRO’s PSLV-(58, carrying the X-ray Polarimeter satellite and
10 other payloads, lifts off from Stiharikota | 1sro
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2024 is gomg to be ayear for Gaganyaan readiness, says Isro chief

Jnmanned missions. :*-J-ﬁr* mission demus
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ETB SIVAPRIYAN
CHENNAI DHNS

he Indian Space Re-
search Organisation

(Isro) will conduct a se-
ries of tests, including abor
mission demonstrations and
unmanned missions, through
thisyear as partofthe prepara-
tions for the grand launch of the
country’s first manned mission
to space, Gaganyaan, in 2025.

“2024 is going to be a year
for Gaganyaan readiness,” Isro

VarmHip exercises

- ——

chairman S Somanath said
after the space agency suc-
cessfully launched the year’s
first mission, PSLV-C58/XPo-
Sat, from the Satish Dhawan
Space Centre in Sriharikota
near here.

The ambitious Gaganyaan
mission, which is expected
to be launched in early 2025,
envisages a demonstration of
human spaceflight capability
by launching 2 human crew of
three into an orbit of 400 km
and bringing them back. Four

miﬁans Snih
Sriharikota on Monday. p1i

Indian Air Force pilots have
been selected as the firstbatch
of astronauts, whose identities
have not been revealed.

In Octoberlastyear, the Isro

Aditya toreach L1 pointon Jan 6

Aditya L1, India’s first solar observatory mission, will
reachthe L1point on January 6 after a125-day journey
from where it will study the Sun, reports DHNS.
“Itwill reach the L1 point on January 6. We will do
-the final manoeuvres to keep it there,” Isro chairman S

Somanath said.

The L1pointisabout1.5 million km from the Earth, just
1% of the 150 million km distance between the two. Reach-
ing the L1 point will give India a greater advantage in
observing solar activities continuously. All the measure-
ments willbe made from the Lagrange point L1, while L5
is a good vantage point to study the Earth-directed CME

events, scientists said.

successfully conducted the first
Test Vehicle Abort Mission
(TV-D1) and separated the
Crew Escape System (CES)

and the Crew Module (CM)
from the test vehicle at an ald-
tude of 17 km, putting on track
India’s first human spaceflight

mission being executed at a
costof Rs 9,000 croreé.
Somanath said the agency
plans to undertake at least
two more Test Abort Mission
demonstrations—one in early
2024 and another by the end of
the year—and two unmanned
missions before the launch.
“Our target is three abort
mission demonstrations, and
we have successfully complet-
edone. We plantoconduct two
unmanned missions this year.
Let us see with respect to the
preparedness of various hard-
ware. Itisa full packageand a
huge effort,” Somanath said.
The agencywill also conduct
ahelicopter-baseddroptest to
prove the parachute systems
and launchpad abort tests this

year as part of the prepara-
tions. “We will have hundreds
of valuation tests, simulation
tests, and crew module re-
lation tests, among others. |
can’t even explain the number
of tests we will conduct before
the launch,” Somanath added.

During the first test in Octo-
ber, the abort sequences were
executed, and the CES was sep-
arated with the deployment of
parachutes, finally culminating
in splashing down gentlyin the
Bay of Bengal, 10 km from the
coast of Sriharikota, exactly 11
minutes later. In the evening,
the Indian Navy’s units recov-
ered the Crew Module, a path
paved by extensive planning,
training of naval divers, and
the formulation of SOPs.
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| New Delhi

A total of 196 cases of Covid

- sub-variant JN.1 have been
- detected in the country so

far, with Odisha joining the
list of States that have detec-

ted the presence of the vari-

ant, according to Insacog
data updated on Monday.
Ten States and Union Territ-
ories have so far detected the
presence of the JN.1 sub-
variant of the virus.

These States are Kerala
83), Goa (51), Gujarat (34),
Karnataka (eight), Maha-
rashtra (seven), Rajasthan
Afive), Tamil Nadu (four),
Telangana (two) Odisha
one) and Delhi (one), ac-

196 cases of JN.1 variant
detected in India: Insacog

cording to the Indian SARS-
CoV-2 Genomics Consor-
tium (Insacog).

The Insacog data showed
179 Cowid cases recorded in
the countryin December had
the presence of JN.1, while
17 such cases were detected
in November.

VARIANT OF INTEREST
The World Health Organisa- |
tion (WHO) has classified
JN.1 as a separate variant of
Interest, given its rapidly in-
creasing spread, but said it |
poses a low global public |
health risk. The sub-variant |
of Covid was previously clas-
sified as a variant of interest
(Vo) as part of the BA.2.86
sub-lineages, the parent lin-
eage thatis classified as Vol.




HEMANT KUMAR ROUT @Bhubaneswar

HE Covid pandemic has turned the
focus on zoonotic diseases that
have emerged as a constant threat
to the world. If the severe acute
respiratory syndrome coronavi-
rus-2 (SARS-CoV-2), a zoonotic vi-
rus, led to an unforeseen life-alter-
ing pandemic worldwide, many researchers
have warned it as a mere sign of what may
emerge as certain zoonotic diseases could
become potentially deadlier causing future
pandemics, dubbed as disease X. Since In-
dia is predominantly an agricultural coun-
try, and animal husbandry is crucial to the
economy, several risk factors like rising
population, rapid industrialisation, urban-
isation and deforestation leading to distur-
bance in the ecological system are all set to
trigger zoonotic diseases and help in spread
of infections that were once confined to
nonhuman species.

According to WHO, almost 60% of all hu-
man infections and 75% of newly emerg-
ing infectious diseases are of zoonotic ori-
gin. Out of every 10 infectious diseases
identified in humans, six are zoonotic dis-
eases, originating from animals. Emerging
diseases are a growing public health threat
in the country.
The ever-increas-
ing human imirs. @ JCPLAINER
sion into natural
ecosystems,
growing demand for animal-based food
products, international trade, travel and
several other factors have expanded hu-
man exposure to the diseases.

Studies revealed, of 1,407 human patho-
gens discovered so far, 816 were zoonotic,
capable of being transmitted naturally be-
tween animals and humans. Among them,
as many as 177 are emerging or reemerg-
ing, and of these 130 are classified as zoon-
oses. The emerging and reemerging patho-
gens are set to cause many infections to
human health and impact the economy
like the Covid-19 pandemic.

What are zoonotic diseases?

Zoonoses are diseases transmissible from
animals to humans. The infections can be

bacterial, fungal, viral, or parasitic. Mam-

mals, birds, reptiles, and probably amphib-
ians are amplifier hosts for these viral
zoonoses. Some common examples of
zoonotic diseases are bacterial (salmonel-
losis, brucellosis, plaque, and leptospiro-
sis), fungal ( and histoplasmo-
sis), parasitic (leishmaniasis, hydatid
disease, schistosomiasis, and toxoplasmo-

sis), and viral (rabies, influenza, and yel-

low fever).

Zoonotic diseases which are prevalent in
India are the Nipah virus, avian influenza,
rabies, Japanese encephalitis, leptospiro-
sis, scrub typhus, Hantavirus, SARS, cyst-

bécdblN'é:}El'SEAs_E x

Ailmentsin
humans &
animals an
no longer be
treatedin
isolation

icercosis, brucellosis, toxoplasmosis, an-
thrax, plague, echinococcosis and
Schistosomiasis and Kyasanur forest dis-
ease (KFD).,

* New emerging diseases of public health
importance are avian influenza, Nipah,
frypanosomiasis, Crimean-Congo haemor-
rhagic fever (CCHF) and HIN1, Scientists
estimate that three out of every four new
or emerging infectious diseases in people
come from animals and more than six out
of every 10 known infectious diseases in
people can be spread from animals.

Ebola, SARS, MERS and Zika are some
of such diseases that emerged over the last

century.
As per the National Centre for Disease

Control (NCDC), zoonotic disease like bru-
cellosis have emerged from Assam, Kerala
and Rajasthan; Japanese encephalitis from
Tamil Nadu to Uttar Pradesh; leptospirosis
from Maharashtra to Punjab; melioidosis
from Assam and Karnataka; cutaneous
leishmaniasis from Delhi to Rajasthan to
Jammu and Kashmir; KFD from Karnata-
ka to Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Goa; Nipah
from West Bengal to Kerala and scrub ty-
phus from Arunachal Pradesh to Tamil
Nadu to Odisha.

Noted microbiologist and former ICMR
member Dr Tribhuvan Mohan Mohapatra
said rapid urbanisation, human infringe-
ment on once-wild environments and die-
tary diversity have led to increased contact
between humans and animals facilitating
the transmission of these diseases. Given
the changing climate and ecology, the mor-
tality and morbidity due to zoonoses will
be greater than usual due to several factors
including limited prevention and manage-

‘ment strategies and lack of vaccines and
- therapeutics directed towards such viral
- infections, he said.

“It is high time that the country is pre-

- pared by strengthening surveillance with

a strong laboratory network to identify dis-

~ eases both in animals and humans at the

earliest to launch prompt containment ac-
tion before an outbreak becomes a pan-
demic,” added Dr Mohapatra.

Actlon plan

Health matters are now interrelated due to
emergence of zoonotic diseases and it is

" difficult to treat human, animal or wildlife

health in isolation. Collaboration across
sectors and disciplines can only contribute
to protect health, address challenges like
infectious diseases, antimicrobial resist-
ance and food safety besides promoting
good health and maintaining ecosystems.
As warned by WHO, the Ministry of
Health and Family Welfare is now focusing
on at least 20 zoonotic diseases including
anthrax, scrub typhus, rabies, swine flu,
bird flu, bovine tuberculosis, Nipah, bru-
cellosis, blastomycosis, psittacosis, trichi-
nosis, cat scratch disease and histoplasmo-
sis. The country is all set to pilot ‘One
Health Programme’ that envisages carry-
ing out surveillance of important bacteri-
al, viral and parasitic infections of zoonot-
ic as well as trans-boundary pathogens.
With the risk of infectious pathogens ca-
pable of jumping the barriers of species
~increasing post-Covid, states have been
asked to involve all stakeholders, including
agriculture, veterinary and wildlife wings,
strengthen the public health laboratories
for early diagnosis and develop additional
methodologies when required for surveil-

- lance and understanding the spread of

emergmg diseases. .



ASHISH SRIVASTAVA @ New Delhi

INIMALLY invasive surgeries
are making strides, with the lat-
est intervention in treating
brain ailments, specifically tu-
mours, which for a long time
have seen conventional
approaches.

According to experts, this innovative ap-
proach has revolutionised neurosurgery,
offering patients less invasive options with
reduced risk and quicker recovery times
compared to traditional open surgeries.

Minimally invasive brain surgery in-
volves accessing the tumour through small
incisions or natural openings in the body,
reducing the need for large openings in the
skull. This approach employs advanced
technologies like neuroendoscopy, stereo-
tactic radiosurgery and robotic-assisted
procedures, allowing surgeons to precisely
target tumours while minimising damage
to surrounding healthy tissues.

According to Dr Ravindra Srivastava, di-
rector of neurosurgery, Primus Super Spe-
ciality Hospital, “Minimally invasive neu-
rosurgery reduces post-surgery damage,
limiting blood loss and enhances recovery.
This approach employs advanced tech-
niques, such as endoscopy and robotics,
enabling surgeons to operate through
smaller incisions. Compared to traditional
methods, it minimises trauma to surround-

ing tissues, leading to quicker healing and
reduced pain for patients. Additionally, the
risk of complications, infections and hos-
pital stay is reduced. This approach revolu-
tionises neurosurgical procedures by pri-
oritising precision and minimising
1mnvasiveness, ultimately improving patient
outcomes and quality of life. The focus on
minimal disruption showcases a progres-
sive shift in medical interventions towards
safer and more efficient practices.”

Dr Kamal Verma, director of neurosur-
gery, Fortis Escorts Hospital, Faridabad,
said brain tumour surgery is one of the
most complicated surgical procedures
which involves a high risk of major neuro-
logical deficit including paralysis and
sometimes even coma.

“Modern neurosurgery including mini-
mally invasive surgery is a very safe alter-
native to conventional open surgeries.
Newer techniques like intra operative navi-
gation and awake surgeries for brain tu-
mour patients make these surgeries very
safe both for the patient and the surgeon,”
he added.

Kxplaining the modalities of the mini-
mally invasive options, Verma said, “By

employing intraoperative navigation, we
can localise the site of the tumour exdctly

over the skin of the patient. The incision
becomes very small and we enter the tu-
mour from a very safe corridor which can
be precisely planned before the surgery. Im-

portant structures of the brain which are
responsible for major functions can be safe-
ly avoided by preoperative planning, em-
ploying neurosurgical navigation and real
time navigation to visualise intraoperative-
ly whether we are in the safe corridors or
we are near some important structures.”
“Similarly; awake anedthesia helps us
communicate with the patient during sur-
gery. When the patient is awake during the
surgery, we can give him simple tasks like
speaking or do some work with his hands

or feet so that any damage can be immedi-
ately taken care of. Because of smaller inci-
sions and a shorter surgery, the recovery is
very fast compared to the conventional
open operations. Also, the blood loss is very
less due to the minimal invasive technique

of the surgery,” he added.
““T'¢ summarise, minimal invasive tech:-

nique and modern neurosurgical proce-
dures help a lot in the safe surgery and
good recovery of the patient from brain tu-
mours,” Verma said.




Officials attribute
spike to rigorous
testing

-

SNEHA RAMESH
BENGALURU, DHNS

4 I Yhenumber of daily Covid
cases in the state has in-
creased by nearly four

times in the last 10 days.

According to the data re-
leased by the Health Depart-
ment, the state recorded 78
cases on December 22 and
this increased to 296 cases by
Januarvl.

Senior officials of the de-
partment, however, attributed
the increase in the number of
cases to the increase in num-
ber of tests.

Following the scare about
the new variant of the coro-
navirus, the state had ramped
up testing and from December

Commuters wear face

y o
1 A

masks amid fears

of the spread of the

Covid variant JN.1 in Bengaluru. While the fast-spreading
nature of the virus might call for more caution, experts said
that there is no need to panic. DH PHOTO/B K JANARDHAN

22to0 January 1, the number of
tests have nearly doubled.

While the fast-spreading
nature of the virus might call
for more caution, experts
said that there is no need to
panic.

“With the increase in the
number of tests, the num-
ber of cases is expected to go

up. The positivity rate is also
fluctuating between 2% and
6%. However, this is not very
bothersome since the hospital-
isations are still low,” a senior
official said.

Only closet05.3% of the ac-
tive cases in the state are hos-
pitalised and only 1.6% of the
active cases are being treated

8 to 296: Daily Covid cases
increase by four times in 10 days

‘Learn to live with the virus’

Experts have said that
people will have to learn
to live with the virus since
such spikes are expect-
ed every time the virus
mutates.

“We will never see the
end of Covid. By nature,
respiratory viruses
mutate and that will be
the case with coronavirus
aswell,” said Dr Rajath
Ahtreya, Karnataka
Covid Technical Advisory
Committee member.

Dr John Jacob, a well-
known virologist,
pointed out that this
hasbeen the case with

in the ICU and such low num-
bersdonotraise analarm, the
experts said.

“During the endemic phase,
we need to keep a close watch
on the hospitalisations rather
than the positivity rate and the

influenza as well.

“Flu vaccines alsodo
not provide 100% safety.
But we have been han-
dling them successfully.
Mutations of the virus
areunpredictable and we
need to learn to live with
it,” he said.

The experts suggested
exercising precautionary
measures, especially
during winter, and immu-
nity boosters, if necessary.

“Precautionary doses
can provide some level of
protection, especially for
the vulnerable popula-
tion,” Dr Jacob said.

number of cases. Since thereis
nodrastic spike in hospitalisa-
tion, there is nothing to worty
about,” Dr K Ravi, chairman of
the Karnataka Covid Technical
Advisory Committee (TAC),
told DH.

Karnataka receives 30,000 doses of the precautionary Covid vaccine

BENGALURU, DHNS: The Kar-
nataka health department
has received 30,000 doses
of the precautionary Covid
vaccine.

Following the surge in
Covid cases and the appear-
ance of the JN.1variant of the
novel coronavirus, the state

had last week decided to ad-
minister precautionary doses
to the vulnerable groups and
the elderly.

However, since the state
was running out of vaccine
doses, the Health minister
had requested the Central
government for 30,000

doses of the vaccine. The
precautionary dose, which
will be provided to those
who have already taken two
doses of vaccine, will help
boost their immunity. The
department had directed the
district officials to prepare a
list of eligible beneficiaries by

looking through the data on
the CoWIN portal.

State reports

296 new cases

The state on Monday re-
ported 296 new Covid cases.
As many as 5,021 tests were
conducted. The positivity

rate stands at 5.89% and the

state now has a total

N ""T":;-' - of 1,245 active Covid

cases. Of the 1,245 pa-
tients, 1,179 are under
home isolation, 46 of

them admitted to general
beds, and 20 of them are be-
ing treated in [CU.



Smokers seeking
to quit can NOwW
look for low-COst
medications
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Cytisine, a low-cost, generie stopsmoking
aid has been used in eastern Europe since the
1960s and has shown no serious safety cone
cerns, the researchers sald. However, the
compound is not licensed or marketed in
maost countries outside contral and eastern
Europe, making it unavailable in most of the
world, including many low- and middle-in-
come (LAMI) countries where it could make
a big difference to global health.

“For a person who has been smoking for a
long period and in high quantities, it won't be
easy to quit the addiction/habit. They may
not be able to quit with their will power alone,
It is here that medical intervention is re-
quired and is provided to them," sald
Dr Shameer VK, assistant professor, general
medicine department, Government medical
college, Kozhikode.

The study, published in the journal Addic-
tion, pooled the results of eight trials com-
paring cytisine with placebo, in nearly 6,000
patients. The combined results showed that
cytisine increases the chances of successful
smoking cessation by over two-fold compared
with placebo, the researchers said. -

“Medical help given to patients usually in- «
volves giving an alternative to tobacco, like
nicotine patch or chewing gum. The dose is
gradually brought down and stopped over

time in this method. This is

generally costly. Another +
method is giving medi-
cines to manage with-
drawal symptoms, which

is also not cheap. For a

financially weak person,

these treatment thera-

pies are not affordable,”™
added Dr Shameer:
The study noted that cyti-

sine may be more effective than

nicotine replacement therapy, a medically ap-
proved way to treat people with tobacco use
disorder by taking nicotine through means
other than tobacco. “Our study adds to the
evidence that cytisine is an effective and in-
expensive stop-smoking aid. It could be very
useful in reducing smoking in LAMI coun-
tries where cost-effective smoking cessation
drugs are urgently needed,” said Omar De
Santi from Centro Nacional de Intoxicaciones
(CNI), Buenos Aires, Argentina.

According to doctors, when an individual
smokes a cigarette, 30% of the smoke enters
the lungs of the smoker and the rest is re-
leased into the surrounding environment, af-
fecting second-hand smokers. “World-wide,
smoking is considered the main cause of pre-
ventable death. Cytisine has the potential to
be one of the big answers to that problem,”
said De Santi, lead author of the study,

The research also looked at two randomised
controlled trials comparing eytisine with
nicotine replacement therapy, with modest
results in favour of cytisine, and three trials
comparing cytisine with varenicline, with-
out a clear benefit for cytisine.

Cytisine was first synthesised in Bulgaria
in 1964 as Tabex and later spread to other
countries in eastern Europe and Asia, where
it is still marketed, according to the research-
ers. In 2017, the Polish pharmaceutical com-
pany Aflofarm began selling it as Desmoxan,
aprescription-only medicine, and Canada ap-
proved it as an over-the-counter natural
health product, Cravy, they said. Because cyti-
sine s a low-cost drug, it could form part of a
plan to increase accessib ility to drug therapy
for smokers, which tends to be limited in
LAMI countries, the researchers added.

(With inputs from agencies)







UPI ends 2023 with
record transactions

Scaling new highs

Transaction count (in crore)
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Anshika Kayastha
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Unified Payments Interface
(UPI) ended 2023 ata high, re-
cording over 1,200 crore
transactions worth more than
{18-lakh crore in December, a
peak for both the transaction
count and value.

Over 11,765 UPI transac-
tions worth ¥182.2-lakh crore
were processed in 2023, up 59
per cent in terms of volume
and 45 per cent in terms of
- value compared with 2022, as
per data by the National Pay-
- ments Corporation of India.

.~ Transactions worth ¥18.23-
- lakh crore were processed dur-
ing December, significantly
higher than the previous high
of ¥17.40-lakh crore in
November. In percentage
terms, the value of transac-
tions was 4.8 per cent higher
on month and 42 per cent on
vear. The number of transac-
tions on the UPI network
breached the 1,200 crore mark
to 1,202 crore transactions,
higher by 6.9 per cent on
monthand 54 per cent on year.

FESTIVAL SURGE

UPI transactions have been
accelerated since October on
the back of a surge in con-
sumer spending led by the on-
set of the festival season. The
trend continued in November
and December, with much of
the elevated spending seen in
shopping, e-commerce, and

travel transactions, according
to market participants.

On-ycar growth in UPI
transactions has consistently
remained over 40 per cent for
the value of transactions and
above S50 per cent for the
volume of UPI trades in 2023
and FY24 so far. In FY23, the
UPI platform processed 8,376
crore transactions, aggregat-
ing ¥139-lakh crore.

P2ZM TRADES

A shift in consumer behaviour
towards moving away from
traditional cash transactions,
increased convenience
through value-added features,
digital adoption by merchants
through third-party payment
applications,and a rising share
of PZM (person-to-merchant)
transactions are driving UPI
growth, according to market
participants, some of whom
expect UPI transactions to
breach 2,000 crore in the next
18-24 months.

The share of P2M trades in
overall UPI transactions rose
to 57.5 per cent in June 2023
from 40.3 per cent in January
2022 and is expected to keep
growing, according to World-
line India. During January-
June, P2M transaction volume
grew 119 per cent y-0-y to
2,915 crore, and the value rose
72 per cent to ¥19-lakh crore.
On the other hand, P2P trans-
action volume grew 22 per
cent to 2,275 crore, with the
value of transactions rising 41
per cent to {64-lakh crore.



GDP growth to ‘comfortably’
exceed 6.57 in FY24: FinMin

T
KR Srivats
New Delhi

The Finance Ministry eXpects
the country’s GDP growth rate
in 2023-24 to “comfortably”
exceed its earlier forecast of
6.5 per cent on the back of Q2
GDP  growth performance

that surprised on the upside at
7.6 per cent.

Already the country’s GDP
grew 7.7 per cent in the first
half this fiscal. The Union
Budget for 2023-24 had pen-
cilled inanominal GDP of 10.5
per cent for current fiscal.

Without giving a revised
projection for GDP growth
rate (in real terms) for current
fiscal, the Finance Ministry
has in the latest half-yearly
€CONOMIC review report also
highlighted that the headline
inflation outlookis onadeclin-
ing trend, notwithstanding
temporary disruptions from
food prices.

The stable downward
movement in core inflation
and continuing deflation in
fuel inflation is aiding this
trend, itnotedinthe report.

RBIFORECAST

The Reserve Bank of India has
projected inflation to average
atS.4percentin FY24.

“The outlook for India’s ex-
ternal sector is promising, as
seenin the November releases

' trade halances for both ser-
es and merchandise. The
tvely stable Indian rupee

HALF-YEARLY REVIEW

© The FinMin report highlighted

that the headline inflation

outlook is on a declining trend,

notwithstanding temporary
disruptions from food prices

© The stable downward movement
In core inflation and continuing

deflation in fuel inflation are aiding this trend
O The stable rupee against other currencies and

adequate forex reserves add

against the USdollarand other
prominent currencies and ad-
equate foreign exchange re-
servesadd to the optimism (on
growth outlook).

This sanguinity is visible in
the resurgence of foreign port-
folio
November 2023andin FY24in
general, compared to FY23.
Foreign investment inflows
are also helping the Indian
stock market indices climb

Investments  since

to the optimism

new heights, reflecting broad-
based optimism on growth
among domestic and foreign
investors on growth pro-
spects,” the Finance Ministry
report noted.

The risks to growth and sta-
bility outlook mainly emanate
from outside the country, it
added. India had recorded an
economic growth of 7.2 per
cent in 2022-23 and 9.1 per
centin2021-22.

Norms governing public expenditure
exceeding X500 cr for Q4 eased

Press Trust of India
New Delhi

In order to give a push to the
economy, the government has
relaxed norms governing
public expenditure exceeding
3500 crore during the fourth
quarter (January-March) of

the current financial year.
Instructions to this effect were
Issued by the Finance Ministry
through an office
memorandum last week. The
relaxation, according to a
memorandum, is aimed at
providing a “fillip to public
expenditure”, |

OPTIMISTIC NOTE. Says risks to growth, stability emanate mainly from outside the country

Post the release of the Q2
GDP data by the Statistics
Ministry on November 30, the
RBI has raised its growth fore-
cast for 2023-24 by 50 basis
pointsto 7 per cent.

Several multilateral institu-
tions, rating agencies and
global financial majors have
immediately upped their
growth forecasts for India.

The International Monet-
ary Fund (IMF) is Now pegging
India’s growth rate at 6.3 per-
centfor 2023 and 2024 after an
upward revision citing do-
mestic consumption.

IMF now expects India to

become a $5-trillion economy
by 2028.

On the other hand, S&P

Global Ratings expects India
to become the third largest
economy by 2030. It believes
India will be fastest growing

economy in the world for the
next threeyears.

FOOD INFLATION
Meanwhile, on food inflation,
the Finance Ministry has in its
latest report said that the “rel-
atively high food inflation...isa
matter of concern”.

However, it is important to
mention that the present rate
of increase in prices is a world-
wide phenomenon, itadded.

“While India recorded 6.6
per cent food inflation in Oc-
tober, the UK is still grappling
with 10.1 per cent, Japanat 9.8
per cent, and South Africa at 9
per cent food inflation,” the
Finance Ministryreport said.



EV sales grow 4871n 2023

-
Aroosa Ahmed
Mumbai

EV sales in India grew 48 per
cent year-on-year (y-o-y) in
CY23. A total of 15,26,319
electric vehicles (EVs) were
- registered in the country last
- year compared with 10,25,116
in 2022.

According to Vahan, 72,321
electricfour-wheelers were re-
gistered in CY23, while 32,260
were registeredin 2022.

“Significant  investments
are underway by both legacy
OEMs and start-ups across
various facets of the EV eco-
system. Various automotive
component — manufacturers
are also investing materially to
develop component capabilit-
ies, to take a lead in the space.
~ Even as the funding environ-
ment from banks and NBFCs
- remains  cautious,  several
start-ups have raised funds in
Lh[. current vear as well, with
INVestors L.O‘ntlﬂ'tlll'lOr . Ie-

1in bv”mﬁ on the ﬂromh of

e EV sector in the country. A
*- “'._n:'*_c:: of factors such as

improving product portfolio,
charging infrastructure and

financing availability as well as .

a gradual decline in battery
priceswouldaid in the acceler-
ation of EV penetration across
segments over the medium
term,” said ‘Srikumar Krish-
namurthy, Senior Vice-Presid-
entand Co-Group Head - Cor-
porate Ratings, ICRA Ltd.

The government has a tar-

- get of 30 per cent EV penetra-

tion in private cars, 7 per cent
for commercial vehicles and
80 per cent for two- and three-
wheelers by 2030.

UPTICKIN SALES |
Despite the reduction in
FAME-II subsidy, sales of elec-

tric two-wheelers witnessed
an uptick of 36 per cent in
CY23. About 8,54,96 electric
two-wheelers were registered
in 2023 (6,27,353).

The EV makers are Optim-
istic about further growth in
2024.

businessline had earlier re-
ported that the investment in
the electric two-wheeler in-
dustry saw a dip. The electric
two-wheeler industry re-
ceived an investment of $427
millionin 2023.

“Over the past three years,
we have experienced notable
growth, achieving a 100 per
cent annual increase. Looking
ahead to 2024, we are cur-
rently in the developmental
phase of the Nimbus platform,
scheduled forlaunchintheup-

coming financial year. This
platform features distinctive
elements, including our work
on rare earth-free magnet
electric motors, showcasmg
our commitment to environ-
mentally-conscious technolo-
gies,” said Ketan Mehta, CEO
and founder of HOP Electric
Mobility.



Festival cheer lifts GST collections

up 107%mD

KR Srivats
New Delhi

Goods and Services Tax
(GST) collections in Decem-
ber came in at ¥1,64,882
crore, a 10.28 cent increase
over ¥1,49,507 crore mopped
up in the same month last
year. The festival season ap-
pears to have tempered many
global headwinds.

December marks the sev-
enth month in FY24 when the
GST collection has surpassed
the ¥1.6-lakh- crore level. In
November, GST collections
stood at ¥1,67,929 crore.

Gross GST collections dur-
ing  April-December 2023
stood at ¥14.97-lakh crore up
12 per cent over the X13.40-
lakh crore mopped up in the
corresponding previous
period, official data released
 onMonday said.
~ In the first nine months of
' the current fiscal, gross GST

collections averaged I1.66-
lakh crore. This represents a
12 per cent jump from the
¥1.49-lakh-crore average re-
corded in the corresponding

period of FY23.
In December, of the
gross GST  revenue of

¥1.64.882 crore, CGST stood
v $30.443 crore, while SGST
4 2t ¥37935 crore IGST

Record mop-up

2022-23

ecatI1.65-lakh crore
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at 84,255 crore (including
¥41.534 crore collected on
import of goods) and cess is
12,249 crore (including
¥1.079 crore collected on im-
port of goods), official data
showed.

The government has
settled ¥40,057 crore 1O
CGST and 33,652 crore to
SGST from IGST.

The total revenue of the
Centre and the States in
December, after regular set-
dement, is ¥70,501 crore for
CGST and ¥71,587 crore for
the SGST.

DOMESTIC REVENUES

During the month, revenues
from domestic transactions
including import of ser-
vices) are 13 per cent higher
than the revenues from these

sources during the same
month last year.

Abhishek Jain, Partner &
National Head, Indirect Tax,
KPMG, said: “While the col-
lection is slightly lower than
those seen last month, the
consistent collection of over
£1.6-lakh-crore  provides
large fiscal confidence, espe-
cially because of the global
headwinds.

“Festival cheer and contin-
ued settlement of FY17-18
and 18-19 dues would have
contributed to this continued
growth.”

Saurabh Agarwal, Tax Part-
ner, EY, said increased GST
collecions in Ladakh, Ar-
unachal Pradesh, Andaman
and Nicobar and Lakshad-
weep indicate increased eco-
nomic activity in thesc arcas.

N\



RBI asks banks

to not tag Zero

balance ac/s

as inoperative

BS REPORTER
Mumbai, 1January

Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
has asked banks not to clas-
sify zero balance accounts,
which are opened for the
beneficiaries of gove rnment
schemes like direct benefit
transfer (CBS), even if there
is no activity in
the account for
two years.

The regulator
said the central
and state gOV-
ernments had
been expressing
difficulty  1n
crediting cheques/direct
benefit tr
benefit transfer/ scholarship
amounts in these accounts
as they are also classified as

inoperative due to non-
operation for tWo years.
“The banks will, based
on the purpose of opening
the account, segregate the
aforementioned accounts in
their CBS, so that the stipu-
of ‘inoperative’

lation
applicable to

account is not
these accounts due to their

non-operation for a period
of more than two years,” the
RBI said on Monday. An
ount that has not been

ACC
ated for two years is

Oper

ansfer/electronic .

classified as inoperative.
The RBI said customers
have to submit KYC docu-
ments afresh for reactivat-
ing the account. Deposits
maintained in any account,
which have not been oper
ated upon for 10 years or
more, or any amount
remaining unclaimed for 10
years or
more,  are
required tO
be trans-
ferred by
banks to the
‘Depositor
Education
# and

Awareness Fund Scheme’,
which is maintained by the
RBL For the purpose of clas-
sifying an account as ‘inop-
erative’, only customer-
induced transactions and
not bank-induced transac-
tions should be considered,
the RBI said.

“There may be instances
where the customer has giv-
en a mandate like standing
or quto-renewal instruc-
tions, and there ar€ no other
operations in the savings Or
current account or the term
deposit. These transactions
will also be treated as cus-
romer-induced transac-
tions,” the RBI said.






The countdown begins on
superstar Mbappe’s future

Associated I'ress
PARIS

As the New Year begins, SO
does the countdown on Ky-
lian Mbappé’s future.

It promises to be a ner-
vous start to 2024 for Paris
Saint-Germain and its fans
with speculation set to in-
tensify about their prolific
striker.

Mbappé began this sea-
son in a transfer standoft
with his club after not tak-
ing up the option of a 12-
month extension into
2025. It means that, start-
ing Jan. 1, he can openly
talk to other clubs or even
sign a pre-contract agree-
ment with long-time suitor
Real Madrid or Premier
League leader Liverpool.

Mbappé can do so be-
cause his contract runs out
in June, when he can leave
the defending French
champion for free, having
joined from Monaco —- In-
itially on loan in 2017 — for
€180 million.

The France star is PSG’s
all-time leading scorer w1th
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His own master! The prollflc Kyllan Mbappe can choose a club of
his liking, provided his fee can be met. AFP

233 goals despite only re-
cently turning 25, and has
already netted some 46

goals for Les Bleus.

But it has been frustrat-
ing at times for Mbappé at
PSG, which failed to reach
the quarterfinals of the
Champions League in the
last two seasons and has
scraped through to the last
16 In second place this
season.

His _frustration has been
seen In some of PSG’s
league games over the past

three seasons, when bad
defending and a lack of
teamwork has led to soft
goals being conceded.
Mbappé has said he
wants to win the Ballon
d’Or — football’s most pres-
tigious individual prize -

and the Champions
League.
But whether he can win

either with PSG remains to
be seen and, at age 25, the

time could be right for him
to leave PSG as he enters
his peak years.
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We don trecongnme
ad-hoc panel,
Ministry suspension,
says WFl president

v

NEW DELHI, PTI

the edge of a deeper crisis

with Sanjay Singh, Presi-
dent of the suspended WFI,
on Monday declaring that
they will soon organise the
natonal championships and
insisting that they neither rec-
ognise the suspension of their
newly-elected body by Sports
Ministry nor the ad-hoc panel.

Three days after the Wres-
tling Federation of India (WFI)
held its polls, the ministry sus-
pended the sports body citing
several violations of rules on
December 24.

On the request of the gov-
ernment, the Indian Olympic
Association (IOA) then formed
a three-member panel, headed
by Bhupender Singh Bajwa, to
manage the day-to-day affairs
of the body.

The other members of the
committee are former hock-
ey player M M Somaya and
ex-shuttler Manjusha Kanwar.

The ad-hoc panel an-
nounced that it will host the
senior national championships
in Jaipur from February 2-5.

Sanjay, though, remained
combative and said they will not
co-operatewiththe ad-hocpanel

and will organise the Nationals.

“We got elected democrat-
ically. The Returning Officer
had signed the papers, how

Indian wrestling teetered on

WRESTLING

Tussle tor power deepens

The ad-hoc panel is taklng all the crucial decrsuons after the newly—elected Sanjay Singh-led
Wrestling Federation of India was suspended by the Sports Ministry recently.rm

do they ignore that. We do not
recognise this ad-hoc panel,”
Sanjay told PTI.

Asked howwillthey organise
the Nationals, he said, “We do
not recognise this suspension.
The WF1I is working smoothly,
we are on the job.”

“How will they (ad-hoc pan-
el) organise Nationals if our
state associations will not send
theteams. We will organise our
National Championship soon.
We are soon calling the Execu-
tive Committee meeting. The
notice of the EC meeting will be
sent in a day or two and we will
have the Nationals organised
before theydoit.”

If the WFI goes on to organ-
ise its own Nationals the crisis
will take a turn for the worst,

“We had sent our explana-

Sr wrestling camps from Feb 9

The national wrestling
camps for men and women
will commence in Sonepat
and Patialarespectively
from February 9, accord-
ing to the IOA-constituted
ad-hoc committee for the °
sport on Monday, reports
PTI.

With the Asian Olym-
pics Qualifying and World
Qualifying tournaments

tion to the ministry that we
have not flouted any rules. We
arestill awaiting areply. We will
wait for a day or two. If they do
not want to engage with us, we
are not alsonotinterested then.

around the corner, the
camps will begin almost
immediately after the
conclusion of the senior
National Championships
in Jaipur on February 5.

The national camp will
select medallists in 30
weight divisions across
senior free-style, Gre-
co-Roman, and women’s
categories.

“Our federation does not
recognise this suspension.”

Indian wrestling has wit-
nessed an unprecedented
power struggle in the last one
year.




. Kohll braces up for short barrage

— v

ROSHAN THYAGARAJAN
CAPE TOWN, DHNS

ad it not been for the
chnﬁrmatiun from one

of the sources within
the team, there was no way of
telling if Ravindra Jadeja was
going to play the second Test
between India and South Afri-
ca at Newlands or not.

Jadeja was seen milling
about the session, doling out
advice to those in the vicinity,
but the player who sat out the
first Test due to a back spasm,
didn’t bowl, barely batted and
hewasonlythereinthefielding
session as an accomplice.

Evidently, Jadeja, though he
was in good spirits during the
third day of the Test and during
the optional session on Sunday,
was not particularly ready for
Monday’s session. Workload
management?

A sourcein the Board of Con-
trolforIndiaalsomentioned that
Jadejawasnot feeling ahundred

Star batter \.rr Kohli u ringa practi seinn ahead of the
second Test between India and South Africa at Newlands
Cricket Ground in Cape Town on Monday. PTi

percent. Should thatbethe case,
where the management saves
him for future endeavours, it’s
likely that R Ashwinwillresume
hisrole asthe lone full-time spin-
nerintheside.

Ashwin bowled his heart
out for an hour or so before
getting into the ‘nets’ with the
bat in hand against a cohort
of bowlers of the local variety.
He didn’t look particularly
perturbed by the pace but he
did have his concerns with the
bounce.

The optic was amplified

when Ashwin entered the
‘nets’with the throwdown spe-
cialists. Besides being beaten
every so often, Ashwin also
ducked and weaved more than
he would normally.

He rarely employed the pull
because the ball was coming
onto him much faster than he
anticipated, even after all these
days on the continent. But the
onlysaving grace from the ses-
sion was Virat Kohli. Wearing
a set of skins which fit him tight,
the India No.4 was in his ele-
ments.

Despite Aveah Khan trymg to
prove his worth after being in-
ducted into the team at the last
minuteand therestgoing for his
head, Kohli remained on point
the entire session. His focuswas
on getting into good positions,
and he without skipping a beat.

He practiced his trigger
movements even when the
bowlers were taking a break,

and discussed atlengththepo-

sitions he was getting intowith
head coach Rahul Dravid and
batting coach Vikram Rathour.

Itwas a fairly curious session
because Kohli spent a decent
amount of his batting session,
especially in the throwdown
space, talking to bowling
coach Paras Mhambrey. He
wastrying tostudy lengths and
insisted thatthe bowlerskeepit
shortbecause hewasn’t getting
too many full deliveries while
facing the South Africans.

At some stage, he was even
heardscreaming, “shorter,man,
I told you,” to a relatively young
local, left-arm pacer with telling
skill. Thatpacer, clearly of Indian
origin, was a bane as far as the
Indian batters were concerned,
andheremainedsountilthe last
ofthebatted intheday.

Save for skipper Rohit Shar-
ma and Yashavi Jaiswal, every
other batter was presentat the
‘nets’.

‘Great hip, shoﬁ@ rotation
makes Rabada speclal’

CAPE TOWN, PTL: Kagiso
Rabada’s hunger for success
and an impeccable tech-
nique to release the ball eas-
ily makes him a modern-day
South Africalegend, reckons
former fast bowling great Al-
lan Donald.

Explaining what makes
Rabada special, Donald said

Rabada’s hip rotationis likea

javelin thrower and thatadds
pace to his bowling. Donald
said Rabada’s bowling style is
similar to the past legends of
the game.

The 28-year-old, who has
competed in 61 matches, is
just 13 scalps away from com-
pleting 300 Test wickets.

“Skill is one thing but he
has an got amazing ability to
run the ball away. He has got

- some amazing wickets with

stunning balls in the first Test
match,” Donald, who is now
an acclaimed pace bowling
coach, told PTTinaninterview.

In the series-opener,
Rabada took seven wickets,
including a five-wicket haul
in the first Indian innings at
Centurion.

“He was outstanding to
watch as he always is and [
just think his thirst for suc-
cess drives his consistency.
Anyone who gets success,

™ &
Allan Donald

doesn't matter what sport he
plays, is judged by consisten-
cy,” said Donald, who is now
attached with Cricket South
Africaacademy.

“If you look at Dale Steyn,
he brought that thirst for con-
sistency for himself and KG
is no different as he is such a
hungryindividual. Isee in him
to be the absolute best com-
petitor on the field that he can
be. The technical part to bowl
fast—smooth hipandshoulder
movementsare pre-requisites
—and Rabadaisacutabovethe
rest technically, the “White
Lightening” said.

“All genuine quicks have
got great hip and shoulder
rotation and if you observe
him technically, he gets in a
fantastic position in the air.
We always talk about the
launch, how they launch off
the floor or how big they get
atthe crease.”




Osaka wins on return

BRISBANE. AFP

ormer world number
one and new mother
Naomi Osaka said on
Monday she was proud to
havewon her first match back
after a long break, admitting
she had been “supernervous”.

The 26-year-old was on
court at the Brisbane Inter-
national for an hour and 47
minutes before finally seeing
off gallant German Tamara
Korpatsch 6-3, 7-6 (11/9) on
PatRafter Arena.

“1 was super nervous, but I
was excited to be out there,”
said Osaka, a four-time Grand
Slam champion who stepped
away from tennis in Septem-
ber 2022, citing mental health
concerns.

“I think it’s better to have
harder matches early because
it will train me for what’s to
come.”

After giving birth to a baby
girl in July, Osaka rediscov-
ered her love of the game and
decided toreturn forthe 2024
season.

In the men’s draw, world
number eight top seed Holger
Runecamefromasetdownto
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Naomi Osaka serves during her win over Tamar
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in the Brisbane International on Monday. Arp

defeat Australian Max Purcell.

The big-serving Purcell
took the opening set against
a rusty-looking Rune, but the
Dane became increasingly
assured as the match wore on
and took charge to win 4-6,
6-4, 6-2.

Second seed Grigor Dimi-
trov was also recovered from
losing the first set to defeat for-
mer world number one Andy
Murray 4-6,7-5, 6-2.

Earlier, Russia’s Roman
Safiullin ousted third-seeded
American Ben Shelton 6-3,

6-7 (5/7), 6-3 in a match last-
inggver two-and-a-half hours.

Poland in quarters

An irrepressible Iga Swiatek
unleashed on Spain Monday
as Poland booked a 2-1 win to
mve into the quarter-finals of
.he United Cup.

The world number one
showed no mercy to Sara Sor-
ribes Tormo in a 6-2, 6-1 sin-
gles victory before teaming
with Hubert Hurkacz to clinch
the tie with a 6-0, 6-O mixed
doubles thrashing.
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£ T INDIA TOUR OF SOUTH AFRICA

India need to invest in ‘A’ tours

Uecrease insnacow toursisd
ezlallalllals o0 TN ala
1EECE I L&Hf}t.lw LL‘HCE(“
v
ROSHAN THYAGARAJAN and Australia, to a degree, In
CAPE TOWN, DHNS their conditions, India haven't
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ndia have plaved more
Ik w tours and India ‘A’

wwriesin 2U1E alonemcom-
arwson 1o how much they have
laved since. Yes. in tour vears
ance. the “second uer of the
Indizn internanonal team has
'[;'.:-'xs*:; “r“*‘t SO ANy £ames

We will get inte the why of
it 2 bt b h:w: it affects the
narratve of Indian crnicket at
large 1s far more significant
rhan 11 1s made out to be.

Indiz mucht be ruling the
mie znd at blld 1eT-
al senes, at larze. but when it
comes to plaving the hkes of
New Zezland, South Africa

- -3

roost a1 ho

delnvered on consistent basis
that would justify the hype
around the team.

It’s easy to reduce that to
conditions and so on, but
that’s the whole point of shad-
ow tours and 'A’ tours. It gives
voung talent a chance to expe-
rience tough conditions be-
vond what it is used to seeing,
meaning itis ready for tougher
challenges when it gets to the
highest level.

Let's face it, pitches at the
Centurnion or in Newlands are
onlv as good as the quality of
bowlers available.

Should that notseem a valid
argument, look athowtheIndi-

India A tours in last 5 years
2020
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3 Unofficial Tests &
3 Unmhctai ODls

2 Unofficial Tests &
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ans fared against South Africa
in the opening Test. The pitch
favoured their pacers and the
conditions endeared them
more, and yet India conceded
far more than expected and
lost by a bigger margin than
anticipated.

Sure, the Proteas bowlers
lived up to their name, but In-
dia gave awaythis Test. That is
the uncompromising truth.

But for the sake of brevity,
without levity, it is prudent
to look at why this happened.
Why did India falter the way
they did? An argument could
be made for lack of intent, and
several sucharbitrary notions,
but the truthis that Indian Test

graﬂuate to the senior level. pHFILE PHOTO

cricketers simply don’t play
enough red-ball cricket. And
this is not even a reference to
domestic cricket.

For instance, India organ-
ised a four-day shadow tour
between India A and South
Africa A to, obviously, coin-
cide with India’s tour of South
Africa. A couple of interesting
characters such as Shubman
Gill and Shreyas lyer were not
in the mix.

Why? Whydidn'tthe future of
cricket take on the onus to prac-
tice their red-ball skills before
gettinginto the Test-match mix?
[nstead of bidding their time in
nets, shouldn't they be playing
adroit bowlers across four days

with a ball they haven't bat-
ted against in nearly a year?

The management had every
reason and the wherewithal to
do so, but they didn't. Instead,
they played a whole bunch of
‘potentials’ in a game which
meant little to anybody.

That's the other bit, when In-
dia ask another country to host
them, the unwritten rule is for
the host nation to foot half the
bill. That's just the way it goes so
many nations, especially since
the pandemic, have refrained
from hosting India. Mostly on
shadow tours and ‘A’ tours.

Should India volunteer to
foot the bill, perhaps more
nations will be willing to host

India A series at home and away have had a crucial rolein preparing Indian mcketers fnr challengmg mndmnns when they

their second-tier teams. [f not,
the problem of inexperience is
going to haunt the senior team
for some time to come.

When asked about the
aforementioned inexperience
during the pre-Test press con-
ference, the Indian skipper
Rohit Sharma said: “Everyone
has to start somewhere so this
isas good a place asany.”

Little did it occurto him that
the likes of Shreyas and Gill
have not played red-ball crick-

et in a while and in these, and
even if the other lot from the
cradle have, it was a while ago.

So, to assume that those
learnings will translate is a bit
too ambitious.
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BIG SPORTING DECISIONS
AWAIT IN THE NEW YEAR

HE folly of prediction is its usual lack of accuracy. Yet,

every year we wake up and take this perilous journey.

The year just past had almost been great on the field;

but off it the year was punctuated with embarrass-

ment and controversies. In 2024, the focus will again
be on how India performs at two of the biggest stages. In
terms of passion, the ICC Men’s T20 World Cup topsitall. In
terms of gauging India’s standing as a sporting nation, it is
the Paris Olympics.

The bigger challenge, however, will be for the Indian Cricket
Board. India’s most prolific opener in the white ball formats,
Rohit Sharma, will be 37 in April. The all-format captain al-
ready is in the twilight of his career. He has not played T20
internationals since November 2022. He captained India at the
ODI World Cup, where the team finished runners-up after win-
ning 10 games. Middle-order batter and hard-hitting all-round-
er Hardik Pandya has replaced him as the Mumbai Indians

captain in this season’s IPL. A change of guard in Indian
cricket is considered more of an emotional task than a practi-
cal endeavour. It needs to be seen if the BCCI would announce
Sharma’s successor before the World Cup. The BCCI knows
that a new captain should get enough time to settle down be-
fore a big event. Then there is the decision on India’s greatest
all-format batter Virat Kohli, who, at 35, is not growing young-
er. Whether he will be part of the T20 World Cup in the West
Indies and US needs to be seen. That brings us to another
Herculean task—bidding for the 2036 Olympics. The prime
minister announced at the Mumbai IOC session that India
“would bid. Now, according to the IOC, though there is no time-
frame to initiate the process of bidding, the Indian Olympic
Association (I0A) and the government have to show intent
and initiate dialogues with the IQC. For that, the IOA needs to
present the bid, and for that to happen they have to appoint a
CEO, which the I0OC had been insisting on.
India needs to show that they too can win medals at the
Olympics. Paris could be the stage to turn the country’s for-
tunes in Olympic sports. Medals in double figures would help

boost the rising stature of sports in the country. Here is hop-
ing for a decisive 2024.
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Letsnot misread
labourforce data

mployment numbers from the annual Periodic La-

bour Force Surveys (PLFS) for the July-June period

from 2017-18 to 2022-23 present what seems to be
a positive picture of India’s labour market in the last five
years. The figures show that the labour force participation
rate (LFPR) — the share of people who are either working
or are looking for work - increased during the period.
They also show a fall in the unemployment rate, with the
number of jobs growing at a faster pace than the number
of job-seekers. The LFPR increased from 36.9%in 2017-18
t0 42.4% in 2022-23. The unemployment rate is shown to
have declined from 6.1% to 3.2% during this period. These
areimpressive numbers.

But the real picture is very different from what these
figures outwardly convey. Unpaid work in family-owned
enterprises accounts for more than one-third of the total
jobs that have been created between 2017-18 and 2022-23.
The bulk of these jobs were added in rural areas and went
to women. Half of the new jobs are in agriculture. Over
57% of the workforce was self-employed. This was not very
productive and gainful self-employment but engagement
insome activity for people to support
themselves. Over 18% of the work-
force worked as helpers in domestic
enterprises, and casual workers con-
stituted more than 21%. Most people
chose to be self-employed because
of the lack of good or suitable work
and wages. Casual labour under the
NREGA scheme or part-time work
in a family enterprise cannot be con-
sidered equal to jobs with regular
wages. Unpaid labourincreased sub-
stantially in both rural India and ur-
ban India during this period. About
82% of this increase was accounted for by women. Most of
the casual workers were also uneducated or low-skilled. The
inference from the data is that most workers were under-
employed and had low skills and productivity.

Tointerpret the PLFS data as showing an improvement
inthe employmentsituationis therefore misleading. India’s
economy has registered high growth rates, especially in
comparison with other major economies. But it has not

produced anadequate number of jobs. The quality of jobs s
equallyimportant as the number of jobs. The countryhasa

very large number of people who need jobs and many more
are entering the job market. The demographic dividend

thatitcould potentially enjoy will turnintoaburden if young

Peuple are notimparted education and skills and provided

Jobs. The nature of development and strategies of economic
growthwill have to be designed and tailored to the need to
create anadequate number o fproductive jobs for the rising
population and to absorb the people in the job market.




WARMING WARNING

Areour leaders serious
about climate action?

While they deliver
inspiring speeches at the
conference, their actions

back home raise questions
about theircommitment

K N NINAN

he 28th Conference of Parties

I (CoP28) to the United Nations
Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change (UNFCCC). which met
in Dubai from November 30 to De-
cember 12, 2023, issued a declaration
on climate, relief, recovery, and peace.
Thedeclaration called for bolder collec-
nve action to build climate resilience at
the scale and speed required in highly
vulnerable countries and communi-
nes, particularly those facing fragility,
conflict, or severe humanitarian needs,
many of whichareleastdeveloped coun-
triesand smallisland developing states.

While some deemed the meeting’s
outcome a success, others found it
disappointing and a failure. UN Sec-
retary General Antonio Gutterres, in
his concluding statement at the CoP28,
expressed his disappointment at the
watered-down declaration on phas-
ing out fossil fuels. He noted that: “To
those who opposed a clear referenceto
a phase out of fossil fuels in the CoP28
text, Iwanttosay that a fossil fuel phase
out is inevitable, whether they like it or
not. Let’s hope itdoesn’t come too late.
The era of fossil fuels must end, and it
must end with justice and equity.” A
newsreport exclaimed that yet another
UN jamboree has ended with another
wishy-washy climate deal.

The CoP meetings held annually
have become like mini-Kumbha mel-
as, with large-scale attendance from
government delegations and other
participants representing different
institutions, NGOs, the private sector,
different interest groups, and lobbies.
Over 70,000 participants attended
CoP28. According to the Kick Big Pollut-
ers Out (KBPO) coalition, the number of
fossil fuel lobbyists (2,456) who attend-
ed the conference oumumbered those
_from the 10 most vulnerable countries

(1.509). In response to criticism over
this, the CoP28 President clarified that

they wanted the conferenceto be inclu-
sive by giving dedicated spaces for all
voices to be heard.
Manyworldleaderswhoaddressthe
CoP meetings make inspiring speech-
es and reiterate their commitment to
climate action. But once back home,

it's business as usual. The heads of two
of the biggest polluting countries, US
President Joe Biden and Chinese Presi-
dent XiJinping, gave the summit a miss.
Although Russian President Vladimir
Putin made a flying visit to the UAE, it
is not clear whether he addressed the
CoP gathering.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who
addressed the UN Climate Summit, re-
iterated India’s commitmentto climate
action and emphasised the need for cli-
mate finance and technology to help
developing countries adapt to climate
change. Although India’s climate action
plan assigns importance to renewable
energy and forest conservation, it is
lamentable that, despite widespread

criticism from the opposition and envi-
ronmentalists, the government has re-
laxed India’s forest and environmental
laws to facilitate the easy diversion of
forests for non-forest uses.

The conference witnessed conten-
tious negotiations between developed
and developing countries, between
fossil fuel producing and consuming
countries and others, between vulner-
able smallisland developing countries
and others, between fossil fuel lobbies
and environmental lobbies. While de-
veloped countries insisted on making a
declaration on phasing out fossil fuels,
oil-producing countries led by Saudi
Arabia and fossil fuel-dependent econ-
omies such as India were against the
move. India’s opposition to including

methane emission cuts as part of each

country’s national determined com-
mitments (NDCs) and focusing gnly

on the phase-out of coal was accepted
by the climate summit. India reiterated
that global climate actions should be
based on the principle of common but
differentiated responsibilities (CBDR),
and developing countries should get a
fair share of the remaining carbon

space for development.

The CoP28 meeting finallyagreed on
aroad map for a transition away from
fossil fuels in energy systems, com-
mitments to triple renewable energy
capacity and double energy efficiency
by 2030, and make progress towards
adaptation and finance. It published
the first global stocktake, which showed
that based on current NDCs, the world
will miss the goal of limiting global
temperaturerisetol.5degrees Celsius
above pre-industrial levels by 2050. A
UN report notes that predicted green-
house gas emissions should be cut by
42% by 2030.

The developed countries have failed
to keep up their pledge affirmed at the
Paris Climate Summit in 2015 to mobi-
lise climate finance of $100 billion per
year to assist developing countries in
adapting to climate change. A notable
achievement of the CoP28 summit
was the operationalization of the Loss
and Damage Fund decided at the
CoP27 meeting held in Egypt in No-

vember 2022. The World Bank will

host this fund.

The UAE, Germany, and France each
pledged $100 million to the fund. Total-
ly, the fund garnered pledges of around
$800 million. The USA committed just
$17.5million for the fund, whereasitap-
proved military aid worth $14.5 billion
forIsraeland $200 million for Ukraine.
Funds mobilised under this facility are
grossly inadequate, with the projected
losses due to natural disasters incurred
by developing countries estimated at
over $400 billion in 2023, which will
rise to over $1.8 trillion by 2050.

One wonders how committed
our leaders are to translating these
decisions into action. For instance,
IMF reports show that global fossil fuel
subsidies peaked at a record $7 trillion
last year.

The International Energy Agency
estimates that new global upstream
oil and gas investments will increase to
$528 billion in 2023, the highest level
since 2015. The UK, which had pledged
to ban sales of new petrol or diesel ve-

hicles by 2030, has now extended the
deadline to 2035 due to the low poll
ratings of the Conservative government
headed by Rishi Sunak. The return of
Donald Trump as the next US President,
as predicted by most public opinion

polls, will jeopardise the climate deal,
with a Trump administration likely to
withdraw from the Paris Climate Agree-
ment once again.

(The writer is lead author of
GEQ-7, United Nations Environment
Programme, Nairobi, Kenya)
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Responding to the new COVID-19 sub-variants

t i four vears since the novel coronavirus |
OI%nC oV, later renamed ac Severe Acute |
Respiraton Syndrome Coronavirus-2 of
SARS( 0\V2) was first reported on
December 31. 2019 from China In the months
which followed. it caused severe COVID-19 waves
in neariv even country, across the world.
Alongade, at end December or early new year,
there would be news of a new variant ot
sub-variant. or of a surge in cases in some
countres. At the end of 2021, it was an Omicron |
vaniant (BA.11.529), and by the end 2022, the
CONTDH9 case surge in China made news. Now, a
new subvariant of the Omicron vanant of
SARSCoV-2, the IN1, 1s making news.

Virus behaviour
The \.1 sub-vanant of Omicron has been
reported from multiple countries and designated |
as a vaniant of interest (Vol) by the World Health
Organization. This has raised some concerns and
caused some worries. But is it really cause for
concern? The short answer is a no. The reason is
that the reporting of a new variant or sub-variant
is on expected lines. In fact, in May 2023, while
declaring the end of the COVID-19 pandemic,
WHO had highlighted the need for continuous
tracking of the virus and its variants. The
rationale was simple. The pandemic is over, but
SARS-CoV-2 was and is circulating in all countries
and all settings and will continue to do so for
long, and possibly forever. That is how most
viruses behave. Therefore, there is always the
possibility of some seasonal changes in the
number of cases, at unpredictable intervals. A 1
linked feature is that the genetic material of the
circulating viruses - especially of the respiratory
virus ~ keeps changing over a period. These
changes in genetic structure (genome) result in
the designation of new variants and sub-variants,
Since the reporting of the novel virus in 2019,
more than 1,000 subvariants and recombinant
sub-lineages have been reported. Against this
backdrop, the emergence of JN.1 is not surprising. |
However, every change in genome does not 1
matter, and the international agencies and :
subject experts are on task to assess the risk.
However, if mutations or genetic changes result in
an alternation in the characteristics of the virus
(such as higher transmission, more severe disease
or immune escape from vaccine induced or
natural immunity), it merits greater attention.
The variants are then termed as Vol or variants of
concern (VoC). At present, there is no VoC in
circulation in any part of the world. On March 16,
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It is time we

~ handle

J

SARS-CoV-2 or
COVID-19 just
like any other
respiratory
illness; it is
more of an
individual
health
concern now

SARS-CoV-2 Virus Evolution had downgraded the
Omicron as the ‘previous’ variants of concern.
However, national and global agencies are
tracking the virus and JN.1 has been designated as
Vol.

JN.1 has been designated a VoI, which means it
has some genetic changes and indicative
characteristics in circulating viruses which need
to be monitored by the health agencies and
government. Such a designation is a call to step
up genomic sequencing scientific work and use
data to track the virus. JN.1 is not a new virus but
a sub-variant of BA.2.86, which itself is a
subvariant of the Omicron variant of SARS-CoV-2.
Till now, there is no evidence that JN.1 causes
more severe disease or causes immune escape
and is, thus, not a reason for worry. In short,
designating a variant as Vol does not
automatically mean there is a reason to worry.
Till now, there is no evidence that JN.1 is
responsible for severe disease or immune escape.
In fact, the waste-water surveillance in some
Indian cities had indicated that the new
sub-variant has circulated to a majority of the
population without major change in reported or
clinical cases in the way of a ‘silent wave’'.

The vaccine response

Does it mean we need to get additional shots of
COVID-19 vaccines? Current scientific evidence
supports that vaccines and natural infection
continue to provide protection from any
sub-variant, though there is some possibility of a
decline in protection, as time has lapsed since the
last vaccination. Immunologically, the natural
infections which have happened in addition to
vaccine shots, have provided hybrid immunity to
people in India and many countries. Therefore,
there is no immediate reason to worry. There is
no scientific evidence to support having a fourth
shot of COVID-19 vaccines, for any age group.

We also need to interpret the rise in COVID-19
cases more carefully. The spike in COVID-19 cases
in India could be more artificial than real. It is
likely that ramped up COVID-19 testing is picking
more cases, Then, some deaths are being
attributed to COVID-19. However, there is no
evidence that those deaths are causally linked to

- SARS-CoV-2. These appear to be in the individuals
who were already sick and ha.t,l:COVIDIB. as an
incidental finding. The average five or six deaths
madayinlndlaalsoneedmbecons:deredm
perspective,

*To put this in context, every day in India, an
estimated 27,000 people die due to a range of
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. need to disturb the routine or

respiratory diseases and tuberculosis kill 50 to 60
times more people every day than COVID-19 now.
We need to shift attention to preventable deaths
due to many other reasons.

Act responsibly

Yet, four years should help us to learn. The
government’s COVID-19 response and actions
should be more nuanced and informed by all

. evidence and real time data. Citizens need to act
" responsibly and not share unverified social media

messages or forwards. Science communication
from the government needs to be more
interactive, and public communication messaging
should be more routine and easy to understand.
There is a possibility scenario where reported

. COVID-19 cases may increase slightly in the days

ahead, or in the months ahead - as it happened
in April 2023 when daily cases had spiked.
However, for most circulating respiratory viruses
including SARS-CoV-2, mere transmission or an
increase in cases is not an immediate concern.
Right now, SARS-CoV-2 infections do not appear
to change clinical outcomes in any age groups.
How should we respond to current or any
future uptick due to SARS-CoV-2? The short
answer is in the same way that we mpondmﬂ
seasonal rise in cases of flu, respiratory illnesses

| or dengue virus. By the government increasing *

standard public health preventive measures such
as Severe Acute Respiratory Infections (SARI) and
Influenza-like Illness (ILD) surveillance, waste
water surveillance and improving provision of
required services at health facilities. The cw
management should focus on a syndromic
approach to respiratory illnesses. Atthe =~
individual and community levels, there is no '

or vacation plans. People with cotghmdmld or

| flu-like illness must follow good respiratory

etiquette such as wearing masks in public places,
covering their nose and mouth when coughing or

- sneezing and frequent handwashing, irrespective

of whether it is a type of SARS-CoV-2, seasonal flu

or any other respiratory illness. It is proven that

the risk to children is the lowest among any age

group and thus, school closure should never be |
considered an option in response to a COVID-19 '*f'-'

case surge.
It is time we handle SARS-CoV-2 or COVID-19.

just like any other respiratory illness. It is more of
an individual health concern than a public health

concern. COVID-19 is not a novel virus any more
and is here to stay. But it is not a reason to worry.
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