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Asymptomatic patients
to be monitored
CHENNAI

Asymptomatic patients in the
high-risk category, including
the elderly and those with
co-morbid conditions, will be
monitored in high-
dependency units.
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All police personnel in
Perambalur to be tested 
PERAMBALUR

All police personnel in
Perambalur district have
been asked to get themselves
tested for COVID-19, after a
policeman tested positive.
The policeman, attached to
the V. Kalathur police station,
has been admitted to the
Tiruchi Mahatma Gandhi
Memorial Government
Hospital.
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Expert panel discusses
exit strategy
CHENNAI

The 21-member expert
committee, constituted by
the State government to
formulate an exit strategy
from the lockdown, met on
Saturday. The panel was of
the opinion that all gains of
the containment e!orts
made during the lockdown
should not be wasted when
restrictions are relaxed.
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In a move that will restrict
Chinese investments, the
Centre has made prior go-
vernment approval manda-
tory for foreign direct invest-
ments from countries which
share a land border with In-
dia. Previously, only invest-
ments from Pakistan and
Bangladesh faced such
restrictions.

The revised FDI policy is
aimed at “curbing opportu-
nistic takeovers/acquisitions
of Indian companies due to
the current COVID-19 pan-
demic,” said a press release
from the Department for
Promotion of Industry and
Internal Trade on Saturday.

‘With land borders’

“A non-resident entity can
invest in India, subject to the
FDI Policy except in those
sectors/activities which are
prohibited,” says the new
policy. 

“However, an entity of a
country, which shares land
border with India or where
the bene!cial owner of an in-
vestment into India is situat-
ed in or is a citizen of any
such country, can invest on-
ly under the Government
route.” Pakistani investors
face further restrictions in
requiring government ap-

proval for FDI in defence,
space and atomic energy
sectors as well.

India shares land borders
with Pakistan, Afghanistan,
China, Nepal, Bhutan, Ban-
gladesh and Myanmar. Inves-
tors from countries not co-
vered by the new policy only
have to inform the RBI after
a transaction rather than
asking for prior permission
from the relevant govern-
ment department.

With many Indian busi-

nesses coming to a halt due
to the lockdown imposed to
contain the COVID-19 pan-
demic and valuations plum-
meting, a number of domes-
tic !rms may be vulnerable
to “opportunistic takeovers
or acquisitions” from foreign
players. Last week, housing
!nance company HDFC in-
formed the stock exchanges
that the People’s Bank of
China now holds a 1.01%
stake in the company. This
was an instance of portfolio

investment through the
stock market and not FDI. 

The o"cial statement ad-
ded that a transfer of owner-
ship of any existing or future
FDI in an Indian entity to
those in the restricted coun-
tries would also need go-
vernment approval. The de-
cisions will become e#ective
from the date of the Foreign
Exchange Management Act
noti!cation. 

Govt. nod mandatory for FDI
from neighbouring countries 
Move may be aimed at preventing ‘opportunistic takeovers’ by Chinese entities 

Priscilla Jebaraj

NEW DELHI

CONTINUED ON " PAGE 6

In a major spike in COVID-19
cases, the Indian Council of
Medical Research reported
that a total of 16,365 indivi-
duals have now been con-
!rmed positive in the coun-
try. On Saturday till 9 p.m.,
2,154 persons (the highest in
a single day) were found pos-
itive for SARS-CoV-2.

The Union Health Minis-
try reported that there were
36 deaths in the past 24
hours.

“An encouraging trend
has been noted in 47 dis-
tricts across 23 States with
no positive cases being re-
ported over the past 28 days.
This includes 22 new dis-
tricts in 12 States that have
not reported any fresh case

during the past 14 days,”
Joint secretary in the Health
Ministry Lav Agarwal said.

Among the 22 new dis-
tricts are Lakhisarai, Gopal-
ganj, Bhagalpur in Bihar,
Dholpur and Udaipur in Ra-
jasthan, Pulwama in J&K,
Thoubal in Manipur, Chitra-
durga in Karnataka and
Hoshiarpur in Punjab. 

The Health Ministry ad-
ded that the mortality rate in
the country is currently

around 3.3%. 
“An age-wise analysis indi-

cates that 14.4% deaths have
been reported in the age
group of 0-45 years. Bet-
ween 45-60 years it is 10.3%,
between 60-75 it is 33.1% and
for 75 years and above it is
42.2%,” Mr. Agarwal said. He
added that 83% of the cases
had co-morbidities.

According to reports from
the State Health Depart-

ments, the death toll stood
at 522, with 12,874 active cas-
es out of 15,667 positive cas-
es. With 3,105 active cases,
Maharashtra leads the tally
followed by Delhi (1,778),
Gujarat (1,230) and Madhya
Pradesh (1,206).

ICMR reports a huge spike 
in infections in a single day
83% of all deaths so far have been due to co-morbidities

special correspondent

NEW DELHI 
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In the !rst instance of CO-
VID-19 in the Navy, 26 per-
sonnel have tested positive
at INS Angre, a shore-based
logistics and administra-
tive support establishment
of the Western Naval Com-
mand in Mumbai.

“There has so far not
been a single case of CO-
VID-19 on board any ship,
submarine or air station,”
the Navy said in a state-
ment on Saturday.

“The detection of these
cases is a result of meticu-
lous contact tracing and ag-
gressive screening/testing
carried out by Western Na-
val Command after one sai-
lor tested positive on April
7. All these sailors continue
to remain asymptomatic
and are being monitored at
INHS Asvini under the care
of the best medical profes-
sionals,” the Navy said.

Separately, a woman
medical o"cer of the Army
tested positive at Dehra-
dun, taking the total count
in the Army to nine.

26 Navy
personnel 
test positive 
special correspondent

NEW DELHI 
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As lakhs of stranded mi-
grant workers in the cities
face hunger and starvation,
Union Minister for Food
and Public Distribution
Ram Vilas Paswan shifted
the blame on State govern-
ments for not enlisting
more bene!ciaries under
the PDS scheme and failing
to launch his Ministry’s
ambitious ‘one nation, one
ration card’ project. 

The Union government
had been planning to
launch the one nation-one
ration card scheme from
June 1 to enable bene!ciar-
ies to get their entitlement
of subsidised foodgrains
even if they are not in their
home State or Union Terri-
tory. 

Speaking to The Hindu,
Mr. Paswan said only 12
States had joined the pro-
ject, pointing out that U.P.
and Bihar, two States with
maximum migrant popula-
tions, are yet to come on
board. 

Onus on States
to expand PDS
net: Paswan 

Sobhana K. Nair 

New Delhi

‘CENTRE HAS NOT STOPPED

STATES’ " PAGE 8

Gujarat on Saturday report-
ed an increase of 277 new
COVID-19 cases, the shar-
pest single day jump, and 12
deaths, taking the State’s to-
tal to 1,376 cases and 53
deaths. 

The outbreak has now co-
vered 25 of the State’s 33 dis-
tricts, with fatalities report-
ed from 12 districts. 

Gujarat now has 10 peo-
ple on ventilator support,
while 1,220 patients are un-
der treatment and stable. So
far, 93 persons have reco-
vered and been discharged
from hospitals. According to
the Health Department, so
far 26,102 samples have
been tested, out of which
1,376 tested positive. 

Ahmedabad is the worst
hit, contributing more than
50% of the total positive cas-
es in the State. As on Satur-
day, Ahmedabad had re-
corded 862 cases, out of
which 25 patients have suc-
cumbed, while 27 have reco-
vered and been discharged.

On Saturday, the city re-
ported 239 new infections

and four deaths. 
Within the city, almost 95

% of the cases have emerged
from slums and congested
pockets, spurring concerns
of community transmission
of the disease. The Ahmeda-
bad Municipal Corporation
has increased testing, with
almost 1,000 samples being
collected per day.

Principal Secretary
(Health) Jayanti Ravi said
there was no need to panic
over the sharp increase in
cases as authorities had ex-
pected the number to rise in
the wake of the State’s deci-
sion to adopt a more aggres-
sive testing strategy.

Gujarat sees steepest
single day jump in cases
12 patients die; infections rise by 277 

special correspondent

AHMEDABAD

Municipal workers
disinfecting health workers
in Ahmedabad. * PTI

CONTINUED ON " PAGE 6
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On Saturday, Tamil Nadu re-
ported 49 fresh cases of CO-
VID-19, taking the total num-
ber of cases in the State to
1,372. 

Eighty-two more persons
were discharged from hospi-
tals across the State. “For the
last three days, fewer per-
sons have tested positive,
while the number of persons
who have recovered with
treatment has increased.
With 82 persons discharged
today, a total of 365 persons
have been discharged so far,”
Health Minister C. Vijayabas-
kar told reporters. 

There have been no
deaths in the last two days,
the Minister said. The State
lifted 5,363 samples in a day.

So far, 35,306 samples have
been lifted and 29,997 indivi-
duals tested. “As of now,
positive cases are occuring

within containment zones,”
he said. The State received
12,000 rapid testing kits on
Saturday, this time from the
Centre. It is expecting anoth-
er consignment of testing
kits by the weekend, o"cials
said. 

The State expanded the
expert committee, which is
to formulate the guidelines
for a phased exit from the
lockdown, and included
three more members — Com-
missioner of Revenue Admi-
nistration, Director of the
National Institute of Epide-
miology and a representa-
tive of Tamil Nadu Small and
Tiny Industries Association. 

49 fresh cases, all from containment zones 
Panel tasked with aiding lockdown exit expanded; more rapid test kits arrive

Quick results: Health workers analysing samples at the Rajiv
Gandhi Govt. General Hospital on Saturday. * B. VELANKANNI RAJ 

Special Correspondent

CHENNAI
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TAMIL NADU

Of the 49 cases of COVID-19
reported in Tamil Nadu on
Saturday, Tiruppur alone ac-
counted for 28, while Chen-
nai recorded seven. There
were four cases in Tenkasi,
three each in Dindigul and
Perambalur, two in Tirunel-
veli and one each in Thanja-
vur and Coimbatore. All
these patients were contacts
of persons who had tested
positive earlier, Health Mi-
nister C. Vijayabaskar said.

With seven new cases,
Chennai’s tally stood at 235,
followed by Coimbatore with
128 and Tiruppur with 108.

The Minister said the re-
covery rate in T.N. was
among the highest in the
country. The total number of
testing facilities had in-
creased to 31, including 21 in
the government sector and
10 in the private sector. The
Government Kilpauk Medi-
cal College Hospital, the
Thoothukudi Medical Col-
lege Hospital, the National
Institute of Epidemiology,
Chennai and the Institute of

Vector Control and Zoonos-
es, Hosur were among the in-
stitutions that had been ap-
proved for testing, he said. 

“We have automated RNA
extraction equipment at the
Public Health Laboratory.
This was received from the

Tamil Nadu Dr. MGR Medical
University. It has the capaci-
ty to test up to 1,000 sam-
ples a day. We had placed or-
ders for four pieces of
automated RNA extraction
equipment, of which the Ra-
jiv Gandhi Government Gen-

eral Hospital has received
one,” he said. 

The Minister added that
by testing persons with In-
!uenza-Like Illness in con-
tainment zones and those
with severe acute respirato-
ry infection, the authorities
were ensuring that they
were not missing anyone. 

He said the Indian Council
of Medical Research had gi-
ven the preliminary appro-
val for convalescent plasma
therapy, and the State was
awaiting the "nal nod. In the
meantime, studies on pre-
vention and drugs had been
initiated at the Tamil Nadu
Dr. MGR Medical University,
he added. 

As of date, 23,702 persons
were under active home
quarantine, and were being
monitored using an applica-
tion, the Minister said. 

‘All fresh cases are contacts of
patients who had tested positive’
Recovery rate in T.N. is among the highest in the country: Health Minister

Special Correspondent

CHENNAI <> By testing persons
with In!uenza-Like
Illness in
containment
zones, authorities
are ensuring that
they are not
missing anyone

C. Vijayabaskar

Health Minister

Asymptomatic patients in
the high-risk category, in-
cluding the elderly and
those with co-morbid condi-
tions, will be monitored in
high-dependency units.

Many patients who have
tested positive for COVID-19
in Tamil Nadu are asympto-
matic. So far, 15 COVID-19 pa-
tients have died in the State.
Doctors involved in the
treatment of patients have
been monitoring their lung
signs and oxygen saturation
levels to prevent sudden de-
terioration. 

“The State’s COVID-19
mortality rate is 1.1%. The
objective is to reduce the
mortality rate through e#ec-
tive clinical management of
patients. We do an imme-
diate death audit and based
on feedback, we are improv-
ing treatment protocols,”
said Health Minister C. Vi-
jayabaskar. 

Special care
“Now we have planned to
monitor asymptomatic pa-
tients in the high-risk catego-
ry, in high-dependency un-
its. This will include older
patients and those with co-

morbid conditions such as
diabetes, hypertension and
obesity. Doctors will provide
special care to them,” he ad-
ded. A senior doctor said
even if a COVID-19 patient
may be asymptomatic, he/
she is monitored. “All rou-
tine investigations are done
for them. Many of them are
asymptomatic, but we come
across "ndings when a chest
X-ray or CT scan is done,” he
said. 

If a person tests positive
and is normal, he/she is ad-
mitted to a separate isolation
room, he said, adding: “If
they are asymptomatic and
have co-morbid conditions
such as diabetes or even

asthma, we will keep them
under observation in the
high-dependency units.”

The Minister said that the
government was doing more
tests across the State now,
and that testing facilities
were also increasing. 

“Each testing facility in
the government sector has a
capacity of 270 samples a
day — 90 a shift, in three
shifts. The testing capacity
of private laboratories is 100
a day. The Public Health
Laboratory in Chennai,
which has also been ap-
proved for COVID-19 testing,
can test up to 1,000 samples
a day. We are testing more
now,” he said.

High-dependency units to be deployed for special care

Serena Josephine M.

CHENNAI

Time to cover up: A vendor selling masks on Poonamallee
High Road on Saturday. * M. VEDHAN

Asymptomatic, high-risk
patients to be monitored 

Senior AIADMK leader and
Fisheries Minister D. Jaya-
kumar on Saturday said
that there was no necessity
for the State government to
hide facts with regard to
COVID-19. 

Replying to a claim of
Opposition parties that the
State government was hid-
ing data, Mr. Jayakumar
pointed to the release of
medical bulletin regarding
COVID-19 cases by the go-
vernment, every evening.

“There is no necessity
for our government to hide
data. COVID-19 transmis-
sion is still in stage-II in our
State,” he said. 

Detection, testing and
medical treatment were
the three signi"cant stages
and the State government
was taking steps against
community transmission,
Mr. Jayakumar said 

To a query on meetings
chaired by Chief Minister
and others, Mr. Jayakumar
said there was a di#erence
between administrative
meetings and meetings
held by various political
parties. He also pointed
out that physical distanc-
ing norms were being ob-
served at all meetings held
by the State government.

No necessity
to hide facts,
says Minister
Special Correspondent

CHENNAI

Tamil Nadu is expecting to
receive one lakh more rapid
test kits by next weekend,
said Health Department
o$cials.

With questions being
raised regarding the cost of
procuring these kits, the o$-

cials clari"ed that they were
purchased from "rms ap-
proved by the Union govern-
ment, at a rate "xed by the
Centre. Documents showed
that the State had procured
the kits for %600 each. A day
after receiving the 24,000
antibody-based testing kits
that it had ordered through
the Tamil Nadu Medical Ser-
vices Corporation (TNMSC),
the State obtained 12,000 ra-
pid test kits from the Govern-
ment of India’s consignment
early on Saturday. 

TNMSC is handing over
the kits to the Directorate of
Public Health and Preventive
Medicine for deployment on
the "eld, said o$cials.

The State government had
placed an order for "ve lakh
rapid test kits. “We expect
[to receive] one lakh kits be-
fore next weekend. Howev-
er, there is uncertainty.
There is no clear informa-
tion from China on the "xed
schedules for clearing and
shipping out consignments.
However, as of now, it is an

adequate number, more so
when the Indian Council of
Medical Research (ICMR) has
restricted the use of these
tests to limited scenarios,”
an o$cial said.

Health Minister C. Vijaya-
baskar said ICMR guidelines
on rapid test kits was con-
veyed to deputy directors of
health services and joint di-
rectors of medical and rural
health services. “Testing us-
ing these kits has com-
menced in Chennai, Salem
and Coimbatore,” he said.

‘One lakh more rapid test kits on the way’
T.N. receives
12,000 kits 
from Centre 

Special Correspondent

CHENNAI

All police personnel in Pe-
rambalur district have been
asked to get themselves test-
ed for COVID-19, after a poli-
ceman in the district tested
positive for the virus.

The policeman, attached
to the V. Kalathur police sta-
tion in the district, tested
positive for COVID-19, and
has been admitted to the Ti-
ruchi Mahatma Gandhi Me-
morial Government Hospital
(MGMGH), where he has
been undergoing treatment
since Friday night, said Su-
perintendent of Police Nisha
Parthiban.

The head constable’s sam-
ples were taken after he re-
ported symptoms of fever
and cough. The test report
arrived on Friday evening,
after which he was sent to
the Tiruchi hospital. 

The patient is undergoing
treatment at the MGMGH
and is responding well, said
doctors in Tiruchi. 

“He has no travel history
to any other State or abroad.
He is likely to have come in

contact with a patient who
tested positive,” said R. Ye-
ganathan, medical superin-
tendent, MGMGH.

Ms. Parthiban said that
about 260 police personnel
in the district have since
been ordered to get tested as
a precautionary measure.
Police personnel in V. Ka-
lathur and nearby areas will
be given priority for the time
being, she said. Authorities
also said that the V. Kalathur
police station has been sani-
tised and sealed.

A. Amalraj, Inspector
General of Police, Central

Zone, told The Hindu on Sa-
turday that all police person-
nel attached to the V. Kalath-
ur station would be
subjected to compulsory
testing. They would be taken
o# front line duty until
further notice. 

A batch of police person-
nel will be posted in place of
them for the time being. All
contacts of the head consta-
ble will be put under qua-
rantine. All front line police
personnel in the zone have
been asked to subject them-
selves for COVID-19 testing,
in batches, he said.

Decision comes after a policeman tests positive

Kathelene Antony 
C. Jaisankar 

TIRUCHI

In the front line: Workers spray disinfectant at the Mahatma
Gandhi Memorial Government Hospital in Tiruchi. * M. SRINATH

Police personnel in Perambalur
told to get themselves tested 

The Tamil Nadu Accident
and Emergency Care Initia-
tive-Myocardial Infarction
Management Programme
has issued recommenda-
tions for cardiac manage-
ment of patients, in light of
the COVID-19 outbreak.

O$cials said that cardiol-
ogy departments of hospi-
tals were told to alter their
style of functioning during
COVID-19. “We cannot treat
patients as we normally do.
Any patient who comes into
the emergency should be
considered a potential CO-
VID-19 patient. Only emer-
gency and life-saving inter-
ventional procedures should
be done, and conservative
management should be fol-
lowed as far as possible. All
elective procedures can be
postponed,” an o$cial said. 

He added that tele-consul-
tation was being encour-
aged. Patients usually collect
medications for two weeks.
In this situation, depart-
ments have been told to is-
sue medications for one or

two months, so that patients
can travel less, he said. 

In the list of recommen-
dations, G. Justin Paul, State
heart disease nodal o$cer,
has recommended that rou-
tine outpatient consultation
visits and routine outpatient
investigations such as tread-
mill exercise test and routine
imaging such as chest X-ray
and cardiac CT be avoided/
postponed. Postponing
scheduled hospitalisations
for elective procedures at
the OP level was also
recommended.

Only life-saving emergen-

cy procedures should be
done in the cardiac catheter-
isation laboratory. It should
be disinfected after a proce-
dure on a patient who has
not been ruled out for CO-
VID-19 infection. 

The programme has laid
down speci"c recommenda-
tions for patients suspected
to have symptoms of CO-
VID-19 as well as con"rmed
COVID-19 patients. For in-pa-
tients with cardiac emergen-
cies, they should be treated
in dedicated COVID ICUs/
wards with dedicated car-
diac equipment. 

New protocol suggested for
patients requiring cardiac care
Elective procedures to be put o!, emergencies to be attended to 

Special Correspondent

CHENNAI

Students of IIT-Madras have developed face shields for police
and healthcare workers. * S. R. RAGHUNATHAN

O$cials in the Secretariat
have found ways to safely
dispose of used masks, as
several government depart-
ments on the Fort St. George
campus in Chennai continue
to function with skeletal
sta#, who report for work
wearing masks. 

The pile of used masks has
gotten bigger with the num-
ber of meetings being held,
albeit following physical dis-
tancing norms.

Separate bins have been
placed on all !oors of build-
ings on the Secretariat cam-
pus to collect used masks

from sta# and visitors so that
they are not mixed with oth-
er disposables. Conservancy
workers collect the used

masks and dispose of them
separately.

“Our employees come
from far o# places and it is
easy if we keep separate bins
on all !oors,” a senior o$cial
said.

For employees
Besides, a napkin incinerator
has been installed on the
third !oor of the old building
for the bene"t of employees. 

K. Ilangovan, proprietor
of E.R. Ventures, that in-
stalled the incinerator on the
campus, told The Hindu:
“The incinerator can be used
only for cloth masks. Masks
that have rubber parts or
elastic parts cannot be used.”

The State government is
also procuring masks from
the Tamil Nadu Ex-Service-
men Corporation (TEXCO)
under the Public Depart-
ment to ensure that all em-
ployees undertake precau-
tions. 

O$cials are already en-
couraging employees to
wear cloth masks since they
are easy to dispose. Masks
are also being procured from
the Tamil Nadu Corporation
for Development of Women.

With the Secretariat cam-
pus continuing to see footfall
even during the lockdown,
o$cials are on their toes, en-
suring that public health
norms are being complied

with. “We use disinfectants
every day. Greater Chennai
Corporation workers ensure
that the norms are followed
inside the campus. About
three to four meetings are
held every day, some even
with the Chief Minister,” an
o$cer said.

Physical distancing is
strictly followed during
meetings and disinfectants
are sprayed before and after
meetings. Thermal scanners
are used regularly, a senior
o$cer told The Hindu. 

“Hand sanitisers are pro-
vided to all employees and
house-keeping sta# are given
gloves,” the senior o$cer
added.

Secretariat !nds ways to dispose of used masks, incinerator in place
Bins placed on all
"oors of buildings
on the campus
Dennis S. Jesudasan

CHENNAI

Zero waste: The napkin incinerator in the old building can be
used only for cloth masks. * B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM

The 21-member expert com-
mittee, constituted by the
Tamil Nadu government to
formulate an exit strategy,
which met on Saturday, was
of the primary opinion that
all gains of the COVID-19
containment e#orts made
during the lockdown should
not be wasted if and when
the restrictions in place are
partially relaxed after April
20 and post-national lock-
down on May 3.

Following the meeting,
which went on for more
than two hours at the Secre-
tariat, draft guidelines were
being prepared, said o$-
cials. The guidelines will be
in tune with those issued by
the Centre and endorsed by
the State government last
week.

Sources said that the
State government was look-
ing at imposing strict guide-
lines, even if certain indus-
tries were allowed to
operate. 

“For instance, even if an
industry is allowed to func-
tion, it will be between 6
a.m. and 1 p.m. and not for
the entire day. Even after
May 3, many members felt
that opening of malls and ci-
nemas should not be al-
lowed for some more time,”

one of the members said.
In the absence of public

transportation during the
lockdown, the movement of
workers to various units will
be a challenge, it was felt. “If
there were speci"c re-
quests, they could request
for chartered bus services,”
said a member. 

Rural industries
Only industries that are lo-
cated in rural areas and are
not labour-intensive or do
not have employees work-
ing in close proximity under
a roof are likely to bene"t
from the guidelines to be is-
sued by the panel on
Monday.

“As mentioned in the gui-
delines of the Centre and
State governments, any op-
eration with regard to agri-
culture, poultry, horticul-
ture, animal husbandry will
be allowed. Even construc-
tion activity, if undertaken
by ensuring physical dis-
tancing, could be allowed,
the committee felt,” another
member said.

Industry experts too felt
that even if the restrictions
were relaxed, mobilising hu-
man resources from far o#
locations would be a major
concern. The panel is sche-
duled to submit its report to
the government on Monday.

Malls, cinemas may stay shut after May 3

Dennis S. Jesudasan

CHENNAI

Relaxations to come
with sti! conditions

With Tasmac shops re-
maining shut due to the
lockdown, two youth in
the city decided to make
arrack, only to be nabbed
by the police. 

They were later let o#
with a warning. 

Rahul, an IT sta#, and
his friend Vinodh Raj, a
marketing executive, were

habitual tipplers. “They
decided to make arrack in
their house. The duo
watched videos on You-
Tube and other online plat-
forms and procured
grapes, jaggery and other
materials to make arrack,”
said a police o$cer. 

The Teynampet police
also arrested a duo who
prepared arrack after
watching TikTok videos.

4 held for making arrack 
R. Sivaraman

CHENNAI

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 
Any investment from an individual or firm that is located in a foreign country into a country is called Foreign 
Direct Investment.  
 
Generally, FDI is when a foreign entity acquires ownership or controlling stake in the shares of  a company in 
one country, or establishes businesses there. 
It is different from foreign portfolio investment where the foreign entity merely buys equity shares of  a 
company. 
In FDI, the foreign entity has a say in the day-to-day operations of  the company. 
FDI is not just the inflow of  money, but also the inflow of  technology, knowledge, skills and expertise/know-
how. 
It is a major source of  non-debt financial resources for the economic development of  a country. 
FDI generally takes place in an economy which has the prospect of  growth and also a skilled workforce. 
FDI has developed radically as a major form of  international capital transfer since the last many years. 
The advantages of  FDI are not evenly distributed. It depends on the host country’s systems and 
infrastructure.  
The determinants of  FDI in host countries are: 
Policy framework 
Rules with respect to entry and operations/functioning (mergers/acquisitions and competition) 
Political, economic and social stability 
Treatment standards of  foreign affiliates 
International agreements 
Trade policy (tariff  and non-tariff  barriers) 
Privatisation policy 
FDI in India 
Investment climate in India has improved tremendously since 1991 when the government opened up the 
economy and initiated the LPG strategies. 
 
The improvement in this regard is commonly attributed to the easing of  FDI norms. 
Many sectors have opened up for foriegn investment partially or wholly since the economic liberalization of  
the country. 
Currently, India ranks in the list of  the top 100 countries in ease of  doing business.  
In 2019, India was among the top ten receivers of  FDI, totalling $49 billion inflows, as per a UN report. This 
is a 16% increase from 2018. 
In February 2020, the DPIIT notifies policy to allow 100% FDI in insurance intermediaries. 
In early 2020, the government decided to sell 100% stake in the national airlines Air India. 
 
Automatic Route FDI 
 
In the automatic route, the foreign entity does not require the prior approval of  the government or the RBI. 
 
Examples: 
 
Medical devices: up to 100% 
Thermal power: up to 100% 
Services under Civil Aviation Services such as Maintenance & Repair Organizations 
Insurance: up to 49% 
Infrastructure company in the securities market: up to 49% 
Ports and shipping 
Railway infrastructure 
Pension: up to 49% 
Power exchanges: up to 49% 
Petroleum Refining (By PSUs): up to 49%
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Timings

CHENNAI

SUNDAY, APR. 19

RISE 05:55 SET 18:22

RISE 03:38 SET 15:39

MONDAY, APR. 20

RISE 05:54 SET 18:22

RISE 04:14 SET 16:24

TUESDAY, APR. 21

RISE 05:53 SET 18:23

RISE 04:51 SET 17:09

On Saturday morning, S. Sa-
bapathy and his neighbours
in Chintadripet heard the
whirring sound of a drone
!ying overhead. Announce-
ments were being made at
regular intervals about the
importance of social distanc-
ing. 

“Barricades were placed
at the end of our street yes-
terday (Friday), and we then
came to know that a person
living on the street had test-
ed positive for COVID-19. We
have been advised not to
venture out, and no one is al-
lowed to enter our street
either,” Mr. Sabapathy said. 

While restrictions have
become an integral part of
the daily lives of residents liv-
ing in containment zones
earmarked by the Greater
Chennai Corporation, sup-
port from the police and civ-
ic o"cials in their respective
areas has helped them get
by. 

Deliveries with curbs 

On April 14, Ananth RamB-
haskar, a resident of Kodam-
bakkam, said he had noticed
Corporation workers disin-
fecting the area before barri-
cades were put up to seal the
street he lives on, which is
now a containment zone.
“After positive cases were de-

tected on our street, the pol-
ice stopped allowing domes-
tic workers and delivery
persons into the area. We
have been asked to go to the
barricade and pick up our
food delivery parcels there,”
he said. 

Pushcart vendors

In several containment
zones, Corporation o"cials

have ensured that pushcart
vendors selling vegetables
are available near the barri-
cades for the bene#t of resi-
dents. 

“In our area, there is a
small grocery store that has
been kept open. As regards
any other essentials that we
may need, the Corporation
o"cials and workers who
monitor our area procure

them and drop them at our
doorstep,” said V. Rajasekar,
a resident of Palavakkam. 

Families in his area, he
said, had been advised to re-
main indoors as much as
possible, and were comply-
ing with these rules. “While
people can walk on the
[sealed] street, we’ve asked
senior citizens and children
in particular to remain in-

doors.” Mr. Rajasekar added. 
With the barricades at the

entry and exit points of these
streets becoming pick-up
points for parcels, washba-
sins with soap have been in-
stalled in several areas.
Large posters stating that en-
try into the area is restricted
have been hung on the barri-
cades, where police person-
nel are on duty throughout
the day, #elding queries
from residents. 

Close surveillance

“While residents have been
informed about the proto-
cols that have been put in
place, Corporation o"cials
monitor the areas falling un-
der containment zones in
two shifts,” said P. Akash, Re-
gional Deputy Commission-
er (North). Stating that the
public were being encour-
aged to reach out to the auth-
orities if they had any emer-
gency needs, Mr. Akash
noted that a few days ago, a
resident inside a contain-
ment zone had sought medi-
cal help for his pregnant
wife, and the zonal o"cials
had helped him get access to
a hospital. 

“Every containment zone
has di$erent challenges, and
#eld-level o"cials are play-
ing a large part in ensuring
that the needs of residents
are addressed,” he said. 

Barricaded, life goes on with loads of help
In containment zones earmarked by the Corpn., support from police and civic sta! helps residents get by

S. Poorvaja

CHENNAI

In a bid to strengthen deliv-
ery of essential services dur-
ing the lockdown for CO-
VID-19, the Chennai
Corporation has decided to
permit a few more establish-
ments to resume operations.

At present, the Corpora-
tion has permitted 652 com-
mercial establishments to
deliver essential services in
the city. On Saturday, the civ-
ic body announced that com-
panies could get clearance

online at www.chennai
corporation. gov.in. “Appli-
cations will be processed
and #nalised on the same
day. All activities permitted
under the government or-
ders will be allowed. Passes
given under such categories
are valid till May 3. Further
clari#cation can be given on-
ly after the government’s an-
nouncement on Monday,”
said G. Prakash, Commis-
sioner, Greater Chennai
Corporation.

The Corporation has per-

mitted various service pro-
viders, including commer-
cial establishments,
autonomous bodies, facto-
ries and Central government
agencies to resume opera-
tions. These include private
establishments serving the
Chennai Metro Rail commu-
nication systems and compa-
nies manufacturing masks,
medical equipment, phar-
maceutical products and
food processing equipment.

Nearly 5,000 employees
of the 652 companies have

been allowed to venture out.
Once the Corporation allows
more companies to resume
operations, the number of
workers on the streets is ex-
pected to exceed 25,000. 

The Corporation o"cials
said around 25% of the com-
panies and commercial esta-
blishments in the city were
eligible to get permission to
operate under the essential
services category. The city
has more than 75,000 com-
mercial establishments em-
ploying over 10 lakh people.

In the past few days, tran-
sportation of employees had
become a major challenge. 

On Friday, many Corpora-
tion employees were not al-
lowed to board MTC buses
from various parts of the ci-
ty. 

“We were not allowed to
board the special bus operat-
ed for government em-
ployees. They asked us to get
down, claiming that the bus-
es were only for Secretariat
sta$,” said an employee of
the Corporation.

More establishments to be allowed to resume operations 
Essential service providers can seek permission online; applications will be processed the same day

Special Correspondent

CHENNAI

Devotees of Lord Kapalees-
warar and Goddess Karpa-
gambal can watch the prad-
hosha kaala puja on
Monday evening live on the
internet. 

Temple authorities have
made arrangements for live-
streaming of the 75-minute
puja that will include abh-
ishekam, special arati to the
Pradhoshamurthis, singing
of padhigams by the Odhu-
vamurthi and nagaswaram

performance by the temple
musician. 

“There are devotees who
visit the temple twice daily
but are unable do so now
due to the COVID-19 lock-
down. It is for them that this
arrangement is made” said
an o"cial. 

Interested devotees can
watch the pradhosha kaala
puja from 4.30 p.m. on
April 20 at https://www.
youtube.com/ channel
/UCw5l4gl5-Ys
TQQLCSTLtXjA/live.

Kapali temple puja to be
streamed live on YouTube
Special Correspondent

CHENNAI

Fines for violations 
cross !1 crore-mark
CHENNAI

The total penalty imposed on
violators of prohibitory
orders crossed !1 crore as the
lockdown entered the 25th

day on Saturday. As on
Saturday, 2,14,951 violations
had been reported. In
Chennai, the city police
booked over 20,912 cases
and seized more than 25,000
vehicles between March 24
and April 16.

IN BRIEF

SI admitted to GH after
testing positive
CHENNAI

A 52-year-old sub inspector
of police has been admitted
to Rajiv Gandhi Government
General Hospital (RGGGH)
after an initial test returned
positive for COVID-19 on
Saturday. The SI is attached to
the Esplanade police station
and resides at police quarters,
Alandur.

Various government authorities have invoked their respective powers under the Disaster Management (DM) 
Act, 2005 to deal with the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak in the country. 
 
Key Points 
 
Delegation of  Powers to the Ministry of  Health and Family Welfare:  
The powers exercised by the home secretary for being the Chairman of  the National Executive Committee 
(NEC) under section 10 of  the DM Act (2005) have been delegated to the Ministry of  Health and Family welfare. 
Section 10 evaluates the preparedness at all governmental levels for the purpose of  responding to any 
threatening disaster situation or disaster and give directions, where necessary, for enhancing such 
preparedness. It also lays down guidelines for, or give directions to, the concerned Ministries or Departments 
of  the Government of  India, the State Governments and the State Authorities regarding measures to be taken 
by them in response to any threatening disaster situation or disasterThus it majorly monitors and implements 
the national plan and the plans prepared by the ministries or departments of  the central government and 
gives superintendence power to the officer executing plans.The delegation would help to enhance 
preparedness and containment of  novel coronavirus (COVID-19) in the country. 
Invocation of  Powers by District Authorities:  
Some of  the district authorities in the COVID-19 affected states like Maharashtra have also invoked power 
under the DM Act.The Act gives power to the district administration under Sections 33 and 34 to deal with any 
disaster-related situation.Under Section 33 and 34 the district authorities may opt for requisition powers for 
any officer or any department at the district level or any local authority to take measures for prevention or 
mitigation of  disaster or to effectively respond to it and such officer or department is bound to carry out such 
order.This step will help to create awareness among the public regarding COVID-19 and will also help to 
regulate the medical supply of  masks, injections and medicines, etc. 
 
National Executive Committee 
 
A National Executive Committee (NEC) is constituted under Section 8 of  the DM Act, 2005 to assist the 
National Disaster Management Authority in the performance of  its functions. 
Union Home secretary is its ex-officio chairperson. 
NEC has been given the responsibility to act as the coordinating and monitoring body for disaster 
management, to prepare a National Plan, monitor the implementation of  National Policy etc.

Under the government route, the forein entity should compulsorily take the approval of  the government. It 
should file an application through the Foreign Investment Facilitation Portal, which facilitates single-window 
clearance. This application is then forwarded to the respective ministry or department, which then approves 
or rejects the application after consultation with the DPIIT. 
 
Examples: 
 
Broadcasting Content Services: 49% 
Banking & Public sector: 20% 
Food Products Retail Trading: 100% 
Core Investment Company: 100% 
Multi-Brand Retail Trading: 51% 
Mining & Minerals separations of  titanium bearing minerals and ores: 100% 
Print Media (publications/printing of  scientific and technical magazines/specialty journals/periodicals and 
facsimile edition of  foreign newspapers): 100% 
Satellite (Establishment and operations): 100% 
Print Media (publishing of  newspaper, periodicals and Indian editions of  foreign magazines dealing with news 
& current affairs): 26% 
Sectors where FDI is prohibited  
 
There are some sectors where any FDI is completely prohibited. They are: 
 
Agricultural or Plantation Activities (although there are many exceptions like horticulture, fisheries, tea 
plantations, Pisciculture, animal husbandry, etc.) 
Atomic Energy Generation 
Nidhi Company 
Lotteries (online, private, government, etc.) 
Investment in Chit Funds 
Trading in TDR’s 
Any Gambling or Betting businesses 
Cigars, Cigarettes, or any related tobacco industry 
Housing and Real Estate (except townships, commercial projects, etc.)
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TAMIL NADU

What is telemedicine?

Telemedicine is an all-
encompassing term for provid-
ing remote virtual healthcare
with the healthcare provider and
the bene!ciary physically in dif-
ferent locations. Information
and communication technology
(predominantly the internet ) is
used for history taking, reasona-
ble relevant clinical examination
and review of any investigations
available. Telemedicine-enabled
devices such as the thermome-
ter, torch, stethoscope, BP appa-
ratus, ECG, glucometers etc. con-
vert the patient’s location to a
clinic. The diagnosis (provisional
or !nal) is communicated to the
patient electronically along with
speci!c advise including a
prescription.

When did telemedicine start?

The world’s !rst telephone call
made by Alexander Graham Bell
on March 10, 1876 was actually a
request for medical help. “Wat-
son, come here I want you,” he
said after acid from a Leclanche
cell fell on his hand. From 1925,
the radio was used on and o" to
make medical diagnosis. In 1970,
a telemedicine link was esta-
blished between Mass General
Hospital Boston and the Logan
Airport in Boston. In India for-
mal telemedicine commenced
on March 24, 2000 when Bill
Clinton commissioned the
world’s !rst VSAT (ISRO sup-
plied)-enabled village hospital at

Aragonda, the birth place of P.C.
Reddy, chairman, Apollo
Hospitals.

What are the components of
telemedicine?

Technical requirements include
hardware, software, connectivi-
ty,acquisition, storage,retrieval,
display, while health care provid-
ers have to be oriented, trained,
helped with customisations, to
be cost e"ective, self-sustaining,
and follow all the regulations in
order to be future-ready.

Can prescriptions be given
remotely?

Yes. The recently noti!ed Tele-
medicine Practice Guidelines en-
ables Registered Medical Practi-
tioners to send prescriptions
electronically. There are several

in built safety methods to pre-
vent abuse of the system. Phar-
macists have to dispense from a
digital screen with the doctor’s
registration no and fascmile of
the signature.

What are the di!erent types of
telemedicine 

Di"erent modalities includes a)
Telephonic consultation, b)Chat
mode, c) Whats App, d)SMS, e)
Video consult, f ) Proper full-
#edged telemedicine using an
approved EMR (Electronic Medi-
cal Record) where case records,
images, investigations, telecon-
sults can be stored, retrieved and
a good video camera is used for
interaction. Peripheral medical
devices located remotely can be
controlled and results obtained
in real time.

Are there any limitations in
using telemedicine?

Yes ! No ! No !
Technology is only an enabler,

not an end by itself. The decision
when to limit use of Telemedi-
cine and insist on a face-to-face
consult is always a clinical deci-
sion. The context, professional
judgement and the patient’s in-
terest alone matter. Some doc-
tors may be satis!ed with an ul-
trasound image showing a mass
in the pelvis. Others may want to
do a rectal examination. Patients
may not be comfortable without
seeing the doctor face-to-face at
least for the !rst time. 

What is the future of
telemedicine?

The ‘future’ of Telemedicine
started in December 2019.
Worldwide Covid-19 is causing
millions of people to try telemed-
icine for the !rst time. Telemedi-
cine will continue to grow rapid-
ly. Enforced habits of today will
become the new normal. Life
will never again be the same in
the AC (After Corona) era. Gra-
dually obligatory preferences of
today will switch to a default
mode. Patients may not want to
return to the BC era when face-
to-face consults were the norm
and telemedicine was a
bystander!!

With technology becoming so-
phisticated and automated, doc-
tors can do what they really want
to do – spend more time with the
patient – rather than spend time
commuting, to go to their o$ces.
Overheads in establishing a posh
o$ce will come down. 

Patients too will now have
more time, avoiding the hassles
of travel, and waiting outside the
doctor’s room. Virtual visits can
make group care possible. Today
considerable time is spent and
e"ort has to be put in to get opi-
nion of multiple specialists
sequentially.

(The author is also director,
Apollo Telehealth Services)

COVID-19 enhances reliance on telemedicine 

Over 600 migrants stuck in
small lodges in the lanes around
Puratchi Thalaivar MGR Central
Railway Station since the lock-
down began are facing eviction
as they have run out of money to
pay rent.

Appealing to the State govern-
ment to ensure food and conti-
nuance of their stay until public
transportation resumes, the
workers demanded that the go-
vernments in their home States
should make arrangements for
their return at the earliest.

While a majority of the a"ect-
ed people are daily wage earners
from West Bengal, Bihar and
Jharkand working in construc-
tion sector in Kerala, a small
number of them are in Chennai
for medical and other reasons. 

Rabiul Sheikh from Paschim
Bardhaman district of West Ben-

gal said he and a large group of
workers boarded train on March
21 from Kozhikode soon after the
announcement of ‘Janta curfew’
with the hope of reaching home.
“However, on reaching Chennai
on March 22, the trains were
stopped,” he said.

At least 4,500 people from
other States were stranded at
Chennai Central Railway on

March 22. While more than 1,100
were accommodated by the
Greater Chennai Corporation in
community halls, Rabiul was
among the few hundred who
moved to nearby lodges.

The lodges charge them %100
to %150 a day per person. “We
were initially paying. However,
we could not pay for the last four
or !ve days as we ran out of mo-

ney. We depend on volunteers
for food,” said Qaiyum Ansari,
another daily wage earner.

He alleged that in at least one
lodge, electricity and water sup-
ply were cut o" on Thursday and
restored only after the activists
and the authorities intervened
in the matter.

Gayathri Khandhadai, a Chen-
nai-based lawyer, who is part of

a collective that is running a hel-
pline for migrant workers,
blamed the authorities for failing
to ensure food and for not talk-
ing to the lodge owners until
Thursday despite several repre-
sentations made to them.

No freebies

The manager of a lodge, speak-
ing on anonymity, said that it
was becoming di$cult to supply
water and electricity free of cost.
“The Corporation is willing to
move them to shelters. Why can-
not they move,” he asked. 

Santosh Haldar from West
Bengal, who is here with his
brother and mother for treat-
ment at a charitable eye hospi-
tal, said that they did not want to
move to shelters for fear of
crowding, poor hygiene and lack
of adequate toilets. “This is a
tough situation. The govern-
ment must help us to continue to
stay here,” he said.

Greater Chennai Corporation
on Friday clari!ed that its o$-
cials met lodge owners and
asked them to take care of the
migrant workers staying at their
places until lockdown ends. 

Migrants run out of money, face eviction
Greater Chennai
Corporation says it
will take care of
workers 

Pon Vasanth B.A.

CHENNAI

Left in the lurch: Migrant workers stranded in lodges near Central station since the lockdown began.
* SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

DMK president M.K. Stalin
on Saturday said Tamil Nadu
should take a cue from
Chhattisgarh and release the
details on the purchase of co-
ronavirus testing equipment.

“Chhattisgarh Minister has
revealed the details on how
many equipment purchased
and the price relative to the
cost in the market. While the
country is !ghting to save
lives, the administration
should have transparency,”
he tweeted.

DMK demands
transparency 
Special Correspondent

CHENNAI

A court hall in the Ma-
dras High Court as
well as the chambers
of two judges were
sanitised on Saturday
after an O$ce Assis-
tant attached to State
Government Pleader’s
o$ce was initially
feared to have tested
positive for COVID-19
on Friday. 

However, a con!r-
matory test on Satur-
day evening found
him negative for CO-
VID-19 much to the re-
lief of judges, lawyers,
court sta", policemen
and others.

Immediately after
the initial report was
conveyed to him on
Saturday morning,
Chief Justice Amresh-

war Pratap Sahi called
for an urgent meeting
of the administrative
committee comprising
top seven judges of the
court and held discus-
sions with them as
well as o$cials from
the health
department.

Since the O$ce As-
sistant had attended
court proceedings on
Wednesday and
Thursday when a case
!led by Dravida Mun-
netra Kazhagam

against the restric-
tions imposed by the
government on distri-
bution of relief mate-
rials by volunteers was
heard, it was decided
to sanitise the entire
court campus.

A decision was also
taken to test the law
o$cers, court sta" as
well as others who
were present for the
hearing on Wednes-
day and Thursday.

It was also decided
to extend till May 3 a
decision already taken
by the court to hear
extremely urgent cas-
es through video con-
ferencing. 

Further, the sum-
mer vacation, due in
May, for all courts in
Tamil Nadu and Pudu-
cherry was also post-
poned sine die.

High Court relieved over con!rmatory test result

Mohamed

Imranullah S.

Chennai

Sta" of govt. pleader’s o#ce
tests negative for COVID-19

Sterlite Copper has donated %5
crore to Tamil Nadu Chief Minister’s
Public Relief Fund to support e"orts
to battle COVID-19.

The company’s employees have
voluntarily donated their one-day’s
salary to support health and sanita-
tion workers in Thoothukudi and
have helped raise a total amount of
%15 lakh, according to a statement.

Sterlite said it had tied up with 10
Self Help Group (SHG) partners
comprising 150 members to manu-
facture and distribute masks and
personal hygiene items across 20
villages in Thoothukudi.

About 30,000 masks (out of a to-
tal target of 50,000) have been dis-
tributed to 5,200 households and
also to truck drivers operating in the
district, it said.

Larsen & Toubro said it had
planned to donate COVID-19 diag-
nostic kits, PPEs, N95 masks and
other medical equipment worth
%40 crore.

L&T said it had already handed
over 100 semi fowler beds with ma-
tresses, 2 ventilators, 7 bipap venti-
lators and 20 multiparameter moni-
tors to the King Institute of
Preventive Medicine and Research,
Chennai and further 8 ventilators
will be provided.

The Akshaya Patra Foundation
said in Chennai it had provided
29,025 meals as of April 18.

Aid India said it had supplied a
total of 240 N-95 masks and 37,050
surgical masks to the Royapettah
Government Hospital, Stanley and
MMC GH, 4 government hospitals in
Coimbatore, general public, PHCs,
police and sanitation workers.

Donation of funds, testing
kits continue to come in 
Special Correspondent

CHENNAI

In the article titled ‘An initia-
tive to help out artists in dis-
tress’, that appeared in these
columns on Saturday, it was
erroneously mentioned that
T.M. Krishna was the founder
of Parivadhini. He is not. 

It is also clari!ed that the
amount of %23 lakh was col-
lected by the COVID-19 Ar-
tists Fund. The errors are re-
gretted.

Correction 

BIRTHDAY

REMEMBRANCE
DEATH DEATH DEATH

DEATH
DEATH ANNIVERSARIESREMEMBRANCE

OBITUARY & REMEMBRANCEOBITUARY & REMEMBRANCEOBITUARY & REMEMBRANCE

In memory of your loved ones
To dedicate a space in this section, Please contact:
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Weather Watch
Rainfall, temperature & air quality in select metros yesterday

Temperature Data: IMD, Pollution Data: CPCB, Map: INSAT/IMD (Taken at 18.00 Hrs)

Forecast for Sunday: Thunderstorm accompanied with lightning
and squall very likely at isolated places over Nagaland, Manipur,
Mizoram and Tripura.
city rain max min city rain max min

Agartala................—....30.6....25.5 Kozhikode....................—....37.0....28.4
Ahmedabad...........—....39.5....27.3 Kurnool .......................—....41.3....28.9
Aizawl.............. 25.0....28.7....15.9 Lucknow......................—....38.0....23.8
Allahabad..............—....43.4....24.6 Madurai .......................—....39.2....27.5
Bengaluru .............—....35.2....23.8 Mangaluru ...................—....36.7....26.2
Bhopal ..................—........ —....26.4 Mumbai .......................—....33.6....26.0
Bhubaneswar.........—....37.4....27.0 Mysuru ........................—....34.9....23.6
Chandigarh ...... 16.5....34.1....17.8 New Delhi ...................—....37.2....23.4
Chennai ........... 00.0....00.0....00.0 Patna ..........................—....35.8....24.0
Coimbatore ...........—....34.6....28.4 Port Blair.....................—....32.7....25.4
Dehradun ........... 0.1........ —....20.6 Puducherry ..................—....35.2....27.6
Gangtok............. 8.1....18.7....12.6 Pune............................—....39.8....24.5
Goa.......................—....34.4....28.0 Raipur .........................—....34.1....23.9
Guwahati ......... 18.1....27.0....17.4 Ranchi .........................—....36.0....23.2
Hubballi ................—....34.0....23.0 Shillong.................. 11.8....20.9........ —
Hyderabad ............—........ —....23.0 Shimla...................... 8.0....20.0....10.6
Imphal ............... 3.6....24.0....15.5 Srinagar.................... 2.0....16.8......7.4
Jaipur ...................—........ —....27.3 Thiruvananthapuram.........—....33.9....27.4
Kochi ............... 11.2....33.4....26.2 Tiruchi.........................—....40.1....27.8
Kohima .............. 1.2....24.2....11.5 Vijayawada ..................—........ —........ —
Kolkata .................—....35.1....27.5 Visakhapatnam .............—....32.5....28.0

(Rainfall data in mm; temperature in Celsius)

Pollutants in the air you are breathing Yesterday

CITIES SO2 NO2 CO PM2.5 PM10 CODE

In observation made at
6.00 p.m., Singrauli,
Madhya Pradesh recorded
an overall air quality index
(AQI) score of 277
indicating an unhealthy
level of pollution. In
contrast, Panchkula,
Haryana recorded a healthy
AQI score of 32.

Ahmedabad..... 35 .37 .15 ....55 ...99 ....*
Bengaluru ....... 07 .22 .48 ..147 .....— ....*
Chennai .......... 05 .13 .46 ....22 .....— ....*
Delhi .............. 15 .22 102 ..208 ...90 ....*
Hyderabad ...... 05 .53 .31 ....80 .....— ....*
Kolkata........... 09 .10 .21 ....25 ...42 ....*
Lucknow ......... 06 .21 .55 ..147 .....— ....*
Mumbai .......... 06 .04 108 ....31 ...54 ....*
Pune............... 28 .10 .51 ....35 ...34 ....*
Visakhapatnam 08 .39 .06 ....19 ...58 ....*

Air Quality Code: * Poor * Moderate * Good (Readings indicate average AQI)

SO2: Sulphur Dioxide. Short-term exposure can harm the respiratory system,
making breathing difficult. It can affect visibility by reacting with other air
particles to form haze and stain culturally important objects such as statues
and monuments.

NO2: Nitrogen Dioxide. Aggravates respiratory illness, causes haze to form by
reacting with other air particles, causes acid rain, pollutes coastal waters.

CO: Carbon monoxide. High concentration in air reduces oxygen supply to
critical organs like the heart and brain. At very high levels, it can cause
dizziness, confusion, unconsciousness and even death.

PM2.5 & PM10: Particulate matter pollution can cause irritation of the eyes,
nose and throat, coughing, chest tightness and shortness of breath, reduced
lung function, irregular heartbeat, asthma attacks, heart attacks and premature
death in people with heart or lung disease

Andhra Pradesh reported
two more deaths and 31 new
COVID-19 cases from six dis-
tricts as of Saturday morn-
ing. The overall tally went
up to 603 and 16 persons
have succumbed to the dis-
ease in all, while 42 reco-
vered and were discharged.
Also, 545 patients were hos-
pitalised, a Health Depart-
ment bulletin said. 

Krishna district reported
17 fresh cases and one death,
taking its tally to 70. A major-
ity of the cases were in den-
sely populated Vijayawada.
Kurnool reported six new
cases and one more death,
while Nellore had three new
cases. Prakasam and East
Godavari had two fresh cas-
es each, and West Godavari
one case. On the other hand,
the total number of persons
who recovered went up to
42, with seven more patients
leaving hospital. 

In Visakhapatnam 13 pa-
tients had recovered and se-
ven were under treatment. 

As per the bulletin, Kur-
nool reported 132 cases and
Guntur 125 cases, followed
by Krishna (70), Nellore (67),
Prakasam (44), Kadapa (37),

West Godavari (35), Chittoor
(28), Anantapur (26), Visak-
hapatnam (20) and East Go-
davari (19). 

43 more cases
There were 43 new cases in
Telangana and no fatality on
Saturday. The State’s total
number was 809, of which
active cases were 605, while
186 were discharged and the
death toll was 18. 

Of the 43 new cases, 31
were from Hyderabad
GHMC area, seven from Gad-
wal, two each from Sircilla
and Rangareddy and one
from Nalgonda district. With
this, GHMC has recorded
448 cases (active and dis-
charged). The active cases
also include three pregnant
women. While one woman
was in 32nd week, two more
were in the 18th week. 

Kerala: history of travel 
Kerala looked afresh at its
COVID-19 strategy, as four
persons tested positive for
on Saturday, while two pa-
tients were reported to have
recovered. Three of the cas-
es were those who had re-

turned from Dubai, while
one had contact with an im-
ported case. Three cases
were in Kannur, and one in
Kozhikode.

Four more medical colleg-
es now have real time PCR
laboratories. Testing at the
Ernakulam Government
Medical College opened on
Saturday with ICMR-appro-
val while Kottayam, Kannur
and Manjeri medical colleg-
es await clearance, Health
Minister K.K.Shylaja said.

Karnataka reported its
14th death, a 42-year-old
driver from Vijayapura, who
died of heart attack on April
16, and whose samples test-
ed positive for COVID-19 on
Saturday. The driver had ac-
companied two people to
Bengaluru and had a heart
attack on hearing that they
had tested positive. 

Overall, 25 new cases
were reported on Saturday
taking the total number to
384. 

The Vijayapura district
administration was in a di-
lemma over the driver’s fun-
eral. Jawaid Akhtar, Addi-
tional Chief Secretary
(Health and Family Welfare),
said the administration had
to follow the Central govern-
ment’s protocol. 

Three die in Andhra
Pradesh, Karnataka
Cab driver dies of heart attack, later found COVID positive

Special Correspondent

Vijayawada/Hyderabad/
Thiruvananthapuram/
Bengaluru

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

Frozen frames

Awaiting visitors: With the nationwide lockdown to prevent the spread of coronavirus in place, sites often visited by tourists
and the public wear a deserted look. (Clockwise from top) A view of the Eve's beach in Kovalam, Kerala; the Vidhana Soudha in
Bengaluru; and the Golconda Fort in Hyderabad on Saturday. * S.GOPAKUMAR, V. SREENIVASA MURTHY & AP

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

Following the Union Home
Ministry’s guidelines, the
Karnataka government on
Saturday announced some
relaxation measures in the
COVID-19 lockdown, in-
cluding allowing a maxi-
mum of one third of the
workforce in the informa-
tion technology and bio-
technology sectors “pro-
viding essential services”
and government o!ces
from Monday.

Prohibitory orders un-
der Section 144 of the
Cr.PC, however, will conti-
nue all over the State till
May 3. To contain the
spread of the pandemic,
the government has
banned inter-district
movement of people and
movement of vehicles in
other districts of the State
till May 3.

After holding a meeting,
Chief Minister B.S. Yediyu-
rappa said employees in IT
and BT "rms providing on-
ly essential services can
operate their business by
allowing one-third of the
workforce in their o!ces
from Monday. 

“Employees of IT/BT
companies should come to
o!ces in hired buses. Oth-
er IT/BT "rms, those not
providing essential service,
should encourage em-
ployees to work from
home,” Mr. Yediyurappa
said.

Government depart-
ments not dealing with es-
sential services would
function with a third of the
workforce and employees
have to come in buses that
would be hired exclusively
for them.

Wearing masks and
practising social distancing
have been made mandato-
ry and spitting in public
places has been banned. 

The Chief Minister ap-
pealed to senior citizens
and vulnerable persons to
remain indoor for the next
three months.

Some o!ces
in Karnataka
allowed to
resume work 
Special Correspondent

Bengaluru
The Congress has rejected
the State government’s posi-
tion that it employed the
U.S.-based "rm Sprinklr to
harness the power of big da-
ta analytics to combat the
COVID-19 outbreak. 

Kerala Pradesh Congress
Committee president Mul-
lappally Ramachandran on
Saturday accused Chief Mi-
nister Pinarayi Vijayan of
having exploited the adversi-
ty to allow a “blacklisted” fo-
reign "rm to siphon o# va-
luable personal medical
information of citizens with-
out their informed consent. 

Nearly 1.75 lakh Keralites
under observation for CO-
VID-19 symptoms had volun-

teered their sensitive perso-
nal health information to
"eld workers in good faith.
At a stroke, Mr. Vijayan had
betrayed their sincerity. He
had allowed the IT Secretary
to bypass the Cabinet and
sign a contract with Sprinklr. 

Con!dentiality of data
Mr. Vijayan had not ensured
the con"dentiality of the da-
ta. Sprinklr held proprietary
rights, and it could sell the
data to healthcare or phar-
maceutical businesses with-
out the government’s know-
ledge. Mr. Vijayan had
stacked the decks in
Sprinklr’s favour. The go-
vernment had no legal juris-
diction over the data in the
possession of Sprinklr. Only

a U.S. court could adjudicate
on any contractual dispute. 

The attack came on a day
IT Secretary M. Shivsankar
appeared on two news chan-
nels to make the govern-
ment’s case that the deal was
above board. 

An entity which could
crunch a considerable
amount of health data to
identify infection patterns to
streamline the COVID-19
containment strategy was
direly needed. Sprinklr
agreed to provide the ser-
vice without charge. The ar-
rangement did not warrant
the prior vetting of the "-
nance and legal depart-
ments. The C-DIT would
own and analyse the data
henceforth, he said.

Congress rejects Kerala govt.
clari"cation on Sprinklr deal
Special Correspondent 

Thiruvananthapuram

Padyatras are a way of life
for this couple from Tamil
Nadu. With a zeal to spread
the teachings of Mahatma
Gandhi, they have underta-
ken many, covering thou-
sands of kilometres, seeking
to strike a chord with people
across the country.

But their latest padyatra —
from Erode in Tamil Nadu to
Hyderabad — will remain
etched in memory for M. Ka-
ruppaiah and his wife Chi-
tra, hailing from Madurai
and national o!ce-bearers
of the All-India Gandhian
Movement. They faced un-
expected challenges due to
the COVID-19 necessitated
lockdown but also received
help from various quarters. 

Mr. Karuppaiah, 49, said
they began the padyatra on
Republic Day and aimed to
reach Hyderabad on March
12. Their plan went awry

when like-minded people
who hosted them in Vijaya-
wada and other places in
Andhra Pradesh requested
them to spend some days in
view of the overwhelming
public response. 

Caught o" guard
When Mr. Karuppaiah and
Ms. Chitra, 51, restarted the
padayatra, the lockdown
was announced. Since edu-
cational institutions and
temples where they planned

to stay were closed, well-
wishers tried to get them ac-
commodation elsewhere.

With some di!culty, they
found a small place to stay
for 15 days in a Kali temple
on the outskirts of Hydera-
bad. But their documents
and meagre belongings were
damaged in rain. Though
shaken, the couple is deter-
mined to complete their pa-
dayatra as part of the 150th
birth anniversary celebra-
tion of Mahatma Gandhi. 

N.Ravi Kumar

HYDERABAD

On a mission: M. Karuppaiah and Chitra are in Hyderabad
awaiting the lifting of the lockdown. * G. RAMAKRISHNA

Gandhians on padayatra
stranded by lockdown

The Vigilance Department
submitted its "rst informa-
tion report against Indian
Union Muslim League
(IUML) legislator K.M. Shaji
in the Thalassery vigilance
court on Saturday. 

The Vigilance and Anti-
Corruption Bureau has re-
gistered a case against the
MLA on the charge of tak-
ing $25 lakh from the man-
agement of a higher secon-
dary school at Azhikode in
Kannur for sanctioning the
plus two course in 2014. 

The case is based on a
complaint submitted by
IUML leader Naushad
Poothapara to the party
state committee. 

Vigilance "les
case against
IUML MLA
Staff Reporter 

KANNUR

The Krishna district admi-
nistration has cautioned the
people about the risks of
community transmission in
Vijayawada and other man-
dals where COVID-19 cases
have been reported, though
the source of transmission
in about 30 cases reported
in the past couple of days
couldn’t be traced.

Collector A. Md. Imtiaz
and Commissioner of Police
Ch. Dwaraka Tirumala re-
leased video messages
through which they alerted
the public about the rise in
the number of cases where
persons with no travel histo-
ry or relation with patients
contracted the virus.

“So far, in the district, 69
cases have been reported,
and about 59 are from Vi-
jayawada and surrounding
areas. Initially the transmis-
sion was through foreign re-
turnees and later Delhi re-
turnees, and there are 35
such cases. But in about 30
cases, we were unable to
"nd out where the patients
got exposed. This is an
alarming development, and
everyone should follow so-
cial distancing and lock-
down norms to contain the
spread,” the Collector said.

There are 17 containment
zones in the city covering
95% of the municipal corpo-
ration area, he added. “No-
body should step out of
their houses unless it is an
emergency until May 3. The
transmission of the virus
could be because of viola-
tion of social distancing
norms,” he added.

Meat shops closed
In view of this, the Collector
asked the police depart-
ment to ensure that no meat
and seafood shops are
opened in the red zones. 

Mr. Tirumala Rao said the
source of transmission in
many cases couldn’t be
traced. “Some patients say
they have only gone to
Rythu Bazaars and grocery
stores. In one case, the pa-
tient visited medical shops
and hospitals to supply sa-
line bottles, but where he
got exposed to the virus is
not known,” he said.

“In another recent case, a
foreign returnee tested posi-
tive after nearly 28 days. His
mother too tested positive
after two days and later, six
of his neighbours tested
positive. In that particular
colony, there are 10 cases
now. This is a highly alarm-
ing situation,” Mr. Rao said.

Social distancing emphasised

Staff Reporter

VIJAYAWADA 

Colourful message: Artists doing their bit to create
awareness on COVID-19 in Vijayawada on Saturday. * V. RAJU 

Source of many cases
in Vijayawada untraced

A huge crack has developed
on the eastern part of Ambu-
kuthi hills, on which the
Edakkal caves are situated.
The crack was exposed after
a "re devastated the area a
few days ago. 

Sulthan Bathery Tahsildar
A. Sunil Kumar and District
Soil Conservation O!cer
P.U. Das visited the site on
Saturday. 

Mr. Kumar said the crack
had formed along a 60 m
stretch on the hill slope. The
exact cause could be ascer-
tained only after a study by
experts, he added. 

Mr. Das said the crack

could have developed dur-
ing the heavy rain witnessed
last year. The crack would
not lead to a landslip during

moderate rain, but the possi-
bility of landslips in the area
during heavy rain could not
be ruled out, he added.

E.M. MANOJ

KALPETTA

Not a good sign: A crack that developed on the eastern part
of Ambukuthi hills in Wayanad. * SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT 

Huge crack develops on
Ambukuthi hills in Kerala

Sabarimala temple closed 
after monthly rituals
PATHANAMTHITTA 

The Ayyappa temple at
Sabarimala was closed after
the five-day monthly rituals
on Saturday. Nobody turned
up to undertake the trip to
the forest shrine all five days
as pilgrimage during the
lockdown has been
prohibited. The Travancore
Devaswom Board permitted
only customary rituals.

IN BRIEF

Belagavi woman gives
birth in autorickshaw
BELAGAVI

A woman ended up giving
birth to a baby in an
autorickshaw in Belagavi,
Karnataka, on Saturday as the
hospital she wanted to go to
was closed due to the
lockdown. Her relatives found
an autorickshaw to go to
some other hospital, but the
woman delivered in the
vehicle within minutes of
getting inside. She was
helped by women from
nearby houses at Hattiholi
Galli. The woman and baby
are safe.

‘Collect details of those
buying drugs for fever’ 
HYDERABAD

The Telangana government
has issued instructions to
Municipal Commissioners and
Additional Collectors of all
districts to ensure that
medical shops and
pharmacists collect phone
numbers of customers who
buy medicines for fever,
cough and cold, symptoms
similar to COVID-19. In a
memo, Principal Secretary-
Municipal Administration and
Urban Development Arvind
Kumar said on showing the
symptoms, such persons
should be made to undergo
tests for COVID-19. PTI

A short Tamil-Brahmi 
inscription, containing 
the word Chera 
("Kadummi Pudha 
Chera"), was found at 
Edakkal.[3] 
An undated Prakrit-
Grantha inscription of  
Kadamba king Vishnu 
Varma was recovered 
from the Edakkal Cave. 
The record, assigned to 
5th or 6th century AD, 
shows the extension of  
Kadamba authority into 
Wynaad
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!ve-fold to at least $8 billion
according to Chinese go-
vernment data, with a shift
from a state-driven to mar-
ket-driven approach. 

The total current and
planned Chinese invest-
ment in India has now
crossed $26 billion, accord-
ing to estimates in the
March 2020 report, titled
“Following the Money: Chi-
na Inc’s Growing Stake in In-
dia-China Relations”.

The single biggest Chi-
nese acquisition has been in
the pharmaceutical space,
with Shanghai-based Fosun
paying $1.09 billion for a
74% stake in Hyderabad-
based Gland Pharma. 

However, major Chinese
investments in India span a
range of sectors. A 2017 sur-
vey of Chinese enterprises
in India by the Industrial
and Commercial Bank of
China’s Mumbai branch
found that 42% were in the
manufacturing sector, 25%
in infrastructure and others
in telecom, petrochemicals,
software and IT.

“Given the macro situation,
it is a measure to protect
vulnerable companies, with
possibly low valuations,
from takeovers. However,
while the DPIIT has set out
its policy stance, the Non
Debt Rules that the Ministry
of Finance will publish in
this regard is awaited, as
that will set out the di"erent
scenarios which will trigger
the Central Government ap-
proval requirement and oth-
er considerations regarding
foreign investments from
our neighbours,” said Aarthi
Sivanandh who specialises
in corporate law at Partner, J
Sagar Associates.

China’s footprint in the
Indian business space has
been expanding rapidly, es-
pecially since 2014. 

A recent report from
Brookings India showed
that net Chinese investment
in India until 2014 stood at
$1.6 billion, mostly coming
from state-owned players in
the infrastructure space. 

Three years later, total in-
vestment had increased

Govt. nod mandatory
for FDI from neighbours

hydroxychloroquine trial,
Dr. R. Gangakhedkar of the
Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR) said
around 480 patients have
been enrolled in an 8-week
observational study on e#-
cacy of the drug.

“ICMR has launched
another study on side-ef-
fects of HCQ on health care
workers, using data of some
health care workers who
had started taking HCQ. He
informed that AIIMS is con-
ducting studies on assessing
both prophylactic and the-
rapeutic impact of HCQ on
COVID-19 - i.e. the ability of
the drug for both preven-
tion and healing. Some ad-
verse reactions like abdomi-
nal pain have been reported
in health care workers,” he
said.

Responding to a question
on the e#cacy of another
drug remdesivir in treat-
ment of COVID-19, Dr. Gan-
gakhedkar said studies
show that in 68% of CO-
VID-2019 patients, use of
Remdesivir reduces oxygen
demand. 

He noted that the manu-
facturer Gilead Sciences
says that it is likely to be be-
ne!cial adding that “data on
the interim analysis being
done by them is not yet
available”. 

“If in coming weeks we
come to know that remdesi-
vir is bene!cial in treating
COVID-19, it will either go in-
to patent pooling or other-
wise if it becomes available,
India too can start doing its
trials. Besides, WHO Soli-
darity Trial, in which India
too is participating, has an
arm on remdesivir.’’

Continuing to give a break-
up on the cases related to a
religious gathering in New
Delhi’s Nizamuddin area in
March this year the Health
Ministry noted that out of
the 14,792 cases in the coun-
try 4,291 (29.8%) cases are
related to this single single
source. 

“This has spread to 23
States and UTs. 84% cases in
Tamil Nadu, 63% cases in
Delhi, 79% cases in Telanga-
na, 59% cases in U.P. and
61% in Andhra Pradesh are
related to the event,” said
Mr. Agarwal.

The Health Ministry also
showcased how Kasargod
district in Kerala successful-
ly contained COVID-19. 

“The district faced many
challenges due to foreign
travel, geography and large
number of expatriates, but
the district addressed the
challenges well. Out of 168
cases, 113 cases have reco-
vered. With special focus on
clinical management, not
even one person died. Re-
maining 55 active cases too
are being monitored active-
ly,” said Mr. Agarwal.

Speaking about Kerala’s
strategic approach, he said
the State administration ap-
pointed a special o#cer to
coordinate and monitor ef-
fective containment. 

“Along with a 100%
house-to-house survey, a ve-
ry e"ective campaign called
“Break The Chain” was
done and Kasargod used
drones for surveillance and
GPS for tracking people on
home quarantine and did
aggressive testing,” the Mi-
nistry said.

Replying to a question on

No new cases in 47
districts for 28 days 

tionary measure, they were
being quarantined at their
respective stations for 14
days before they started
working in hospitals, the
sources added. 

Of the eight positive CO-
VID-19 cases earlier, two are
doctors and one nursing
assistant.

Earlier this month, in a vi-
deo message to the rank and
!le, Navy chief Adm. Karam-
bir Singh said the challenge
was not over yet and it was
only going to intensify in the
days and weeks ahead. 

He also outlined the
priorities, one of which was
to ensure that operational
assets, speci!cally ships and
submarines, remained free
from the virus. 

“It is a very di#cult task
because physical distancing
on board ships, and espe-
cially submarines, is very
tough… but physically, we
will maintain the required
distance of six feet,” he had
stated.

Since the sailor tested posi-
tive, the entire premises had
been sealed o". Contain-
ment zones and bu"er areas
have been designated and
frequent disinfection was
being carried out as per pro-
tocol to contain the spread
by breaking the chain of
transmission, the Navy said. 

“Naval assets continue to
be mission-deployed in
three dimensions, with all
the networks and space as-
sets functioning optimally,”
it added.

Ninth case in Army
On the latest case, sources
in the Army said contact
tracing was being done. All
primary contacts at Dehra-
dun were under home qua-
rantine. One o#cer who tra-
velled with her had tested
negative. Rest of the con-
tacts would be tested bet-
ween day 5 and 14 of contact
with her, the sources said.

While other doctors were
symptomatic, as a precau-

26 Navy personnel in 
Mumbai test positive 

The Union Home Ministry
should clarify if e-commerce
companies are allowed to
sell only essential items or
they can sell non-essential
commodities too from April
20, the Congress said on Sa-
turday. 

In a videoconference with
presspersons on Saturday,
senior party leader Ajay Ma-
ken highlighted the plight of
retail traders during the
lockdown. 

He said the new guide-
lines of the Ministry for limit-
ed economic activities de-
nied a level playing !eld for
the traditional traders. 

“For the essentials items,
traders have been allowed to
open their shops and sell,
but for non-essential items,
if only the e-commerce com-
panies are allowed, then the
traders are being not given a
level playing !eld,” he said.

“What we are asking from
the government is !rst they
should clarify their April 15
order and then it should
come forward to rescue
these traders and ensure
that they don’t have to pay

!xed electricity charges.
Some amount of help should
be given so that they can pay
salaries and the property
taxes should also be not col-
lected at commercial rates
from the shopkeepers,” Mr.
Maken added. 

As per the 6th economic
census of 2013, after agricul-
ture, retail trade was the
most dominant economic
activity and accounted for
35% of the total economic ac-
tivities. 

“As far as the employment
generation is concerned, re-
tail trade accounts for one-
!ght of the total employ-
ment in India. It gives em-
ployment to 2.72 crores
families in the entire coun-
try. So, it is one of the biggest
employment generator, se-

cond only to the manufac-
turing sector,” he noted.

Traders had closed their
shops for the past one
month and earlier su"ered
due to demonetisation, e-
commerce competition and
the GST, he said. 

Other State governments
should follow the Congress-
ruled Punjab and Rajasthan
where !xed charges for elec-
tricity for non-domestic con-
nections had been deferred
by two months, Mr. Maken
said.

Tewari seeks panel meet
In a related development,
Lok Sabha member and se-
nior party leader Manish Te-
wari wrote to the Chairman
of the Parliamentary Stand-
ing Committee on Finance

Jayant Sinha, demanding a
meeting of the committee to
discuss the situation arising
out of COVID-19.

“Even before the lock-
down that commenced on
the 24th of March 2020, the
Indian economy was not in
the pink of the health. Ho-
wever, the last 25 days have
demonstrated how fragile
our economy is and the poor
have been the worst su"er-
ers of this tragic spectre,” Mr
Tewari wrote, while asking
for a meeting post April 20
when some of the restric-
tions are set to be relaxed.

Relief package ‘peanuts’
Separately, senior leader M.
Veerappa Moily, slammed
the Centre for the relief
package of Rs 1.72 lakh crore
announced earlier. 

“The government should
have ensured at least a pack-
age of 9% of GDP, which
works out to Rs 17.5 lakh
crore. What the government
and RBI has done is only
peanuts, which will not al-
low the economy to stabilise,
forget about taking o"”, he
said.

(With inputs from PTI)

Clarify e-commerce rule: Cong.
Government should come forward to rescue traditional merchants, says party
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Former Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh will head a
consultative group of the
Congress on COVID-19, the
party said on Saturday.

Party chief Sonia Gandhi
formed the 11-member con-
sultative group which in-
cludes former party chief
Rahul Gandhi, former Un-
ion Finance Minister P. Chi-
damabaram, Rajya Sabha
member Jairam Ramesh,
Lok Sabha member Manish
Tewari, party general secre-
tary K.C. Venugopal and its
Data and Technology wing
chief Praveen Chakravarty. 

Randeep Surjewala will
be its convener. 

Financial journalist-
turned-party spokespersons
Supriya Shrinate and profes-
sor Gourav Vallabh are also
its members.

Daily meetings
“The consultative group will
virtually meet every day to
deliberate on matters of cur-
rent concern and formulate
views of the party on va-

rious issues,” Mr. Venugopal
said in a statement.

Ever since the lockdown
began, Congress leaders, in-
cluding Ms. Gandhi, have
been writing to Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi and the
Union government.

Mr. Gandhi said at a press
conference on Thursday
that though he continued to
disagree with Mr. Modi it
was time to be united in
!ghting the virus.

“You might be feeling
that this is a very scary expe-
rience, we have never been
locked up in our house,
what is going to happen to
us. I want you to know that
this country is bigger than
any disease,” he said.

Manmohan to head
Cong. group on virus
Randeep Surjewala will be convener 
Staff reporter

New Delhi 

Manmohan Singh

Former Congress chief Ra-
hul Gandhi on Saturday
thanked the Union govern-
ment for “taking note” of
his warning and amending
the foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) policy to check
hostile takeovers of dis-
tressed Indian companies
amid the COVID-19
pandemic.

“I thank the government
for taking note of my warn-
ing and amending the FDI
norms to make it mandato-
ry for government appro-
val in some speci!c cases,”
Mr. Gandhi tweeted.

Congress’ chief spokes-
person Randeep Surjewala
took to twitter to give cre-
dit to Mr. Gandhi for the go-
vernment move.

“Glad that govt. has pos-
itively responded to @Ra-
hulGandhi’s suggestion of
protecting our corporates
from hostile takeovers. The
amendment in FDI Policy
is welcome and will plug
creeping acquisition of any
Indian entity. Hope that
this constructive engage-
ment shall continue,” Mr.
Surjewala tweeted.

Rahul thanks
govt. for new
FDI policy
SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT
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Humanity will surely over-
come the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi said on Saturday, as he
hailed the e"orts put in by
various Ministries to help
people during the
lockdown.

“The world is !ghting CO-
VID-19 together. Humanity
will surely overcome this
pandemic,” Mr. Modi said in
reply to a tweet by the In-
dian Embassy in
Switzerland.

“Indian Tricolour of more
than 1,000 meters in size
projected on Matterhorn
Mountain, Zermatt, Switzer-
land to express solidarity to
all Indians in the !ght
against COVID-19. A big
thank you to @zermatt_tou-
rism for the gesture,” the
tweet by the Indian Embassy
said.

Mr. Modi also responded
to tweets by various Minis-
tries and his Cabinet col-
leagues on the work they
were undertaking.

“Proud of the Indian Rail-
ways team. They’ve been
continuously helping our ci-
tizens in this crucial hour,”
Mr. Modi said in response to
a tweet by Railway Minister
Piyush Goyal. He said that
while passenger trains had
stopped, the Railways had
not stopped relief e"orts. 

Petroleum Minister Dhar-
mendra Pradhan tweeted
that he has thanked gas cy-
linder delivery personnel for
carrying out their responsi-
bility in ful!lling people’s
needs during the lockdown.

Mr. Modi responded with,
“Kudos to all those working
round the clock, across the
nation, to ensure India’s
energy needs are met.”

The Income Tax depart-
ment said that as a relief to
micro, small and medium
enterprises (MSMEs), in-
come tax refunds of $5,204
crore have been issued in
the last 10 days to nearly 8.2
lakh small businesses. Mr.
Modi tweeted that the de-
partment was committed to
helping dynamic small and
medium businesses.

Humanity will overcome
pandemic, says Modi 
Prime Minister praises work done by various Ministries 
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In solidarity: Switzerland’s Matterhorn Mountains illuminated
with the Indian tricolour. * PTI/TWITTER/@ZERMATT_TOURISM)

The security forces in Mizo-
ram have arrested 12 Myan-
mar traders for illegally en-
tering the State since the
lockdown began on March
25.

O#cials said that the
traders, arrested under the
Foreigners Act of 1946, were
in a district jail in Champhai
near the border with Myan-
mar. 

They were put in jail after
completing a 14-day stay in a
designated quarantine
centre.

Other foreigners de-
tained before the pandemic
struck the country include
more than 30 Rohingya wo-
men, six members of the
Myanmar-based extremist
group Arakan Army and a
Chinese national, Inspector
General of Prisons Maria
C.T. Zuali told newspersons
in Mizoram capital Aizawl.

The Arakan Army has
been in con%ict with the
Myanmar government since
its formation in April 2009.
Among its opponents is the
Arakan Rohingya Salvation

Army. Ms. Zuali said the Ara-
kan Army members were in
a district jail in Lawngtlai
while the Chinese traveller
who entered the State with-
out valid documents was in
the Aizawl central jail. 

“The Rohingya women,
who are suspected to be vic-
tims of human tra#cking,
are being detained at a facil-
ity in Vairangte on the As-
sam-Mizoram border. Ef-
forts are on to send them to
a corrective home before
deportation,” Ms. Zuali
added.

Ms. Zuali said 327 prison-
ers were released on parole
after the Centre sought a de-
congestion of jails to mini-
mise the risk of COVID-19 in-
fection. Of these, 48 were
nearing the completion of
their prison term. 

12 Myanmar traders
arrested in Mizoram 
They were jailed after quarantine 
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<> The Rohingya

women detained at
a facility in
Vairangte are
suspected to be
victims of human
tra!cking

Maria C.T. Zuali
Inspector General of Prisons 

In a global compilation of re-
ports of child sexual abuse
material (CSAM) found on-
line, India stands right on
top of the list, with 11.7% of
the total reports or at 19.87
lakh reports, followed by Pa-
kistan, which contributes
6.8% of all reports (11.5 lakh
reports). Bangladesh comes
in fourth with 5.5 lakh re-
ports and a share of 3.3%.

The National Centre for
Missing and Exploited Chil-
dren (NCMEC) urges people
to report CSAM found online
across the world annually,
on their online platform
CyberTipline.

This year, the Centre re-
ceived a total of 1.68 crore re-
ports. The material thus re-
ported by the members of
the public and electronic
service providers, principal-
ly comprises still pictures
and videos depicting chil-
dren in a clear sexual angle. 

Three of the top four
countries were in South
Asia, raising concerns
among child rights activists
about the online safety of
children in the region. 

The NCMEC adds that the
reports include geographic
indicators related to the

upload location of the child
sexual abuse material, but
country speci!c numbers
may be impacted by proxies
and anonymisers. 

John Carr, a member of
the Executive Board of the
UK Council on Child Inter-
net Safety, says, “It has long
been suspected that India
was very high (as CASM
source) but the data wasn’t
being published before now
so I guess nobody on the in-
side track will be surprised.
Their suspicions have mere-
ly been con!rmed.” 

Mr, Carr added, “I am not
going to venture any guesses
as to why India is the world’s
number 1 but it is astonish-
ing that three out of the four
top countries — India, Pakis-
tan and Bangladesh — are all
in the same part of the
world.”

Vidya Reddy of Tulir
Centre for Prevention of
Child Sexual Abuse, raised
concerns about the fact that
the reports only account for
material that has been
uploaded. 

“We are not even talking
of downloading or browsing.
We need to focus on !nding
out whether this is re-
uploading content already
circulating on the net, or

whether it is new content
being uploaded,” Ms Reddy
said. 

Pointing out that the num-
bers are consistent with
Google searches on sexual
content across the world,
she said, “We need to look at
the South Asian region with
great interest and concern,
at their interest in using chil-
dren’s pictures for sexual
stimulation.” 

Lockdown impact
There is also concern that
the lockdowns across the
world will lead to an exacer-
bation of the situation.

Mr. Carr says: “Police and
child welfare experts around
the world are all expressing
great anxieties about the im-
pact of the mass lockdown.
Paedophiles who work on-
line are seeking to exploit
the situation, looking for
bored children. It might be
some time before o#cial !-
gures show any increase in
arrests or harms to children.
That’s unavoidable but also,
sadly, inevitable.”

“The coronavirus pan-
demic has led to an unprece-
dented rise in screen time,”
said Howard Taylor, of Glo-
bal Partnership to End Vio-
lence Executive Director.

19.87 lakh reports of such material uploaded from country

Ramya Kannan

CHENNAI 

Most online content on child
sexual abuse from India

Three CRPF jawans were
killed and two injured in a
militant attack at Sopore in
Baramulla district of Jammu
and Kashmir on Saturday.

A CRPF spokesman said
the attack took place bet-
ween 5 p.m. and 5.30 p.m.
when the personnel were
withdrawing from the
checkpoint duty at the Ahad
Baba crossing. 

Head constable Rajeev
Sharma from Bihar, consta-
ble C.B. Bhakare from Maha-
rashtra and constable Par-
ma Satyapal Singh from
Gujarat died of injuries.
They belonged to the
CRPF’s 179 Battalion. 

“The driver and another
jawan were injured and
shifted to hospital,” the spo-

kesman said. The Jammu
and Kashmir government al-
lowed the families of two
slain militants in Shopian to
exhume their bodies from a
graveyard in Baramulla on
Monday, after women prot-
esters cut o" electricity in
the area.

The two militants were
killed in an operation by the
security forces at Dairoo-
Keegam in Shopian on Fri-
day. 

Two families wanted to
identify the bodies of the
militants who they said
were locals. But the police
denied them permission,
the families said.

Their bodies were buried
110 km away from Shopian,
in a hillock graveyard in Ba-
ramulla where most of non-
local militants are buried. 

Two others injured in Sopore 

special correspondent

Srinagar

Security personnel on the move during an encounter in
Sopore, north Kashmir. * FILE PHOTO

3 CRPF jawans killed 
in militant attack

A special court set up to
hear cases investigated by
the National Investigation
Agency (NIA) on Saturday
extended the custody of ac-
tivist Anand Teltumbde till
April 25.

Dr. Teltumbde, an engi-
neer and Indian Institute of
Management graduate who
used to teach at the Indian
Institute of Technolog in
Kharagpur, was booked in
the Elgar Parishad case for
his alleged links to the
banned Communist Party
of India (Maoist). He was
remanded in the custody
of the NIA till April 18 after
he surrendered in Mumbai
on April 14.

Special Public Prosecu-
tor Prakash Shetty in-
formed the special court of
the developments that had
occurred while Dr. Tel-
tumbde was in custody. He
said the agency needed
more time to analyse the
electronic data recovered
from his computer and
other devices. It also want-
ed to question Dr. Tel-
tumbde about the evi-
dence gathered from the
devices and various social
media posts. 

The court was also in-
formed that Gautam Nav-
lakha was sent to custody
for seven days.

Teltumbde’s
NIA custody
extended 
Special correspondent

Mumbai 
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COVID-19

A day after exempting a
number of economic activ-
ities and goods transport
services after April 20, the
Maharashtra government
on Saturday prohibited
door-to-door delivery of
newspapers and maga-
zines while allowing them
to continue printing.

A noti!cation signed by
Chief Secretary Ajoy Mehta
issued on Saturday said,
“Print Media is hereby ex-
empted from lockdown
from 20 April, 2020. Ho-
wever, given the extent of
the spread of COVID-19,
door-to-door delivery of
newspapers and maga-
zines is prohibited.”

The move has attracted
the ire of the newspapers
and journalist unions and
media houses. In Maha-
rashtra, newspaper ven-
dors had said they would
not be able to deliver new-
spapers. Many cities, in-
cluding parts of Mumbai,
do not get the hard copies.

Maharashtra
bans delivery
of newspapers
special correspondent 

Mumbai

Maharashtra recorded 328
new COVID-19 cases on Sa-
turday, making it the third-
highest single-day jump for
the State. The total number
of cases touched 3,648. 

With 11 more deaths, the
death toll in the State
touched 211. Mumbai alone
accounted for nearly 62% of
the State’s cases and 60% of
the deaths. 

Health o"cials said that of
the 11 deaths reported on Sa-
turday, !ve were from Mum-
bai, one each from Thane
and Aurangabad, four from
Pune. “Out of the 11 deaths,
six were men and !ve wo-
men. Five of the deceased
were over 60 years and six
were in the age group of 40-
60,” said an o"cial. 

Nine of the 11 deceased
had multiple co-morbid con-
ditions such as diabetes, hy-
pertension, asthma and
heart disease, the o"cial
said.

To tackle the increasing
number of cases and the

high mortality rate, the State
government had appointed
two expert committees: one

for Mumbai and the other for
the rest of Maharashtra. Both
committees are ready with

their draft recommenda-
tions. 

“The draft will be submit-

ted to the government, and it
will be !nalised in a day or
two. The !nal document will
be the standard treatment
protocol aimed at early diag-
nosis, early treatment and
reducing mortality,” said Dr.
Subhash Salunkhe, technical
adviser to the government
on pandemic control. 

Clinical management
He said the draft consisted of
overall clinical management
of patients. “There is also an
emphasis on prone position-
ing for ventilation for better
results, along with other im-
portant aspects that can stop
the patients from deteriorat-
ing rapidly,” Dr. Salunkhe
said. The !nal treatment
protocol would be released
soon.

The State has carried out
67,468 tests so far. As many
as 82,299 people are under
home quarantine and 6,999
people are under institution-
al quarantine. So far, 365 pa-
tients have recovered, and
have been discharged from
hospitals.

Maharashtra records 328 fresh cases 
Total number stands at 3,648; death toll mounts to 211; standard treatment protocol coming soon 

Special correspondent

Mumbai

In dire straits: Autorickshaw drivers and family members waiting for meals at Kandivali east in
Mumbai on Saturday. * ARUNANGSU ROY CHOWDHURY

District Collector, Indore,
Manish Singh has blamed
passengers who #ew in from
abroad and the protest
against the Citizenship
(Amendment) Act within the
city for the COVID-19 out-
break locally. 

Though not one of the 892
patients in the city has had
an international travel histo-
ry and health workers are
grappling to locate the
source of infections, Mr.
Singh said, “There is no oth-
er medium. As many as
5,000-6,000 people re-
turned from abroad and
there were agitations going
on in the city in which sever-
al people took part.” Indore
was one of the major centres
of the protests within Mad-
hya Pradesh where the pol-
ice had on one occasion re-
portedly roughed up some

participants too. 
“Mainly this [novel coro-

navirus] has come through
#ights, the medium being
the airport. The situation
has come to be because of
passengers who came here
in January and February,”
Mr. Singh said. According to
the World Health Organiza-
tion, most estimates of the

incubation period, the time
between catching the virus
and beginning to have symp-
toms of the disease, range
from one to 14 days, most
commonly around !ve days.
The !rst case in Indore was
reported on March 22. The
city makes up 65% of the
1,360 cases and 68% of the
69 deaths in the State. 

Since he was not there in
Indore back then, he did not
know what exact measures
were in place, Mr. Singh said.
“Now, what directions were
there then, what actions
were taken, I couldn’t !nd
the time to !nd out,” he said. 

Indore has the third high-
est number of cases after
New Delhi and Mumbai. Re-
cently, the case fatality rate
in the city, the largest and
the most populous in the
State, soared to 12%, the
highest in the country. 

‘Claims unjusti!ed’
Refuting the claim made by
Mr. Singh, a health expert in-
volved in studying the pat-
tern of the disease’s spread
in Indore, requesting ano-
nymity, said limiting the
source of infection to inter-
national travel was unjusti-
!ed. “It does not su"ce for
Indore, but may be applica-

ble to New Delhi, Mumbai or
Kerala which have several
#ights abroad. Indore has
just one to Dubai.”

The virus was obviously
imported into Indore, he
said. Therefore, the genera-
tion of it, as a single point of
source, remains outside, as it
does for any place in India. 

During contact tracing,
experts were going over the
possibility of an outbreak ef-
fected by a carrier’s indirect
contact with someone with
international travel history
in another city. 

“Such carriers may have
had domestic travel history,
bringing the infection from
some other city,” he said. 

Once the virus crept into
the community, it transmit-
ted furiously in certain areas
that are overcrowded. 

“The medium of transmis-
sion has been strong,” he
said. 

Confusion over source of infection in Indore
Collector blames international travellers, anti-CAA protesters; expert refutes the claim 

Hope abounds: Medical sta! applauds after four patients who
recovered from COVID-19 are discharged in Indore. * PTI

Staff Reporter

Bhopal

A team of three women sur-
veying the residents of a lo-
cality in Indore for in#uen-
za-like illnesses and severe
acute respiratory illnesses
was allegedly attacked by
some people on Saturday. 

Though the team supervi-
sor said they were assaulted,
the police said there was no
physical contact and the ac-
cused only broke a mobile
phone of a schoolteacher in
the team. 

Vinod Dixit, in charge of
the Palasia police station,
said the team was caught in
a dispute between neigh-
bours in Vinoba Nagar. “The
accused suspected they
were being !lmed and that
the team was calling the pol-
ice. They were using their

phones as part of the sur-
vey.” The survey is being
conducted using an applica-
tion-based questionnaire.

One of the accused was
accused of selling liquor ille-
gally and two of his neigh-
bours had put up streetlights
near his house. This caused
a scu$e between them in

the morning, in which one
of them was hurt. The sur-
vey team was near the spot,
said Mr. Dixit. “One of the
accused is absconding,” he
added. “The team was not
physically assaulted,” Jaiveer
Singh Bhadoria, Assistant
Superintendent of Police,
East (Zone-I), said. 

Police say the members were not physically attacked

Staff reporter

Bhopal

No entry: Barricades set up to restrict movement in Jabalpur,
Madhya Pradesh. * PTI

Survey team members
complain of assault

Meghalaya has recorded 10
active COVID-19 positive cas-
es in less than a week, all
linked to the family of the
69-year-old doctor who died
on April 15 within 48 hours
of infection.

“Two more positive cases
have been detected, taking
the total to 10 active cases in
the State. Both are from the
house of the !rst patient –
one is a family member and
the other a helper,” Megha-

laya Chief Minister Conrad
K. Sangma said.

Meghalaya was the last of
the contiguous northeast-
ern States to record the !rst
COVID-19 positive case on
Monday evening, that of Dr.
John L. Sailo Ryntathiang.
He underwent quarantine
and died in the Shillong-
based Bethany Hospital that
he had founded.

Most members of his fa-
mily and helpers who tested
positive have been quaran-
tined in the hospital.

Active cases in Meghalaya
linked to deceased doctor 
10 positive cases recorded in State
SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

GUWAHATI Rizwan Ahmed, 22, a daily
wage worker, died in U.P.’s
Ambedkar Nagar district
on Saturday three days af-
ter he was allegedly
thrashed by police when
he stepped out during the
lockdown period. 

In his police complaint,
Rizwan’s father Israil said
he had stepped out in the
Chajjapur locality of Tanda
town in Ambedkar Nagar
to buy essential items on
April 15 at around 4 p.m.
According to a relative, he
went to buy biscuits as he
was hungry. 

When Rizwan reached
the local post o"ce, he was
intercepted by a woman in-
spector and some consta-
bles, said Mr. Israil. 

The police got down
from their vehicle and
“beat him with lathis,” said
Mr. Israil, adding that Riz-
wan was badly injured. 

Mr. Israil told pressper-
sons that when Rizwan had
come back home, his body
was blue with injury
marks.

Afraid of the police and
the lockdown, the family
treated Rizwan with a ‘de-
si’ remedy at home. Since
his condition did not im-
prove, they shifted him to a
hospital in Asopur but doc-
tors there referred him to
the district hospital where
he died at 2 a.m., said Mr.
Israil. Avanish Kumar Mis-
hra, Additional SP, said the
allegations against the pol-
ice were being probed. 

“After the post mortem
is done and on the inspec-
tion of the CCTV footage,
the allegations made by the
family will be investigat-
ed,” Mr. Mishra said.

One dead
after ‘assault’
by U.P. police 
special correspondent

LUCKNOW 

Nearly 3,000 students
stranded in Kota due to the
ongoing lockdown left for
their homes in 100 buses
sent by the Uttar Pradesh go-
vernment on Saturday, while
another 7,000 were waiting
for their turn in the Rajas-
than city.

The U.P. government had
sent 250 buses to Kota on
Friday, estimating the total
number of students to be
around 7,500, but more stu-
dents gathered at the three
boarding points in the city
after learning about the tra-
vel arrangement.

Some of the students were
accompanied by their
parents.

O"cials now fear the bus-

es available could be inadeq-
uate to accommodate all the
students willing to return
home. But Kota Public Rela-
tions Deputy Director Ha-
riom Gurjar said that the U.P.
government has assured
them that more buses would
be arranged if there is a
shortfall.

The Kota administration
had prepared the list of stu-
dents based on information
received from coaching insti-
tutes and did not account for
those studying in the city
without enrolling in any in-
stitute, o"cials said.

The 100 buses with
around 3,000 students left
for U.P. early on Saturday,
Additional Superintendent
of Police Rajesh Mill, over-
seeing the exercise said.

The process to send the
remaining students whose
names are in the list is un-
derway, Mr. Mill added.

Asked about the students
who are not listed, he ex-
pressed the inability of the
Kota administration in ar-
ranging more buses, saying,

“It would not be possible at
our level. The resources
have to come from there
[State government] and we
can only cooperate and
maintain social distancing
while sending the students
back home.”

He said he “cannot com-

ment” on what additional re-
sources would be needed
and who would arrange
them.

The remaining 7,000 stu-
dents largely belong to the
Agra division, said Nitesh
Sharma, a member of Allen
Career Institute. “We have
asked some students enlist-
ed for departure to not move
out of the hostels until more
buses are arranged.” 

The students had started a
social media campaign #Sen-
dUsBackHome on Tuesday,
following which the U.P. go-
vernment decided to bring
them back.

The move earned praise
from Rajasthan Chief Minis-
ter Ashok Gehlot, who said
other State governments
should follow Uttar Pradesh.

3,000 students return home in U.P. from Kota
Another 7,000 await their turn; o!cials fear available buses could be inadequate to accommodate all 

Long wait: Students stranded in Kota leaving by buses sent by
the U.P government on Saturday. * SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT
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The Union Health Ministry
has said that the Reverse
Transcription-Polymerase
Chain Reaction (RT-PCR) is
the gold standard frontline
test for COVID-19 and that ra-
pid antibody test cannot re-
place it. 

The statement comes af-
ter the Indian Council of
Medical Research (ICMR)’s
national taskforce issued gui-
delines on testing strategy to
all States, following a review
of the worldwide testing
methodology. 

“The Rapid Antibody Test
gives us an idea about preva-
lence of disease in a particu-
lar area and thus is used for
epidemiological studies and

surveillance purpose in hot-
spots. It can also be used in
districts which are not hot-
spots to study emerging
trends,” Joint Secretary in

the Health Ministry Lav
Agarwal said on Saturday.

He added that data gener-
ated by surveillance through
rapid testing can be used for

contact tracing if any posi-
tive case arise in an area.

Presently, the government
is using the RT-PCR tests to
detect novel coronavirus
from samples of throat or na-
sal swabs of people with
symptoms or high-risk indi-
viduals who might have
come in contact with posi-
tive patients.

The Ministry has noted
that to make all data of Rapid
Antibody Test available for
surveillance at State, district
and national levels, an order
has been issued to register in
the portal: covid19cc.nic.in/
icmr before conducting ra-
pid antibody test, so that the
information can be made
available at all levels.

RT-PCR only con!rmatory test, says govt. 
Rapid antibody tests for epidemiological studies, surveillance in hotspots

Testing times: A swab sample being taken during a free
medical camp in Mumbai on Saturday * AP

Bindu Shajan Perappadan 

NEW DELHI 

Three lakh more Rapid An-
tibody Test kits used for
the quick detection of the
novel coronavirus have
been dispatched to India
from Guangzhou, the In-
dian envoy here said on Sa-
turday, as India ramped up
the global hunt to procure
more kits to tackle the ris-
ing cases of the infection.

The kits were airlifted to
Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu,
India’s ambassador to Chi-
na Vikram Misri said. Great
work on ground by our
team, he tweeted. This is in
addition to the 6.50 lakh
antibody and RNA Extrac-
tion Kits China sent earlier.

3 lakh Chinese
rapid test kits
sent to India
PRESS TRUST OF INDIA

Beijing

The death toll in Dharavi
jumped to 11 after an 80-
year-old woman died at Sion
Hospital. The woman, a resi-
dent of Sanaulla Com-
pound, has been labelled as
an independent case from
the area and o"cials are in-
vestigating the source of
infection.

“This is the !rst case
from the compound. We
have not found any contact
so far,” said Kiran Dighav-
kar, Assistant Commission-
er of the G North Ward. He
said the woman was admit-
ted to the hospital on Thurs-
day, and she died the next
day. “She had multiple co-
morbid conditions,” he said.

Dharavi reported 17 new
cases on Saturday, taking
the tally to 118. A 40-year-
old ward boy of an urban
health centre was among
those who tested positive.
An 18-year-old woman who
tested positive is the niece of

a man who had come in con-
tact with a Tablighi Jamaat
congregation attendee. The
man later died. A 15-year-old
boy was the youngest of the
new positive patients from
the slum area.

According to Mr. Dighav-
kar, Dharavi has 34 contain-
ment zones, where nearly
52,800 people are under
quarantine. An additional
191 are under institutional
quarantine. Till Saturday,
600 people were tested and
40,000 screened for symp-
toms.

Number of cases goes up to 118 
special correspondent

Mumbai 

Policemen counselling
people to stay at home in
Dharavi, Mumbai. * VIJAY BATE 

Dharavi death toll
increases to 11 

The Central Government extends price support for 
procurement of  wheat, paddy and coarse grains through the 
FCI and State Agencies. All the food grains conforming to the 
prescribed specifications are procured by the public 
procurement agencies at the Minimum Support Price (MSP) 
plus incentive bonus announced, if  any. 
Procurement is undertaken both in direct and in-direct 
mode.  
Under Decentralized Procurement Scheme (DCP), 
introduced in 1997-98, food grains are procured and 
distributed by the State Governments themselves. The 
designated States procure, store and issue food grains under 
Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS) and other 
welfare schemes of  the Government. 
The decentralized system of  procurement was introduced to 
enhance the efficiency of  procurement for PDS and to 
encourage procurement in non-traditional States as well as 
to save on transit losses and costs. 
Before the start of  each procurement season, Central 
Government announces uniform specification for quality of  
wheat, paddy, rice and coarse grains.  
Quality Control Division of  FCI ensures procurement of  food 
grains from procurement centres strictly in accordance with 
Govt. of  India's uniform quality specifications. 
FCI has also been nominated as an additional nodal Agency 
for procurement of  Pulses and Oilseeds 
 
Distribution 
 
FCI meets the requirements of  TPDS through grains 
procured which are issued at Central Issue Price fixed by 
Government to fulfill the objective of  helping the 
economically vulnerable sections of  society. 
FCI delivers food grains to State Govt./ State Agencies from 
its base depots for distribution by the latter through Fair 
Price Shops. 
The role of  FCI becomes even more important in the 
backdrop of  National Food Security Act, 2013, that commits 
to distribute grains through TPDS and other welfare 
schemes, at highly subsidized prices.

Public Distribution System 
 
Public distribution of  essential commodities 
was in existence in India during the inter-war 
period. However, PDS, with its focus on 
distribution of  food grains in urban scarcity 
areas, had emanated from the critical food 
shortages of  1960s. 
PDS had substantially contributed to the 
containment of  rise in food grain prices and 
ensured access of  food to urban consumers. As 
the national agricultural production had grown 
in the aftermath of  the Green Revolution, the 
outreach of  PDS was extended to tribal blocks 
and areas of  high incidence of  poverty in the 
1970s and 1980s. 
PDS is supplemental in nature and is not 
intended to make available the entire 
requirement of  any of  the commodities 
distributed under it to a household or a section 
of  the society. 
PDS is operated under the joint responsibility 
of  the Central and the State Governments. The 
Central Government, through FCI, has assumed 
the responsibility for procurement, storage, 
transportation and bulk allocation of  food 
grains to the State Governments. 
The operational responsibilities including 
allocation within the State, identification of  
eligible families, issue of  Ration Cards and 
supervision of  the functioning of  Fair Price 
Shops etc., rest with the State Governments. 
Under the PDS, presently the commodities 
namely wheat, rice, sugar and kerosene are 
being allocated to the States/UTs for 
distribution. Some States/UTs also distribute 
additional items of  mass consumption through 
the PDS outlets such as pulses, edible oils, 
iodized salt, spices, etc. 
 
Revamped Public Distribution System 
 
The Revamped Public Distribution System 
(RPDS) was launched in June, 1992 with a view 
to strengthen and streamline the PDS as well as 
to improve its reach in the far-flung, hilly, 
remote and inaccessible areas where a 
substantial section of  the poor live. 
It covered 1775 blocks wherein area specific 
programmes such as the Drought Prone Area 
Programme (DPAP), Integrated Tribal 
Development Projects (ITDP), Desert 
Development Programme (DDP) were being 
implemented and in certain Designated Hill 
Areas (DHA) which were identified in 
consultation with State Governments for special 
focus.

Targeted Public Distribution System 
 
The Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS) was 
launched in 1997 to benefit the poor and to keep the 
budgetary food subsidies under control to the desired extent 
following failure of  the earlier PDS system.  
Conceptually, the transition from universal PDS to TPDS 
was a move in the right direction, as it was designed to 
include all the poor households and raise the unit subsidy 
and ration quota considerably for them. 
TPDS aims at providing food grains to people below the 
poverty line at highly subsidised prices from the PDS and 
food grains to people above the poverty line at much higher 
prices than the poverty line. 
Thus, the TPDS adopted by the Government of  India 
maintains the universal character of  the PDS but adds a 
special focus on the people below the poverty line. 
The National Food Security Act, 2013 (NFSA) has been 
notified which provides for all India coverage of  upto 75% of  
the rural population and up to 50% of  the urban population 
of  the country for receiving highly subsidized foodgrains.
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Ram Vilas Paswan, Union Minister for Food and Public Dis-
tribution, while detailing the e!orts of his Ministry in distri-
buting foodgrains across the country, blames State govern-
ments for the gap in enrolling bene"ciaries under the Public
Distribution System and failing to embrace the one nation,
one ration card scheme.

What are the steps taken by
your Ministry to handle the
ongoing crisis?

! I would like to thank all the
o!cials of Food Corporation
of India (FCI) from the CMD
to the labourers, who have
been working round the
clock. 

We have no shortage of
food grains. But there could
have been logistical pro-
blems. The FCI has met the
challenge head on. 

Till now 1,404 rail rakes
carrying 39.41 LMT food
grains have been transport-

ed. We have a stock of 588.9
lakh tonnes of foodgrains.
And monthly we need 60
lakh tonnes. And there will
be additional procurement
now of the rabi crop that is
being harvested. We have
"xed wheat at #21/kg and rice
at #22/ kg for the State go-
vernments to procure, which
is far lower than the MSP
rate. 

We have told the State go-
vernments to procure as
much as they want. Even
those who are conducting re-
lief work can approach us
and take the food grains

from us. This includes the
National Disaster Manage-
ment Authority or State Dis-
aster Management Authority. 

Many have pointed out that
the quota for foodgrains
have been !xed as per the
2011 census, which is why
the State governments are
reluctant to issue fresh
ration cards. Are you
addressing this problem? 

! As per 2011 census, 50% of
urban population and 75%
rural population have to be
covered under Public Distri-
bution System (PDS). As per
the census, there should be
81,34,9400 bene"ciaries. It
is the State governments’ res-
ponsibility to enroll bene"ci-
aries. 

As per our report on
Thursday evening, the State
governments could have ad-

ded 39.89 lakh ration cards
going just by the 2011 census
"gures. 

Only 15 States and UTs
have utilised their quota.
These include Andhra Pra-
desh, Chattisgarh, Goa, Ha-
ryana, Karnataka, Kerala,
M.P., Maharashtra, Megha-

laya, Punjab, Rajasthan, Ut-
tarakhand, West Bengal,
Lakshadweep and Ladakh. 

But a few States that lag
behind like Bihar can issue
14.5 lakh additional ration
cards or Tamil Nadu could
have had 7.36 lakh more ra-
tion cards and so on. I spoke
to Sushil Modi, Deputy CM of
Bihar, and he assured me
that the State government is
stepping in. I am writing to
all the State governments to
"ll in this gap. 

The Centre has not
stopped the States from in-
creasing the list of bene"ciar-
ies. They need to be held ac-
countable for this lapse. 

Your Ministry for long has
been talking about the one
nation, one ration card
system, which would have
helped migrant workers
get ration wherever they

were stranded. What is the
status of this project?

! The project has been halt-
ed now because of the pan-
demic. Yes, this project
would have helped: say a Bi-
hari migrant who is working
in Gujarat, could have
availed PDS. This is made
possible by e-pos machines
and hundred percentage lin-
kage of ration cards with
Aadhaar card.

So far, 12 States have em-
braced the project including
Andhra Pradesh, Goa, Guja-
rat, Haryana, Jharkhand,
Karnataka, Kerala, MP, Mah-
arashtra, Rajasthan, Telanga-
na and Tripura. U.P. and Bi-
har, have not so far installed
e-pos machines in all the fair
price shops. We have been
sending repeated reminders
to the State governments.
The Union government can

only nudge — it’s for the State
governments to implement
the scheme. 

The ongoing lockdown has
severely crippled the
economy and from all
projections, it will have a
longer impact. In such a
scenario, would you make
PDS universal? 

! This is a larger policy deci-
sion that my Ministry alone
can’t take. We will have to
brainstorm such a proposal
with all stakeholders and at
all levels. It’s ultimately for
the Union Cabinet to take a
call. Personally, I think it will
be akin to opening a Pando-
ra’s box. We have a huge pop-
ulation and PDS can be ex-
tended only for the needy. 

Lakhs and lakhs of
migrants workers are

stranded in the cities,
shouldn’t the government
have arranged transport to
ferry them back home? 

! Every one wants to reach
home and rightly so. Those
who are hundred of miles
away from home will have all
sorts of anxieties. 

Even if they get food, that
alone is not enough, they
may need soap, oil... so on.
But the government rightly
brought the lock down at the
hour that it did. Even a few
days delay could have been
fatal. And transporting the
migrant workers is no mean
task. We saw what happened
in Bandra, Mumbai. Just on
the basis of a rumour that a
train is plying thousands of
workers collecting, forget-
ting all about social distanc-
ing norms and other precau-
tions. 

INTERVIEW | RAM VILAS PASWAN

‘Centre has not stopped States from increasing list of PDS bene!ciaries’
Only 15 States and UTs have utilised quota based on the 2011 Census for PDS bene!ciaries, says Union Minister for Food and Public Distribution
Sobhana K Nair 

<> We have a huge
population, and the
Public Distribution
System can be
extended only to the
needy

Not just India but the SAARC
region as a whole is seeing a
slower increase in novel co-
ronavirus infections, partic-
ularly in terms of critical cas-
es. If the trend persists, this
may be worth a deeper stu-
dy, experts say.

While low testing rates are
clearly one reason for the
low "gures, experts are
pointing to the need to study
the e$ects of immunity and
the strict lockdown and so-
cial distancing measures
adopted in India and other
South Asian countries — Af-
ghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhu-
tan, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lan-
ka, and the Maldives.

“All governments in South
Asia have responded rapidly
to the crisis, but their task is
daunting. Governments have
imposed social-distancing
measures, introduced relief
packages to secure access to
food, and provided for de-
lays in payments on taxes,
rent, utilities and debt ser-

vice,” said a “South Asia Eco-
nomic Focus” study, pu-
blished by the World Bank
this week. 

The study predicted a
sharp fall in the economic
growth rates of all SAARC
countries, even as it record-
ed much lower infection
rates in the region. 

According to the latest "-
gures, the eight SAARC na-
tions account 1.1% approxi-
mately of the world total of
22,65,727 COVID-19 cases. In
terms of fatalities, the SAARC
total is 0.49% or 768 of the
total of 155,145 people who
died of the infection. 

India has the largest num-
ber of cases in the region at
14,651 with Pakistan next at
7,481 while Bhutan has the
lowest number with just "ve
cases in the subcontinent.
The numbers are particular-
ly low when one considers
that South Asia accounts for
a "fth (21%) of the world’s
population, living in dense
conditions on 3% of the
world’s land mass.

“It appears that our neigh-
bourhood has shown very
low number of cases and fa-
talities per million popula-
tion as well,” P.S. Raghavan,
Convener of the National Se-

curity Advisory Board, told
The Hindu. “It is worth stu-
dying the causes for this
trend in South Asia. Is it e!-
cient handling by the govern-
ments, low testing rates or
are there other underlying
reasons for this,” he asked.

Experts worldwide have
pointed to the low testing
rates in the region as a valid
reason to question the idea
that South Asia has fewer in-
fections. 

A look at the testing "-
gures by The Hindu’s data
team shows that as opposed
to countries such as the U.S.,
which has tested 10,874 per
million people of its popula-
tion, and Italy, which has
tested 20590 per million pe-
ople, India has only tested
about 247 persons per mil-
lion. Pakistan (369.5 per mil-
lion people), Bangladesh
(132) and Sri Lanka (220), al-
so record considerably lower
testing "gures.

Yet a study tweeted by the

NITI Ayog CEO Amitabh Kant
pointed out that the number
of positive cases from the
tests are also much lower in
India. While the U.S. showed
19.8% positive cases, France
showed 41.8% and Italy
showed 15.1% positive cases,
according to the NITI Aayog
study, India showed about
4.7%.

The Hindu tracked the
number of positives among
tests in Pakistan (9.54%),
Bangladesh (10.06%) and Sri
Lanka (5.12%), again record-
ing "gures much lower than
those in Europe and the U.S.,
although experts point out
that as the number of tests
increase, the positive per-
centage might also increase.

The NITI Aayog CEO also
pointed to the slower rate of
growth in infections. While
Italy, the U.S. and India all
saw their "rst COVID-19 cas-
es within 10 days of each oth-
er, cases in Italy were “1,300
times” India’s daily cases on
Day 46, and on Day 65, the
U.S. daily cases were 25
times India’s cases.

South Asia remains an outlier in infections
Experts call for a study of the reasons for the slower increase in COVID-19 cases in the region

Moot point: People ignoring social distancing norms in Patna.
Lockdown and low testing rates are among the reasons cited
for the low number of cases in South Asia. * PTI

Suhasini Haidar 
NARESH SINGARAVELU

NEW DELHI/CHENNAI 
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Former RSS ideologue K.N.
Govindacharya has moved
the Supreme Court raising
concerns over the use of fo-
reign-based software and
Internet applications for vi-
deoconferencing by the
judiciary and government
departments, claiming it to
be a high security risk.

The plea said it would be
best for the government
and courts to utilise the vi-
deoconferencing software
provided by the National
Informatics Centre (NIC).

It said that most cour-
trooms as well as govern-
ment departments were
using Internet-based appli-
cations like WhatsApp,
Skype and Zoom for work-
related communication
and videoconferencing.

It said the transfer of da-
ta, especially of the govern-
ment and the judiciary,
outside India might impact
national security and a$ect
the sovereignty of the
country.

Plea in SC
against using
‘foreign’ apps
Press Trust of India

New Delhi

Defence Public Sector Un-
dertaking (DPSU) Bharat
Electronic Limited (BEL),
on the directions of the Mi-
nistry of Health and Family
Welfare, has taken up ma-
nufacture and supply of
30,000 ventilators within
two months for Intensive
Care Units (ICU) in the
country, the Defence Mi-
nistry said on Saturday. In
addition, another DPSU
Bharat Dynamics Limited
(BDL) is also developing a
ventilator which is to be
tested soon.

“BEL is likely to start
manufacturing of ventila-
tors between April 20-24,
2020. As per tentative
schedule, BEL is expected
to manufacture 5,000 un-
its in April, 10,000 in May
and 15,000 in June 2020. It
is also making e$orts to in-
digenise these components
with the help of Defence
Research and Develop-
ment Organisation
(DRDO),” the Ministry said
in a statement. 

The design of these ven-
tilators was originally deve-
loped by DRDO and was
improved upon by Skanray
of Mysore, which collabo-
rated with BEL.

Separately, Bharat Dy-
namics Limited (BDL) is
working with a private
start-up in Pune to develop
a prototype of ventilator
which is likely to be tested
and certi"ed by the "rst
week of May. The Ord-
nance Factory Board
(OFB), too, has taken up re-
pairs of ventilators in addi-
tion to manufacturing
5,870 Personal Protective
Equipment (PPE), the
statement added.

BEL to make
30,000
ventilators
Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI

The government order di-
recting airlines to refund
passengers who booked tick-
ets after the start of the lock-
down leaves out a vast ma-
jority who had booked
tickets before %ights were
banned. 

Such passengers will have
to be content with credit
notes issued by di$erent air-
lines, though this violates
the refund rules of the Direc-
torate-General of Civil Avia-
tion (DGCA).

As large-scale %ight can-
cellations became the norm
in the days leading up to the
ban on %ights, airlines of-
fered credit shells to passen-
gers. SpiceJet says these will
be valid till February 28,
2021. IndiGo’s credit notes
can be redeemed until a
year after they were issued
and Vistara’s and GoAir’s till
December 30.

It may seem the money is
safe with the airlines, but the
fallout of the collapse of Jet
Airways and King"sher Air-
ways is still fresh in the
minds of thousands of pas-
sengers who had lost their
money paid for tickets on
%ights that never took o$.
The "nancial health of most
Indian carriers today, except
IndiGo, does not inspire
much con"dence.

Rule violation
The order issued by the Civil
Aviation Ministry requires
airlines to refund money
within 30 days for tickets
booked during the "rst lock-
down period (March 25-
April 14) for travel during the
second lockdown period

(April 15-May 3). Airlines
themselves have said book-
ings during this short period
were minuscule, which
means this will bene"t only
a small number of passen-
gers. 

By restricting its order to
these dates, the government
has essentially allowed air-
lines to deny passengers re-
funds for tickets booked be-
fore March 25, though it is a
violation of the DGCA’s
rules.

The Civil Aviation Re-
quirement (CAR) says, “The
option of holding the refund
amount in credit shell by the
airlines shall be the preroga-
tive of the passenger and not

a default practice of the air-
line.” 

The government directive
is %awed on several counts,
including allowing the air-
lines 30 days after receiving
a passenger’s request for a
refund, when the CAR re-
quires the airlines to refund
on the same day in case of a
cash transaction and seven
days for credit card purchas-
es. Only if a passenger
booked a ticket on a travel
portal could the airlines take
30 days. Moreover, there is
no need for a passenger to
request a refund because it
is the duty of the airlines to
start the process immediate-
ly after a %ight cancellation.

Credit notes from airlines violate DGCA rules 
JAGRITI CHANDRA

NEW DELHI

Airfare refund order will
help only a few passengers

Air India has opened book-
ings on select domestic and
international routes from
May 4 and June 1 respective-
ly. 

“In the light of the ongo-
ing global health concerns,
we have currently stopped
accepting bookings on all

domestic %ights till May 3,
2020, and on all internation-
al %ights till May 31, 2020,” a
noti"cation on Air India’s
website said on Saturday.

“Bookings for select dom-
estic %ights for travel from
May 4, 2020, and for inter-
national %ights for travel
from June 1, 2020, are
open,” it said. 

AI opens booking on some
domestic routes from May 4 
Press Trust of India

NEW DELHI

Observing that the West Ben-
gal government should take
a deeper look at undertaking
more COVID-19 tests on a
“war footing”, the Calcutta
High Court said the guide-
lines of the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) and the
Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR) should be
followed by all stakeholders.

“We are of the view that
WHO and ICMR being expert
authorities in the "eld, their
guidelines and advisories are
required to be followed by all
stakeholders including the
State Administration and we
are sure the same shall be
done,” Chief Justice Thot-
tathil B. Radhakrishnan and
Justice Arijit Banerjee ruled
on Friday.

The court’s order came in
response to a clutch of PIL
pteitions in which the peti-
tioners had raised issues in-

cluding the need for more
testing, ensuring the protec-
tion of medical professionals
and the State’s decision to
set up an audit committee to
look into all deaths of CO-
VID-19 positive cases. 

“We are of the view that it
is necessary that the o!cial
respondents give a deeper
look to the requirement of
more number of samples be-

ing collected and subjected
to tests on war footing,” the
bench ruled.

The State’s response as re-
corded in the order states:
“there are seven testing labo-
ratories (including 5 govern-
ment and 2 private) in the
State and there are several
more which are in the pro-
cess of being developed. It is
a matter of record that cur-

rently, as a result of the rise
in the number of ICMR ap-
proved laboratories, more
than 300 samples are being
tested daily. This "gure is ex-
pected to increase.” 

Among the petitioners
were Communist Party of In-
dia (Marxist) member Fuad
Halim and the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP) leader Ri-
tesh Tewari. The State had
raised objections about
maintainability stating that
the petition was “actuated
with political motives”. The
court, however, overruled
the objection asserting that
“this is not an occasion or
time for us to consider the
maintainability of this writ
petition and this is not a mat-
ter which should be thrown
out at the threshold”. 

The court has asked the
State to "le an a!davit on
the issues raised by petition-
ers. The matter will come up
for hearing on April 23. 

HC tells Bengal to do more tests
Court says State govt. should follow the guidelines issued by WHO and ICMR
special correspondent

Kolkata

Tender care: A person with COVID-19 symptoms being
attended to at a hospital in Kolkata on Saturday. * PTI

Leaders of the Left parties,
including the State Secretary
of the Communist party of
India (Marxist) Surjya Kanta
Mishra and Left Front chair-
person Biman Bose, took to
the streets against the “fai-
lure of the State government
to contain the spread of CO-
VID-19”. 

CPI(M) Polit Bureau mem-
ber Mohammad Salim, lead-
er of Left Legislature party
Sujan Chakraborty and lead-
ers of other Left parties de-

manded testing of a larger
number of people. 

They also said that there
were irregularities in the dis-
tribution of rations to benef-
iciaries of the public distri-
bution system. 

The police arrested the
leaders and released them
later in the day.

Two more deaths due to
COVID-19 were con"rmed by
the West Bengal government
on Saturday taking the death
toll in the State to 12. 

Chief Secretary Rajiva Sin-
ha said that 23 new cases of

COVID -19 were recorded in
West Bengal in the past 24
hours and the total number
of active cases of the State as
on April 18 has increased to
178.

According to the Ministry
of Health A$airs, the cumu-
lative number of COVID -19
cases since the outbreak of
the disease in the State is
287, of whom 55 have reco-
vered. 

Mr. Sinha said the State
was doing adequate testing.
He said that there were re-
ports that some labs could

do as many as 1,000 tests in
day but he clari"ed that no
lab could do more than 100
tests in a day. Mr. Sinha ad-
ded that a total of 4,630 sam-
ples have been tested in the
State.

“We have crossed the le-
vel of 400 sample testing per
day. A new testing lab at the
Malda Medical College and
Hospital would become
functional on Sunday with
capacity of doing 50 tests
per day, further increasing
the number of samples that
can be tested,” he said. 

Left leaders arrested for protest
They alleged that West Bengal was not doing enough to !ght COVID-19
Special correspondent

Kolkata
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Travel plans: Air India is accepting bookings for international
!ights from June 1. * AFP

 

National Food Security Act 
 
The enactment of  the National Food Security Act (NFSA) 2013 on July 5, 2013 marks a paradigm shift in 
the approach to food security from welfare to a rights based approach. 
The Act legally entitled upto 75% of  the rural population and 50% of  the urban population to receive 
subsidized food grains under Targeted Public Distribution System. 
About two thirds of  the population therefore is covered under the Act to receive highly subsidised 
foodgrains. 
The National Food Security Act (NFSA) 2013 is being implemented in all the States/UTs, on an all India 
basis. Out of  maximum coverage of  81.35 crore, around 80 crore persons have been covered under NFSA 
at present for receiving highly subsidized foodgrains. 
The identification of  beneficiaries by States/UTs is a continuous process, which involves exclusion of  
ineligible/fake/duplicate ration cards and also exclusion on account of  death, migration etc. and 
inclusion on account of  birth as also that of  genuine left-out households.
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WORLD

Coronavirus deaths have
surged past 1,50,000 world-
wide with nearly a quarter of
them in the U.S., where Pre-
sident Donald Trump lent
his support to protesters ral-
lying against lockdown or-
ders. Evidence is mounting
that social distancing suc-
cessfully slowed the CO-
VID-19 pandemic after more
than half of humanity — 4.5
billion people — were con-
!ned to their homes.

Governments around the
world are now grappling
with when and how to ease
lockdowns that have crip-
pled the global economy,
even as the COVID-19 death
toll climbs further in hard-hit
countries. Demonstrators in
three U.S. States staged pu-
blic rallies this week to de-
mand an end to the restric-
tions, with the largest
protest in Michigan attract-
ing 3,000 people — some of
whom were armed.

Mr. Trump has largely left
decisions on easing lock-
downs to State o"cials even
as he laid out guidelines for a
staged reopening of the na-
tional economy. But his call
to “liberate” Michigan, Min-
nesota and Virginia in a se-
ries of tweets on Friday were
quickly rebuked by the De-
mocratic leaders of all three
States. “I do not have time to
involve myself in Twitter
wars,” said Virginia Gover-
nor Ralph Northam. 

Most number of cases 
The U.S. accounts for nearly
a third of the 2.25 million co-
ronavirus infections report-
ed globally. It has also re-
corded over 37,000 deaths,
more than any other nation,
followed by Italy, Spain and

France. Mr. Trump, who has
angrily shot back at claims
he reacted too slowly to the
virus threat, has accused
Beijing of downplaying the
impact of the virus within its
borders. “It is far higher than
that and far higher than the
U.S., not even close!” he
tweeted.

Mr. Trump did not o#er
evidence to back the claim,
but pressure has mounted in
recent days on Beijing to
come clean over its handling
of the initial outbreak. Lead-
ers in France and Britain
have also questioned China’s
management of the crisis but
Beijing hit back, saying it had
not concealed information.

Signs that the outbreak
could be easing in parts of
Europe prompted Switzer-
land, Denmark and Finland
to begin reopening shops
and schools this week. Ger-
many’s Health Minister said
on Friday that the virus was
“under control after 3,400
deaths. Germany is now be-
ginning the delicate task of
lifting some restrictions.

Trump endorses lockdown protests 
U.S. President calls for ‘liberating’ States that are shut down; global virus deaths pass 1,50,000 

Agence France-Presse

Washington

Warning to all: A boy wearing a mask walking past a mural warning people about the risk of
COVID-19 in a slum in Nairobi on Saturday. * AP

Africa now has more than
1,000 deaths from COVID-19,
the Africa Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention
said on Saturday, while Nige-
ria said the President’s Chief
of Sta# had died. A total of
52 of the continent’s 54
countries have reported the
coronavirus, with the overall
number of cases surpassing
20,000 on Saturday. 

Nigeria’s government said
Abba Kyari, Chief of Sta# to
President Muhammadu Bu-
hari, died Friday of CO-
VID-19. “May God accept his
soul,” the statement said. 

Mr. Kyari had been consi-
dered by some as Nigeria’s
most powerful government
!gure, His infection had
been one of the highest-pro-
!le in Africa. Several govern-
ment Ministers and a U.S.

Ambassador were infected
with the virus earlier in Bur-
kina Faso. Mr. Kyari an-
nounced his illness last
month.

Nigeria currently has
nearly 500 cases of the vi-
rus. The Africa CDC has said
more than 1 million test kits
will be rolled out starting
next week. 

Nigerian President’s Chief
of Sta! dies of COVID-19
Associated Press

Abuja

Abba Kyari’s body being
taken for the last rites on
Saturday. * VIA REUTERS

The death toll from the co-
ronavirus in Spain, the
country hit hardest by the
pandemic after the United
States and Italy, moved
past 20,000 on Saturday,
the Health Ministry said.

A total of 20,043 people
have now succumbed to
the disease, which killed
565 people in Spain in the
past 24 hours, slightly
down on the 585 reported
on Friday. The number of
declared cases has risen to
1,91,726, the ministry said.
However, the increase in
infections has slowed in re-
cent days while the num-
ber deemed cured has ri-
sen to nearly 75,000.

Spain toll
crosses 20,000
Agence France-Presse

Madrid Hong Kong police arrested
15 activists, including vete-
ran politicians, a publishing
tycoon and senior barris-
ters, in raids on Saturday in
the biggest crackdown on
the city’s pro-democracy
movement since the out-
break of mass protests last
year.

Among those detained on
charges of illegal assembly
were Democratic Party foun-
der Martin Lee, 81, millio-
naire publishing tycoon Jim-
my Lai, 71, and former
lawmaker and barrister Mar-
garet Ng, 72, according to
media and political sources.
In all, one serving and nine
former legislators were ar-
rested, including veteran ac-
tivists Lee Cheuk-yan and
Yeung Sum.

Ring of terror 
Democratic legislator Clau-
dia Mo, who was not among
those detained, said the city
government, led by Chief Ex-
ecutive Carrie Lam, was try-
ing “into introduce a ring of
terror in Hong Kong”.

“They are doing whatever
they can to try to silence, to
take down, the local opposi-
tion,” Ms. Mo said, pointing
to upcoming legislative elec-
tions in September in which
democrats hope to win back
veto power in the city
assembly.

Hong Kong police supe-
rintendent Lam Wing-ho
told reporters that 14 people
aged between 24 and 81 had
been arrested on charges of
organising and participating
in “unlawful assemblies” on
August 18 and October 1 and
20 last year. 

He did not identify the 14.
Those days saw big and, at
times, violent protests in

many parts of the city.
Five of the 14 were also ar-

rested for publicising un-
authorised public meetings
on September 30 and Octob-
er 19, Mr. Lam said. 

Police sources later con-
!rmed the arrest of Leung
Yin-chung, the only serving
legislator to be caught up in
the raids so far. They were
all due to appear in court on
May 18, but Mr. Lam said
more arrests were possible.
Some of those arrested on
Saturday were later released
on bail.

The raids mark the big-
gest crackdown on the pro-
democracy movement since
the beginning of the anti-go-
vernment protests across
the former British colony in
June last year.

Marchers initially target-
ed a now-scrapped Bill pro-
posing to send suspects to
mainland China for trial but
protests broadened into de-
mands for full democracy
and a public investigation of
the use of force by police.

After his release on bail
on Saturday afternoon, Mar-

tin Lee said he did not regret
his actions. “I’m proud to
have the chance to walk our
democracy road with Hong
Kong’s excellent young peo-
ple,” he said.

A spokesman for the go-
vernment’s Security Bureau
said that regardless of back-
ground or status, “in Hong
Kong, everyone is equal be-
fore the law”.

More than 7,800 held
Authorities in Hong Kong
have arrested more than
7,800 people over their in-
volvement in the protests,
including many on rioting
charges that can carry jail
terms of up to 10 years. It is
not clear how many of them
are in custody.

The spike in arrests
comes amid deepening fears
over Beijing pressure on
Hong Kong’s independent
judiciary.

In a special report pu-
blished on Tuesday, three of
Hong Kong’s top judges said
that the independence of the
city’s judicial system is un-
der assault from Beijing. 

They were held for last year’s mass demonstrations 

Reuters

HONG KONG

Crackdown begins: Hong Kong media tycoon Jimmy Lai was
among those arrested in Hong Kong on Saturday. * AP

Hong Kong police detain
democracy activists in raids

North Korean authorities
told citizens in public lec-
tures that there were con-
!rmed cases of the corona-
virus in the country as
early as the end of March,
in contrast to o"cial Pyon-
gyang claims that it has not
had any con!rmed cases,
Radio Free Asia reported
on late on Friday. The lec-
turers, speaking to organi-
sations and neighbour-
hood watch groups, said
there were COVID-19 cases
within the country, with-
out giving any numbers,
Radio Free Asia (RFA) said,
citing two sources. The lec-
turers said the con!rmed
cases were in Pyongyang,
South Hwanghae province
and North Hamgyong pro-
vince, RFA reported.

‘Virus has hit
N. Koreans too’
Reuters

Seoul

Seeking to avoid the bitter
feelings that marred the
2016 Democratic conven-
tion, Joe Biden’s campaign is
angling to allow Bernie San-
ders to keep some of the de-
legates he would otherwise
forfeit by dropping out of the
presidential race. 

Under a strict application
of party rules, Mr. Sanders
should lose about a third of
the delegates he’s won as the
process moves ahead and
States select the actual peo-
ple who will attend the De-
mocratic National
Convention.

Quiet talks between the
two campaigns centre on al-
lowing Mr. Sanders to keep
some of his delegates, essen-
tially a goodwill gesture from
a presumptive nominee
seeking to court Mr. San-
ders’s progressive suppor-
ters and unite the party. It is
not yet settled how many. 

“We feel strongly that it is
in the best interest of the
party to ensure that the San-
ders campaign receives sta-

tewide delegates to re$ect
the work that they have
done to contribute to the
movement that will beat Do-
nald Trump this fall,” said a
Biden o"cial. Mr. Sanders’s
campaign declined to com-
ment on the talks. 

In some ways, the dele-
gate count is a moot point.
While he has yet to formally
win the 1,991 delegates need-
ed to claim the Democratic
nomination on the !rst bal-
lot at the party convention,
Mr. Biden is the Democrat’s
presumptive nominee. 

But with the nomination
essentially decided, who has
how many delegates takes
on a new meaning. In 2016,

Sanders supporters booed
some speakers and any men-
tion of nominee Hillary Clin-
ton at the party’s Philadel-
phia convention. 

By claiming the delegates
that ought to belong to him
under party rules, Mr. Biden
could cut down on the num-
ber of Mr. Sanders’s backers
— some of whom have been
slow to embrace Mr. Biden —
who could stage a replay of
that divide. Instead, he’s de-
cided to try to attract Mr.
Sanders’s supporters rather
than silence them. 

For his part, Mr. Sanders
wants as many delegates as
possible to help shape the
party’s platform. 

Team Biden reaches out to Sanders
Former V-P could allow the Senator to keep his delegates

Associated Press

Washington

Joe Biden and Bernie Sanders in a debate in March. * AP

On October 10 last year,
eight North Korean vessels —
several carrying illicit coal
shipments — were anchored
in Chinese waters o# the
port of Ningbo-Zhoushan,
according to a photo in a UN
report published online on
Friday.

That appears to be a lax
enforcement by China of UN
sanctions aimed at curbing
Pyongyang’s nuclear pro-
gramme under which coun-
tries are required to inspect
cargo destined to or coming
from North Korea that is
within their territory or be-
ing transported on North Ko-
rean-$agged vessels.

Annual report
The annual report to the UN
Security Council by indepen-
dent sanctions monitors said
North Korea continued to
$out council resolutions
“through illicit maritime ex-
ports of commodities, nota-
bly coal and sand” in 2019,
earning Pyongyang hun-
dreds of millions of dollars.

A UN Security Council di-
plomat said China has the ca-
pacity to stop sanctions bust-
ing by its ally North Korea
but “is simply choosing not
to implement the Security
Council resolutions.” 

According to a Security
Council member, Chinese
warships have received noti-
!cation in real time on multi-
ple occasions of vessels en-
tering its territorial waters
who have been observed to

be in violation of the UN Se-
curity Council resolutions,
the diplomat said.

China’ policing of neigh-
bour North Korea’s adhe-
rence to UN sanctions is con-
sidered crucial to the
e#ectiveness of the mea-
sures, spearheaded by the
U.S. and unanimously adopt-
ed by the Security Council.

Reuters !rst reported in
February that the sanctions
monitors report found North

Korea continued to enhance
its nuclear and ballistic mis-
sile programmes last year.

A second photo from the
UN report shows ten North
Korean vessels anchored in
Chinese waters on Septem-
ber 15 last year near the port
of Lianyungang. The photos
were provided to the UN
sanctions monitors by an un-
identi!ed member state.

Cutting o! funding
The monitors reported that
North Korea conducts ship-
to-ship transfers of illicit car-
go such as coal, which has
been banned since 2017 in a
bid to cut o# funding to
Pyongyang.

Under UN sanctions im-
posed in 2017 all countries
were also required to repa-
triate North Koreans work-
ing abroad by the end of last
year to stop them earning fo-
reign currency.

The U.S. has said it be-
lieved Pyongyang was earn-
ing some $500 million a year
from nearly 1,00,000 work-
ers abroad, 50,000 of whom
were in China.

China allowing N. Korea to evade sanctions
Photos show transfer of coal, in violation of UN curbs, o! Chinese waters 

In secrecy: A North Korea-!agged vessel transferrring coal
near Lianyungang port, China. * VIA REUTERS

Reuters

New York

ELSEWHERE

Cohen to serve prison
sentence at home
WASHINGTON

President Donald Trump’s
former lawyer Michael Cohen
will be released from federal
prison to serve the remainder
of his sentence in home
con"nement because of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Mr.
Cohen is currently locked up
at FCI Otisville in New York
after pleading guilty to
numerous charges, including
campaign "nance fraud and
lying to Congress. AP

Singapore reports
record daily jump
Singapore’s Health Ministry
con"rmed 942 more
coronavirus infections on
Saturday, a new daily record,
the vast majority of which are
among migrant workers
living in dormitories.
Saturday's new cases takes
the total in the city-state to
5,992. It has reported 11
deaths. Reuters

Prague Airport and a region-
al Czech hospital said on Sa-
turday they had thwarted
cyberattacks on their IT net-
works, reinforcing warnings
by the national cybersecuri-
ty watchdog of likely at-
tempts to harm the coun-
try’s infrastructure.

“Attempted attacks on
web pages of the airport
were detected in preparato-
ry phases,” the airport’s
spokeswoman said. 

A regional hospital in the
western Czech city of Karlo-
vy Vary was attacked twice
overnight on Saturday and
foiled the attempts, which
however were not excep-
tional, a spokesman said.

Several other hospitals in
the Czech Republic report-
ed attempted attacks on
their computer systems on
Friday, and said the attacks
were successfully blocked.

The Czech cybersecurity
watchdog NUKIB said on
Thursday that it expected
attacks in the coming days. 

Czech airport, hospital
targeted in cyberattacks
Attempts to hit IT networks thwarted
Reuters

Prague

A healthcare worker in
Prague, Czech Republic. * AP

As France sought clues last
month on how to tame the
coronavirus, experts looked
at one tool that has been cen-
tral to the strategy of some
Asian nations — digital track-
ing. Citing threats to “indivi-
dual liberties”, the powerful
Interior Minister dismissed it
as alien to “French culture”. 

But three weeks — and a
tenfold spike in deaths — la-
ter, French culture could be
changing, along with those
of other Western democra-
cies as they struggle to adjust
the balance between perso-
nal privacy and the public
good while attempting to re-
open their societies and eco-
nomies without setting o#
another wave of infections.

In Italy, politicians have
proposed blood tests to de-
tect antibodies to the virus
before licensing people to
leave their lockdowns. Presi-
dent Donald Trump may
push for hiring hundreds of
people to perform contact

tracing as part of his e#ort to
allow Americans to go back
to work and school.

And in France, as Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron ex-
tended a nationwide lock-
down by at least another
month this week, he said his

government was considering
using a smartphone tracking
app that would inform peo-
ple if they have come in con-
tact with an infected person.

Such steps are particularly
fraught in Europe, the conti-
nent with the world’s tough-
est online privacy rules.

Wary of the intrusions 
The !ght against fascism and
communism in the 20th cen-
tury left societies wary of the
intrusions of authoritarian
power. That is true from
Eastern Europe, through
Germany and Italy. France,
where the nation’s values
sprung from revolution
against monarchy, is particu-
larly attached to notions of
individual rights.

“It has to do with French
history and a sensitivity to

freedom that is inherent to
French culture,” said Cédric
O, who is spearheading the
development of the app as
France’s junior Minister in
charge of digital a#airs.

Even so, recent expe-
rience in Asia shows that
comprehensive tracing of in-
fection chains, along with ag-
gressive testing, has proved
critical to !ghting the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, which is
calling into question a host of
Western assumptions,
whether the use of digital
tracking or the wearing of
face masks. As the country,
like others, struggles to !nd
a way out of a lockdown that
is now entering its second
month and has kept a popu-
lation of 67 million con!ned
to their homes and paralysed
its economy, options that

once seemed unfathomable
have steadily become more
palatable.

“We gave up an absolutely
fundamental freedom, that
of movement, while most of
the Asian countries chose in-
stead to be much more coer-
cive on the individuals,” said
Gilles Babinet, vice president
of the French Digital Coun-
cil, a commission that advis-
es the French government.

Mr. Babinet said there was
more to learn from Asian de-
mocracies, like South Korea,
whose use of intrusive digital
tracking has helped it avoid
imposing the kind of strict
lockdowns experienced in
Europe. “You must have a
device that is both coercive
to those infected and as gen-
tle as possible to the others,”
Mr. Babinet said. NY TIMES

France weighs its love of liberty as it !ghts against coronavirus
Country is struggling to adjust the balance between privacy and the public good while attempting to reopen society 

Rights not absolute: Police o#cers in Paris checking for
certi"cates that people are required to produce when they are
outside, in this photo taken last month. * NYT

Norimitsu Onishi 
Constant Méheut

Paris

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s convened a video conference of  leaders of  the SAARC to collaborate on 
tackling COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic. 
 
The virtual summit is the first high-level SAARC meet since 2014, and comes after India’s pulling out of  the 
2016 summit following the Uri attack; 
 
The virtual summit led to the setting up of  a  
 
SAARC COVID-19 emergency fund — India will contribute $10-million 
Rapid Response Team (of  doctors, specialists, testing equipment and attendant infrastructure) to be put at the 
disposal of  the SAARC,  
About South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) 
 
It was established on 8 December 1985. 
Its member countries are—Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan 
(2005) 
The Headquarters and Secretariat of  the Association are at Kathmandu, Nepal. 
SAARC comprises 3% of  the world’s area, 21% of  the world’s population and 3.8% (2018) of  the global 
economy 
Significance of  SAARC for India 
 
Neighbourhood first: Primacy to the country’s immediate neighbours. 
Geostrategic significance: Can counter China (OBOR initiative) through engaging our neighbours in 
development process and economic cooperation. 
Regional stability: These regional organisations can help in creation of  mutual trust  (India & Pakistan) and 
ensure that regional interest over ride bilateral disputes 
Global leadership role: It offers India a platform to showcase its leadership in the region by taking up extra 
responsibilities. 
Game changer for India’s Act East Policy: Linking of  South Asian economies with South East Asian region will 
bring further economic integration and prosperity to India particularly in its under-developed Eastern region 
Potential for India’s export: With closer economic integration of  economies in the region, India’s domestic 
companies will get access to much bigger market thus boosting their revenues 
 
 
Challenges of  SAARC 
 
Broad area of  cooperation leads to diversion of  energy and resources. 
Low Intra-regional trade: South Asia is the world’s least integrated region; less than 5% of  the trade of  SAARC 
countries is within. 
Inadequate Political Will: India’s inclination towards Big powers which leads to neglecting its relationship with 
its neighbours 
Bilateral tensions, especially between India and Pakistan, spilling over into SAARC meetings. 
Perception of  India being a Big Brother vis-à-vis its neighbours whereby India enforces its own agenda on small 
neighbouring countries through these groupings 
Slow implementation of  the projects announced by India – declines India’s credibility to deliver on its promises 
thus pushing Nations to seek help from China or West. 
Rising China in the region with its overarching Belt & Road initiative (Cheque book Diplomacy of  China) 
Impact of  COVID-19 on SAARC 
 
Major concern is of  an escalation in the virus’s spread in the subcontinent.  
With close to 300 positive cases, South Asia has seen a much lower incidence globally, but given its much higher 
population density, it is clear that any outbreak will lead to far more casualties.  
Afghanistan and Pakistan have specific challenges as they share long borders with Iran, which has emerged, 
after China and Italy, as a major hub of  the virus.  
Bhutan, the Maldives, Nepal and Sri Lanka worry about the impact on tourism, which is a mainstay of  their 
economies.  
Other concerns are about under-reporting, as fewer people are being tested in much of  South Asia  
Inadequate public health service infrastructure to cope with rising cases, as all SAARC members are 
developing nations with sub-standard public health infrastructure.
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The Ministry of Commerce
press note amending the FDI
policy to make investments
from countries which ‘share
a land border’ with India can
only be construed as being
aimed at Chinese investors.
Such restrictions were alrea-
dy applicable to Pakistan
and Bangladesh, while
Myanmar, Bhutan, Nepal
and Sri Lanka are not major
investors in India. 

The note makes clear its
objective is to curb opportu-
nistic takeovers or acquisi-
tions due to the current CO-
VID-19 pandemic. This is a
likely reference to the possi-
bility of Chinese investors
purchasing undervalued
shares of Indian-listed com-
panies. This is indeed a risk
that has also been identi!ed
by other countries. On April
12, news of an incremental
purchase of shares in HDFC
made by the People’s Bank
of China made the hea-
dlines. 

This press note, however,
does not restrict its applica-
tion to such cases. 

A plain reading of the
amended policy makes ev-
ery type of investment by
Chinese investors subject to
government approval. It
neither distinguishes bet-
ween green!eld and brown-
!eld investments nor listed
and unlisted companies. 

It also does not distin-
guish between the di"erent
types of investors, such as
industry players, !nancial
institutions, or venture capi-
tal funds. Such a blanket ap-
plication could create unin-
tended problems. 

For instance, it is likely
that unlisted or private com-
panies might !nd them-
selves under !nancial stress
due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. 

An acquisition in such
companies can only occur
between willing buyers and

sellers. Making government
approval necessary for ac-
quisitions in private compa-
nies by Chinese investors
will only reduce the number
of potential investors availa-
ble for a prospective seller,
and drive down the valua-
tion. 

The absence of a white
knight may cause bankrupt-
cy and job losses. Green!eld
investments are another ca-

tegory where the new rules
may pose obstacles. 

These are investments
where Chinese investors
bring fresh capital to esta-
blish new factories and gen-
erate employment in India.
China has been the fastest
growing source of FDI since
2014. The positive sentiment
generated among industry
players in China since then
may well be punctured by
the need for government ap-
proval. 

Moreover, the most visi-
ble ‘Chinese investors’ in In-
dia, most in the Internet
space, may not even come
under the de!nitions of the
new rules. 

Most investors in compa-
nies such as Zomato, Swiggy,
Bigbasket, Makemytrip,
Oyo, Ola and Snapdeal are

either venture capital funds
registered in o"-shore tax
havens or listed in stock ex-
changes in the U.S. or Hong
Kong. 

It will prove to be ex-
tremely di#cult to attribute
nationality to venture capi-
tal funds or !x the ultimate
bene!cial ownership of list-
ed companies down to foun-
ders of a certain nationality. 

By abolishing the Foreign
Investment Promotion
Board in 2017, India took the
decision of dismantling the
last vestige of an FDI regime
that sought to block sensitive
foreign investments. 

What Delhi should have
left behind then was a na-
tional security exception —
along the lines of the Com-
mittee on Foreign Invest-
ment in the United States
(CFIUS) — to deal with ge-
nuine threats to national se-
curity or black swan events
like the COVID-19 pandemic.
Instead, issuing an amend-
ment that reverses what has
been a highly-advertised
new FDI policy position may
have unintended conse-
quences in the minds of fo-
reign investors.

(The writer is Member, CII
Core Group on China and
Partner, Link Legal India.
He advises foreign investors
including those from China)

New FDI rules may have
unintended e!ects
Ministry’s note, a likely reference to Chinese investors

Masking in glory: An incremental purchase of shares in HDFC
by the People’s Bank of China made news, recently. * REUTERS

Santosh Pai

NEWS ANALYSIS

Over half of the top 500 com-
panies listed on the National
Stock Exchange could !nd
themselves strapped for cash
to even make routine pay-
ments in the aftermath of the
COVID-19 induced
lockdown.

Some strong companies
such as Reliance Industries
($1,53,719 crore of cash and
cash equivalents as of De-
cember 31, 2019), Interglobe
Aviation ($20,068 crore) and
Bajaj Auto ($17,407 crore), to
name just three, will ob-
viously ride through the cri-
sis comfortably. But a major-
ity of the !rms could !nd
themselves in liquidity trou-
ble, unless if promoters step
in with equity or banks lend
to them.

As per data analysed by
Acuite Ratings & Research
Ltd. exclusively for The Hin-
du, out of 467 of the top 500
NSE-listed companies, ex-

cluding banks, 257, or 55% of
them, have less than 100%
cushion for bearing !xed
and debt-servicing costs. 

In other words, they will
need additional funds
through debt or equity to
maintain their operations or
have to cut back on their ex-
isting costs.

If one limits it to only !xed
costs and assumes that the
lenders will provide morato-
rium or re!nance, then the
number of companies having

less than 100% cushion re-
duces to 208 or 45%. 

So, in other words, 208
companies, among the top
500 listed companies in In-
dia, excluding banks, don’t
have enough liquidity or
cash to pay for their existing
!xed costs.

Out of these 208 compa-
nies, 153 companies, or 33%,
don’t have even 50% cushion
i.e. they will not be in a posi-
tion to pay even half of the
!xed costs in Q1 unless if ad-

ditional cash is generated
from business or if promo-
ters infuse funds.

And 210 companies can
service both !xed costs and
debt repayments comforta-
bly without any business ac-
tivity given their liquidity po-
sition. 

Suman Chowdhury, chief
analytical o#cer, Acuite Rat-
ings & Research Ltd., said,”
“Needless to say, COVID-19
has sparked a major crisis in
the corporate sector. Con-
trary to the perception that
only SMEs are subject to li-
quidity challenges, our ana-
lysis of the top 500 NSE-list-
ed companies highlight that
257, or around 55%, of these
companies, do not have
adequate liquidity in their
balance sheet to pay for the
!xed costs and debt repay-
ment of the current quarter
in a complete lockdown
scenario.”

“There is a signi!cant like-
lihood that at least 200 com-

panies in the top 500 listed
Indian companies will need
to go for cost rationalisation
through measures such as
salary cuts or payment defer-
rals in the !rst quarter even
if the lockdown is progres-
sively removed from May on-
wards,” he said. 

“COVID-19 will see certain
sectors bene!ting. But
across sectors, there will be
polarisation of losers and
gainers. In the immediate af-
termath of COVID-19, it will
be seen which organisations
survive,” said Apurva Puro-
hit, director, Music Broad-
cast Ltd., which runs Radio
City FM channels in 39 mar-
kets in India. 

“A large number of busi-
nesses with poor balance
sheets will close down. Busi-
nesses which have cash in
hand and no short-term debt
and the ones which can run
during this period by meet-
ing !xed costs and some pos-
itive cash generation, can re-

build fast and survive,” she
said. According to Shailesh
Shah, senior partner and
founder at Strta Consulting,
businesses that have been
around for a long time and
have been managed conser-
vatively will survive.

“With businesses dying,
people losing jobs and cash-
strapped developing nations
beginning to teeter, mankind
is faced with an economic
crisis that is disproportion-
ately bigger than the two-
million infected and the
1,56,000 dead from CO-
VID-19,” Mr. Shah said.

“Mankind has to come out
of this crisis correctly. As we
don’t know better, lock-
downs are the only known
way to survive. Assuming a
best case scenario that the
world is able to go past the
epidemic in the next few
months, a world, virtually
without business for almost
six months, is now going to
have to reboot,” he said.

Over half of top 500 "rms could face liquidity crisis
Data show that 257 companies do not have enough cash to meet their !xed costs and interest

Lalatendu Mishra 

MUMBAI 

Money matters: A majority of !rms could !nd themselves in
liquidity trouble unless promoters step in. * GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCK

To make the best use of the
low international crude
prices, public sector oil
companies, including Man-
galore Re!nery and Petro-
chemicals Ltd. (MRPL) and
Indian Strategic Petroleum
Reserve (ISPRL), have been
!lling ISPRL’s caverns at
Mangaluru and Udupi with
crude oil.

While ISPRL’s Mangaluru
cavern could store up to 1.5
million tonnes (MT) of
crude, that of Udupi (at Pa-
dur) could store up to 2.5
MT. MRPL Managing Direc-
tor M. Venkatesh said the
!rst consignment of 2 mil-
lion barrels by MRPL and
the second of 1 million bar-
rels by Indian Oil Corpora-
tion Ltd., had already been
unloaded into the caverns.

Cargoes at lowest prices
are lined up to reach the
New Mangalore Port during

April and May to completely
!ll the caverns, the MRPL
said in a release. The oil mi-
nistry has asked ISPRL to
work closely with other oil
companies to achieve the
target, while MRPL plays its
role in !lling the caverns.

The series of crude oil
cargoes of varying volumes
from 1 million barrels to 2
million barrels, being
sourced by MRPL, IOCL and
Bharat Petroleum Corpora-
tion, would be unloaded at
the Single Point Mooring
(SPM) of MRPL, 17 km away
from the shores in the Ara-
bian Sea and within the ju-
risdiction of NMPT, before
the onset of monsoon. The
company is also !lling its ca-
verns at Visakhapatnam, the
release quoted ISPRL as say-
ing. Mr. Venkatesh said
MRPL is sustaining the re!n-
ery operations at 50% ca-
pacity to meet the critical
demand of LPG and fuel.

ISPRL to top up its 
caverns with cheap crude 
MRPL pumps the crude to caverns

Anil Kumar Sastry

Mangaluru

Air India on Saturday an-
nounced that it will resume
domestic %ights for select
routes from May 4 and in-
ternational %ights from
June 1.

A spokesperson for the
national carrier said that
the domestic routes that
would be opened !rst
could include those that
connect metro cities,
which include Delhi, Mum-
bai, Chennai, Kolkata, Hyd-
erabad and Bengaluru.

Vistara and IndiGo have
also announced resump-
tion of their domestic
%ights in a phased manner
from May 4.

Domestic
#ights from
May 4: AI
Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI Private sector lender HDFC
Bank reported 17.7% growth
in its standalone net pro!t to
$6,927.7 crore for the quarter
ended March 31, 2020 des-
pite sharp increase in CO-
VID-19 related provisioning.

The bank’s net interest in-
come, that is, interest
earned less interest expend-
ed, for the quarter was
$15,204.1 crore as compared
to $13,089.5 crore during the
same period of the previous
year. The bank reported an
advances growth of 21.3%,
while deposits grew 24.3%.
The net interest margin for
the quarter remained stable
at 4.3%.

Other income during the

quarter was at $6,032.6 crore
as against $4,871.2 crore in
the corresponding quarter
ended March 31, 2019. Other
income growth was boosted
by pro!t from sale of invest-
ments of $565.3 crore as
compared to $228.9 crore
during the same period of
the previous year.

“With the government in-
itiating lockdown in the lat-

ter half of March, not only
did we see an impact on bu-
siness volumes — in terms of
loan originations, distribu-
tion of third party products,
and payments product activ-
ities, but also could not opti-
mise our collection e"orts,
and as a result of which fees/
other income were lower by
$450 crore,” the lender said. 

Provisions went up to

$3,784.5 crore for the quar-
ter as compared to $1,889.2
crore reported during the
same period of the previous
year. “Total provisions for
the current quarter included
credit reserves relating to
COVID-19 in the form of con-
tingent provisions of approx-
imately $1,550 crore,” the
bank said. 

“The Core Credit Cost ra-
tio was 0.77%, as compared
to 0.92% in the quarter end-
ing December 31, 2019 and
0.69% in the quarter ending
March 31, 2019,” HDFC Bank
said. Gross NPAs were at
1.26% of gross advances as
on March 31, 2020, as against
1.42% as on December 31,
2019 and 1.36% as on March
31, 2019. Net non-performing

assets were at 0.36% of net
advances as on March 31,
2020. RBI has allowed len-
ders to extend moratorium
on term loan repayments for
three months, from March to
May, and banks were asked
to make 10% provision on
such loans, spread over two
quarters. HDFC Bank said it
holds provisions as on March
31, 2020 against the potential
impact of COVID-19, which is
in excess of the RBI pre-
scribed norms. 

“As a result, GNPA and
NNPA ratios were lower by 10
bps and 6 bps respectively,”
it said. The bank also had
%oating provisions of $1,451
crore and contingent provi-
sions of $2,996 crore as on
March 31, 2020. 

HDFC Bank Q4 net rises 18% to $6,928 crore
Recoveries su"er due to lockdown; lender reports #450 crore impact on other income

SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

Mumbai

Cholamandalam Invest-
ment and Finance Company
Ltd. (Chola), a Murugappa
Group company, posted a
35% decline in its fourth
quarter disbursement to
$5,784 crore, on the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, its assets under
management (AUM) for the
same period increased by
12% to $60,583 crore.

During the period under
review, Chola disbursed
about 82% of its loan
amount towards vehicle !-
nance, 11% for home equity
and 7% towards home loans
and others, the company

said in a presentation. 
In other words, the

amount distributed under
vehicle !nance was $4,719
crore, home equity $657
crore and $408 crore to-
wards home loans respec-
tively. As of March 2020, the
company had cash balance
of $10,908 crore (including
sanctioned and undrawn
lines), the company said in a
regulatory !ling.

With regard to home
equity business, Chola’s ex-
posure to commercial pro-
perty was low, and its focus
on tier 2 and 3 cities and the
retail/trader segment would
help the company bounce
back, it said.

Chola Finance Q4
disbursement falls 35% 
AUM rises 12% to #60,583 crore
Special Correspondent

Chennai 

The Confederation of In-
dian Industry (CII) has
called for certain modi!ca-
tions in the guidelines is-
sued by the government on
resumption of economic
activities from April 20, to
avoid disruptions in the
supply chain.

“While the restart of
economic activities takes
place, certain items relat-
ing to operations across
the entire supply chain
could be further included
to enable smooth opera-
tions. 

CII has suggested conti-
nued stringent lockdown
in speci!ed containment
zones with the rest of the
identi!ed hotspot districts
to be open to economic ac-
tivities with adequate safe-
ty measures,” Chandrajit
Banerjee, Director Gener-
al, CII, said.

The industry body has
suggested that red zone
districts and containment
zones need to be clearly
identi!ed and demarcated
and industrial activities be
permitted in non-contain-
ment zones of red zone dis-
tricts, if found safe. A list of
red districts and contain-
ment zones may be pu-
blished on a real-time basis
for information of
industry.

“Automotive value
chain, including OEMs,
components, retail and
service workshops, must
also be included in the list
of permitted industries.
Agricultural inputs of fertil-
izers, pesticides and seeds
have been opened up, and
there is a need to also relax
rules for production of ne-
cessary equipment. Simi-
larly, equipment and ser-
vices for generation,
transmission and distribu-
tion of power, including re-
newable energy such as
gear boxes and generators
may be allowed to func-
tion,” the industry body
said in a statement.

CII seeks
amends to
govt. norms
Special Correspondent

MUMBAI 

In a boost to energy security of  the country, PM recently dedicated to the nation, 
1.33 MMT Visakhapatnam Strategic Petroleum Reserve (SPR) facility of  Indian 
Strategic Petroleum Reserve Limited (ISPRL). The cost of  the Project is Rs. 1125 
crore. The Facility has the largest underground storage compartment in the 
country. 
 
  
 
About SPR programme: 
 
To ensure energy security, the Government of  India had decided to set up 5 million 
metric tons (MMT) of  strategic crude oil storages at three locations namely, 
Visakhapatnam, Mangalore and Padur (near Udupi). These strategic storages 
would be in addition to the existing storages of  crude oil and petroleum products 
with the oil companies and would serve as a cushion during any external supply 
disruptions. 
 
In the 2017-18 budget, it was announced that two more such caverns will be set up 
Chandikhole in Jajpur district of  Odisha and Bikaner in Rajasthan as part of  the 
second phase. 
 
The construction of  the Strategic Crude Oil Storage facilities is being managed by 
Indian Strategic Petroleum Reserves Limited (ISPRL), a Special Purpose Vehicle, 
which is a wholly owned subsidiary of  Oil Industry Development Board (OIDB) 
under the Ministry of  Petroleum & Natural Gas. 
 
Need for strategic oil reserves: 
 
In 1990, as the Gulf  war engulfed West Asia, India was in the throes of  a major 
energy crisis. By all accounts India’s oil reserves at the time were adequate for 
only three days. While India managed to avert the crisis then, the threat of  energy 
disruption continues to present a real danger even today. 
It is unlikely that India’s energy needs will dramatically move away from fossil 
fuels in the near future. Over 80% of  these fuels come from imports, a majority of  
which is sourced from West Asia. This is a major strategic risk and poses a massive 
financial drain for an embattled economy and its growing current account deficit. 
To address energy insecurity, the Atal Bihari Vajpayee government mooted the 
concept of  strategic petroleum reserves in 1998. Today, with India consuming 
upwards of  four million barrels of  crude every day (January 2015 figures), the case 
for creating such reserves grows stronger. 
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randomised to receive either the
drug or just standard of care.Ho-
wever, patients who got the drug
did show quicker alleviation of clin-
ical symptoms, possibly through an-
ti-in!ammatory properties and im-

Results of a randomised, control
trial using hydroxychloroquine
drug in 150 COVID-19 patients show
that the drug does not reduce the vi-
ral load even on day 28. Seventy-"ve
patients got the drug and standard
of care while the remaining got only
standard of care. Patients were gi-
ven 1,200 mg of the drug for three
days followed by 800 mg daily for
two and three weeks in patients
with mild/moderate and severe
symptoms, respectively.

First randomised trial
Researchers from the Shanghai Jiao
Tong University School of Medicine,
Shanghai, who led the team say that
in contrast to other trials that have
shown good results, the rando-
mised trial did not show that hy-
droxychloroquine drug was able to
suppress viral replication. This is
the "rst trail using hydroxychloro-
quine where patients have been

provement in white blood cell
count. The drug did not cause any
serious adverse e#ects in patients.
But some patients did experience
adverse e#ects. 

The most common adverse event

in patients who got the drug was
diarrhoea (10%).

The results were posted in pre-
print server MedRxiv. Preprints are
yet to be peer-reviewed and pu-
blished in scienti"c journals.

Patients (mean age 46 years; 55%
males) were enrolled at 16 govern-
ment-designated COVID-19 treat-
ment centres in three provinces —
Hubei, Henan and Anhui — between
February 11 and 29, 2020.

During the trial, specimens were
taken from the upper and/or lower
respiratory tract on the day of
screening and during treatment
and post-treatment follow-up.

The authors say that the dosage
used in the trial was meant to reach
the 50% e#ective concentrations of
hydroxychloroquine against the vi-
rus. “It is not likely to have addition-
al anti-viral e#ects by further esca-
lating dosage,” they write.

In the case of COVID-19, systemic
in!ammation or cytokine storm is

the driver of disease progression
and death. Substantial reduction in
white blood cell count and increase
in in!ammatory response have gen-
erally been observed in patients
who have eventually progressed
and died. The researchers observed
“moderate increase” in while blood
cell count and “signi"cantly greater
reduction” in the marker for in!am-
mation. These e#ects were seen af-
ter "fth day of treatment and conti-
nued till the end of the treatment.

Clinical bene!ts
“These encouraging results suggest
clinical bene"ts of adding hydroxy-
chloroquine into the current stan-
dard management to limit in!am-
matory response, which is the key
to prevent systemic in!ammation
and subsequent multiple organ fai-
lure and death,” they write. “The
shorter time to alleviate the symp-
toms might be useful for preventing
disease progression.”

Hydroxychloroquine does not reduce
viral load, randomised trial shows
However, patients who got the drug did show quicker alleviation of clinical symptoms

Side e!ects: Some patients did experience adverse e!ects, most commonly,
diarrhoea (10%). * AP

R. Prasad

Software can greatly help with the
demands of physical distancing ne-
cessitated by the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, and IIT Bombay members have
developed some interesting solu-
tions. One involves a platform
named World Wide Help (WWH)
which can be used to connect people
seeking medical help with helpers,
such as doctors. The other is a sys-
tem to generate e-tokens that can be
deployed by local markets and small
vendors to ensure physical distanc-
ing. 

Patients and helpers
The WWH platform can be used with
an app or a phone. The user simply
calls a dedicated number and can in-
put basic data such as the age of the
person in need of help and whom
they wish to solicit help from. They
can supply the phone number, too.
This is registered as a task in the app
and assigned to a primary helper
who is a junior doctor or medicare
professional. Further, the task may
be re-designated by the primary hel-
per to a senior doctor, who is the se-
cond level of helper. Or the primary
helper may settle the issue through a
phone call. 

The platform has seen a few de-
ployments in the last two years (for
providing agricultural advice, nutri-
tion advice, career counselling ad-
vice and so on). “It is mature, but
each deployment requires its own
customisation… the bottom of the
pyramid do not have the resources
or may not have the digital literacy
for this. Hence a low-cost, phone-
based solution with humans in the
loop to make information access
more easy for this population is in or-
der,” says Kameswari Chebrolu who
along with M.Tech students in the
Department of Computer Science
built up WWH.

The technology aspect was not as
challenging as the need-assessment
and promotion of the platform. Ma

and Shishu Poshan, a helpline that
provides nutrition and breast-feed-
ing support for mothers and infants
has been using this platform already.
Now the group is in talks with King
Edward Memorial hospital, Mumbai,
to put it to use. 

“A few other features we are cur-
rently looking to integrate it with
Whatsapp and support for video con-
ferencing,” says Dr Chebrolu.

Vegetable market
Every Tuesday and Friday, between
2.00 pm and 8.00 pm, the consumer
society vegetable market opens at IIT
Bombay. As is expected, people may
need to crowd the market to pick up
their fruits and vegetables. 

To avoid this crowding, along with
the email that informs the residents
of the opening of the market, a link is
sent. 

Clicking on this link generates an
e-token for the user. This email is
sent to approximately 1,000 house-
holds in the campus. The e-token is a
number that informs the users of
their places in the queue. By check-
ing a link provided in the email, the
user can check the status of their to-
ken – if it is close to their turn, they

can move to the market and pick up
what they want. 

“We also wanted to adapt this to
people who were not comfortable
with emails, such as senior citizens,”
says Bhaskar Raman, from the Com-
puter Science department, who de-
veloped this system. “Hence, we
made it so that the e-tokens are al-
ways even in number. Those who are
challenged by the system can call
and pick up a physical token which is
an odd number. They can at least do
this till they learn how the system,”
he adds.

This system is also being used in
IIT Bhilai where some students who
were unable to go back during the
lockdown have to be organised to
collect food from canteens, he
explained.

Dr. Raman is in talks with Prof. K.
V. Subrahmanyam of Chennai Mathe-
matical Institute, and the two, along
with their students, plan to develop
an app that will generalise this for
use by small vendors and
shopkeepers.

“Because of the lockdown, people
want to order online, hence small
vendors may tend to lose out, and
this app can avoid that,” he explains.

IIT Bombay develops IT solutions to
help with physical distancing 
Systems connecting people to medical help, avoiding queues, are in use

Shubashree Desikan

Avoiding delay: The e-token comes in handy to avoid long periods of waiting
in queues or alternately, forming crowds, * E. LAKSHMI NARAYANAN

The U.S. Navy said on Friday it
will conduct antibody testing of
sailors aboard the coronavirus-
hit aircraft carrier Theodore
Roosevelt to determine whether
they were exposed to the virus
as it spread through the ship.

Sweeping testing for the coro-
navirus among the entire crew
of the Roosevelt has already
yielded a curious result: The ma-
jority of the positive cases so far
are among sailors who are
asymptomatic.

With so many of the crew
symptom-free, it is unclear how
many of them had been infected
and recovered without anyone
realising they had contracted
the virus. Many of these infec-
tions could have "nished their
cycle before testing of the crew
began.

Serology testing
The extent of the infections
aboard the vessel should be-
come more clear with results of
the new “outbreak investiga-
tion” the Navy announced that
will use serology testing deve-
loped by the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC).

The serology tests look for the
presence of speci"c antibodies
that are created by the immune
system's attack response to the
presence of the virus and re-
main in the blood for a period of
time. “We are seeking crew
member volunteers,” Navy Sur-
geon General Rear Admiral
Bruce Gillingham told reporters.

The roughly thousand volun-
teers who are being sought for
testing over the next week or so
will also be swabbed again for
COVID-19, the respiratory dis-
ease caused by the virus, as well
as asked to answer a short sur-
vey, o$cials said.

The U.S. coronavirus death
toll — the highest in the world —
surged past 35,000 on Friday. It
also claimed the life of a sailor
from the Theodore Roosevelt
this week.

Extraordinary move
The Navy's testing of the entire
4,800-member crew of the air-
craft carrier - which is about
94% complete - was an extraor-
dinary move in a case that alrea-
dy has led to the "ring of the
ship's captain and the resigna-
tion of the Navy's top civilian
o$cial.

It has also given scienti"c re-
searchers a case study about
how the virus spreads asympto-
matically in a con"ned environ-
ment among mostly younger
adults.

That cohort has been some-
what under-represented in the
epidemiological data so far.

As of Friday, some 660 sailors
— nearly 14% of the crew — had
tested positive for the coronavi-
rus. The Navy has said that
about 60% of those positive tests
were among sailors who were
symptom-free.

The Navy said medical sta#
on the island of Guam, where
the ship pulled into port, would
take the samples and collect
questionnaire results. The ac-
tual serology tests will be sent to
the CDC in Atlanta for analysis.

How the virus spreads
The data could further shed
light on how the coronavirus
spreads undetected, which
could help inform the U.S. na-
tional response to the pandemic
and e#orts to restart the
economy.

“We will also be sharing that
with the White House task force
so that that information can be
used for the bene"t of the na-
tion,” Gillingham said.

U.S. to start antibody testing
on virus-hit aircraft carrier
Signi!cantly, 60% of positive tests were
among symptom-free sailors

Reuters

Everyday, we hear about the novel coronavirus, how it
is easily infecting and transmitting itself from people to
people, and how scientists and medical experts are
waging a war against its spread. We also hear how di#e-
rent this is from bacteria, and why treating people with
antibacterial drugs may not help wipe this out. What
then is the di#erence between a virus and a bacterium?
Well, bacteria are alive. Each bacterial cell has its own
machinery to reproduce itself. Take a bacterial cell, and
put it in a solution containing nutrients, it grows itself
and multiplies in millions. The genes in the cells (ge-
nome, made up of DNA molecules, the information con-
tained in which is transcribed as a message to the mes-
senger molecules called RNA), and the message therein
is translated into action molecules called proteins,
which are the foot-soldiers that help the growth and
multiplication of the bacterium. Coronaviruses do not
have DNA as their genome, but RNA; in other words,
they can only translate and not transcribe. Thus, they
are ‘dead’, unable to renew and grow themselves; they
need help. This they achieve by infecting ‘host cells’
which they bind to, and multiply by the millions. With
no host cell to help, a virus is simply a dead storage box.

The polyprotein strategy
Upon infection, the entire RNA with its 33,000 bases is
translated in one shot as a long tape of amino acid se-
quences. Since this long chain contains several proteins
within it, it is called a “polyprotein” sequence. One
needs to analyse this long chain, "nd the relevant pro-
teins, isolate and study what each of them does in help-
ing infection. (Scientists call the polyprotein a ‘single
reading frame’, containing several ‘open reading
frames’, namely those that contain a start code and end
with a stop code, each containing the relevant protein
to be expressed by the host cell). This strategy allows
the viral genome to be compact, and express the pro-
tein when the need arises. This is somewhat like a thrif-
ty individual who keeps his money in a "xed deposit in
a bank, and withdraws chosen amounts as the demand
arises. For the virus, the demand is to multiply upon in-
fecting the host. No demand, no withdrawal, no infec-
tion, no multiplication!

As the recent review by Yu Chen and colleagues from
China in the Journal of Medical Virology points out
(https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.25681), COVID19 has RNA-
based genomes and subgenomes in its polyprotein se-
quence, that code for the spike protein (S), the mem-
brane protein (M), the envelope protein (E), and the nu-
cleocapsidprotein (N, which covers the viral cell
nuclear material) - all of which are needed for the archi-
tecture of the virus. In addition to these, there are spe-
cial structural and accessory proteins, called non-struc-
tural proteins (NSP), indeed 16 of them, which serve
speci"c purposes for infection and viral multiplication.

How the drugs work
We thus have a large set of proteins in the virus, against
which a number of potential molecules and drugs can
be tried to interfere and stop the production of these vi-
ral proteins. Indeed, this has been tried to advantage by
several recent publications during the last month alone.
One of them has attempted to target the translation of
the key enzyme RDRp in the virus, whose production
was stopped by the drug Remdesavir. Three studies
from the US, Germany and China have come up with
methods to stop the production of the enzyme (called
CL3pro, also called as Mpro) which is needed to make
the spike (S protein). And the paper by Yu Chen et al,
quoted above lists as many as 16 NSPs in the viral poly-
protein, which can be targeted by potential drug mole-
cules. (And Dr PandurangaRao from Boston is quoted as
stating that the enzyme nsp12 to be a high-value target).

It is important in this context to cite the longstanding
excellent work being done by an Indian researcher,
Thanigaimalai Pillaiyar (what an auspicious name- in
homage to the street he was born in the village, he was
born in Thiruvannamalai district in Tamilnadu!), who is
settled as a medicinal chemist working at the University
of Bonn, Germany since 2013. In a paper full of insight,
which he published in 2015-16, titled: ‘An overview of
SARS-CoV 3CL protease inhibitors: peptidometrics and
small molecule chemotherapy’, that appeared in Jour-
nal of Medicinal Chemistry, 2016, 59 (6595-6628)
(10.1021/acs.jmedchem.5b01461). In this paper, he used
the X-ray crystal structure of a related virus TGEV
(Transmissible Gastroenteritis Virus), found by 3D mo-
delling a key enzyme of the SARS-CoV, called Chymo-
trypsin-like Cysteine Protease (3CLpro) also called the
main protease (Mpro), and found that this enzyme "ts
into the virus structure in a lock and key manner. The
next step after this molecular modelling was to "nd
drugs that can deactivate this binding and thus inhibit
the SARS-CoV from infecting. A total of about 160
known drugs were predicted to be of value with varying
e$ciency. Recall that this prediction and the drug list
was suggested by him before the crystal structure (or
the cryo-electron microscopy of COVID-19 was known)
3-4 years later! Pillaiyar and coworkers have updated
their "ndings in their recent paper in January 2020, in
the journal Drug Discovery Today (https://
doi.org.10.1016/j.drudis.2020.01.015). 

India is well versed with expertise in the area of or-
ganic and medicinal chemistry since the last 90 years
and in manufacturing quality drug molecules, and ex-
porting them for use at home and across the world since
the 1970 patents act of India. Our expertise today, in
both the public and private sector, includes not just syn-
thesizing made-to-order molecules, but has added new
methods involving computer modeling of target pro-
teins from bacteria and viruses, homology modelling,
drug design, repurposing of drugs, and other methods.
(It is worth noting that Dr. Pillaiyar has active collabora-
tion for quite some time with Sangeetha Meenakshisun-
daram at the Srikrishna College of Engineering and
Technology, Coimbatore, and Manoj Manickam at the
PSG Institute of Technology and Applied Research, also
at Coimbatore). The CSIR has taken upon itself the ex-
press task of coming out with molecules and methods to
counter the dreaded virus, and we have every hope that
they will succeed in the nearest future!

dbala@lvpei.org

The COVID-19 virus
and its polyproteins 
What makes up the virus and how
drugs act on it 

SPEAKING 
OF SCIENCE

D. BALASUBRAMANIAN

In a study published recently,
researchers found that peo-
ple infected with novel coro-
navirus (SARS-CoV-2) start
shedding the virus and there-
fore transmitting it to others
before symptoms show up.
The infectiousness begins at
least two days before the per-
son exhibits symptoms. The
study says that substantial
proportion of transmission
probably occurs even before
"rst symptoms appear in the
infected person.

The work was done by a
team led by Gabriel M. Leung
from the School of Public
Health at the University of
Hong Kong and the results
were published in the journal
Nature Medicine.

Studying 77 infector-infec-
tee pairs — pairs of people
who passed on the infection
and those who got infected —
from publicly available sourc-
es, the researchers estimate
that 44% of secondary cases

were infected when the per-
son was yet to show
symptoms.

The researchers used in-
formation on the timing of
symptom onsets in transmis-
sion pairs to infer the infec-
tiousness pro"le of people
with COVID-19 and found
“substantial transmission po-
tential” before symptom on-
set. Since most cases were
isolated soon after they
showed symptoms, the possi-
bility of virus spread after
symptoms showed up was
prevented.

Tracing contacts
The study suggest that e#orts
to track down contacts of pe-
ople with coronavirus infec-
tion should include people
who have come in contact
with the infected person not
just after symptoms show up
but at least two-three days
before the person exhibited
symptoms.

In the case of the 2003

SARS, infectiousness in-
creased seven-10 days after
symptom onset. Hence, virus
spread can be reduced once
the infected person is qua-
rantined soon after symp-
toms show up. In contrast, in-
!uenza is characterised by
increased infectiousness
shortly around or even be-
fore symptom onset. This
makes it di$cult to contain
the spread by isolating peo-
ple who have come in contact
with the infected person after

the person exhibited
symptoms.

Two clusters
According to a preprint post-
ed on MedRxiv server on
March 8, the pre-symptomat-
ic transmission was high in
two clusters — Tianjin in Chi-
na which is a shopping mall
cluster consisting of 45 cases,
and Grace Assembly of God
cluster in Singapore consist-
ing of 25 cases. In the case of
the Singapore cluster the pre-
symptomatic transmission
was 48% , while it was 62%
for the Tianjin cluster.

Explaining the high preva-
lence of pre-symptomatic
transmission in these two
clusters, Prof. Leung writes
in Nature Medicine: “Places
with active case "nding
would tend to have a higher
proportion of presympto-
matic transmission, mainly
due to quick quarantine of
close contacts and isolation,
thus reducing the probability

of secondary spread later on
in the course of illness.” Ac-
cording to the authors, where
immediate contact tracing
and quarantine is not possi-
ble, a lower proportion of
pre-symptomatic transmis-
sion will be seen.

Viral loads
The researchers collected
samples (nose swabs) from
94 coronavirus patients who
were admitted to the Guangz-
hou Eighth People’s Hospital
in China from January 21 to
February 14. They detected
high viral loads soon after
symptoms showed up, which
then declined by day 21. They
say based on analysis the vi-
ral shedding may begin two-
three days prior to symptoms
appearance and then de-
crease gradually.

When one person can in-
fect 2.5 people, contact trac-
ing and quarantine alone are
“less likely to be successful” if
more than 30% of transmis-

sion occurred before symp-
tom onset, they write. But
contact tracing can be still ef-
fective in preventing the
spread if people who came in
contact with the infected per-
son two-three days prior to
symptom onset are also lo-
cated and quarantined, as
was done in Hong Kong and
mainland China since late
February.

They caution that even
when mitigation measures
such as lockdown are in
place, contact tracing would
still has an important role to
play, particularly in the case
of super-spreading events
that may occur in high-risk
settings including nursing
homes or hospitals.

Since the proportion of
pre-symptomatic transmis-
sion is substantial, maintain-
ing hand hygiene and physi-
cal distancing can play an
important role in containing
virus-spread in the communi-
ty. 

Substantial coronavirus spread seen before symptoms show up
Within 77 infector-infectee pairs, 44% of secondary cases had been infected when the person was yet to show symptoms

R. Prasad

Caution: Infectiousness
begins at least two days
before exhibiting
symptoms. * M. VEDHAN
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FAQ

The story so far: As the toll from the COVID-19
pandemic rose across much of the world, the United
States President Donald Trump became more strident in
his criticism of the role of the World Health Organization
(WHO). On April 7, Mr. Trump tweeted that WHO “really
blew it” and that the organisation was “very China
centric”, this despite it being largely funded by the U.S.
On Tuesday, Mr. Trump said he was halting funding to
WHO pending a review. He accused WHO of mismanaging
the COVID-19 crisis and said it had failed to vet
information and share it in a timely and transparent
manner. He told a news conference at the White House,
“... I am directing my administration to halt funding while
a review is conducted to assess the World Health
Organization’s role in severely mismanaging and covering
up the spread of the coronavirus.” 

When and why was WHO set up?
It is important to understand the context in which WHO
functions to understand the current situation around its
funding. WHO, a United Nations agency created in 1948, is
headquartered in Geneva, and was founded to coordinate
and direct the UN’s global health e!ort. It has no authority

over its 194-member
countries and, as is typical
for UN agencies, depends
on member contributions
to carry out its work. Also,
as is often the case with UN
agencies, WHO is not
immune to political
motivations and an inertia
that often comes with large
bureaucracies. Yet, in this
instance, critics and several
public health academics
have said that Mr. Trump’s
attack of the organisation is
misplaced.

Was WHO slow in alerting the world about
COVID-19?
It took till about the middle of January for WHO to suggest
human-to-human transmission of the virus, toeing the
China line for the "rst few weeks of the year, as per
reports. 

Even then, in the "rst two weeks of the year and two
weeks after it was noti"ed of the virus, WHO had quali"ed
its statement by saying there was “no clear evidence” of
such transmission, The Washington Post reported. The
U.S. was formally noti"ed by China on January 3 of the
coronavirus outbreak. Additionally, as early as January 10
and 11, WHO had put out guidance notes on the virus,
according to The Guardian.

China locked down the city of Wuhan on January 23.
On January 23, WHO Director General Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus warned that while the emergency was for
China and not for the world, it had the potential to
become global in scale. The body’s experts were divided
on whether or not there was a global emergency at the
time, as per reports, and it took until January 30 for them
to conclude deliberations and declare a global emergency. 

Yet, nearly a month later, on February 25, Mr. Trump
tweeted that the coronavirus in the U.S. was “very much
under control.” It was only on March 13 that he declared a
national emergency over the coronavirus.

How much does the U.S. give WHO?
The U.S. is the WHO’s largest contributor. The
organisation’s funding is of two types — assessments or
member dues and voluntary contributions. The total
funds for the 2020-2021 biennium included $957 million
in assessments and $4.9 billion in voluntary
contributions. 

Over the last decade, the U.S.’s assessed contributions
have been in the $107-$119 million range while voluntary
contributions have been in the $102-$402 million range,
according to the Kaiser Family Foundation, a health-
focused non-pro"t.

For the 2018 and 2019 biennium, the U.S. contributed
about 20% of WHO’s budget, according to a National
Public Radio (NPR) report. This money went as
assessment fees ($237 million) or pledges towards
programmes (over $656 million) from voluntary
contributions. The major share of the U.S. programmatic
funding went towards polio eradication ($158 million),
increasing access to essential health and human services
($100 million) and vaccine-preventable disease ($44
million), according to the NPR.

Will the U.S.’s stand a!ect WHO’s functioning?
The short answer is, yes, a funding freeze is highly likely
to negatively impact WHO’s functioning for a short while
at least, given the signi"cant contribution the U.S. makes.
However, we do not yet know what the impact will be and
for how long.

Additionally, it is unclear if Mr. Trump has the authority
to withhold funding that has already been committed.
Congressional Democrats have said that he does not have
this authority and is criticising WHO as a means to de#ect
criticism of how he has handled the crisis. The U.S. has
around 700,000 known cases of COVID-19 over 35,000
deaths due to the disease.

Dr. Tedros has asked countries to stop politicising the
virus. He also said WHO regrets the U.S. decision and is
reviewing the impact of American funds being withdrawn.
WHO, he said, would work with its partners to "ll any
"nancial gaps that arise so the “work continues
uninterrupted”.

The U.S. freeze on WHO 
How will the American President’s
suspension of funds to the World
Health Organization in the middle 
of a pandemic impact its work? 

The United States is
the World Health
Organization’s largest
contributor. For the
2018 and 2019
biennium, America
contributed about
20% of WHO’s
budget, according 
to a National Public
Radio report 

Sriram Lakshman
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The story so far: As the months progress, the world
seems still maddeningly short of de"nitive treatment or
vaccine options against COVID-19. However, as the
number of people with active COVID-19 infections has
increased globally, scientists are “close” to deciding on
some promising drug and vaccine candidates and clinical
trials are on at multiple centres to test the safety and
e$cacy of these options. Among the many scienti"c
terms that seem to have entered common parlance with
COVID-19 is convalescent plasma. While we may be, in an
optimistic scenario, a few weeks or months away from
drugs or vaccines, clearly some front-runners have
emerged, including remdesivir (originally designed to
target the Ebola virus) and convalescent plasma.
Convalescent plasma is a time-tested strategy that has
worked successfully with several other diseases, and
doctors struggling to bring relief to COVID-19 patients
have turned towards it — it is blood derived from patients
who have recovered from COVID-19 — on the assumption
that their body contains antibodies it used to "ght the
virus.

What is convalescent plasma? How does it work?
As Dr. Michael Joyner, professor, Mayo Clinic, explains on
the institution’s website: People who have recovered from
COVID-19 have antibodies to the disease in their blood.
Doctors call this convalescent plasma. Researchers hope
that convalescent plasma can be given to people with
severe COVID-19 to boost their ability to "ght the virus.
The blood — about 800 ml or so — is collected from the
donor through the regular withdrawal process, tested for
other pathogens, and if safe, the plasma component is
extracted and subsequently used for transfusion on to
patients. Everyone who has su!ered from a disease
possibly carries what are called neutralising antibodies
that when extracted via plasma and transfused on to
others with the infection can help their immune system
"ght it o!. Whether it works or not depends on whether
the disease produced a lot of antibodies in people or not,
explains Dr. Priya Sampathkumar, infectious diseases
consultant and medical director, infection prevention and
control, Mayo Clinic, U.S. For some diseases, the body
needs more cellular immunity to "ght the infection, while
for others, the body needs more antibodies. Most
diseases, however, require a combination of both these
mechanisms, Dr. Sampathkumar points out.

Since trials are going on, there is no standardised
protocol on how much of convalescent plasma or how
often it must be used. Even before we knew what sort of

antibody levels have to be administered, doctors began
using this technique because there did not seem to be
anything else that worked. The understanding why some
people have more antibodies and some have less,
whether those who were asymptomatic have antibodies
at all, and in what strength, are issues that will have to be
answered over the course of the trials.

But, she says, these are important questions that need
answers, because giving whole plasma to an individual
may even overload the system since it might be a large
volume. There are no commercially available assays in
the market that could measure the antibody level in the
plasma. However, research is on at Mayo Clinic for an
assay that would take at least a few weeks, to conduct
such a test, according to Dr. Sampathkumar. Once that is
done, experts would have to "gure out the standard
minimum dose of antibodies that will kickstart the
immune response in the recipient against COVID-19
infection. Rapid serological antibody tests have only
recently become available for testing in some nations.

How far are we from using it and what are 
the challenges?
Dr. Sampathkumar says for all these studies to get o! the
ground, researchers would need enough donors who
have recovered fully and can be tested for other
pathogens as well. People should be willing to donate
plasma, and good tests should emerge to estimate how
many antibodies they have. While studies are required to
show the timing and dosage, there is broad consensus
that early administration will be ideal. Dr. Joyner says
attempts are on to understand the issue via the large
cohort of patients being observed. His colleague, Dr.
Sampathkumar, explains, early on in the disease, there is
a lot of virus in the system and the antibodies will bind

with the virus eliminating it. If this is not done at this
stage, then the virus sets o! a cascade of in#ammation in
the body. If the patient has reached that stage, the plasma
may not be helpful. And yet, at least two studies from
China, the results of which were published in peer-
reviewed journals, showed that in severe patients in the
intensive care unit, the level of neutralising antibodies
increased rapidly or remained high after convalescent
plasma transfusion and the clinical symptoms also
showed signi"cant amelioration.

Trials are also required to examine the e!ect of other
anti-virals or anti-in#ammatory drugs on convalescent
plasma, and see if there is an additive e!ect or take-away
from the bene"ts, she adds.

Dr. Joyner speculates that there will likely be
concentrated immune globulin products in a few months,
and these will likely supersede plasma as a way to deliver
passive immunity via antibodies to both patients with
active disease and to temporarily prevent disease.

Since it rests on blood donation, people from the more
common blood groups, for instance, O+ve, will have
easier access to plasma. Naturally, the pool for rare blood
groups is going to be smaller. However, experts have been
laying emphasis on the need for people who have
recovered to voluntarily come forward and donate
plasma to help with research and other patients.

What is the future?
Trials will conclude in a few weeks/months for de"nitive
conclusions to emerge. The Indian Council of Medical
Research has approved Delhi and Kerala to undertake
clinical trials, and Tamil Nadu has also applied for
permission to conduct trials in the State.

If trials clear convalescent
plasma and approvals are
given for a clinical rollout, it
can be employed in hospital
settings widely to help
patients. 

If that were to come to
pass, the government would
also do well to bring in
regulations to ensure that
plasma donors are not
exploited under any
circumstances. Creating a
broad-based pool of donors
would also be advisable,
following the Mayo Clinic
model, to cover rare blood
types as well.

Will convalescent plasma help COVID-19 patients? 
Why is this strategy that has worked with several other diseases of interest now? And how are trials progressing? 
Ramya Kannan

Since trials are going
on there is no
standardised
protocol on how
much of
convalescent plasma
must be used. 
Dr. Priya
Sampathkumar of
Mayo Clinic says
researchers will need
many donors who
have recovered fully 

REUTERS 

The story so far: It has been over three weeks since
Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced the world’s
biggest lockdown, in India, to "ght COVID-19, the
pandemic that has claimed over 1.5 lakh lives worldwide.
Epidemiologists have said that the impact of the
lockdown in slowing down infections would take at least
three weeks to show. This is because the incubation
period of the virus could extend to two weeks and any
residual sources of imported infections, from before
airports were sealed, would at most show up in a week.

What was the reason for a long lockdown period?
The World Health Organization (WHO) declared
COVID-19 a pandemic on March 11 but until March 13,
India’s o$cial position was that it “wasn’t a health
emergency and there was no need to panic”. India, with
81 cases, was evacuating Indians from abroad and had
restricted international entry through only 19 of its 37
land immigration checkposts. By March 15, it was evident
to health experts and epidemiologists that the virus,
SARS-CoV-2, has properties that distinguishes itself from
other coronaviruses and even in#uenza viruses. It is
highly transmittable and can evade the immune system
for longer and therefore spreads quickly even without the
infected being visibly sick. The virus is able to penetrate
deeper into the lower airways. Therefore, to the elderly
and the aged, those with pre-existing conditions such as
diabetes and cardiovascular disease, it poses a
heightened risk of acute pneumonia.

On March 24, Mr. Modi said: “I fold my hands to say —
please stay where you are,” adding that “all leading
experts say 21 days is the minimum we require to break
the coronavirus transmission cycle. If we are not able to
handle these 21 days, the country and your family will go
back 21years and many families will be destroyed. I am
saying this not as the Prime Minister but as your family
member.” The night of his address, India recorded 564
cases — a six-fold jump in less than two weeks; there were
11 deaths. Government and health o$cials feel that a
complete lockdown and cessation of travel will keep
those who are infected isolated and restrict infections to
contained clusters. This would avoid community
transmission when it becomes impossible to trace the
source of infections and quarantining is of no use. Such a
situation would quickly overwhelm hospitals as seen in
Italy, Spain, Iran and the United States. With among the
lowest per capita availability of hospital beds and health-
care workers, health experts say if there are too many
cases, it will be catastrophic for India.

What do the numbers reveal?
The lockdown has coincided with an increase in testing
and the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) has
widened the pool of people of suspected cases who need
to get tested. Earlier, only those with a travel history and
displaying symptoms were being tested. Now, even those
who show #u-like illnesses and are in a hotspot are likely
to be tested and quarantined. Since the lockdown,
con"rmed cases have risen 25 times to over 14,000;
deaths too have risen 40 times.

Every weekly rise in cases has seen an increase by a
factor of 3.7, 2.5 and 2.0, respectively, until April 16.
Testing grew in those same weeks by a factor of 2.4, 2.1
and 1.1 times, respectively. A slower growth in testing
thus appears to be corresponding to a slower rise in
con"rmed cases.

Should India test more aggressively?
Increased testing does not necessarily mean a rise in

cases, and could be
explained by a fall in the
speed of disease
transmission. However, to
conclude so would be
premature, caution
health o$cials. That is
because India has still
tested only a limited
proportion of its
population. There is a
pool, and we do not know
how large, of
asymptomatic people,
that is those who have

been infected but do not show symptoms, but can infect
others. Testing must be increased and contacts traced so
that asymptomatics are also under the radar. Only this
week India has e!ectively unveiled a new set of strategies
— the use of rapid antibody tests and the concept of
pooled testing to estimate the extent of undetected
infections in hotspots which are places with a large
number or large increase in cases. These are useful but
relatively crude measures and can still lead to several
asymptomatic people going undetected, according to
health o$cials.

Is the lockdown being followed?
While India’s lockdown has been among the harshest in
the world, there have been several instances of people
gathering in large numbers. In fact, the makeshift relief
camps that States have set up for migrant labour, the high
average density of population are all aggravating factors
for the spread of clusters as is seen in Mumbai.

Finally, India’s high dependence on imported testing
kits and the chemicals needed to analyse them means
that testing cannot be equally ramped up across the
country. The ICMR has said that it has enough testing kits
“for the next eight weeks” but this does not account for
the variable testing capacity of various States. The
extension of the lockdown for another three weeks, until
May 3, may buy time but the government needs to clarify
its goals. Does it expect the number of hotspot districts of
which there are 170 as of this week to come down? Is it to
bring down the number of infections by a particular
percentage or is it to achieve a more manageable
doubling time? This refers to the time it takes for cases to

double, which has increased from four days in the last
week of March to seven days as of this week. The longer
this stretch is, the more time hospitals will have to treat
and release COVID-19 patients, refurbish and safely
dedicate manpower for clinical management.

What about deaths?
Post-April 8, India has seen at least 25 deaths a day, or
about 1-2% of the con"rmed cases. While this proportion
is in line with global trends, they are likely re#ective of
cases that were con"rmed in one to two weeks before the
lockdown. 

On the other hand, from April 3 the recovery rate of
those con"rmed has increased from 70% on April 3 to
80% on April 17, which also corresponds to a dip in the
death rate. In all, 80% of those infected in India are
believed to be below 60.

Some States have managed to "atten the curve.
What does that mean?
New cases in Kerala, on a daily count, have dropped to
single digits; the number of recoveries exceeds those
being hospitalised in Tamil Nadu. Telangana and Andhra
Pradesh are also showing signs of a dip. These are signs
that these States have been able to manage infections
e!ectively through stringent contact tracing and
curtailing asymptomatic persons from spreading
infection. They also re#ect the importance of having
moved early to stymie the spread.

However, a region is said to have stabilised only if no
fresh cases are reported for 28 days — and no State is
close to that scenario yet. The rise in infections is also
due to the disproportionate in#uence of clusters.
Mumbai and Delhi show that even with high rates of
testing, infections will keep rising if quarantining and
contact tracing are e!ective. Indore in Madhya Pradesh
shows that laxity in enforcing quarantine and testing last
month could have seeded several clusters that will be
di$cult to contain. Moreover, the demands that a total
lockdown make on the economy and the extent to which
it suppresses normal life can mean that a staggered
relaxation of the lockdown is likely. But health o$cials
warn that this may lead to infected people travelling to
new places. India may have to continue dealing with
frequent outbreaks for a while, they feel, rather than
expect to decisively stamp out the disease during an
extended lockdown.

Is the lockdown helping India? 
Why is it important to carry on
testing? Why is it necessary 
to pursue contact tracing and
quarantine? What is the state of
health-care facilities? 
Jacob Koshy

India’s high
dependence on
imported kits means
that testing cannot be
equally ramped up
across the country. 
The Indian Council of
Medical Research has
said that it has enough
testing kits ‘for the
next eight weeks’ 

Art with a purpose: A scene in Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh, during the lockdown. * V. RAJU
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DESPATCHES

Illegal miners and loggers are invading the forest,
plundering its riches and infecting the tribes 

In a short video, as
the camera moves
in a hospital, it
shows 10 bodies in

mortuary bags or under white cov-
ers lying on beds in the same room
with and 11 patients; and a few bo-
dies are kept on the !oor in the corri-
dor next to stretchers with patients.
The video of Joao Lucio Hospital, the
only medical facility with Intensive
Care Units (ICUs) in Manaus, the cap-
ital of Amazon State, went viral on
Thursday. But the Governor of the
State, where 1,700 persons are in-
fected with coronavirus and 124 have
died so far, kept quiet. The govern-
ment had stopped disclosing the oc-
cupancy rate of its ICUs last week.

The healthcare system of Amazon
is on the verge of collapse as ambu-

lances o"oad new patients to hospi-
tals every day. Working 18 hours a
day, the State’s doctors are stretched
beyond their limits. Last year, 549
doctors quit their jobs as they were
not being paid. “The government
takes three, four, #ve months to pay
salaries. The doctors end up going to
work in other cities where they will
be paid on time. Now, doctors are
needed and we don’t have them,”
says José Sobrinho, president of Re-
gional Medical Council.

Though Manaus is now the epi-
centre of the outbreak, the real tra-
gedy is unfolding in its rainforest
where many tribes, some of them
uncontacted, are in the danger of
contracting the deadly virus. This
month, a 15-year-old Yanomami boy
fell to COVID-19, con#rming the fears
that the virus has breached the thick
forest. With the world’s attention fo-
cused on the virus, illegal miners,

loggers and smugglers have invaded
the forest, plundering its riches and
infecting the tribes with the virus.
“Most tribes are vulnerable to this vi-
rus. Even common cold can kill them
within 24 hours. As forests are being
invaded, many people will die before

they get any medical assistance. We
don’t have resources to save them,”
says a doctor from a Manaus hospi-
tal, speaking on condition of
anonymity.

Biggest State 
Amazon is the biggest State in this
country spread over 1.57 million sq.
km with a population of just 3.4 mil-
lion. Of 305 tribes in Brazil, most are
based in Amazon and neighbouring
States. “The general health of most
people in isolated tribes is very
good. But when an infectious disease
from outside reaches them, it is po-
tentially lethal,” says the doctor.

When the Portuguese landed in
Brazil in 1500 AD, it was inhabited by
millions of indigenous people be-
longing to hundreds of tribes. A vast
majority of them perished as they
got infected by diseases such as
measles brought by the Europeans,
who tried to enslave them for work. 

Researchers fear history repeating
itself as miners and loggers try to
force the tribes to carry out their ille-

the academic. The tribes may be tak-
ing all precautions but it may not be
enough as the government fails on
two fronts — stopping the Amazon
plunderers and strengthening the
country’s stressed healthcare sys-
tem. The #ght against coronavirus
got a huge setback on Thursday as
Mr. Bolsonaro #red Health Minister
Luiz Mandetta. 

In Dr. Mandetta’s place, the Presi-
dent named Nelson Teich, an oncol-
ogist with no experience in public
health. Within hours of his appoint-
ment, a 2019 video appeared on so-
cial media showing Mr. Teich’s views
about public health system. “If I have
an old person with a chronic disease
and a teenager with the same pro-
blem, I will spend the same amount
of money in their treatment. The
teenager will have a lifetime ahead.
The elderly person may be at the end
of their life. What should be the
choice?” Mr. Teich asked in the video
shot at a medical congress.

Mr. Bolsonaro’s choice is making
Brazil shudder.

gal work. Marcia Oliveira, a well-
known academic in the region, fears
that several tribes can be “eliminat-
ed” as happened in the “Haximu
Massacre”, when encroachers
slaughtered an entire community in
1993. “There is no doubt that an out-
of-control movement of gold miners,
loggers and missionaries puts the in-
digenous peoples at risk of getting
the coronavirus and [they could]
face a genocide,” says Ms. Oliveira, a
professor at the Federal University of
Roraima. But even as the State fails
to check the movement of gangs,
which have become emboldened
since the 2019 rise to power of Jair
Bolsonaro, who has repeatedly
talked of “opening the Amazon for
business” and “civilising” the tribes,
the indigenous groups are practising
self-isolation to protect their com-
munities. 

“Keeping away from strangers is
the key in their #ght against diseases
‘brought by the Whites’. It is their
ancestral learning as it has a$ected
them since the colonisation,” says

Shobhan Saxena 
is a journalist
based in 
Sao Paulo

Amazon alert! The virus has breached the rainforest
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The President has stayed away from unpopular
decisions, leaving the virus !ght to Governors 

With over 3,000
new cases of CO-
VID-19 added daily
for the past one

week and parts of the economy
locked down, Russia has found itself
in the middle of an escalating eco-
nomic and social crisis. The country
has reported 36,800 infections so far
and 313 deaths. Unemployment rate
is projected to double and GDP to fall
by not less than 5%. The coronavirus
hit the Russian economy right in the
middle of another crisis — the col-
lapse of the oil price.

In his latest address to the nation,
President Vladimir Putin announced
long-awaited relief measures for bu-
sinesses this week. He promised a
funding of 200 billion rubles
(around $2.6 billion) to the regional

governments, and said small and
medium enterprises would be get-
ting funds from the government to
pay o$ salaries in April and May. The
announcement came amidst mount-
ing criticism from the corporate sec-
tor that the government’s responses
to the crisis were not enough. 

The measures announced by Rus-
sian government over the past few
weeks amount to 2.8% of the GDP,
compared to 37% in Germany, 20%
in Italy and 12% in the U.S. Many feel
Russia, having over $550 billion in
reserves and relatively low debt,
could be more proactive in support-
ing businesses. 

About 30% of businesses may not
survive the compulsory shutdown,
Roman Trotsenko, CEO of AEON
Corporation, said during an online
conference. Alexey Zaharov, founder
of online service #rm superjob.ru,
said up to 80% of small and medium-

sized businesses could declare bank-
ruptcy while the unemployment rate
will jump from below 5% to 9%. 

Mr. Putin’s handling of the crisis
suggests that there’s a method in the
Kremlin’s response. The President
appears to be unwilling to take res-
ponsibility for containing the virus.
He has stayed away from announc-
ing the unpopular decisions which
could a$ect his approval rating at a
time when the government is plan-
ning to put constitutional amend-
ments on vote. The amendments,
proposed by Mr. Putin earlier this
year and already cleared by Parlia-
ment and the Constitutional Court,
would allow him to contest elections
again, and to potentially remain in
power till 2036.

Mr. Putin has masterfully trans-
ferred the responsibility for contain-
ing the outbreak to Prime Minister
Mikhail Mishustin and the heads of
regional governments, including
Moscow Mayor Sergey Sobyanin. It is
now up to them to enforce the un-
popular restrictions on the public

and roll out sophisticated surveil-
lance systems. On the other side, the
President comes on TV to announce
good news such as economic relief
measures. The crisis has also al-
lowed him to get rid of the regional
Governors who the Kremlin was not
comfortable with. On April 2, imme-
diately after Mr. Putin’s address to
the nation in which he spoke about
the responsibilities of Governors in
Russia’s battle against the pandemic,
three Governors resigned. State me-
dia reported that they resigned be-
cause of their failures in containing
the virus, but all of them were at
odds with the Kremlin. 

Internal troubles 
The COVID-19 crisis has also exposed
some of the Kremlin’s internal trou-
bles brought by the con!ict between
old and new political elites. Accord-
ing to media reports, Moscow Mayor
Sergey Sobyanin’s views on quaran-
tine and its implementation did not
#nd any support in the Kremlin up
until last week, when the daily count

the city and it can be obtained via a
government website. On the very
#rst day, thousands of Moscovites,
who still have to travel to work,
found themselves in su$ocating
queues — without any possibility of
physical distancing — at the entrance
of metro stations as police o%cers
were manually checking the passes. 

None of these incidents highlight-
ing that the shortcomings of the
measures put in place by local go-
vernments have found a mention in
Mr. Putin’s speeches. He leaves it to
the regional leaders to answer the
public. It can be recalled that Mr. Pu-
tin has done exactly the same during
2018 pension reform by making then
Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev to
take responsibility for the unpopular
decision.

The strategy seems to be working.
Despite the crisis and its economic
costs, Mr. Putin’s approval ratings
are on the rise. According to Russian
Public Opinion Research Center, his
rating rose by 4% in late March, after
many months of decline. 

of new infections had crossed few
thousands. On April 15, when Mr. Pu-
tin was delivering his “good news” to
the corporate sector, Moscow saw
the ugly outcomes of the rapidly-in-
troduced pass system. A pass is now
required for the public to travel in

Ksenia 
Kondratieva 
is a journalist
based in Moscow 

The !ght Putin shies away from 
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A pictorial representation of a 19th century ‘spirit’
has emerged as Japan’s COVID-19 mascot 

As COVID-19 conti-
nues its global
rampage, coun-
tries around the

world are developing signature mo-
tifs of resistance. In Italy, it is balco-
ny singing. In India, it is the ‘Go Co-
rona!’ chant. In Japan, it is a
three-legged mer-person with scaly
skin, lank hair and a beak that looks
like the artistic o$spring of a mar-
riage between Picasso and Dali: the
amabie.

The amabie is a pictorial repre-
sentation of a 19th century yokai or
mythological spirit that has emerged
as the social media mascot for the
novel coronavirus, trending on Twit-
ter and !ooding Facebook feeds.
Everyone from primary school chil-
dren to the nation’s top manga ar-

tists are busy drawing and sharing its
images. Even the Japanese Health
Ministry has hitched a ride on the
trend’s #shtails, using the amabie as
part of its poster campaigns to
spread awareness about the
epidemic.

The story of the half-human, half-
#sh amabie spirit was #rst featured
in a woodblock-printed news sheet
in April 1846. The creature was said
to have appeared in the sea o$ the
western coast of Japan’s Kyushu is-
land. It spoke to a government o%-
cial who had been attracted by a shi-
ny blob in the waters, giving the
bewildered bureaucrat some good
news and some bad news. The fol-
lowing years would bring bountiful
harvests, it said, but also a bounty of
epidemics. The yokai then instruct-
ed the o%cial to draw and distribute
its image for the protection of the pe-
ople, before disappearing.

Occasional sightings of the amabie
were subsequently reported for a
few decades after its initial “discov-
ery”, but as time went by, the yokai
disappeared from the popular imag-
ination. Then, on March 6 this year,
Kyoto University Library posted a

picture of the original news sheet
from its digital archives on its Twitter
account. The mythological spirit re-
surfaced into a world of hashtags at
just the right moment: school clo-
sures had been announced, em-
ployees asked to telework, and a gen-
eral anxiety about the coronavirus
combined with boredom. The result:
an amabie renaissance. A #amabie-
search reveals thousands of draw-
ings of the creature from the humo-
rous to the macabre, in addition to
creative outpourings, including ama-
bie made from spaghetti and people
in amabie cosplay. 

History of pandemics 
Japan has been struck by pandemics
including small pox, dysentery and
typhoid through most of its recorded
history and these continued to rav-
age the population well into the 20th
century. Although modern medicine
and drastically improved hygiene
and sanitation curbed the bulk of
these in the post-World War era,
their historical memory lingers as

an enema on top of its head.
Last year, in what now feels like a

prescient move, Japan's Quarantine
Information O%ce had debuted a
mascot called “Quaran” (short for
quarantine). It looks like a cross bet-
ween humpty dumpty and tinkerbell
and sports goggles that ostensibly
help it spot infectious diseases, pro-
hibited food imports and other viola-
tions of Japanese customs law.

There is also the mascot of To-
kyo’s Shinjuku district’s Food Sanita-
tion Association’s safe hand-washing
campaign, called Shinjuku Awawa —
a sentient superhero soap bubble
dressed in a red cape and booties
that combats germs and poor hy-
giene. But, until the amabie resur-
faced from the historical archive,
COVID-19 had been conspicuously
mascot-less. Its return riding the
waves of social media is therefore
unsurprising, but also useful. The
yokai is providing solace, entertain-
ment and talismanic value to an em-
battled and somewhat bored nation
as people stay at home and disinfect.

evidenced by the current response
to COVID-19. Across the country,
Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples
are holding services, invoking an-
cient prayers to ward o$ the corona-
virus. In a 21st century twist, some
even allow devotees to join online in
zoom video-conferences. Dusty
guardian statues are being taken out
of storage and set up outside univer-
sities and libraries.

The current popularity of the
amabie can thus partly be explained
as an example of the continuing in-
!uence of folklore in Japanese socie-
ty. But there is another aspect to its
‘rise’ as well: the penchant for ka-
waii (cute) mascots. Japan is inundat-
ed with large-eyed, cuddly carica-
tures that serve as the mascots for
everything from sports teams and
government departments to corpo-
rations and their products. These
can be downright bizarre. For exam-
ple, pharmaceutical company Ichiji-
ku, a manufacturer of laxatives, has a
mascot called Kan-chan that looks
like an adorable pink penguin with

Pallavi Aiyar 
is a journalist
based in Tokyo 

Amabie, the ‘spirit’ that went viral 
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Amid its spat with Sri Lankans on Twitter, China
Embassy’s handle was brie"y suspended 

Twitter is rarely
short of drama. Ex-
cept that last week,
Sri Lanka’s Twitter

bubble saw some of it originate from
an unlikely source — the o%cial han-
dle of the Chinese Embassy here. 

It all began with a letter dated
April 8, from the Embassy, ad-
dressed to the chairman of the priv-
ately-run Wijeya Newspapers group.
In the letter, which was also released
to the media, mission spokesperson
Luo Chong took a strong objection to
three pieces on COVID-19 published
in two of the group’s publications —
Daily Mirror and Sunday Times.

One of the articles was an inter-
view, headlined “Sri Lanka must en-
sure China is held accountable”,
with an American Lawyer who has

#led a lawsuit against Chinese auth-
orities, whom he blames for the glo-
bal pandemic. The second, titled
“China accused of negligence”, was
an interview with the head of a local
consumer rights organisation. The
third, the Embassy’s letter said, was
a column that referred to COVID-19
as “Wuhan COVID”.

The Chinese mission accused the
articles of lacking “basic facts, know-
ledge and compassion”, and said
they were “full of” prejudice, racism
and hate speech. The six-page letter
urged media in general and the 40-
year-old Wijeya Newspapers in par-
ticular to play a “more responsible
and constructive role in this war”.

Both the content and tone of the
letter drew quick reactions on social
media. “So Chinese diplomats now
advise #lka media how to run new-
spapers? Spox of China Emb in Cmb
writes open letter to Chair of Wijeya

Newspapers about “3 irresponsible
articles” in @Dailymirror_SL & @Ti-
mesOnlineLK . What do Chinese ba-
bus know of #PressFreedom?”
tweeted Nalaka Gunawardene, a wri-
ter and media analyst. In a thread on
April 9, Mr. Gunawardene said
though he had critiqued the new-
spapers for their “lapses and bias-
es”, he stood by their right to carry
op-eds with critical viewpoints. 

Media freedom 
In its reply to the Embassy, the Daily
Mirror stood its ground and “reiter-
ated” that it provides a forum for di-
verse viewpoints and that the arti-
cles referenced by the mission were
carried as per the journalistic tradi-
tion of respecting expression of di$e-
rent opinions.

Meanwhile, many others also
challenged the Chinese Embassy on
its position. “So, you can present
your position. But other people can
also present a di$erent position —
unlike in China,” tweeted @indica, a
blogger.

While Twitter users taking on o%-
cial tweets is not uncommon, o%cial
handles responding to those tweets
is. Surprisingly, the mission decided
to respond to several critics indivi-
dually. “Does #PressFreedom allow
any baseless hatred speech be pu-

presentation twice, requesting to
clarify and correct. This morning,
Twitter replied for a ‘systematic mis-
take’, apologised and unsuspended
our account,” the handle said, ad-
ding freedom of speech must be ho-
noured without “double standards”.

Sri Lanka responded to the deve-
lopment from the highest levels. “We
welcome the reinstating of the O%-
cial Twitter Account of the Chinese
Embassy in Colombo @Chi-
naEmbSL,” Foreign Relations Minis-
ter Dinesh Gunawardene tweeted.

After a week of twists and turns,
the Embassy’s Twitter handle is now
back to sharing o%cial updates regu-
larly. On Friday, it tweeted on Wu-
han’s revised number of COVID-19
cases and fatalities, and about Chi-
nese aid to help Sri Lanka contain
the coronavirus. 

The handle may be back in busi-
ness, but it hasn’t been able to es-
cape di%cult questions from Sri Lan-
kans. “So now Twitter has unbanned
you. Can you now unban Twitter in
China?” @indica asked in a tweet.

blished and the media has no res-
ponsibility for its publication? No
#PressFreedom for China and China
can’t present its position? Discussion
about the pandemic should focus on
#COVID19 itself, isn’t it?” @Chi-
naEmbSL said in a response.

Even as the spat between a resi-
dent foreign mission and citizens of
the host country raised eyebrows, in
an intriguing move, Twitter suspend-
ed the Chinese Embassy handle on
April 13. Evidently, the Chinese mis-
sion’s views didn’t go well with Sri
Lankans. But it wasn’t clear why
Twitter chose to suspend the mis-
sion’s handle — it was arguably com-
bative, not abusive. According to
Twitter’s suspension policy, the deci-
sion to suspend Twitter accounts are
commonly driven by three reasons —
spam or fake; accounts at security
risk or hacked handles, and those
with “abusive” tweets.

The following day, the Embassy
tweeted that Twitter had suspended
its account without any speci#c rea-
son. “The Embassy made solemn re-

Meera Srinivasan 
is The Hindu’s
Colombo
correspondent 

From diplomacy to drama on Twitter
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Manipur’s tradition of
making rice beer, the
practice of tying turbans in
Rajasthan and several
di!erent dances, forms of
music and festivals from
across the country were
among the 106 items listed
as intangible cultural
heritage in a draft released
by the Union Culture
Ministry on Saturday. 

Releasing the list, Culture
minister Prahlad Singh Patel
said 13 traditions of Indian
intangible cultural heritage
were already recognised by
UNESCO and the national

list was an attempt to
further awareness and
protection to more such
elements. The initiative is a
part of the ministry’s Vision
2024 programme. In the list
released on the ministry’s
website, a total of 106
practices from di!erent
States are mentioned,
though some are repeated as
they occur in more than one
State and "ve elements are
common to the whole
country. 

As per the 2003 UNESCO
Convention for Safeguarding
of Intangible Cultural
Heritage, the list has "ve
broad categories — oral

traditions, performing arts,
social practices, knowledge
and practices related to
nature and traditional

craftsmanship, the Culture
ministry observed in a
statement. This list was a
“work in progress and may

be considered a draft
version”, the ministry
added. There was, however,
no deadline for the public to
send in contributions,
suggestions or amendments,
an o#cial said, declining to
be identi"ed. 

Traditions
Among the traditions seen
across the country are the
devotional music of Qawwali
and the music of the oldest
instrument in the country,
the Veena. The Kumbh Mela
and Ramlila traditions of
di!erent States have also
been included. 

The list includes the

practice of making designs
at the entrance of homes
and temples called kolam in
Kerala, Andhra Pradesh,
Tamil Nadu and Andhra
Pradesh were also included
in the list. 

Puppet theatre
Di!erent forms of shadow
puppet theatre —
Chamadyacha Bahulya in
Maharashtra, Tolu
Bommalatta in Andhra
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu,
Togalu Gombeyatta in
Karnataka, Tolpava Kuthu in
Kerala and Ravanchhaya in
Odisha — have also been
included.

Rajasthan was included. 
From Jammu and

Kashmir, the Kalam Bhat or
Qalambaft gharana of
Su"ana music in Budgam
district and from Ladakh,
the Buddhist chanting
across both Leh and Kargil
districts were on the list of
intangible cultural heritage. 

The making of khor, a rice
beer, by the Tangkhul
community in Manipur as
well as other crafts
associated with it, like
making gourd vessels and
wicker baskets, were also on
the list. 

Kerala’s martial art form,
Kalaripayuttu, and the

traditional folk festival of
Pachoti in Assam, where the
birth of a baby, particularly a
male infant as the tradition
“relates to the birth of
Krishna”, is celebrated with
relatives and neighbours,
according to the ministry. 

The oral traditions of the
transgender community
called Kinnar Kanthgeet and
compositions of Ameer
Khusro are among the
entries from Delhi. 

Gujarat’s Patola silk
textiles from Patan with its
geometric and "gurative
patterns also made it to the
list. The practice of tying a
turban or safa across
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Festivals, turbans and rice beer are all part of an exhaustive cultural heritage list

Damini Nath 

NEW DELHI

Culture Ministry publishes a draft list of more than 100 practices and seeks public comment about intangible elements that enrich India’s social history

Sparkling collection: Turbans on display at a museum in
Jodhpur. * REUTERS

Geraint Thomas raises
£300,000 with 
turbo bike challenge 
LONDON

Former Tour de France
champion Geraint Thomas
has raised £300,000 for
Great Britain’s National
Health Service after a 36-
hour indoor cycling stint. The
Welshman rode a trio of
12-hour rides over three days
on a turbo bike in the garage
of his home in Cardiff in a bid
to raise funds to tackle the
coronavirus outbreak. The
12-hour rides were to
emulate a typical shift of an
NHS worker. “No
exaggeration, the last two
hours were the hardest I have
ever had on the bike,”
Thomas told the BBC on
Saturday. “I could barely sit
down.” AFP

IN BRIEF

India’s top-ranked paddler
Sharath Kamal said training
in Germany with four di!e-
rent clubs in the top division
of the Bundesliga from 2010
to 2016 was the best phase of
his career as his ranking and
game improved many-fold.

Speaking to coaches from
Sports Authority of India
and the Table Tennis Federa-
tion of India (TTFI) panel on
Saturday in the ‘Online
Coach Development Pro-
gramme, where he shared
his experiences of playing on
the European circuit, the 37-
year-old said his stint in Ger-
many helped his career take
an upswing (after a mild
slump in 2011-12).

Surge in graph
“I stayed in Germany and
came to India only for a few
National tournaments. At
that time, my graph went up
and having played in Europe

[in Sweden, Spain and Ger-
many], there was an overall
development in my game,”
Sharath said.

On European clubs, the
2006 Commonwealth

Games singles champion
said, “The coaches are very
professional. They treat eve-
ryone as equals. They didn’t
see me as one who is training
here [and will go on] to beat

them. In Europe, if they hire
a player, they ensure he im-
proves as much as their
countrymen do.”

Sharath said everything is
systematic [in Europe]. “Our

season starts at the end of Ju-
ly and ends in September
whereas they have round-
the-year competition in dif-
ferent divisions. 

“There is constant match
practice, you get to play with
di!erent players with di!e-
rent styles. The infrastruc-
ture and ecosystem are top-
class. And their calendar is
out much in advance.”

Professional
In India, things started to
change only after the 2008
Beijing Olympics, said Sha-
rath, ranked 31 in the world.
“It all became professional in
2008 when a lot of people
[support sta! ] started work-
ing for an athlete.”

On how Indian coaches
could achieve global stan-
dards, he said, “We have the
talent but not the right expo-
sure. 

“What Indian players get,
the same thing should hap-
pen to [our] coaches.”

Sharath credits German stint for upswing
If they hire a player, they ensure he improves as much as their countrymen do, says the India No. 1

K. Keerthivasan

CHENNAI 

Varied experience: The exposure to di!erent styles in Europe has bene"ted Sharath Kamal
immensely. * FILE PHOTO: G. RAMAKRISHNA

Featuring India’s most
revered cricketers like
Sachin Tendulkar and Virat
Kohli, the Board of Control
for Cricket in India (BCCI)
has created a new video
under the title Team Mask
Force to promote wearing
masks in public places and
help the country battle the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The video has messages
from Board president
Sourav Ganguly, Smriti
Mandhana, Rohit Sharma,
Harbhajan Singh,

Harmanpreet Kaur,
Virender Sehwag, Rahul
Dravid and Mithali Raj.

“TeamIndia is now
#TeamMaskForce! Join
#IndiaFightsCorona and
download @mygovindia’s
@SetuAarogya mobile
application Mobile phone,”
the BCCI tweeted.

“Being part of the India
team is a matter of great
pride. 

“But today we are going
to create a bigger team,
Team Mask Force,” Indian
captain Kohli says in the
video.

BCCI creates 
Team Mask Force

Press Trust of India

NEW DELHI

Screen-grabs of Smriti and Kohli from the video. * BCCI.TV 

Javagal Srinath spearheaded
India’s pace attack in the
’90s with aplomb, but form-
er South Africa seamer
Shaun Pollock believes the
Indian never got the credit
he deserved.

Srinath played 67 Tests
and 229 ODIs between 1991
and 2003, taking 236 and
315 wickets respectively. 

“I thought India’s Javagal
Srinath didn’t get the credit
he deserved,” Pollock said
during a Sky Sports podcast
discussion with former West
Indies fast bowler Michael
Holding and England’s
Stuart Broad. 

“In my era, you had great
combinations like Wasim Ak-
ram and Waqar Younis for
Pakistan and Curtly Am-
brose and Courtney Walsh
for the West Indies. Australia
had Glenn McGrath and
Brett Lee. You now have
James Anderson and Stuart

Broad in this era,” he said.
Pollock, who snapped up

over 400 Test wickets and
amassed more than 3,700
Test runs in 108 Tests, said
one bowler who left an in-
delible mark on him early in
his career was West Indian
pace great Malcolm
Marshall.

“Marshall was next level
and I was lucky enough to

meet him early in my career
as it made me think about
fast bowling in a completely
di!erent way,” he said.

Pollock has also been
most impressed by fellow
countryman Dale Steyn. “He
cranked it up on $at wickets
and had such a good action
and variations. He is so-
mething special and his stats
back it up.”

‘Srinath an unsung hero’
Shaun Pollock all praise for Marshall and Steyn too

Press Trust of India

Johannesburg

Javagal Srinath. * FILE PHOTO Shaun Pollock. * FILE PHOTO

The All India Football Feder-
ation (AIFF) on Saturday de-
cided to formally call o! the
I-League and declared Mo-
hun Bagan the champion.
There were 23 matches still
to be played when the CO-
VID-19 pandemic struck.
With the lockdown in the
country extended till May 3,
the AIFF League committee
convened its members
through a video conference. 

Bagan had assured itself
of the title, taking an unas-
sailable lead (39 points from
19 games), before the league
was suspended on March 14. 

Equal share
As for the other 10 clubs, the
league committee recom-
mended that the remaining
prize-money (apart from
the champion’s) be equally
divided among them. The
committee also recom-
mended that there be no re-

legation in the 2019-20 sea-
son. The league
committee’s decisions have
to be rati"ed by the AIFF ex-
ecutive committee. 

The other decisions taken
were: 1. For the second divi-
sion league, the committee
decided to wait for the ap-
proval of the executive com-
mittee and the Asian Foot-
ball Confederation to have a
tournament of shorter dura-
tion next season. The teams
that will qualify for the Hero
I-League 2020-21 season will
be decided based on that.

2. With nearly 500
matches yet to be complet-
ed in various youth leagues,
the committee decided to
conclude all youth leagues —
the sub-junior league, the
junior league, the Elite
league and the under-17
Khelo India girls’ league —
for the current season. 

3. Extension of deadline
for AIFF Academy Accredi-
tation recommended.

I-League called o!
Mohun Bagan declared champion 

Amitabha Das Sharma

KOLKATA

The situation outside is
grim, and that is making life
indoors challenging for ath-
letes whose routines have
been disrupted.

But Shanker Basu, the
former head strength and
conditioning coach of the In-
dian cricket team, tells The
Hindu that “athletes are a
di!erent kettle of "sh”.

“They are wired very dif-
ferently and their elusive
goals in life will not allow
them to alter their vision.
They will look at this [lock-
down] as a period where
they [can] tick certain boxes
which was not possible
otherwise.”

Basu has suggestions for
athletes looking to improve
their health and immunity
during this tough phase:
“Strength exercises that tar-
get your thighs, hips and

trunk, along with some form
of cardiovascular exercise
that can be based on what

you have at home as equip-
ment. “Nutrition and a set
routine must be complemen-
tary to the exercise patterns.
And that should be your
commandment during this
period,” he adds.

Innovative workouts
Will innovative workouts
help? “Yes and no. At the
end of the day, most athletes
know their routines and bo-
dies well. Innovative wor-
kouts have a place and time,
but the basic bread-and-but-
ter type of workouts will see
them through this period,”
he says.

A sprinter in his heyday,
Basu has trained people
from di!erent walks of life.
“I don’t travel like before; I
am based in my own town
[Chennai]. Having said that,
it gives me an opportunity to
work with di!erent types of
sports and pursue new edu-

cational goals which keeps
me very busy.”

Does he design workouts
that can be followed online?
“Yes, I do, and even other-
wise, I have been doing such
routines for certain types of
athletes for the last 10 years,”
says Basu, who is now the
strength and conditioning
coach of Royal Challengers
Bangalore.

How about RCB’s cricke-
ters? “All the players are gi-
ven a schedule and most of
them have access to perso-
nal home gyms. They will do
everything in their capacity
to stay "t.”

Signi!cant role
Basu’s pursuit of excellence
has played a signi"cant role
in transforming the attitudes
of Indian athletes towards
"tness, and he is willing to
o!er advice to anyone seek-
ing it during this period. 

How athletes stay !t in a lockdown
Former India trainer Shanker Basu talks about challenges of working out at home
Rayan Rozario

Coimbatore

Basu. * SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT 

Cricket Australia chief
executive Kevin Roberts
has told sta! that the
governing body faces a
"nancial crisis and would
not have been able to pay
its bills at the end of
August without layo!s,
local media reported on
Saturday.

CA announced plans to
lay o! almost 80% of sta!
on Thursday, putting them
on 20% pay until June 30
when it is hoped more will
be known about how long
government curbs will
last.

Financial reserves hit
The Australian and The
Age newspapers have
reported that CA’s
"nancial reserves had

been hit by a slump in the
world’s stock markets
caused by the COVID-19
pandemic.

No one at Cricket
Australia was immediately
available for comment on
Saturday.

While, according to The
Australian, national team
coach Justin Langer was
informed on Friday that
he was now a part-time
employee, the players
have not yet concluded
negotiations over any
wage losses they might
su!er.

The players retained a
revenue share model with
Cricket Australia in their
last negotiations over pay
in 2017 and test captain
Tim Paine said last month
that he and his team mates
were braced for cuts.

Cricket Australia faces
cash crunch: reports
It plans to lay o! almost 80% of sta!
Reuters

Sydney

The All India Tennis Asso-
ciation (AITA) has agreed
to abolish honorary posts
of life president, life vice-
president and life Counsel-
lor on the direction of the
Sports Ministry, which
termed the creation of
such posts as violation of
the National Sports Code.

The decision meant that
senior sports administra-
tor Anil Khanna and form-
er external a!airs minis-
ters S.M. Krishna and
Yashwant Sinha cannot re-
main with the federation
as life presidents.

The ministry’s decision
also a!ects eight people
including former Davis
Cup captains Jaideep Muk-
hejea and Naresh Kumar,
who held the post of life
VPs. 

T.D. Franics held the
post of life counsellor.

AITA to abolish
‘life’ posts
Press Trust of India

New Delhi

A group representing the
homeless is asking to use the
Athletes’ Village for next
year’s Tokyo Olympics as a
shelter during the coronavi-
rus pandemic.

An online petition ad-
dressed to Tokyo Olympic
organisers and the city go-
vernment has drawn tens of
thousands of signatures for
permission to occupy the
massive housing complex
going up alongside Tokyo
Bay.

The village was to be
home to 11,000 Olympic ath-
letes and 4,400 Paralympic
athletes. 

It is largely complete and
empty with the Olympic
opening postponed by the
virus outbreak until July 23,
2021.

“We don’t know how long

this downturn will last, and
so we have to change how
we think,” said Ren Ohnishi,
chairperson of the Moyai
Support Center for Indepen-
dent Living. 

“That includes how we
work, how we deal with

housing, how we give aid to
those who need it.” 

Tokyo Olympics organis-
ers declined comment, and
the Tokyo metropolitan go-
vernment also had no imme-
diate comment on the peti-
tion. 

COVID-19: Tokyo’s homeless
seek shelter in Olympic Village
Press Trust of India

Tokyo

Cry for help: An online petition addressed to the Tokyo
Olympics organisers has sought permission for the 
homeless to occupy the Athletes’ Village. * AFP

Hockey India would begin
its online coaching deve-
lopment sessions from
Monday as part of the
Sports Authority of India
(SAI) initiative.

While the basic course
would be conducted by ju-
nior women’s coach Erik
Wonink and feature non-
accredited coaches with-
out requiring any prior
quali"cation, the interme-
diate sessions would be for
SAI-accredited coaches
who have successfully
passed the Hockey India
Level-1 Certi"cation (or
above).

The intermediate ses-
sions would be conducted
by the foreign coaching
sta! of the senior men’s
and women’s teams in-
cluding chief coaches Gra-
ham Reid and Sjoerd
Marijne.

HI online
sessions 
from Monday 
SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI



Locked

out
A lockdown protects the well-o!, but it
pushes to the brink those who face bigger
threats every day — from hunger,
homelessness or poor health p3

Trapped A woman looks

through a gate in a COVID-19

hotspot in New Delhi.

* SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA
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Viral trial

April 14, which a large part of India

celebrates as New Year’s Day, brought no

relief, with the nationwide coronavirus

lockdown being extended till May 3. The

Ministry of Home Affairs issued an

elaborate set of guidelines, but some

restrictions are to be relaxed after April 20.

Agriculture, e-commerce, industries outside

city limits, and MGNREGA jobs were

allowed in regions that have successfully

contained the spread of the virus.

LITERARY REVIEW

Anita Roy’s latest

novel treats 

children like equals,

confronting death 

and destruction 

calmly p4

OFF-CENTRE!

Can a madrasa

housing dozens of

poor kids magically

become larger

when a lockdown 

is announced? p8

WIDE ANGLE 

It’s taken an invisible

virus to make the

Assamese do the

unthinkable — skip

their grand Rongali

Bihu celebration p6

Longest animal?

Among 30 new marine

species that scientists found in

an exploration off Australia’s

coast was a 150ft siphonophore

— a translucent and stringy

deep sea creature — possibly

the longest animal discovered

on earth. “It was just amazing

to see this huge organism

spread out like a spiral UFO,”

said Nerida Wilson, the scientist

who led the expedition. 

Pandemic polls

In a move that was looked at

askance by a locked-down

globe, masked South Koreans

queued up three feet apart to

vote in the legislative elections

on April 15, with turnout at

66.2%, the highest since 1992.

President Moon Jae-in’s

Democratic Party — buoyed by

his successful handling of the

pandemic — and its allies won

180 of 300 seats. 

Find a scapegoat

U.S. President Donald

Trump announced he

would halt funding to the

World Health

Organization (WHO),

which he accused of

“severely mismanaging

and covering up the

spread of the

coronavirus.” The U.S.,

which gave WHO more

than $400 million in 2019,

is the organisation’s

single biggest funder.

American Medical

Association President

Patrice Harris said the

decision was “a

dangerous move.” 

Slippery patch

OPEC+, a group of

major oil producers that

includes Saudi Arabia 

and Russia, reached a

historic agreement to

slash oil production by 

9.7 million barrels a day

over May and June, in an

effort to shore up a

market severely impacted

by the pandemic. 

Prices rose briefly after

the announcement but

fell again, as the

production cut is

insufficient to offset the

30-million-barrels-a-day

shortfall in global

demand. 

Growing pains

India’s GDP growth

forecast for FY21 took a

beating with the

International Monetary

Fund cutting it to 1.9%

from a 5.8% estimate in

January. Although this is

expected to bounce back

to 7.4% in FY22, other

agencies like Barclays

predicted 0% growth for

India for calendar year

2020, factoring in a

$234.4 billion economic

loss or 8.1% of GDP. The

IMF also revised India’s

FY20 growth to 4.2%,

down from an estimate

of 4.8% in January.

After 1930, it’s 2020

Dubbing the global situation

the Great Lockdown, the IMF

predicted the worst

economic downturn since the

Great Depression. It stepped up

by offering debt service relief of

about $500 million to 25 of its

poorest member states,

including Afghanistan, Chad

and Haiti. Meanwhile, G20

leaders agreed to suspend $20

billion in debt payments from

76 countries for a year.

Lockdown lockup

Following the Supreme

Court’s insistence, scholar-

activist Anand Teltumbde and

civil rights campaigner Gautam

Navlakha (in pic) surrendered to

the National Investigation

Agency (NIA) for their alleged

involvement in the Bhima-

Koregaon violence of 2018.

They join nine other activists

imprisoned in the same case. A

court remanded Teltumbde to

NIA custody for four days.

BOOKEND 

A pandemic is a rude

fellow. It tells you

everything you knew

about yourself, but

were too cowardly 

to face p7

No ball

Finally, after much

palaver and panic, the BCCI

saw fit to suspend its

precious Indian Premier

League’s 2020 edition until

further notice. Scheduled to

be held between March 29

and May 24, the start date

was initially only pushed

forward to April 15 even as

the Olympics itself was

cancelled. With India’s

lockdown extended, the

BCCI couldn’t dither any

longer. Both players and

franchises face major losses.

It will rain at least

The southwest monsoon is likely to

be normal this year, the India

Meteorological Department (IMD)

said. In its long-range forecast for the

June to September monsoon season,

IMD said that quantitatively,

rainfall is expected to be

100% of the long period

average. While the date

of onset over Kerala

continues to be June 1, the

department gave new dates of

arrival and withdrawal of the

monsoon, which could be delayed in

several States.
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T
he catastrophe caused by the
novel coronavirus reminds
us of the Black Death that de-

vastated Europe and wiped out half
its population in the 14th century. 

COVID-19 is the latest in a series
of pandemics that send shivers
across the world. The paradox is
that it united a contradictory world
but divided people. It does not dis-
criminate between believer and
atheist and white and black. It is
unseen yet powerful, living yet un-
seen, far yet close. It is an untold
story of everything from science to
god, medicine to economics, and
culture to religion.

The world was largely unpre-
pared for the pandemic and is still
dangerously incompetent in !ght-
ing it. Virologists, pharmacologists
and biologists, everyone is clueless. 

Some take it as divine punish-
ment, while others blame the Chi-
nese for their eating habits. The
bad news is that a huge chunk of
population may die, but the good
news is that modern civilisation is
more sophisticated and advanced
to fend o" a fatal blow. 

The greatest challenge, however,
is to !ght the !nancial and econom-
ic impact because it is the markets
that are places of opportunity, feed
trillions and buy our services, ideas
and patents. 

Unlike the !nancial crises of
2008, the crises now are quite dif-
ferent as central banks need to look
beyond !lling pockets with money

because such a step would not gen-
erate demand when markets are in-
accessible. The broken demand-
supply chain is ruining markets,
but the actual shock could be much
bigger than grim statistics. 

Domino effect

What kind of game plan is needed
to get through this deep pothole?
How about the survival of indus-
tries dependent on the global sup-
ply chain? Globalisation has twist-
ed the supply chain so deeply that if
there are issues speci!cally in an
exporting country like China or the
U.S., it would be felt massively
across the globe. How the impact
on the workforce, particularly
hourly and daily wagers, would be
dealt with? Where does India stand
in this global crisis and how shall it
become a $5 trillion economy by
2024?

Precisely, it may be another
worst economic nightmare of the

21st century that will not only test
the competence of doctors and
scientists but will also assess the en-
deavours of the political and corpo-
rate leadership. The downturn in
spending and investment will drive
businesses to slow down produc-
tion and eventually retrench peo-
ple. Markets will turn out to be de-
serted places, and suicides may
radically increase. It does not mat-
ter if a country is in the early or la-
ter stages of the epidemic; what
matters is how it is responding? 

The U.S. Center for Disease and
Control has already warned about
the diseases and dangers caused by
rodents. The world is investing bil-
lions of dollars to !ght the pandem-
ic, but again the question to be
asked is how does a virus cause glo-
bal disarray? Let’s give it serious
thought before a new black swan
can stretch the world mercilessly. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
aasif127@gmail.com

The world brought to heel
Governments are investing billions of dollars to !ght the pandemic, but
the question is how does a virus cause such global disarray?

Aasif Shah 
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The brighter side of the lockdown

Use this time to enjoy the present, rediscover pas-
sions, connect with nature, and value coexistence
K. Murlidar

Gags that teach us to decode life

A Chaplinesque lesson on repetitive mistakes in the
time of a pandemic
Surya Prakashverma

Quarantine wisdom

It’s the time to pick up that paint brush, knitting
needle and guitar languishing in the garage. 
Shankar Gopalkrishnan

More on the Web
thehindu.com/opinion/open-page

T
he world has been brought
to a standstill by a pan-
demic, and the future ap-
pears unclear. Naturally,
humans have interpreted

the infection in a wide variety of
ways. 

The animist believes it is the
wrath of the #ora and fauna which
have been subdued by technological
and industrial advances. Their habi-
tat has been in!ltrated by the avarice
of humans. The nature lover feels
that non-human creatures have had
the last laugh and are sneering at the
now “caged” people forced into iso-
lation. 

Despite the troubled times that
we are in, the vegans seem to be on
cloud nine, as they believe that the
rest of the world may at last heed
their cries. They have placed their
two cents on the origin of COVID-19
to eating meat. They reason that the
continued onslaught on animals to
satisfy gluttony has resulted in the
spread of the novel coronavirus. Un-
fortunately, this theory has garnered
some support from the xenophobes
who blame the Chinese for the
pandemic.

Divine intervention

Many god-fearing individuals believe
that the epidemic is a divine curse,
giving several reasons. First, the dis-
ease has a"ected only the human

race, leaving others safe. Second, it
is global and not restricted to any
particular geographic zone. Third,
there is no cure at sight and the only
way to protect yourself is to go into
isolation and learn the importance
of family and prayers without enter-
tainment or luxury.

Astrologers endorse the belief
that awkward planetary positions
have spread the bug. They say the
epidemic will continue till the pla-
nets reach a favourable alignment.

Sections of philosophers are con-
!dent that the pandemic is holding a
mirror at us to introspect on the con-
sumeristic and materialistic ways of
our life, the luxury and pleasure-
seeking mindsets and the increasing
reliance on electronic gadgets and
rapid industrialisation. 

They believe that the virus has
made us more empathetic and mini-
malistic and return to our roots. 

Science shines through the pandemic
It is heart-warming to notice the
improved scienti!c temper across
all social and geopolitical strata 

Rishi Kanna 

Despite a

better

knowledge of

diseases,

people

postulate

different

reasons for

unexpected

outbreaks

Such wide-ranging thought pro-
cesses that attempt to colour a dis-
ease from various viewpoints are not
new. 

Simple triad

While science follows the simple
triad of pathogen, host and disease
at the three corners of a triangle, hu-
mans continue to promulgate alter-
native theories. In the olden days,
those with psychiatric illnesses were
shackled on the days of the full
moon since it was believed that the
patients’ mental state changed with
the phases of the moon. This gave
birth to the term lunatic. Plague is
caused by a bacillus, but medieval
Europeans believed that the Black
Death was a divine punishment. The
dead were cursed to have incurred
retribution for sins such as rapacity,
blasphemy, sacrilege, promiscuity
and worldliness. Despite the im-

proved comprehension of diseases,
humankind postulates di"erent rea-
sons for unexpected outbreaks. HIV
infection and AIDS were believed by
many as god’s punishment for adul-
tery and homosexuality. Though
multiple modes of HIV transmission
are well elucidated by science, the
a"ected are still stigmatised.

Despite varying perspectives
about COVID-19, it is heart-warming
to notice the improved scienti!c
temper across all social and geopolit-
ical strata. Many people follow scien-
ti!c ways to curb the spread of infec-
tion by using masks and hand
sanitisers and physical distancing. 

Society’s increasing reliance on
medical science, epidemiological re-
search and health care data is an en-
couraging sign that this pandemic
can be fought o". 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
rishiortho@gmail.com

Every catastrophe leaves behind
something to cheer, they say.

Can the novel coronavirus be an ex-
ception? The virus is changing the
way we live in many respects, even
re!ning some of our inappropriate
habits. 

For instance, while counting cur-
rency notes or turning the pages of
a book, many have the instinct to
lick a !nger and #ick — an un-
healthy habit that many of us had
developed. It took the virus to put a
full stop to the habit.

The virus has also added some
civic sense inside public wash-
rooms. Loud retching and open
spitting and blowing of the nose
have been the norm at washroom
sinks. Little do we bother about the
discomfort caused to others. 

Thanks to the corona scare, sen-
sible actions are now in place. It
could be also due to the fall in foot-
fall, but one only hopes that the

good sense sustains. The Railways
has removed the curtains from up-
per class coaches following the vi-
rus scare. The curtains were being
used as towels to wipe hands, pol-
ish shoes and other unintended
purposes, contaminating them. 

Then, Namaste has regained res-
pect with world leaders endorsing
it. A Namaste is characterised by
humility and honour. To look mod-
ern, we dumped it and embraced
the hand shake, !st bump and high
!ve. When touch points are looked
at askance, the “no-contact” Na-
maste caught on. U.S. President Do-

nald Trump has rightly said that In-
dia is ahead of the curve in
combating the novel coronavirus as
they greet with Namaste.

Washing hands and feet before
entering home is another healthy
habit that is making a comeback.
Again it took an evil’s knock for it to
get back into our lives. 

Across cities, parties are being
rescheduled. Unavoidable ones,
such as weddings, happen with res-
tricted audience — say, 50 in some
cities. 

Grand weddings have become a
norm with parents putting all their
life savings into the ceremonies and
even taking loans. The virus scare
has set an example for how parties
can be conducted in a reasonable
and responsible manner.

The virus is an enemy of human-
ity, but if we can learn good things
during the pandemic, it will be all
to the good. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
ememkevi@gmail.com

Collateral gains from a catastrophe 
Some of our bad habits have taken a hard knock from the virus 

K.V. Murali Mohan 

Cover story
The cover
story (‘In our
wildest
dreams’; Apr.
12) is
reminiscent
of George
Orwell’s
Animal Farm,
where the
animals
desperately
try to send
Man out of
the farm so
that they can
roam freely in
their habitat.
Now that the
pandemic has
made humans
stay indoors,
Orwell’s
vision is turning true.
The rhetorical question
asking if animals are
reclaiming the planet 
is truly Orwellian, if 
not utopian.
E.S.Chandrasekaran

! The cover story with its
photos of animals and
birds was a feast for the
eyes and strained mind
during this lockdown. 
A.M.N. Pandian

! The cover story was
thought provoking. It got
me thinking about
whether the parrots I see
outside my hostel room
and the symphony of
birds that now wakes 
me every morning will
continue after the
pandemic. As happy 
as nature seems, once 
we resume our routine,
mighty humanity will
again deprive other
creatures of their rightful
habitat. I hope we will 
be more sensitive to all
species and opt for 
a more cohabitable
lifestyle.
Parvathi Sreeraj

! The cover story by
Harini Nagendra clearly
tells us that the damage
we’ve done can’t be
healed in such a short
time. I too am able to see
the mountains from my
home nowadays, and I
enjoy watching the birds,
and I fret at any vehicles I
see. But as soon as the
lockdown ends, I’ll forget
all this and return to the
life we are so accustomed
to, sel!sh and not caring
about anything else. I
hope at least this time 
we will try to strike a
beautiful balance so that
the world isn’t just about
human supremacy but a
harmonious coexistence
of di"erent beings. So
that, at the end of day,
we may enjoy a sunset 
as much as we enjoy a
movie or a book.
Amandeep Singh

Supporting survivors
The interview with
Prasanna Gettu, co-
founder of the
International Foundation
for Crime Prevention and
Victim Care, sheds light
on the yeoman e"orts
being taken by her

organisation in enabling
women who have been
victims of abuse to pick
up the threads of their
lives again. (60 Minutes:
‘Not all survivors of
violence can stitch bags
for a living’; Apr. 12) One
tends to agree with her
that all survivors of
violence deserve the
freedom of choice to
shape their own
destinies. 
C.V. Aravind

Human evil
The article was
interesting (‘Did god just
roll the dice?’; Apr. 12)
but the creator has never
been a source of
destruction. Di"erent
religions have di"erent
concepts to explain
natural calamities, but
one can easily see that
the hidden reason for
these are humans.
Humans are the main
source of their own
destruction.
Anosh Nishter Sadat

! Capt. Gopinath’s piece
on god playing dice
reminds us that at times
of crisis god is
remembered more.
Nature is seen as god by
ancient belief systems,
and the abuse of it by
humans results in
nature’s fury. Even the
schoolgirl Greta
Thurnberg understands
this. Today’s miseries are
of our own making and
there is no point trying to
shift the blame onto god.
We rolled the wrong dice
ourselves. 
B. Sundar Raman 

Still charming
Even as the thud each
morning when The
Hindu is dropped on the
porch warms my heart,
its emaciated look makes
me sad. At least the
Magazine retains its
charm with satire
(‘Karuna - 0, India - 1’;
Apr. 12), wit (‘Couple’s
cleaning time’; Apr. 12),
and wisdom
(‘Everywoman’s
narrative’; Apr. 12). I am
happy that Mrs. M has
decided to go easy on Mr.
M at last! 
Rajesh Sankaranarayanan

FEEDBACK

Letters to the Magazine can be e-mailed separately to
mag.letters@thehindu.co.in

Millennial mothers looked at the lockdown as an
opportunity to spend quality time with their

children. But now, they have to manage work from
home and do household chores without any help
around. It’s a challenge to these women who pride
themselves as independent, multi-tasking managers
of home and o$ce. 

When mother is home, a whole world of
opportunity opens up for children — favourite dishes
on the table, help in art, craft and studies, learning
new skills, and reading stories and watching movies
together. But with the lockdown, she is on a roller
coaster trying to balance work and home. 

Millennial mothers are said to be supermoms who
can delegate work at the right time to the right
people. They do not feel guilty for not cooking for
family or being with their children all day. They can
transform home and work with equal e$ciency.

Mothers born during the 1980s and 1990s have
seen the highest transitions in their life from the
changes in social structures to technological upgrade
and economic uplift. These women have seen the
world and want to show its opportunities to their
children. They give a multidisciplinary and global
exposure to their children. 

But during the lockdown, the creativity and
excellence of these women are under challenge. They
are not getting much appreciation for household
work that they are used to, even when they have to
manage o$ce. All these ups and downs have created
a piquant situation for the millennial women.

Work, studies, hobbies, shopping, entertainment
all have boiled down to the computer or mobile
phone. The world has shrunk to the house, children
and family. It’s a wonderful time to stay home away
from pollution and tra$c, but the recession, future
targets and work from home create stress. 

It’s a mixed feeling of peace, happiness, stress and
depression. I hope the world goes back to normal
soon and life starts once again with the same rush
and excitement. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
truptidandekar@gmail.com

Lockdown and the
millennial mother 
Trupti Dandekar Humnekar 
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C
ommunicable diseases, we know,
a!ect socio-economically disad-
vantaged communities dispro-
portionately. But how do these
inequalities emerge? We now

have a live example in COVID-19.
Until recently, the virus has been non-se-

lective in whom it a!ects: it could be people
in the global North, the non-poor everywh-
ere, people who are not used to being vul-
nerable to contagious diseases. These are al-
so the people who in"uence state responses
— scientists, policy-makers, commentators.
And so lockdown and social distancing were
rapidly established as the one-size-#ts-all
response to COVID-19 globally — despite the
variations in the impact of the disease and
the serious social consequences of such
measures.

While these measures protect people by
reducing and slowing down transmission,
what has also become quickly apparent eve-
rywhere is that they bene#t only a minority
of the population — those who have salaried
jobs, savings, fridges large enough to stock
groceries, and homes spacious enough to
stay indoors without con#nement causing
health problems. 

Whom they cannot protect are those who
face bigger everyday health threats — hun-
ger, homelessness, the risks of more danger-
ous diseases. If anything, a lockdown adver-
sely a!ects the vast majority of people for
whom this novel coronavirus is a smaller
risk when compared to more serious and im-
mediate issues such as hunger, domestic vio-
lence or eviction. And when ‘home’ is a
room in a slum with community toilets, or
when lockdown refugees are transported in
buses or housed in makeshift camps, there
is clearly greater crowding than if they were
outdoors: it might well be that lockdown
then exacerbates the spread of the virus
among them.

Even in the U.K., where social security
systems are stronger, more than 2 million
people are estimated to fall through the
cracks: sex workers, gig economy workers,
the newly self-employed, lone parents in
small "ats with little savings and no child-
care support, women and children subject
to domestic violence, and those with other
physical or mental ailments.

In the dominant response to COVID-19,
there is clearly a deeply uneven distribution

of risks and bene#ts. And this includes in-
equalities in the impact of the disease. In-
deed, there is already evidence from major
cities in the U.S. and the U.K. that minority
ethnic groups are disproportionately im-
pacted by, and die of, COVID-19 — because
they are more likely to be employed in es-
sential services, or live in conditions that
don’t allow for social distancing, and are less
likely to have access to healthcare.

Political pathogen

And so what was initially a ‘non-discrimina-
tory’ virus is very quickly evolving into a dis-
ease of the poor because of the response of
lockdown and social distancing. Lockdown
"attens the curve, but in the process skews
the curve in terms of who is a!ected. It helps
prevent situations where hospitals have to
make ethically-charged decisions about
whom to prioritise for beds and ventilators —
but it does so by displacing ethical questions
onto ‘inadequate social security systems’
and amorphous government
and private sector processes.

Some argue that social dis-
tancing and lockdown have to
be in place until there is a vac-
cine or until healthcare systems

are strengthened. But both vaccine and sys-
temic improvements will again be more rea-
dily accessible to the middle and upper
classes, as is already the case with testing
and hospital-based care for COVID-19. So,
when the lockdown is #nally lifted, CO-
VID-19 will become #rmly established as a
disease of the poor, like so many other infec-
tious diseases already are.

This is how a pathogen becomes politi-
cal. This is how health inequalities are creat-
ed. But this isn’t new; there’s ample research
on health inequalities. Yet, as social distanc-
ing and lockdown started being replicated
across the world as the only appropriate res-
ponse to COVID-19, there was almost no re-
sistance in the U.K. and the U.S. 

On the contrary, there was near-total
compliance and those who raised uncomfor-
table questions were dismissed and shamed.
In India, some sections of the media, acade-
mia and the Left have actively challenged
the lockdown approach from the start, but

in the U.K., critical questioning began only
after the third week.

The strength of science lies in its open-
ness about uncertainty, and the ability to
challenge assumptions and hypotheses. Ho-
wever, with COVID-19, modelling predic-
tions that support lockdown have been pre-
sented and accepted as the singular truth.
Other equally plausible interpretations que-
rying the lockdown rationale have been con-
demned or ignored. Countries like South Ko-
rea, Taiwan, Sweden and Germany, which
have adopted di!erent approaches to CO-
VID-19, have been set aside as anomalies or,
in some cases, even had their data on mor-
tality rates questioned. 

In India, where transmission and mortal-
ity rates have so far been very low relative to
population size and density, the dominant
narrative is that this is an indicator of in-
adequate monitoring and reporting, or be-
cause the country is yet to experience a
peak. There is a reluctance to engage with
other explanations.

Some lives only

Why has the lockdown solution become so
entrenched? Is it because the debate be-
came inaccurately framed as a con"ict bet-
ween the economy and human lives, when
in fact, as one writer pointed out, it is actual-
ly a con"ict between some lives and other
lives? Or does it have to do with the patho-
gen and disease itself? Is it because those of
us in the middle and upper classes are not
accustomed to the risk of catching and dying
of communicable diseases? 

Epidemiological transitions have meant
that communicable diseases have become
strongly associated with poverty. To be then
suddenly faced with a contagious disease
that can kill and that cannot be avoided with
better nutrition and living conditions must
be deeply unsettling. Money and social privi-
lege have temporarily lost their protective
function — the list of high-pro#le people af-
fected by COVID-19 includes Idris Elba,
Prince Charles and Boris Johnson.

This situation is further complicated be-
cause it appears that many infected people
are asymptomatic but can nevertheless
transmit the virus. So, suddenly, everyone is
at risk and everyone poses a risk — even if be-
ing infected does not always lead to disease,
and even if having the disease is unlikely to
cause death. It is not really possible to deve-
lop a public health strategy that selectively
protects only those who are vulnerable — be-
cause we don’t know who is likely to be
vulnerable.

Perhaps this explains why COVID-19 has
generated so much fear among the wealthy
and the middle classes even though its im-
pacts and death toll pale in comparison to
diseases of the poor such as diarrhoeal dis-
ease and tuberculosis, each of which kills
around 1.3 million people every year. Per-
haps this explains the lack of resistance to
the ‘There Is No Alternative’ to lockdown
narrative. 

Some of its strongest advocates, such as
hedge fund billionaires, are from sections of
society that have always spoken against state
investment in public health. Lockdown has
made visceral sense to those of us who by
virtue of belonging to the middle or upper
classes have not really known — until now —
what it means to have one’s health vulnera-
ble to factors outside one’s perceived
control.

With COVID-19, we have become acutely
aware that our health is tied to others, and to
what the state does or does not do. We want
the state to take ‘strong’ measures that pro-
tect us from the rest of society, the rest of hu-
manity. The poor have always known this —
that their health is not within their control;
that the choice is between drinking no water
at all and drinking contaminated water. But
their lives have not mattered enough to gen-
erate the kind of state-led action that CO-
VID-19 has. 

Personal stakes

Perhaps this is why, barring some excep-
tions, those who have spent their lives inves-
tigating health inequalities now seem obli-
vious to how only one data interpretation
has been favoured in the media and by
thought-leaders, and others rejected as anti-
science. Perhaps we have suddenly lost our
capacity for critical re"ection because this is
an issue in which we have personal stakes.
After all, lockdown bene#ts ‘people like us’,
a minority of humankind, even as it actively
harms the rest.

The irony is that those who bene#t from
lockdown do so only because there are oth-
ers who aren’t going into lockdown and who
continue to face the risk of infection. In our
deeply interconnected societies, every mi-
nute aspect of our everyday lives — from
food and water to electricity, phone and in-
ternet connections, sewage systems and
waste management services, and medical
supply chains — depends on the work of oth-
er people who, more often than not, are
those in low-income occupations. We may
cheer them from the safety of our homes on
Thursdays or Sundays, but we lose no time
in also shaming them for their ‘irresponsible
behaviour’ for being out on the roads or in
public spaces.

So, what is the alternative? How can we
address COVID-19 in ways that don’t further
marginalise and harm already vulnerable
people?

The #rst step is to overcome the ‘There Is
No Alternative’ loop. Looking beyond lock-
down will enable more careful engagement
with the evolving science on the disease, the
experiences of countries that have consi-
dered alternative approaches, and the re-
gional variations in the prevalence and im-
pact of the disease.

Crucially, we must foreground funda-
mental ethical issues. At this juncture, it is
simply not enough to call for better social se-
curity measures — all that does is to displace
blame and responsibility in time and space.
We must instead ask hard and immediate
questions about whether it is right to expect
the poor to shoulder the burden of mea-
sures that don’t really protect them, and
worse, can actively harm them.

More speci#cally, we could examine a
strategy that is based on voluntary mea-
sures: trust people to decide whether the
risks of contracting COVID-19 are higher
than the risks of starvation or being beaten
to death or dying of some other disease;
back it up with the necessary social security
interventions so that they have real choices.
This is crucial, because no matter how se-
rious a threat the novel coronavirus might
pose, there are people everywhere who face
and have always faced far greater threats to
their lives, health and well-being. We need
to think beyond pathogen and infection and
act for health. 

Last week, I was at a grocery store in
Edinburgh when a woman came in to do her
shopping wearing a mask, visor and gloves.
The elderly shop assistant of South Asian
origin smiled kindly at her and said in bro-
ken English: “You are very afraid? We are all
going to ‘go up’ one day, you know?” This to
me captures the essence of the huge social
divide that characterises the dominant res-
ponse to COVID-19.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The writer is a lecturer in Human

Geography at the University of Edinburgh.
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Daily grind (Clockwise from left) A

rickshaw puller waits endlessly, while

women lug home groceries

distributed by volunteers in Kolkata;

a municipal worker clears garbage

bins in Southend, U.K.; a volunteer

distributes food packets at a favela in

Sao Paulo in Brazil; women wait

outside a ration shop in Prayagraj;

and a COVID-19 sample collection

kiosk in Chennai. * AFP, PTI, BLOOMBERG,

GETTY IMAGES & B. VELANKANNI RAJ

Many
Krithika Srinivasan
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Living influence Hippocrates fridge magnets on display. * GETTY IMAGES/ ISTOCK

T
he poem, ‘Musaddas of Hali’, opens with
someone asking the famous physician,
Buqrat, to enumerate the fatal diseases.
He says that there is none for which there
is no cure, except one — the apathy of

communities. It is a must-read poem, available in
translation. However, we are not discussing the
poem here but the physician referred to in the open-
ing lines. 

Buqrat is the name by which the Arabs knew Hip-
pocrates, the doctor of medicine who lived around
the time of Plato and Socrates, and the Buddha —
that is to say, about 400 years before Christ. Modern
medicine is actually very modern. Till two centuries
ago, even Europe had no idea how the body really
worked, how diseases were caused and what cured
them. 

Treatment was not very di!erent, in say the
1700s, from what it was a thousand years before it.
Hippocrates’ theory of the four hu-
mors was widely accepted as
science and passed down over two
millennia.

Scientific outlook

The humors were blood, black bile,
yellow bile and phlegm: the body
was healthy when these four were
in balance. When physicians bled people to cure
them, they were trying to restore the bodily balance
as per the Hippocratic formula. 

It is because his theories survived this long that
his impact can still be felt even though the ‘science’
he advocated has been outmoded. To Hippocrates
we also owe the word, ‘crisis’. It literally means the
moment of progression in the disease when the pa-
tient would either die or recover (the word, ‘critical’,
in its medical sense, is derived from ‘crisis’). Modern
medicine has many Greek words — ‘chronic’, ‘epi-
demic’, ‘endemic’, ‘gynec’ (woman), ‘cardia’
(heart), ‘opthalmos’ (eye), ‘ped’ (child) — because of
Hippocrates. 

Hippocrates is said to be the "rst individual in Eu-
rope to separate medicine from religion. Before him,
the ill were sought to be cured by propitiating the

gods through o!erings. Hippo-
crates brought the scienti"c
outlook to medicine and, of
course, to morality. The Hippo-
cratic oath requires doctors to

practise ethically and abstain from euthanasia
(which is also a Greek word).

The works that have been left behind by Hippo-
crates, or at least those that are attributed to him,
have titles like ‘On ancient medicine’, ‘On "stulae’,
‘On haemorrhoids’, ‘On injuries of the head’, ‘On ul-
cers’, and so on. This suggests his scienti"c manner
of acquiring knowledge and his classi"cation of ail-
ments based on how they a!ected individuals. 

Tonic for the soul

Here in an excerpt from his series on phrenitis, an
in#ammation of the brain: “Case 4: In Cyzicus, a wo-
man who had brought forth twin daughters, after a
di$cult labor, and in whom the lochial discharge
was insu$cient, at "rst was seized with an acute fev-
er, attended with chills; heaviness of the head and
neck, with pain; insomnolency from the commence-
ment; she was silent, sullen, and disobedient; urine

thin, and devoid of color; thirst, nau-
sea for the most part; bowels irregu-
larly disordered, and again consti-
pated. On the sixth, towards night,
talked much incoherently; had no
sleep. About the eleventh day was
seized with wild delirium, and again
became collected; urine black, thin,
and again de"cient, and of an oily

appearance; copious, thin, and disordered evacua-
tions from the bowels. On the fourteenth, frequent
convulsions; extremities cold; not in anywise col-
lected; suppression of urine. On the sixteenth loss of
speech. On the seventeenth, she died. Phrenitis.”

We can see here his attention to detail, which lies
at the root of the modern method of systematic ob-
servation leading to diagnosis. And so while his
cures are now behind us, much of Hippocrates’
method still remains.

As with most things related to ancient Greece, his
works were lost and would have remained lost if it
had not been for the Arabs, who revived the tradi-
tion of Greek medicine. Foremost among them,
though he was Iranian in origin, was Ibn Sina, and it
was through his work that the Hippocratic tradition
was carried on for seven centuries, almost till the be-
ginning of modern medicine. 

It is to him that we Indians owe the cooling drink,
Rooh Afza, the tonic for the soul. And we are familiar
with ‘Yunani’, a corruption of ‘Ionian’, meaning
Greek and acknowledging its antecedents.

Ever wondered how the word ‘pandemic’ entered modern medicine?
We owe it to Hippocrates, the ancient Greek physician 

LEATHER BOUND

Observe, detect, eliminate 

Aakar Patel is a columnist and translator of Urdu and Gujarati non-!ction works.
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Literary Review

Y
ou can safely expect the
unexpected if you are
reading any of Anita Roy’s
books for children. With
their sassy ‘no-kidding’

attitude they treat children like
equals, talking with them rather
than down to them. Her latest, Gra-
vepyres School for the Recently De-
ceased, is sort of Alice in Wonder-
land meets Harry Potter, but set in
the afterlife, the kingdom of the
dead. In this email interview, Roy
discusses her novel’s themes: na-
ture, the role of humans in the natu-
ral world, and mortality:

In Gravepyres, you are

confronting and asking your

readers to confront their

mortality. What is your concept

of children’s fiction? Does it

need to ‘grow up’, deal with

lived realities, rather than

shelter children in an

unchanging bubblegum world?

! Confronting your own mortality is
one of the hardest and most impor-
tant things anyone can do, at any
stage of their life. It’s not something
to be undertaken lightly — but I
wanted, with this story, to "nd a light

way to talk to children about it in a
way that dealt with the mystery, the
wonder, the grief of that extraordin-
ary fact.

It seems to me that many more
writers for children and young
adults are tackling ‘dark’ and di$-
cult subjects than perhaps they were
in the past. Or maybe it’s just that
these are more foregrounded and
explicit? I’m not sure. One thing I do
know, though, is that it is hugely im-
portant how stories like this end.
Adults might know that there are no
‘happily ever afters’, but children
need them. 

Even (or perhaps especially) if a
book is dealing with di$cult issues —
such as death — the child must be left
with a feeling of hope, of something
ultimately positive: it fosters a kind
of moral compass in a growing soul
in a young body. At the most obvious
level, baddies get their comeup-
pance, the goodies win. But at a
more subtle, emotional level, I think
it also delivers a sense of closure, of
having gone through something and
been changed by it, and come out
the other side, whole and intact.

I needed to "nd a way to end Jos-
e’s story that didn’t fudge the issue
of death’s "nality, just because my
readers would be mostly children.
What I hope is that readers will "nd
the ending a bit heartbreaking but
genuinely uplifting. It’s a book about
death that is the polar opposite of
morbid.

The vultures are pivotal here —

Perveen Pestonji Peckerwala

and El Condor Pasa, the talking

vultures, are endearing

characters. Are they meant to

make children know and love

this avian species that we have

pushed to the verge of

extinction?

! I love the fact that the Latin name
for New World vultures is Cathartes,
from the Greek kathartes meaning
‘puri"er’, from whence the word
‘catharsis’. Vultures have a really
bad image: they’re seen as ‘preying
on the unfortunate’, as harbingers of
death and disaster, as ‘dirty’ and evil
birds, but actually they are puri"ers.
In cultures the world over, vultures
hold a very special place as messen-
gers between the worlds of the living
and the dead — and that’s their role
in my story too. 

I love vultures: they are amazing,
powerful birds. When I got to actual-
ly feed and #y them a couple of years
back at the Hawk Conservancy Trust
in Andover, U.K., I fell in love with
them even more. 

I hope that Perveen and El Con-
dor will inspire youngsters to see
these beautiful and critically endan-
gered birds in a di!erent light.

The afterlife depicted in the

novel is a harmonious mix of

English, Arabic, Hispanic, Indian,

French characters. Is the

kingdom of death an ideal

republic?

! Yes! It kind of is. After all, what un-
ites us all is our mortality: it’s the
great leveller. I guess, also, I wanted
it to re#ect the multiple cultures that
we all carry around inside us. To-
day’s kids juggle so many di!erent
languages, jokes, references — it
doesn’t make any sense to me to try
and separate them out. 

For me, Gravepyres is a genuinely
‘multicultural’ book re#ecting the
way that most urban kids live in a
multilingual multiverse. Indian chil-
dren, I think, are very comfortable
with a whole range of di!erent ac-
cents, styles, languages and assump-
tions, maybe more so than children
in the West. 

Also, as the daughter of an En-
glish mother and an Indian father,
I’ve always had this rich mix of cul-
tures in my blood. I guess that natu-
rally comes out in how I write. And
what makes me laugh.

“No-brain, meat-poisoning,

concrete-loving uglifiers” — I

found this definition of human

beings by vultures rather apt. Do

you think children will

understand what you are

getting at here? 

! They might not get the reference
to ‘meat-poisoning’ — that’s someth-
ing that would make perfect sense to
a vulture, given the history of diclo-
fenac. But that’s okay. I think that
there are things in the book that
adults will ‘get’, and that might by-
pass children, or that children will
enjoy rediscovering when they’re a
bit older... you never know!

But as for El Condor’s general
sentiment: oh, they’ll get it alright.
They only need to look around. The
younger generation is far more eco-
logically and environmentally aware
than perhaps we give them credit for
— and that’s thanks in large part to all
the work done by so many people
across the world, from Extinction
Rebellion to Greta Thunberg to Da-
vid Attenborough to all the teachers
and parents who talk about climate
change and biodiversity loss to their
kids. It’s become mainstream now in
a way it wasn’t just a few years ago.

And at this point in history, no
one can a!ord not to. The number of
people who have died due to Co-
vid-19 is rising. Families across the
world are having to have di$cult
conversations, about mortality and
death, loss and grief. Perhaps in this
light, sleight of hand, this strange
story might open that conversation
up, and make it a little easier.

U.K.-based Indian author Anita Roy describes her latest novel, Gravepyres School for the
Recently Deceased, as a book about death that is the polar opposite of morbid 
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R
eading the 14 stories in
this collection can be an
exercise in gathering
beautiful anthromorphic
metaphors.

Sample this: “The road, well-fed
and shapely, pushes its way into the
village at one end and comes out
from the other.” And this: “Shyama-
nanda Road going all the way, sud-
denly changing its mind, had taken
on the alias of Bakulbagan some time
ago.” The book, translated into En-
glish from Bengali by Rani Ray,
abounds with such parallels. 

There is a story for everyone in
this collection: a languishing artist, a
failed writer, an anxious mother, a
dutiful son, an abandoned child. An-
ita Agnihotri crafts universal charac-
ters that evoke raw emotions, even if
the settings are unfamiliar. 

In a letter to Jawaharlal Nehru,
Maulana Azad called translation a
“kind of blood transfusion”, that
makes “a clear kinship between men
of di!erent cultures, coun-
tries and ages”. I felt this
kinship in the form of a
lump in my throat as I read
about little Polu trying to
reach his wailing mother
with a stick taken out of a
broom on the day of his
father’s funeral, or Bhagyi
reasoning simply that
those who had parents
slept on cots, while those
like her who didn’t, slept
below. Agnihotri’s children
are dauntingly real, and
you feel their pain. 

Agnihotri’s non-linear
narratives work for the
most part. She does not in-
troduce her characters but

makes the reader piece together the
personalities and circumstances.
Physical spaces in these stories are
more than spatial settings — they fo-

reshadow events and re-
#ect emotional states. 

For instance, a dilapi-
dated auditorium mirrors
failed aspirations, the op-
pressive heat from a
sculptor’s furnace melts
pent-up emotions, a kero-
sene lamp throws up sha-
dows of an eerie past and
the “watery skirt of a
brimming Bhargavi”
speaks of a thriving
trade. 

The author cleverly
plants these clues as pre-
monitions to the impend-
ing climax, which is
served hot, cold or
warm.

Pragati K.B.

SHORT STORIES

Creatures of blood and bone 
The children in these stories are dauntingly real, and you feel their pain 

A Day in the Life

of Mangal Taram

Anita Agnihotri, 

trs Rani Ray

Niyogi Books

!395

Afterlife

Julia Alvarez

Algonquin Books

Price not mentioned

Antonia Vega, an immigrant writer, is

devastated by her husband’s death.

Then she finds a pregnant,

undocumented teenager on her

doorstep. Antonia has always sought

direction in literature 

but now she finds that the world

demands more of her than words.

BROWSER

My Darling

Amanda Robson

HarperCollins UK

!726.38 (Kindle price)

In this domestic thriller, a

woman watches the new couple

who move in next door. She

starts mistrusting the wife

when she blacks out after an

evening at their place. Then 

she hatches a plan to make

them both pay. 

The Mercies

Kiran Millwood Hargrave

Picador

!699

Lifetimes of hardship have toughened

the women of the Arctic town of Vardø

in Norway. Absalom Cornet, who had

conducted witch trials in Scotland,

arrives in Vardø with his wife, Ursa.

While Ursa encounters independent

women for the first time there,

Absalom sees only a godless place. 

The Numbers Game

Danielle Steel

Macmillan

!575 (Kindle price)

Eileen had set aside her career

dreams to raise a family with her

husband, Paul. When she discovers

that Paul is having an affair, she

begins to question her sacrifice.

Ultimately, both Paul’s girlfriend and

Eileen decide to chase their own

dreams, discovering new worlds. 

Y
oung girls are being killed
and their hearts removed,
and the bodies left lying all
over Calcutta. Inspector Pra-
deep Batabyal and ACP Ash-

utosh are soon on the trail, but they are
not the only police team involved. 

The inspector, who is the narrator as
well, has secrets of his own to contend
with, while the ACP faces opposition
from his superiors. The ACP is also hav-
ing an a!air with a married woman
whose house has a shrine dedicated to
a yogi who is the leader of a religious
organisation called Vasant Sena.

Trying to get across a message can
be the surest way to kill a good story,
and in a crime novel what is paramount

is the plot itself. Like Diba-
kar Banerjee’s movie, Detec-
tive Byomkesh Bakshy! ,
which seemed to lose track
of the mystery in its attempt
to recreate wartime Calcut-
ta, Ritual tends to gloss over
the complications of the plot
in its preoccupation with
what we are told is a sinister
right-wing organisation, the
Vasant Sena. 

The Sena is obviously mo-
delled on the real-life Ananda
Marga, a cult-like organisation
founded by Prabhat Ranjan
Sarkar in 1955, and which be-
came well known after the
1995 Purulia arms drop case.
There is even a reference to

the infamous Bijon Setu massacre in
Calcutta in 1982, a fallout of the tussle
between the Marga and the ruling Mar-

xists. Ritual could have
done with more on the pol-
itics of the con#ict between
the Left and the Marga/ Se-
na. The narrative-style sto-
ry, with its multiple strands,
often tends to put the action
at a distance.

The book moves along at
a fair clip though, and Utta-
ran Das Gupta, who is also a
poet, is good at recreating
the atmosphere of a rain-

soaked decaying city steeped
in history. Ritual is a welcome
addition to the Byomkesh
Bakshi and Feluda detective
series, at least for readers out-
side Bengal. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The reviewer is the author of

The Girl from Nongrim Hills .
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The Calcutta cult
A plot that loses its way in the preoccupation with 
a !ctionalised right-wing organisation 
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Literary Review

A
rvind Panagariya was the
vice-chairman of NITI
Aayog from January 2015
to August 2017, the cru-
cial initial years

in which the Narendra Modi
government’s economic
policy agenda took shape.
He was hand-picked by the
Prime Minister for building
a new institution to replace
the Nehruvian vestige, the
Planning Commission.

When an insider who has
been the senior-most eco-
nomist in government
writes a book, readers ex-
pect sharp insights into per-
sonalities and the working
of the system. Panagariya’s
new book, India Unlimited:
Reclaiming the Lost Glory,
disappoints on this count. It
does not deepen our understanding
of India’s political economy.

Believers in socialism

The book’s main argument is an
oversimpli!cation: Economic poli-
cies of Pandit Nehru, Indira Gandhi
and decades later Sonia Gandhi, all
believers in socialism, gave the eco-
nomy its growth-obstructing charac-
teristics, and the people and the pol-
itical class a distaste for markets.
Decades after Nehru and Indira
Gandhi’s deaths, their socialist be-
liefs still hold sway over common In-
dians, the bureaucracy and even the
Bharatiya Janata Party.

The evidence and analysis for
making this case is rather thin. A
footnote stands out in particular. It
documents scepticism towards pro-
market reforms the author encoun-
tered in an engagement with stu-

dents of St. Stephen’s Col-
lege, Delhi.

The author writes that
while BJP leaders still draw
inspiration from socialist
ideas, Modi, an exception
in a nation populated by so-
cialism devotees, is re-
forms-minded and appre-
ciates the role of markets. If
his thinking has not guided
his government’s policies,
it’s because the bureaucra-
cy is sold out to socialist be-
liefs and there is no luxury
of moving around non-per-
forming o"cers. To break
the mould, stock solutions
for reforming the bureauc-

racy are o#ered: specialised train-
ing, introduction of competition to
the top civil service and greater
number of non-IAS hires.

Praise for Rao

Modi receives lavish, unquali!ed
praise through the book. P.V. Nara-
simha Rao and A.B. Vajpayee get si-
milar treatment. They are great lib-
eralisers that broke ranks with the
socialists to reform the economy
with assistance from able teams of
bureaucrats. Roles played by other
individuals are not acknowledged.
Manmohan Singh, whose govern-
ment awarded the Padma Bhushan

to the author in 2012, Arun Shourie
and Yashwant Sinha — absolutely no
one has impressed the author. A soft
corner for Rao is discernible; the
Congress party’s coldness towards
him !nds mention repetitively.

Unanswered questions

Of the many questions that the book
leaves unanswered, the most strik-
ing is: Why have world renowned
free-market economists decamped
Modi’s government, even as IAS of-
!cers with Ph.D.s in economics from
Ivy League colleges and a record of
pushing reforms in previous govern-
ments are being repatriated to their
respective States?

One of the avoidable inaccuracies
is the book’s insistence that the Fi-
nance Ministry and the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) were negligent of
the Non-Performing Assets (NPAs)
problem until 2017. A speech (availa-
ble on the RBI’s website) in Delhi on
June 22, 2016 by then RBI Governor
Raghuram Rajan clearly delineates
the NPA problem and discusses the
steps taken by the central bank since
April 2015 to address it.

Where the book succeeds is poli-
cy critiques. Prime Minister Modi’s
policies are not spared — from the re-
versal of trade liberalisation, return
to protectionism and import substi-
tution to the preference for a “strong
rupee”. The misguided use of the
Goods and Services Tax (GST) to
pursue the equality objective is dis-
cussed. But again, Modi gets no part
of the blame for the muddled think-
ing in his government, although

Nehru, Indira Gandhi and Sonia
Gandhi are continuously hauled ov-
er coals.

The author lucidly explains unin-
tended consequences of well-mean-
ing policies crafted under pressure
from lobbies and costs the infras-
tructure de!cit places on the econo-
my. The progress at “snail’s pace” of
projects such as the Delhi-Mumbai
industrial corridor is highlighted.
The strongest sections are the ones
on trade policies.

Common minimum wage

The opening section lays out the
book’s central objective: to present
reforms for reclaiming India’s “lost
glory”. To the current discourse on
the topic, it brings much-needed
perspective that often escapes lay
people. India’s large share — about a
third — of the world GDP from AD 1
to AD 1000 is only to be expected, gi-
ven the principal driver of GDP was
the relatively large population.

The policy briefs prescribed
range from increasing the target le-
vel of in$ation for monetary policy,
moving rural Indians from farms to
factories, rehabilitation and redeve-
lopment of urban slums, setting a
common minimum wage applicable
for all kinds of skills, to privatisation
of public sector banks and other go-
vernment-run enterprises. Social
and public institutions have a margi-
nal role to play in the scheme
proposed.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The reviewer is the author of 

The Lost Decade (2008-18).
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NITI Aayog’s former vice-chairman Arvind Panagariya critiques the economic policies of premiers
from Nehru to Modi, and pushes for strong reforms
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S
ometimes, merely re-ar-
ranging a word can convey
its import — for instance,
pandemic’s etymological
roots are Greek but its ana-

gram can also be ‘Med Panic’. It’s un-
derstandable why those a%icted by
the disease are afraid and that is why
the doctor — other than being a
fount of expertise and experience —
also has the responsibility to allay
fears and help individuals and fami-
lies heal. But what happens when
doctors themselves are in disarray?

The modern history of viral conta-
gions shows that pandemics are
those catastrophes when health care
professionals are overwhelmed
while doing their job. As they also

try to save themselves, they become
unwitting ampli!ers of disease and
turn into objects of fear — as numer-
ous videos of doctors and healthcare
workers being harassed attest to.
This, however, is precisely the time
when one must trust medicine, the
best system we have so far in tack-
ling disease. While there appears to
be no respite from COVID-19, two
doctors and a clinical psychologist
have come together to provide a lu-
cid and exhaustive account of the vi-
rus, SARS-COV-2, which causes CO-
VID-19, responsible for the global
blight. 

Mode of action

For non-specialists looking to under-
stand how the world travelled from
the ‘Spanish Flu’ of 1918 to COVID-19,

The Coronavirus by Dr. Swapneil Pa-
rikh, Maherra Desai and Dr. Rajesh
Parikh is a racy account of the rise
and fall of the Asian Flu of 1957, The
Hongkong Flu Pandemic of 1968, a
segue into the early origins of HIV
and of course, the SARS outbreak of
2002-03 among others. 

There’s an excellent explanation
of the virus’s mechanism of action,
and how it manages to dive deep in-
to the lower respiratory tract, multi-
plies silently until its ‘discovery’ by
the immune system. It’s in the de-
gree of the response, when the im-
mune system itself hits panic mode
that it launches a frenzied attack
which, in more ways than one, can
result in overkill. 

This severe respiratory disease
can end up being detrimental to the

aged, those with diabetes or cardio-
vascular disease, or have a history of
smoking.

What’s in a name?

There’s illuminating background on
David Tyrrell, an English virologist
who investigated the common cold.
Between 1964-66 Tyrell and his col-
leagues discovered — and led others
— to discover a slew of viruses that
appeared to be responsible for the
cold and, intriguingly, he did this by
culturing viruses and infecting — un-
der controlled conditions — healthy
volunteers. 

The viruses so found appeared to
have a ‘crown’ and so, they were
christened ‘coronaviruses.’

Tyrrell laid the ground for work
on coronaviruses that speci!cally in-

fected other mammals and those
speci!c to birds and bats. He also
found, early on, a virus that infected
humans and was made of a combina-
tion of a bird bronchitis virus and a
mouse hepatitis virus.

The most evocative parts of the
book are anecdotes on doctors, who
then as now, sometimes battle ridi-
cule and oppression when they un-
ravel an aspect of disease. 

Anecdotes on doctors

There’s Ignaz Semmelweis, a Hun-
garian obstetrician, who found a
measurable dip in two clinics, where
women were delivering their babies,
by the simple act of doctors washing
their hands. In spite of demonstrat-
ing this at multiple hospitals he was
ridiculed — colleagues couldn’t bring

themselves to believe that they may
be harbouring and transferring
germs from other operations be-
cause they didn’t believe in hand-
washing. 

This was before the discovery of
germs and that they purveyed dis-
ease. Semmelweis died in a lunatic
asylum, of a bacterial infection.

Cut to 2020 and there’s a chapter
on Dr. Li Wenliang, who had !rst
told the world via WeChat of the dis-
covery of possibly a new kind of co-
ronavirus. 

Li faced public humiliation for
this and was made to apologise for
leaking this information. While
treating a patient who had caught
the infection from a Hunan wet mar-
ket, Li himself fell sick and died. He
was only 34 years old.

Jacob Koshy
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Once in a century pathogens and a coronavirus
A lucid account of how the world has travelled from the ‘Spanish Flu’ to COVID-19 and what this latest virus does to the immune system
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Mobilizing the Marginalized

Amit Ahuja

Oxford University Press

!550

With research across Maharashtra,

Tamil Nadu, U.P. and Bihar, Ahuja

argues that for the marginalised,

social mobilisation undermines the

bloc voting their ethnic parties rely

on for success. He presents evidence

that a marginalised group gains from

dividing support among parties.

Galileo and the Science Deniers

Mario Livio

Simon & Schuster

!599

A historical biography on the life of

Galileo Galilei gives a glimpse into the

life of “a man who was intellectually

radical and well ahead of his time.”

Through Galileo’s life, Livio argues

that the distinction that we make

between the sciences and the

humanities is damaging.

2062: The World that AI Made

Toby Walsh

Speaking Tiger

!499

In the book, the author has painted

a compelling picture of how AI has

progressed so far and also

discusses how it is likely to keep

expanding and improving — which

he analyses as a shift from the

dominance of the homo sapiens to

the homo digitalis.

Funny Weather: Art in 

an Emergency

Olivia Laing

Pan Macmillan

!599

In this collection of essays, Laing

makes a case for why art matters,

especially in the turbulent 21st

century. She interviews Hilary Mantel

and Ali Smith, writes letters to

musicians, explores loneliness and

technology, and women and alcohol.

A
journey back in time can either gift nostalgia
or stir ghastly skeletons within ageing cup-
boards. It is an exercise fraught with risk but
Kief Hillsbery, keen to trace a distant uncle,
removed by multiple generations, is a strong

individual.
Armed with curiosity and a deft pen, Hillsbery launch-

es a quest for knowledge and closure. He wants to be ful-
ly aware of what his long lost ancestor Nigel Halleck did
in the era of the Raj. Nigel, a clerk with the East India
Company, lived in British India from 1841 and after eight
years vanished into Nepal. The family never heard from
him after that. 

Into the past

Undaunted by the cobwebs of time and fresh boundaries
that cleaved South Asia, Hillsbery persisted and the re-
sult is The Tiger & the Ruby, a book that leaps between
the 1840s, and the 1980s and ’90s when Hillsbery

searched for clues, read his family
tree and criss-crossed the Indian
subcontinent.

The narrative oscillates between
$ashbacks and the present while
Hillsbery reconstructs a personal his-
tory, banking on frayed letters that
Nigel wrote to his relatives and the
gifts he sent across. It is an arduous
task but Hillsbery never $inches. And
just as he learns about Nigel with a set
of clues besides probing oral histo-
ries across Afghanistan, Pakistan, In-
dia and Nepal, the author not only
paints a picture of his uncle but also
about the various facets of the Em-
pire where the sun never set.

The questions come thick and
fast. Was Nigel a renegade, a spy, a je-

wel thief or a double-agent? Or was he just a simple man
shocked with the excesses of the ruling class and sought
to distance himself from administrative ennui? Hillsbery
!nds his answers and those life-truths enhance the halo
around Nigel. 

British tentacles

In the early part of the book, there is a Thomas Macaulay
quote about the East India Company: “It is the strangest
of all governments but it is designed for the strangest of
all empires.” Into this beguiling land, Nigel seeks his
modest fortunes, gets aboard a steamer, takes a break in
Egypt and eventually Calcutta looms large: “Newer than
New York, richer than Rome, more populous than eith-
er, revealing itself in a sweeping panorama that took
your breath away.” 

Thus started Nigel’s career that allowed him to travel
from Dhaka to undivided Punjab. He made notes, kept
accounts and became part of the British tentacles that
spread far and wide. Nigel struck a set of friendships,
ranging from the munshi, who taught him Indian lan-
guages, to royalty, be it in Kabul or Kathmandu. 

The ‘bloodletting or barbarism’ of those ancient days
did not faze Nigel, and Hillsbery makes a startling discov-
ery of matters of the heart that eventually sealed the deal
for his uncle. Nepal was the last post because isn’t the
heart an organ of !re and what better way to live than to
listen to it? If you love history and sepia-tinted memo-
ries, this book could prove ideal.

TRAVEL

Looking back
in time
A probe into an ancestor’s history
sweeps across the subcontinent
before !nding closure
in Kathmandu

K.C. Vijaya Kumar
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over the last few years, the unholy
nexus between law enforcement and
communal bias has become an open-
ly celebrated marriage blessed by an
increasingly partisan judiciary.

Today, we see a great triumph of
this banana republic bizarreness as
Sudha Bharadwaj completes a whole

A
t the time of an epidemic
or pandemic, we try and
protect ourselves by keep-
ing away from the germ or
virus that is spreading. We

take precautions and attempt to keep
within reach of available vaccines.
And then we hope for the best. 

Our minds and all our time today
have been taken up by COVID-19,
which is a physical virus. But what
are we to do about the quick!re
spread of a virus that is mental,
psychological, and that directly at-
tacks our moral health? 

Banana republic bizarreness

When people look back and examine
this period, it’s quite likely they will
say that the COVID-19 virus attacked
India at a time when we were already

reeling under a deadly epidemic of
lies generated and spread by the very
institutions meant to protect the re-
public and its people. Future histor-
ians will be able to trace the ‘com-
munity spread’ of this epidemic and
map its dreadful progress step by
step. 

For instance, the police in India
have always been open to using bru-
tal force against anybody vulnerable,
never mind legality or fairness. For
decades, governments have misused
their control over the police and se-
curity forces, and other arms of the
state have helped to slide this collu-
sion under the carpet. 

From time to time, police forces
have also enthusiastically framed and
jailed people falsely when they are
deemed enemies of the state. Now,

PASSING BITE

An epidemic of lies
Historically, most of our leaders have had a carefully stingy relationship with the truth
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When people look back at this

period, it’s quite likely they will

say that the virus attacked

India at a time when we were

already reeling under a deadly

epidemic of lies generated and

spread by the very institutions

meant to protect the republic

and its people

year in jail, and we see Anand Tel-
tumbde and Gautam Navlakha being
taken into custody under the same
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act.
We, the public, are simply asked to
have faith in the far-fetched police ac-
cusations against these notable pu-
blic activists. 

Children’s story 

The children’s story we are being told
to believe goes like this: 1) We can’t
show you any real proof, but we be-
lieve these activists are not only
Maoist sympathisers but enablers; 2)
Because we are in police uniform,
you must believe us when we say that
Maoists, who in 50 years of activity
have never once had the courage of
their rhetoric to attack any religious
fundamentalist group, Hindutva or
Islamist, and who have rarely over-
reached themselves strategically, are
now planning an attack on the most
heavily protected man on the sub-
continent, the Prime Minister. 

Historically, most of our leaders
have had a carefully stingy relation-
ship with the truth and with the pu-
blic sharing of it. Now, that tenuous
relationship has completely col-
lapsed, with brazenly !ctitious politi-
cal proclamations being propped up
by a totally servile media. 

In a real democracy, even an un-
stable megalomaniac like Donald
Trump can’t get away from facing an
assiduously interrogative press. In In-
dia, the man who leads our govern-
ment has not faced a real press confe-
rence even once. 

And so we have a Prime Minister
who refuses to answer any questions
from non-poodles. In the one-way
conversations he enjoys, he lobs rhe-
torical ‘questions’ at himself and then
hits them out of the park.

In this environment, it is impor-
tant to remember that the one ove-
rarching de!nition of the citizen
could be he or she who asks ques-
tions all the time. To search for the
truth and to see it and retain it — in
this time of the Lie Epidemic — that is

our only inoculation.
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WIDE ANGLE

GREEN HUMOUR BY ROHAN CHAKRAVARTY

G
uwahati: It’s taken an
invisible invader to
make the Assamese do
the unthinkable — skip
the grand Rongali Bihu

celebration of April. Even in the
worst years of insurgency and agita-
tion, celebrations used to be low-
key but alive. The Bihutoli or Bihu
stage has been an annual !xture at
Guwahati’s iconic Latasil !eld since
1952 and as Kailash Sarma, member
of the Latasil Bihu Committee, says,
“Work on erecting the stage would
have started from mid-March.”
With no workmen hammering
away, the silence in Latasil is eerie.
Just a month ago, the !eld was
abuzz with protestors agitating
against the Citizenship Amend-
ment Act (CAA) and questioning the
National Register of Citizens (NRC).

Guwahati, in fact, has been un-
der intermittent curfew since De-
cember. On March 21, when the na-
tionwide lockdown was
announced, the fears about CO-
VID-19 seemed to edge out the ten-
sion over CAA and NRC. Now, they
exist in tandem, feeding into each
other.

The 19.06 lakh people out of 3.3
crore applicants who were exclud-
ed from the NRC list were supposed
to get rejection slips so that they
could appeal at the Foreigners’ Tri-
bunals within 120 days. Jochhon Ali,
a farmer from Goroimari, 75 km
east of Guwahati, is still waiting for
his slip as are many others. 

The process was delayed !rst in
February, when the Assam govern-
ment started replacing some
55,000 o"cers who had been han-
dling the NRC exercise. Then the
pandemic came, pushing the date

further. “The next phase will be ta-
ken up when the situation im-
proves,” says Hitesh Dev Sarma,
State NRC Coordinator.

Adding to the unease of people
like Ali is the economic crisis. The
marketing of paddy, the major crop
for some 27 lakh farmer families,
has been a#ected because villages
have erected bamboo barricades,
not letting outsiders in or inhabi-
tants out. 

O"cers say the lockdown, if pro-
longed, could change the sowing-
harvesting cycle of the winter crop.
Vegetable farmers are worst o#, hit
when transitioning from winter to
summer crops.

A bigger worry for farmers, a ma-
jority of them Muslims, is a possible
economic boycott because of the
widespread perception that Ta-
blighi Jamaat participants brought
the virus into Assam. “It has given
them a new stick to beat Muslims
with,” says Aman Wadud, a lawyer
who works pro bono on NRC
appeals.

Meanwhile, Assam’s already ail-
ing tea industry is reeling: the lock-
down came at the peak of the !rst
$ush. “This translates into a 10-15%
production loss, not to speak of a
long-term cumulative impact on the
800-odd large estates,” says Sanjay
Jain of Assam Company India Ltd,
the oldest tea estate group here. 

Gopal Krishna Khound, presi-
dent of Assam Small Tea Growers
Association, echoes this, “Tea is the
backbone of Assam’s rural econo-
my, sustaining 1.8 lakh small tea
growers and 10 lakh workers. At this
time, we would have been pruning

and cleaning the bushes, which
would have sprouted new leaves for
the second $ush. The second $ush
yields the best harvest, and fetches
the best price. If work is not res-
umed soon, we will be set back by at
least six months.” A few estates
opened on April 11 with 50% work-
force, and some others have fol-
lowed suit after Bihu. 

Assam is the conduit for supplies

to the Northeast. The other States
are on tenterhooks, but Subhanan
Chanda, spokesperson of North-
east Frontier Railway, says they are
ensuring that the region doesn’t
su#er from shortages. 

“From March 23 to April 4, for in-
stance, the Indian Railways brought
in 1,342 wagons of sugar, 958 wa-
gons of salt and 378 tanks of edible
oil,” he says. 

But distribution has not been
smooth, with Arunachal Pradesh
and Meghalaya alleging that trucks
are often obstructed at the borders
or diverted. Right now, reassuranc-
es are all they have.

Shillong

The Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium
complex in Shillong is synonymous
with raucous football matches, rock
concerts and festive celebrations.
These days it is home to some 400

migrant labourers, chie$y from the
nearby Garo Hills and Assam, left
stranded after the lockdown. Many
such makeshift camps have come
up all over town. College student
Tengrik Sangma, 21, is one of the vo-
lunteers working at the stadium
camp. “I help with translations and
in distributing meals. We are also
cataloguing their addresses to help
during repatriation.” 

Sangma and his team also organ-
ise activities. For instance, follow-
ing the Meghalaya Chief Minister
Conrad Sangma’s appeal to the citi-
zens to take part in a State-wide
prayer on Easter evening, the boys’
hostel building in the stadium
grounds erupted in boisterous song
and applause. Everyone took part
in an impromptu orchestra organ-
ised by the volunteers. 

In another relief camp in the old
NIFT campus not far from the stadi-
um, a few young men play volley-
ball while policemen stand guard at
the gate. Kumar, a migrant worker
from the Rabha community of As-
sam, is staying here. “I work as a
waiter in a restaurant. After we
closed down, I tried to get back
home but, well, here I am now.” 

Just as the State looked forward
to the initial lockdown phase to
end, the !rst COVID-19 positive case
was reported on April 13, and more
have come up since. Shillong would
have been bustling with tourists at
this time of year with its blue, sunny
skies, sudden showers and nippy
evenings. While nature has dressed
up as usual, hotels, lodges and cafés
are shut and the streets deserted.
This emptiness is almost becoming

the new normal. Even before CO-
VID-19, the anti-CAA protests had
put a dampener on the city, and Fe-
bruary’s border violence had rever-
berated in Shillong as well. 

People are now getting used to
the cycle of full lockdown days alter-
nating with ‘shopping’ days, when
long queues snake down the nar-
row streets.

Itanagar

The recipe is quite simple, but there
is art to making amin, the risotto-

like signature rice dish of the Galo
people of Arunachal Pradesh. It’s
a must-have during the annual
agricultural festival of Mopin,
which marks the beginning of
the sowing season. This year
though, things are di#erent.

The lockdown has resulted
in food supplies falling short.

Essentials like groceries and ve-
getables are available, but regulat-

ed shopping hours and panic-buy-
ing means that by noon most shops
are empty. As a result, many fami-
lies have gone without amin this
year or have made modi!cations to
the traditional dish.

A key ingredient in amin is chick-
en, diced into small pieces. “We
used soya chunks instead,” says Ita-
nagar-based artist, Kenjum Angu.
Marli Kamki, a former student lead-
er, is thankful that he could at least
get his bottle of poka, the traditional
beer made from rice, roasted rice
husk and yeast.

Most supplies to Itanagar and
surrounding towns come from As-
sam. After the !rst COVID-19 posi-
tive case was reported there, the
Arunuchal government barred the
entry of vehicles, which meant ve-
getables could not come from As-
sam. On April 3, the deputy com-
missioner of Itanagar and adjoining
towns also banned the import of
fresh vegetables. 

So, Itanagar is staring at shortag-
es, with several grocers saying they
are selling stocks purchased earlier.
“We might soon be surviving just on
potatoes,” says a woman who runs a
general store.

In Arunachal Pradesh’s inte-
riors, hunting is still a tribal custom.
On February 27, the State forest de-
partment issued a directive ban-
ning the hunting and selling of wild
animals and birds after rumours
that COVID-19 may have come from
bats. With civets often hunted for
meat by tribes, the threat of cross-
species infection was feared. This
ban is also a#ecting traditional tri-
bal diets.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Rahul Karmakar from Guwahati,

Silvester Phanbuh from Shillong and

Ranju Dodum from Itanagar.

FIELD NOTES

Spring festivals like Bihu and Mopin
have come and gone, but

everywhere there’s an eerie silence.
Lockdown scenes 

from the Northeast

No new
year’s day 

to celebrate

New normal (Clockwise from

left) Commute by elephant: scene

from a Guwahati street;

policemen wearing masks made

of the traditional Assamese

gamosa during Bihu; migrant

workers take part in Easter

service at a relief camp in Shillong. 
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Guwahati has been under

intermittent curfew since

December. On March 21, when

the nationwide lockdown was

announced, the fears about

COVID-19 seemed to edge out

the tension over CAA and NRC.

Now, they exist in tandem,

feeding into each other



Respected Madam/ Sir,

W
hat is Mr.
Mathrubootham
doing during
Corona house
arrest? You are

thinking this only no? How this old
man is managing? No yoga class.
No ras malai. No friends group
evening ti!n. No evening walks.
No irritating Dr. Shankaramenon
for entertainment purposes.
Nothing nothing nothing. How he
is managing?

Madam/ Sir, shall I tell you?
For "rst one week managing

means cleaning and cleaning and
cleaning. Husband and wife is
cleaning whole house once, then
once more, then three times. Then
after that sofa set itself is crying
with tears in eyes, as if Rohini
Hattangadi in mother role, and
saying please stop this torture,
how many times you will
hit cushion in the balcony
again and again as if police
station.

Then one week nonstop
"ghting in the house.
Sometimes Mrs.
Mathrubootham will
say something stupid
and I will get angry
and say
something,
then she
will be
angry. Then I will apologise and
we will watch some nice DVD
and relax. Other times I will say
something stupid and Mrs. M will
get angry, then rest of the day I will
relax in balcony. Including meals.

Then after that?
After that Madam/ Sir, your

friend Mr. Mathrubootham is
sitting at home whole day and
seeing dreams and dreams of
outside world. I am thinking one
day lockdown will "nish and then I
am able to go to market. In my
mind, market is like Black Thunder
Water Park. Vegetable shop. Aha
wonderful. Grocery shop. Oho
beautiful. Walking on the road day
and night no issues. I will sit in the
living room and imagine. How it
will be to sit in Ganga Sweets? 

Thrills are coming in the body.
First, I will put pant and shirt.
Then I will put shoes. Then I will
wear mask. Open the door. Slow
motion scene only. I will step

outside door. Whether any
policeman is stopping? Never.
Then I will get into the lift. Other
people are inside. They are also
wearing mask. We will say hello
and hi as if youths going to
nightclub. Then I will step out on
the road. And walk with swinging
hands. Sun is in the sky. Clouds are
below the sun. Birds are below that
#ying. Autorickshaw fellows are
driving nearby and they are waving
and saying hello! I am also waving.

From nearby fruit shop smell of
banana is coming. Aha. Oho.
Suddenly sunlight is hitting on the
face. In the distance I can see
Ganga Sweets. It is coming. It is

getting closer and closer.
I can almost touch

the door handle.
And then ecstasy

of all ecstasies my
hand is touching

door handle as if
Arjun is kissing
Manisha Koirala
in Muthalvan

song. My hand is
pushing the
door open.

Wind from
air-
conditioner is
blowing in my
face. I am

walking inside
like the lady in
Head and Shoulders
advertisement.
Employees are all

smiling under mask.
I walk towards the table and sit.

Still slow-motion only. (Madam/ Sir,
everything is in slow-motion till
further notice.)

Then, inside the glass cabinet, I
can see one thousand ras malais.
Waiter is bringing and bringing and
bringing. I am holding the spoon in
one hand. Through the window,
sunlight is coming and hitting me
on the face. Autorickshaws are
coming and going. Sky is blue.
Birds are singing. 

Sun on the face. Ras malai in
the mouth. Sky in the sky. 

What more Mr. Mathrubootham
will do during quarantine. These
days Madam/ Sir, this is how I am
passing the time. Fully dream
scene only.

Yours in total imagination,
J. Mathrubootham

Dream sequence only

LETTER FROM A CONCERNED READER

getty images/ istock
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BOOKEND

H
ere I am, writing to you in the midst
of what the celebrated ethnologist
Marcel Mauss called a “total social
fact”, something that activates socie-
ty at all levels. Yes, we have had those

around for a while now — war, poverty, inequality
— but none quite so compelling in their social net-
working skills. If you don’t believe me, do any one
of the following: open your newspaper, your In-
stagram account or Facebook page, your What-
sApp messages. Yes, it is true, it is impossible right
now to write about anything other than the coro-
navirus pandemic, but surely we can try. 

Right after the lockdown, I was asked, as many
in my profession were, to move my teaching on-
line. Right around the time, a meme that went so-
mething like this started #oating on the Internet:
“My professor who has trouble controlling the Au-
toPlay at the end of YouTube videos is now going
to teach online; this should be good”. 

Needless to add, it wasn’t good. I pause too
much, I speak in long sentences as if I were on
stage, and I seem to maintain the same sing-song
cadence throughout the course of an hour and
some. 

I then participate in long, email discussions on
the best software to use, look at tutorials on cam-
era angles, and "ddle with my computer to see if
it’s managing to o$er any symmetrical representa-
tion at all of my distinctly asymmetrical visage. I
am even currently enrolled in an online course
called HOPE (Human Odyssey to Political Existen-
tialism), where I have already realised that the in-
structor’s presentation skills are only marginally
better than mine. 

Deep and narrow

But I’m digging deep, as doubtless we all are. And
the reason I realise that I’m not particularly great
at this online teaching business is because it lets
me pretend that everything is the same as before,
we just have to soldier on. 

I also realise that I’m stuck in the particulari-
ties of a remarkably narrow life. And like many

others, I’m struggling to navigate that old ques-
tion, the universal versus the particular. 

Should I immerse myself in the numbers of the
world, the recovered versus the recovering, the
state of the world economy? How then do I also
make sure to not turn away from the many margi-
nalised who are being brutally subjected to the
violence of an una$ordable, socially distanced
lockdown? 

Do I perhaps only do what I do best, which is
conduct a gender, caste and class analysis of suf-
fering in a pandemic? And "nally, how do I not
continue to feel a little churlish at the enormous
amounts of attention I pay to cooking myself two
meals a day? The answer? All of the above. For this

time around, there isn’t a choice. This is the na-
ture of a total social fact. 

A pandemic is a rude fellow. It tells you eve-
rything you always knew about yourself and the
world, but were too cowardly to face. It is, in clas-
sic anthropological lore, a trickster, a “boundary-
crosser”. It mocks rules, it questions authority, it
makes fools of us all. It is also often a symbol of an
e$ort to overcome oppression. It heralds a possi-
ble breakdown of the symbolic social order. It
makes everybody nervous.

And such nervousness is a ferment for all kinds
of marvellous possibilities. For in relation to a to-
tal social fact, Mauss also tells us that human so-
cial life is formed when science and magic exist si-
multaneously. 

Online community

In the past few weeks, for every day of the week
except Sunday, I have sent out a writing prompt to
a small community online, asking that they pro-
duce 500 words a day in response to a set of sim-
ple boundaries. At the end of each day, I have
written 500 words and read an average of 2,500
more. I have participated in people’s pasts, pre-
sents, joys, sorrows, and melancholias, and they
in mine. The community has grown and shrunk
and grown again. 

Our collective imagination of the time, darkly
overridden as it is with fear, anxiety, and helpless-
ness for ourselves as well as for others, has never-
theless also been fuelled by other a$ects, by hope,
happiness, laughter, ingenuity, and the will to
capture the moment of our living in this time and
place. Our writing is a collective act of witnessing.
And when this moment passes, as it will, for this is

the only thing that all of history tells
us, we all are collectively seeking

to ask: Who will we be? 

CULTURE MULCH

In the end, who will we be?
For, nervousness is a ferment for all kinds of marvellous possibilities

* GETTY IMAGES

Mathangi Krishnamurthy teaches
anthropology for a living, and is

otherwise invested in names,
places, animals, and things.

Across

1 Perusing change, daydream ultimately in-

ternalised by comic character (6,5)

7 Where a slope is regularly seen? (3)

9 Bishop in fancy car, finding borderland 

of Hell (5)

10 Routine I’m rewriting for Radio 4 

show (2,3,4)

11 Violent protest about von der Leyen etc

being privileged (3-6)

12 ‘Noise of geese not hard,’ Everyman ac-

cepted, producing noise of pigs (5)

13 Yearned for title, ‘knight’ included (7)

15 ‘Sincere’ earl corrupted (4)

18 Ignore extremes in Holy Land’s 

measure (4)

20 Cockney’s come to us on a horse, they

say (it’s another animal) (3,4)

23 Don’t just throw away waste, avoiding

fine (5)

24 Staggered around drunkenly, etc, and

returned to office (2-7)

26 Both parents touring North Australia,

energy fading in heat, getting protection

from sun (6,3)

27 Run into Brexiteer in wood (5) 

28 Step back, idiot (3)

29 Lousy granular brass tacks (5-6)

Down

1 Rich, healthy stew (4-2-2)

2 The French politician to put online sup-

port for Enlightenment (4,4)

3 Wear down the Queen with dedicatory

verse (5)

4 Confused mediator ignoring old hotel

employee (6,1)

5 Walk unsteadily with end of skewer

stuck in foot (7)

6 ‘Much beer ordered for lad?’ ‘Aye’ (4,2,3)

7 Inseam tailored in city near Lille (6)

8 A sleep, for a change – I’d like that (6)

14 Number one coming down to 20? (6,3)

16Soundly thrashed, English batsman vis-

ibly embarrassed (8)

17 Dickens’ protagonist entered into dreary

monotonous labour (8)

19 Hearing indication you’re being talked

about! (7)

20 Perhaps rocket wanting gravity to at-

tempt return to atmosphere (2-5)

21 With essential ingredient missing, re-

cipes made dodgy French food (6)

22 Puritan zealously rejected a root crop (6)

25 King Ethelred garrotted (to some 

extent) (5)

THE SUNDAY CROSSWORD NO. 3096 

Solution No. 3095

T
oday’s deal is from a team
match played in India bet-
ween a team from Kuwait
and a team from Bangla-
desh. The Bangladeshi

pair did well to reach slam after the
opening pre- empt. Could they
make it?

South won the opening diamond
lead with dummy’s ace and discard-
ed a heart from his hand. A low

spade from the table fetched the ace
from East. The diamond continua-
tion was ru$ed with the 10 of spades
and declarer had to decide how to
play the trump suit. East would not
have played his ace on the "rst
round of the suit unless it was sin-
gleton or from ace-jack doubleton.
South went with the percentages
and led a low spade to dummy’s
eight. After that, it was a simple mat-
ter to draw the rest of the trumps
and claim his contract. Well done!

At the other table, the Bangla-
deshi player sitting East judged his
hand worth an opening one bid. His
opening one-diamond bid was dou-
bled by South. North’s jump to four
hearts ended the auction. The swing
on this deal was caused by the judg-
ments of several players around
both tables, but it started with di$e-
rent hand evaluations of the East
hand. What would you have done?

GOREN BRIDGE

More hand evaluation
Neither vulnerable, East deals

Bob Jones

1Born on April 19, 1912, Glenn T.
Seaborg was an American chemist

who was awarded a Nobel Prize in
Chemistry for his role in helping dis-
cover 10 elements. He was a scientist
at Berkley and was advisor on nu-
clear policies to 10 U.S. Presidents.
Yuri Oganessian, Russian physicist,
was the director of the Flerov Labo-
ratory. They played a vital role in the
world of chemistry towards populat-
ing the periodic table. How uniquely
have they been rewarded?

2This metal is the only registered
antibacterial metal (9.9% of

Gram-negative and Gram-positive
bacteria die within two hours of
coming into contact with this metal)
and is also one of the only two non-
silvery metals in the world. One of
these is gold. What is the other,
which is also an excellent conductor
of heat and electricity?

3Bee stings can be soothed by ap-
plying milk of magnesia or bicar-

bonate of soda. This involves a very
basic concept in Chemistry. What
reaction does this involve and what
does this tell us about bee stings?

4This chemical causes stored fat to
migrate into the bloodstream

and leaves higher reserves of glyco-
gen in the liver and muscles. This
means that athletes would be able to
burn fat for the bulk of their perfor-
mance and be able to use the glyco-
gen only when they most need it, ex-
tending their performance. Due to
its properties, this substance was
banned from the Olympics between
1984 and 2004. However, it was "-
nally removed. One of the reasons
was the substance is commonly
found in many food and drink items
and was likely to lead to false charg-
es of doping. What is this?

5This item is known to have sur-
vived, unspoilt for millennia. Ar-

chaeologists have discovered con-
tainers of this substance in pyramids
and found them to be perfectly edi-
ble. The long-life of this product is
because of many factors: the high su-
gar content and high acidity discour-
ages a lot of bacteria. Finally, in the
process through which it is created,
hydrogen peroxide, an antiseptic, is
produced. This is why many civilisa-
tions have used it as medicine as
well. What is this amazing product?

6In 1856, 18-year-old student Wil-
liam Perkin was given a task by

his professor to synthesise quinine.
He failed at doing so but when clean-
ing the #ask with alcohol he disco-
vered a purplish blue substance
which he called aniline. He patented
it and sold it under a di$erent name

— Mauveine. What was this the very
"rst of and what colour did it give?

7This molecule happens to be
#ame retardant because, when

heated, the phosphate-rich struc-
ture removes water and forms a
#ame-resistant carbon residue.
Further, the nitrogen bases release
ammonia which forms a protective
shield that resists the #ames. Scien-
tists are now experimenting on coat-
ing substances with this molecule to
make them #ame retardant. If this
results in #ame-retardant clothing,
then people will have this molecule
on the inside and outside! What is
this hardy molecule that seems es-
sential for survival?

8Jean-Frédéric Joliot and ___ _____
were husband and wife who won

the 1935 Nobel Prize in Chemistry

for their work on arti"cially produc-
ing radioactive isotopes. That is,
they took substances that were not
radioactive and produced radioac-
tive isotopes by bombarding them
with alpha particles. Who was Jean-
Frédéric’s wife and why was it natu-
ral that this was their "eld of work?

9Linus Pauling is known to be the
only person in the world, as of

2019, to have won two Nobel Prizes
by himself. He won the Nobel Prize
in Chemistry for discoveries that had
implications in multiple "elds, in-
cluding playing a key role in the dis-
covery of DNA. His second Nobel,
which was not awarded for science,
was related to a very important ac-
tivity. What was this Nobel and why
was it awarded to Pauling?

10This person studied Chemistry
at Oxford and worked as re-

search chemist for four years, while
also studying to become a Barrister.
He created history when elected as
Prime Minister. He was also the "rst
(and as of 2020, the only) PM of their
country to have an undergraduate
degree in Science. Who is this who
specialised in X-ray crystallography?
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
A molecular biologist from Madurai,

our quizmaster enjoys trivia and

music, and is working on a rock

ballad called ‘Coffee is a Drink, Kaapi

is an Emotion’. @bertyashley

QUIZ

Easy like Sunday morning
Be less curious about people and more curious about ideas: Marie Curie

Berty Ashley

Game for one Linus Pauling won the Nobel Prize twice and 

didn’t have to share it with anyone. * FLICKR

Answers

1. Both of them had elements named

after them while they were living.

2. Copper

3. Acid-Base neutralisation reaction; Bee

stings are acidic.

4. Caffeine

5. Honey

6. The very first synthetic dye, Mauve

7. DNA

8. Irène Curie, the daughter of Marie and

Pierre Curie.

9. The Nobel Peace Prize, for his pacifist

efforts during the Cold War.

10. Margaret Thatcher



Failproof bread

INGREDIENTS

3 cups whole wheat atta, preferably

ground with its husk

1 tsp salt

1 tsp yeast (instant or active)

2 cups water + a few tbsp more

METHOD

1. Knead it all, adding 2 cups of water.

(If using active yeast, first proof it as

per the packet instructions and then

add it to the flour.) The dough will be

sticky, so pour a few tablespoons of

water in a plate. Now, dip your sticky

palm face down in the water, lift it and

shake off the excess water. Using the

wet palm, get back to work with the

dough, which will behave better now.

Whenever it starts becoming sticky

again, wet your palm again in the plate

and knead it. When it comes together

into a ball and your fingers are clean of

all stickiness, your dough is ready.

Keep it in a large bowl and cover with

a plate.

2. Come back after 90 minutes and

check on the dough. It will have

doubled in size. Make a fist and knock

it gently back into the bowl. Now

shape it gently into a ball or an oblong

depending on the shape of your bread

pan. Handle it like a baby. Grease the

pan with butter and drop the dough in

the pan. Put the bread pan in the cold

oven for another round of rising and

come back after 50 minutes.

3. Take out the bread pan. Preheat an

empty oven on toast (top and bottom

rod on) mode to 250
o
C for 10 minutes.

Now change the settings to 220
o
C, 30

minutes and bake (bottom rod on)

mode. Take a small pair of scissors and

with a light hand, quickly make 3

equidistant snips on the surface of the

dough and put the bread pan in the

centre rack.

4. After 15 minutes, open the oven

door and turn the bread around. After

15 more minutes, remove bread from

pan and knock on its bottom. It should

make a hollow sound; that means the

bread is done. Let it cool for 4-5 hours

before serving

SUNDAY RECIPE
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I
hadn’t gone out looking for a
madrasa. I had gone looking for
the dreams and self-concept of
Muslim women and girls. As it
happened, I found a group of

women activists and philanthropists,
and among them, a gentleman who
had come looking for donations for
foundlings and orphans. He also ran
a madrasa for girls and, on impulse, I
asked permission to come and inter-
view them.

I had never stepped into a madrasa
before and had certain preconceived

notions about what happens there.
My ideas about madrasas were of lit-
tle boys sitting cross-legged in rows,
white-capped, and learning almost
always by rote. I lacked the imagina-
tion to go beyond, and assumed I’d
!nd a little girl version of the same
image.

What I found is di"cult to tran-
slate and compress into a few words.
The little girls !led into a room down-
stairs, ushered in and watched over
by their teachers and seniors. They
sat in chairs, on a takht, wherever
there was room. Uncertain, di"dent,
probably wondering what I wanted.

Starting with the older students, I
asked each one to tell me her name, a
line or two about herself, where she’d
come from, what she studied, and
what she hoped to be when she grew
up. And name by name, the stereo-
type crumbled.

Just a girl

All the girls were resident students
and many had lived there for years.
Many had already spent more of their
short lives here than they had with
their parents in their villages. The
majority had come from villages and
kasbas in Uttar Pradesh but some

were from Bihar, and one child (per-
haps six or seven years old; she
wasn’t too sure) had come from as far
away as Nepal.

To say that they had come to stu-
dy and live there is obviously not ac-
curate. Children never get to choose.
Whether they are sent to posh board-
ing schools with horses to ride and
swimming pools, or an orphanage, or
a madrasa where they are guaranteed
precious little except simple meals
and a roof over their heads — adults
decide. When I asked the girls what
their parents did for a living, it also
became amply clear that the adults

also had very little choice. Most of
them worked in the informal econo-
my, in jobs that don’t pay much. 

Some of the girls had gone to a vil-
lage government school for a couple
of years before being sent away to the
madrasa. A lot of the older girls were
reticent about discussing the circum-
stances that kept them here. The lit-
tle ones probably didn’t know how to
describe those circumstances. Many
had older sisters or cousins also living
here.

Safe house

It was soon evident that the girls were
here because it was seen as a relative-
ly safe, respectable space for them to
live in and gather what
education they could.
There was no real fee
— perhaps families
who could a#ord it
gave something, but
lessons and meals
were obviously fund-
ed through communi-
ty philanthropy. 

They were taught
language, mathemat-
ics and geography
along with readings of
the Quran. A few of
the girls said Urdu lit-
erature was their fa-
vourite subject, others
maths.

When I asked what they wanted to
be when they grew up, all of them
had an answer and it wasn’t ‘house-
wife’. Most girls said alima, which is
Urdu for a learned woman or teacher.
A couple of them dared to whisper
‘doctor’. Later, it struck me that so
many said they wanted to be an alima
because the only working women
they had seen growing up were teach-
ers. Many of their seniors had studied
in the same institution and stayed on
to teach.

I walked away that afternoon with
a heavy heart. When I looked around
the building, I saw an open terrace
where laundry was drying, and large
rooms shared by several girls. This
was not very di#erent from the hostel
I lived in as an undergraduate. It was
just much poorer.

In college, I lived in a hostel admi-
nistered by nuns. It was very strict.

We were not allowed to step out with-
out written permission nor receive
visitors other than families. Meal tim-
ings were strict, as were bath times.
The very taps were locked up and
warm water rationed in winter. We
were well fed, of course. Each of us
had a bed to herself but we certainly
didn’t have six feet of space between
beds.

The madrasa was one tenth the
size of the hostel I lived in, perhaps
smaller. It didn’t have a vast campus
attached or the real estate to allow
sports. It certainly didn’t have the
money for lessons in art. It probably
didn’t serve pastries on Sunday
afternoons.

Space as luxury

I think of those little girls now, during
this harsh lockdown. If, instead of
four hours, the Prime Minister had gi-
ven them four days’ notice, they still
wouldn’t have been able to go home.
Even four weeks may not have been
enough. They didn’t have mobile
phones. They didn’t have money.
They didn’t have transport. Their pa-

rents had no money to
fetch them in a hurry.
Their teachers could
not a#ord to drop them
home. I doubt the state
could have made arran-
gements for their safe
conduct home, with
food and trusted
escorts.

How can a madrasa
make alternative arran-
gements for physical
distancing in the midst
of a lockdown? What
are they expected to do?
Magically transform a
building to 20 times its

size? Procure dozens of new beds and
bedding overnight? Conjure a spraw-
ling dining hall out of thin air?

Our right to demand adherence to
rules framed by the state in a health
crisis must be tempered by our wil-
lingness to accept that we have failed
to take collective responsibility for
each individual child, each school,
each worker. Just as millions of mi-
grants were left stranded in metro-
polises with no wages and no tran-
sport, tens of thousands of poor
Muslim children have been left
stranded in the limited spaces their
circumstances have given them. It is
not for us to ask how big these spaces
are. It is for us to ask how we can en-
able those spaces to expand, in both
a physical and a social and intellec-
tual way.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The author writes fiction, 

non-fiction, drama and films.

Please, sir, I want more space
How can a poor madrasa magically conjure up many more rooms in the midst of a lockdown?

Annie Zaidi

Tens of

thousands of

poor Muslim

children have

been left

stranded in 

the limited

spaces their

circumstances

have given them
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Smiling faces Pupils

at a madrasa in

Bhopal. * A.M. FARUQUI

I
f you grew up in the Mumbai of
the 80s, you will know the term
maca paav. It was used (mind
you, in a very matter-of-fact
way, with no malice intended)

to describe any football-loving,
churchgoing Goan girl or boy who
resided anywhere from Mahim creek
to the outer edges of Santa Cruz.
What or who maca was held no inter-
est for us. It was the ‘paav’ part that
we were fascinated by.

You see, while the rest of us ate
chapatis or rice at every meal, ru-
mour had it that these lucky lads and
lasses, whose great-uncles and
grandfathers had moved from Goa to
Mumbai along with their bread-mak-
ing skills, ate paav with everything.
Paav with omelette, paav with potato
bhaaji, paav with mutton curry, paav
with soup, paav with kheema, paav
with rassa, paav with fried prawns,
paav with cutlets. You name it and
they sopped it up with paav, much to
our envy.

In our ‘ghaati’ household (another
Mumbai moniker for locals from the
Western Ghats), paav was rationed.
Not because it was expensive (at 25
paise for a laadi or slab of 6, it was
not) but because my grandmother
didn’t consider it suitable food. For a
woman who lugged back 5 kilos of
the choicest ground wholegrain
wheat $our from the mill and trans-
formed it into robust, brown-$ecked
chapatis, this paav made from insi-
pid white $our was an absolute
a#ront.

She would rather we ate batate
poha for breakfast, but the fact that
lunch for the o"cegoers in the fami-
ly had to be ready to be picked up at

8.45 a.m. by
the dabba-
wallah
meant there
was no time
to cook
breakfast. So,
with a pained
look and much cluck-
ing of the tongue, she re-
signed herself to watching her
‘junglee’ grandchildren falling over
themselves to get at the paav, which
she served with a pat of her home-
made butter and a cup of extra milky
tea to compensate for its lack of sus-
tenance. As you might have guessed,
we loved paav. And what was not to
love? White all around and pale
brown on top. We could have eaten
them by the dozen. Instead, we got
two each for breakfast. As an incen-
tive, the cousin whose turn it was to
wake at 5.30 a.m. to fetch the paavs
would be allowed one extra paav.
When my turn came, I would eat my
extra paav on the way back, tearing
eagerly into its warm, pillowy
insides.

Baker’s den

The bakery where we lined up at
dawn was just across the road. A
small shopfront with no signboard, it
had soot-laden walls and one $icker-
ing lamp hanging from a cracked
ceiling. A pink and green icon of ba-
by Jesus was nailed to the back wall
and $our covered most of his che-
rubic face and body. Actually, $our
covered most of the counter, the alu-
minium trays and the neatly stacked
sheets of old newspapers. Under ba-
by Jesus’ watch was a dark cavern
from which another boy, his face and
singlet also covered in $our, would

pop out and thump down a large tray
of plump paavs. The man at the
counter would push the change you
placed on the counter into an open
drawer, tear o# the paavs, wrap
them in a newspaper and shoo you
away. 

Back then, nobody had ovens at
home, so what exactly went on in-
side that black hole aroused im-
mense curiosity. It was rumoured
that drunkards were hired to knead
the dough through the night and that
they kneaded it with their dirty feet.
Once, it seems, a child had stayed
back to watch and he got kneaded
right in. 

But mostly we were preoccupied
with the paav’s life story. How did it
$u# up like this? We had heard
whispers of some germs called
‘yeast’ that were fed in. We also
knew there was a ‘bhatti’ into which
wood had to be constantly fed. Our

requests to see the bhatti were never
taken seriously. 

More to bread

Later, as reforms started trickling in,
came the Sandwich Breads. Unlike
paav, these didn’t need to be bought
fresh daily and you didn’t need to
queue up at the crack of dawn for
them. It wasn’t long before the bak-
ery opposite our house shut down
and a dry-cleaning shop took its
place. Soon we grew up and went to
college. And then a new kind of
bread arrived in our lives which dis-
placed our a#ections yet again. This
hand-span sized disc of thick white
bread was sold in twos for a rather
princely amount. On the plastic cov-
er was written ‘Pizza Base’ but for
the longest time, we knew it simply
as pizza paav, and there was a co-
lourful picture of what you could do
with it once you took it home.

So we took it home and recreated
the picture faithfully. On top of the
pizza paav, we shook a bottle of to-
mato sauce till its surface was co-
vered in red blobs. Then came one
layer of onion rings, one layer of cap-
sicum rings, one layer of tomato
rings. 

Over this heap of balancing ve-
getables, were grated two cubes of
cheese, their streaky stringy bits ren-
dering the entire surface white. This
wobbly thumb-high arrangement
was delicately transferred to a heat-
ing tava and covered with another

large upturned vessel till
the cheese melted

completely. For the
next 15 messy mi-
nutes or so that it
took us to devour
it, we were in rap-
tures. We !nally
knew what Ameri-

ca tasted like.
It would be

another 10 years before
I would travel to Italy and !-

nally know what a pizza tasted
like. And another 10 years more

before I would muster up the cour-
age to buy an oven and try my hand
at bread-making. 

But when it came to baking my
own breads, I found I had inherited
my grandmother’s distrust of ‘white
$our’. Maida just wouldn’t do. Well,
learning to make bread from chakki-
ground whole grain atta wasn’t easy.
It required a certain amount of naï-
veté, patience and a family that
would stoically put up with frequent
disasters.

A decade and thousands of
loaves later, there are many lessons
to share. First and foremost, real
bread needs no maida, no sugar, no
oil, no improver. Bread is just whole
grain $our, salt, yeast and water. And
the reassurance that bread-making is
like every other thing we do in life.
Breads turn out terrible at !rst, they
get better and better with practice,
till !nally a day comes when your
loaf sings, the crust crackles, and
your family cannot stomach store-
bought bread ever again.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
The writer lives in Bengaluru with

herself, one husband, one daughter

and one oven.
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