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CHINA INCREASES DEFENCE SPENDING BY 7.2%

WHAT ARE ‘BIO-COMPUTERS’ AND HOW DO THEY FUNCTION?

Future course: Xi Jinping and other officials at the opening session of the Nation-
al People’s Congress in Beijing on Sunday.REUTERS
A spokesperson for the National People’s Congress says the rise in spending is 
‘needed for meeting complex security challenges’; Beijing announces a lower 
than expected GDP target of ‘around 5%’ for 2023; outgoing Premier Li Keqiang 
delivers his last report to the NPC

China’s government on Sunday announced a hike in defence spending by 7.2% 
to $225 billion in 2023, saying the rise was needed to deal with “complex security 
challenges”.
Beijing also announced a lower than expected growth target of “around 5%” for 
the year, as the National People’s Congress (NPC), or Parliament, convened for 
its annual session in the capital.
Outgoing Premier Li Keqiang delivered his last report to the NPC on Sunday 
morning. The session will conclude on March 12, with Mr. Li set to be replaced 
by a close ally of President Xi Jinping, Li Qiang, who was promoted as the 
second-ranked leader of the Politburo at the ruling Communist Party’s 
once-in-five-year congress in October 2022.

The NPC is a largely ceremonial legislature that endorses party policies as well 
as approves government appointments. This year’s session, which marks the 
end of Mr. Li’s second five-year term, will see sweeping changes across govern-
ment ministries with officials set to be appointed for the next five years.
Mr. Li, in his last work report to the NPC, announced an economic growth target 
of “around 5%” for 2023. Last year, the economy failed to meet its 5.5% target, 
growing by 3% as it struggled with the impact of the “zero-COVID” policy, which 
was finally withdrawn in December.
Mr. Li said the country would add “around 12 million new urban jobs” this year as 
well as continue to boost strategic, high-tech industries while “defusing major 
economic and financial risks”, which included local government debt as well as 
financial problems continuing to plague real estate enterprises.
On Sunday, a draft Budget presented to the NPC, which will be approved during 
this session, proposed a 7.2% hike to take defence spending to 1.55 trillion Yuan 
($225 billion), up from 1.45 trillion Yuan in 2022. In dollar terms, the Budget 
actually declined from $230 billion in 2022 given the depreciation in the Yuan.
China’s still sizeable Budget remains around three times that of India’s. NPC 
spokesperson Wang Chao told reporters the increase in defence spending, 
which was only a slight rise from last year’s 7.1% hike, was “needed for meeting 
complex security challenges and for China to fulfil its responsibilities as a major 
country.”
Upcoming goals
Mr. Li’s work report, which outlined goals for the coming year, said the military 
“should work to carry out military operations, boost combat preparedness, and 
enhance military capabilities so as to accomplish the tasks entrusted to them by 
the Party and the people.”
“The armed forces should intensify military training and preparedness across the 
board, develop new military strategic guidance, devote greater energy to training 
under combat conditions, and make well-coordinated efforts to strengthen 
military work in all directions and domains,” he said, adding that in the past year, 
the Army “carried out operations in a firm and flexible way; and they effectively 
conducted major missions relating to border defence, maritime rights protection, 
counterterrorism and stability maintenance, disaster rescue and relief, COVID-19 
response, peacekeeping, and merchant ship escorting.”

What is the new area of research outlined by scientists at the John 
Hopkins university?
Scientists at Johns Hopkins University (JHU) recently outlined a plan for a 
potentially revolutionary new area of research called “organoid intelligence”, 
which aims to create “bio-computers”. Here, brain cultures grown in the lab are 
coupled to real-world sensors and input/output devices. The scientists expect 
the technology to harness the processing power of the brain and understand the 
biological basis of human cognition, learning, and various neurological disor-
ders.
What is the premise of this tech?
Understanding how the human brain works has been a difficult challenge. Tradi-
tionally, researchers have used rat brains to investigate various human neuro-
logical disorders. Now, in a quest to develop systems that are more relevant to 
humans, scientists are building 3D cultures of brain tissue in the lab, called brain 
organoids. These “mini-brains” (with a size of up to 4 mm) are built using human 
stem cells and capture many structural and functional features of a developing 
human brain. However, the human brain also requires various sensory inputs 
(touch, smell, vision, etc) to develop into the complex organ it is, and brain 
organoids developed in the lab aren’t sophisticated enough. They also do not 
have blood circulation, which limits how they can grow.
Then, how do we study the brain?
Recently, scientists transplanted these human brain organoid cultures into rat 

brains, where they formed connections with the rat brain, which in turn provided 
circulating blood. Since the organoids had been transplanted to the visual 
system, when the scientists showed the experimental rats a light flash, the 
human neurons were activated, too, indicating that the human brain organoids 
were also functionally active. Scientists have touted such a system as a way to 
study brain diseases in a human context. However, human brain organoids are 
still nested in the rat-brain microenvironment. The effects of drugs in this model 
will have to be interpreted through various behavioural tests in rats, which could 
be insufficiently representative. Therefore, we need to address the limitations of 
lab-grown organoids and develop a more human-relevant system.
What is the new ‘bio-computer’?
The JHU researchers’ scheme will combine brain organoids with modern 
computing methods to create “bio-computers”. They have announced plans to 
couple the organoids with machine learning by growing the organoids inside 
flexible structures affixed with multiple electrodes (similar to the ones used to 
take EEG readings from the brain). These structures will be able to record the 
firing patterns of the neurons and also deliver electrical stimuli, to mimic sensory 
stimuli. The response pattern of the neurons and their effect on human behaviour 
or biology will then be analysed by machine-learning techniques. Recently, scien-
tists were able to grow human neurons on top of a microelectrode array that 
could both record and stimulate these neurons. Brain organoids can also be 
developed using stem cells from individuals with neurodegenerative or cognitive 

disorders. Comparing the data on brain structure, connections, and signalling 
between ‘healthy’ and ‘patient-derived’ organoids can reveal the biological basis 
of human cognition, learning, and memory.
Are ‘bio-computers’ ready for commercial use?
Currently, brain organoids have a diameter of less than 1 mm and have fewer 
than 1,00,000 cells (both on average), which make it roughly three-millionth the 
size of an actual human brain. So scaling up the brain organoid is key to improv-

ing its computing capacity. Thomas Hartung, a professor of evidence-based 
toxicology at JHU who is leading this work, said that “the challenge is now to 
establish long-term memory. We hope to achieve this within 1-2 years. Apply-
ing this to patient cell-derived brain organoids, like autism and Alzheimer 
donors, is already on the way. We might see benefits for drug development in 
this decade.”



NATIONS SECURE PACT TO PROTECT MARINE LIFE
 IN THE HIGH SEAS

‘REGULATOR’S PROPOSAL ON RAJASTHAN POWER LINES 
FLOUTS SC ORDERS, THREATENS BUSTARD’

05/03/2023  MONDAY February

Head Office:
Vedhik IAS Academy, Mercy Estate,MG Road,
Ravipuram, Ernakulam- 682 015  
+91 7777 875 588  |  +91 9383 432 123  |  0484 4527777

DAILY NEWS ANALYSIS
Page 02

WE AIM TO INSPIRE YOU

What is the new area of research outlined by scientists at the John 
Hopkins university?
Scientists at Johns Hopkins University (JHU) recently outlined a plan for a 
potentially revolutionary new area of research called “organoid intelligence”, 
which aims to create “bio-computers”. Here, brain cultures grown in the lab are 
coupled to real-world sensors and input/output devices. The scientists expect 
the technology to harness the processing power of the brain and understand the 
biological basis of human cognition, learning, and various neurological disor-
ders.
What is the premise of this tech?
Understanding how the human brain works has been a difficult challenge. Tradi-
tionally, researchers have used rat brains to investigate various human neuro-
logical disorders. Now, in a quest to develop systems that are more relevant to 
humans, scientists are building 3D cultures of brain tissue in the lab, called brain 
organoids. These “mini-brains” (with a size of up to 4 mm) are built using human 
stem cells and capture many structural and functional features of a developing 
human brain. However, the human brain also requires various sensory inputs 
(touch, smell, vision, etc) to develop into the complex organ it is, and brain 
organoids developed in the lab aren’t sophisticated enough. They also do not 
have blood circulation, which limits how they can grow.
Then, how do we study the brain?
Recently, scientists transplanted these human brain organoid cultures into rat 

brains, where they formed connections with the rat brain, which in turn provided 
circulating blood. Since the organoids had been transplanted to the visual 
system, when the scientists showed the experimental rats a light flash, the 
human neurons were activated, too, indicating that the human brain organoids 
were also functionally active. Scientists have touted such a system as a way to 
study brain diseases in a human context. However, human brain organoids are 
still nested in the rat-brain microenvironment. The effects of drugs in this model 
will have to be interpreted through various behavioural tests in rats, which could 
be insufficiently representative. Therefore, we need to address the limitations of 
lab-grown organoids and develop a more human-relevant system.
What is the new ‘bio-computer’?
The JHU researchers’ scheme will combine brain organoids with modern 
computing methods to create “bio-computers”. They have announced plans to 
couple the organoids with machine learning by growing the organoids inside 
flexible structures affixed with multiple electrodes (similar to the ones used to 
take EEG readings from the brain). These structures will be able to record the 
firing patterns of the neurons and also deliver electrical stimuli, to mimic sensory 
stimuli. The response pattern of the neurons and their effect on human behaviour 
or biology will then be analysed by machine-learning techniques. Recently, scien-
tists were able to grow human neurons on top of a microelectrode array that 
could both record and stimulate these neurons. Brain organoids can also be 
developed using stem cells from individuals with neurodegenerative or cognitive 

disorders. Comparing the data on brain structure, connections, and signalling 
between ‘healthy’ and ‘patient-derived’ organoids can reveal the biological basis 
of human cognition, learning, and memory.
Are ‘bio-computers’ ready for commercial use?
Currently, brain organoids have a diameter of less than 1 mm and have fewer 
than 1,00,000 cells (both on average), which make it roughly three-millionth the 
size of an actual human brain. So scaling up the brain organoid is key to improv-

ing its computing capacity. Thomas Hartung, a professor of evidence-based 
toxicology at JHU who is leading this work, said that “the challenge is now to 
establish long-term memory. We hope to achieve this within 1-2 years. Apply-
ing this to patient cell-derived brain organoids, like autism and Alzheimer 
donors, is already on the way. We might see benefits for drug development in 
this decade.”

Comprehensive protection of endangered species and habitats is now finally possible on more than 40% of the Earth’s surface

For the first time, United Nations (UN) members have agreed on a unified treaty 
to protect biodiversity in the high seas. The treaty agreement concluded two 
weeks of talks in New York.
An updated framework to protect marine life in the regions outside national 
boundary waters, known as the high seas, had been in discussions for more than 
20 years, but previous efforts to reach an agreement had repeatedly stalled. The 
unified agreement treaty, which applies to nearly half the planet’s surface, was 
reached late Saturday.
Nichola Clark, an oceans expert at the Pew Charitable Trusts who observed the 
talks in New York, called the long-awaited treaty text “a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to protect the oceans — a major win for biodiversity”.
New body
The treaty will create a new body to manage conservation of ocean life and 
establish marine protected areas in the high seas. Ms. Clark said that is critical 
to achieve the UN Biodiversity Conference’s pledge to protect 30% of the 

planet’s waters, as well as its land, for conservation.
The crafting of the treaty represents “a historic and overwhelming success for 
international marine protection”, said Steffi Lemke, Germany's Environment 
Minister.
“For the first time, we are getting a binding agreement for the high seas, which 
until now have hardly been protected,” Ms. Lemke said. “Comprehensive protec-
tion of endangered species and habitats is now finally possible on more than 
40% of the Earth’s surface.” The treaty also establishes ground rules for 
conducting environmental impact assessments for commercial activities in the 
oceans.
“It means all activities planned for the high seas need to be looked at, though not 
all will go through a full assessment,” said Jessica Battle, an oceans governance 
expert at the Worldwide Fund for Nature. “This treaty will help to knit together the 
different regional treaties to be able to address threats and concerns across 
species’ ranges,” Ms. Battle said.

The population of the critically endangered species has dipped to less than 150. 
File Photo

 In a move that helps solar power projects in Rajasthan but may hinder 
efforts to make the region safe for the endangered Great Indian Bustard, the 
Central Electricity Authority (CEA) has proposed that only power lines below 
33kV need to go underground and the rest be fitted with bird-diverters.
 Conservationists have objected to the move as they say it could lead 
to the “extinction” of the bird.
 The proposal was part of draft regulations issued on February 1 and 
open to public comment until March 3. It came against the background of an 
ongoing case involving the threat to the bustard and other birds from power 
lines. High-tension power lines in Rajasthan and Gujarat from solar plants 
often lie on the flight path of the birds. The matter is of particular concern to the 
future of the bustard as fewer than 150 of them remain, and existing conserva-
tion methods fall short of replenishing their numbers.
 In 2019, environmentalists approached the Supreme Court, which in 
2021 directed all ‘low-voltage’ power lines, in areas demarcated as “priority and 
potential habitats of the Great Indian Bustard” in Thar and Kutch deserts, be 
pushed underground.
Solar projects
 A majority of the power lines from Rajasthan’s solar projects have a 
rating above 33kV and several such proposed ones are expected to pass 
through the ‘priority’ areas. The court order would have required several 
existing and proposed lines to move underground, hiking the cost of supplying 
solar power.
 “These draft regulations appear to be a way to circumvent the orders 
of the Supreme Court,” said M.K. Ranjitsingh, lead petitioner and conservation-
ist.
 “The 11kV lines are relatively low [in height] and have already been 
exempted. It was the high-tension lines that were the problem and with these 
regulations, virtually all high-power lines get the pass-through,” he said.
 “If the regulations come into effect, this would lead to the extinction of 
a critically endangered species, which is the State Bird of Rajasthan. If this 
happens, it would be the second major species after the [Asiatic] cheetah to go 
extinct in post-Independent India,” the petitioners noted.
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GST revenue trends signal more compliance, cooling import demand

The nearly ₹1.5 lakh crore of gross Goods and Services Tax (GST) collections 
in February are notable from several aspects. First, they mark the 12th succes-
sive month that GST revenues have stayed over ₹1.4 lakh crore, and the fourth 
highest single month kitty since the launch of the GST regime. The average 
monthly GST collections in the first 11 months of 2022-23 now stand at 
₹1,49,776 crore, 21.5% higher than the average monthly kitty of little over ₹1.23 
lakh crore through 2021-22. Interestingly, the average monthly revenues so far 
this year are higher than actual collections in eight of those months, so collec-
tions in the other three months bumped up the average. Those months happen 
to be April (with the highest monthly revenues of over ₹1.67 lakh crore), and 
October and January 2023 (whose collections were upgraded to over ₹1.57 
lakh crore). The spike in these months can be attributed to quarter-end and 
year-end return filings whose taxes are collected in the first month of the subse-
quent quarter. This lends credence to the government’s assertion in January 
that policy changes introduced over the past year have improved compliance 
with more taxpayers filing returns — a pleasant cultural augury for a country 
with a low tax base.

Meanwhile, a perceptible shift is underway in the composition of GST revenues. 
The first 10 months of this fiscal had seen revenues from goods imports rising 
29%, while domestic transactions and services imports yielded a 22% uptick in 
taxes. While this breakdown is not available for January, February marks the 
second time in three months that domestic revenues have outgrown taxes from 
goods imports, with the former rising 15% and the latter just 6%. While this is in 
tune with a sharp dip in imports in January, it also signals a likely cooling of discre-
tionary domestic demand that had been driving up the import bill along with 
elevated commodity prices. That domestic revenue trends are uneven, with sharp 
variations across States, is another cause for concern. The 2023-24 Budget 
expects GST revenue growth to slow from about 22% this year to 12%, with tax 
buoyancy expected to drop. That represents a pragmatic outlook amid a world 
tightening its belt for a slowdown, but the Finance Ministry’s attempt to play up 
February’s GST kitty by arguing that the “28 day” month normally witnesses lower 
revenues, is disingenuous and unnecessary, as these revenues pertained to 
transactions undertaken over the 31 days of January. By this logic, March should 
see a dip in tax inflows as February had fewer days of activity.

Happymon Jacob teaches at the School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, and is the founder of the Council for Strategic and Defence 
Research
 New Delhi is on a geopolitical high. It hosted the G-20 Foreign Minis-
ters meeting (March 1-2, 2023), the G-20 Finance Ministers meeting (February 
22-25) and the Quad Foreign Ministers meeting (March 3), and national capital 
has been teeming with global leaders and thinkers attending the Ministry of 
External Affairs-supported Raisina dialogue (March 2-4). A few weeks ago, 
India also organised the ‘Voice of Global South Summit’ (January 12–13).
 For a country that has for far too long inhabited the sidelines of world 
politics, criticising and complaining, too powerless to assert itself, and often 
seen as an irritant by great powers for even having an opinion, India’s pivotal 
position at the G-20, the Quad (the United States, India, Australia and Japan), 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the Global South today has 
given it a sudden surge in stature and reputation. And yet, one year is too short 
in geopolitics, and geopolitics is not always a function of happy coincidences.
 For New Delhi, this is its moment under the sun, the near realisation 
of a long-awaited pivotal power moment. From the pre-Independence days, 
through the 75 years of its independent existence, Indian leaders, from Jawa-
harlal Nehru to A.B. Vajpayee to Narendra Modi have often spoken of India’s 
role in the world — that its culture, history, demography and economic strength 
provide the country with a strong foundation for such a role. For most part of its 
history though, New Delhi was too weak to assert itself, or too unimportant, but 
the solid foundations laid through the decades are starting to make a differ-
ence. Contemporary India’s pivotal position in world politics is thanks to a 
fortunate confluence of deliberate and unforeseen factors which appear to be 
working in New Delhi’s favour. A far stronger economic and military power, 
courted by great powers, New Delhi has cleverly used the failure of the 
post-war world order today to its advantage. The worry about an aggressively 
rising China has further prompted global leaders to look for geopolitical alterna-
tives in the Indo-Pacific region.
Treading the fault-lines
Contemporary Indian foreign policy is a textbook example of treading the 
fault-lines of world politics and, as External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar writes 
in his book, The India Way, “advancing national interests by identifying and 
exploiting opportunities created by global contradictions”. To use pedestrian 
language, New Delhi has become adept at playing both sides (though not 
without its costs). Consider this. India is the chair of both the United 
States/West-led G-20, and the China-centered SCO at the same time. It is 
seeking to be at the global high table while staking a serious claim to be the 
leader of the Global South. On the Ukraine war, New Delhi has not alienated, 
directly or indirectly, any of the parties involved in the war in a big way. While 
the looming threat of China has brought it closer to the U.S. and the West than 
ever before in its history, New Delhi is also an active member of multilateral 
forums which has China in it — BRICS and the SCO. Contemporary India 
speaks the language of revisionism and status quoism in the same breath, and 
with ease.
What does India want?

New Delhi’s objective is not difficult to understand; it has long wanted a seat at the 
global high table. But it has realised that it has little chance of getting one current-
ly, particularly with the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) out of reach. It 
has, therefore, been hinting at the dysfunctionality of the UNSC, and the utility of 
more inclusive and flexible forums such as the G-20. Mr. Modi’s argument at the 
G-20 Foreign Ministers meeting that “global governance has failed” is to drive 
home precisely that point. After taking a dig at the current global governance 
structures, Mr. Modi went on to say, “We are meeting at a time of deep global 
divisions. We have a responsibility to those not in this room”, underscoring the 
importance of the G-20 and India’s role in it. Even though the meeting ended 
without a joint statement thanks to the Ukraine war, it was a success for at least 
two reasons: one, it created the environment for the U.S. Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken and the Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov to have a meet-
ing for the first time since the war began a year ago, and two, when most other 
forums are unable to bring together the warring parties in one room, the G-20 has 
been able to do it.
 So, in New Delhi’s pursuit of actively seeking a seat at a restructured 
global high table, the G-20 has its utility as does the Global South. New Delhi’s 
heart may or may not be with the Global South, but it has understood the instru-
mental utility of the Global South argument in its pursuit of power and status. If 
China can use the Global South argument for its geopolitical ends, India can 
definitely do so too.
 In its pursuit for a seat at the high table, New Delhi also knows only too 
well that falling in line with the U.S./the West (on the Ukraine war for instance) 
reduces India’s instrumentality (even for them).
 ‘Fall in line, and you will be forgotten’ appears to be the lesson that it has 
learnt about realpolitik over the past several decades. New Delhi has realised that 
it is its ability to carefully balance the global fault lines that increases its utility. So 
those seeking to enlist India’s support for bringing more stability and order into the 
international system might want to consider what New Delhi is really after: a seat 
at the high table of international politics. Indeed, New Delhi’s revisionist language 
is rooted in its desire to be part of a restructured status quo.
The challenges
New Delhi’s moment in the sun is not without its inherent challenges. For one, the 
sun will set, and the moment shall pass. Indian chairpersonship of the G-20 and 
the SCO ends this year, and Beijing will not let New Delhi take over the leadership 
of the Global South so easily. So, is New Delhi using this crucial year to strengthen 
strategic partnerships, seek geopolitical concessions, and create structures that 
enhance India’s national security? In geopolitics, national glory is not necessarily 
an enduring outcome.
 The second important challenge pertains to optics and framing. Is New 
Delhi making friends during this diplomatic high or is it offending more than 
befriending? Some of the language that emanates from New Delhi in response to 
western or the U.S.’s statements/criticisms could be construed as needlessly 
offensive. While riding high on diplomatic successes, being subtle in one’s asser-

tions has far more utility, notwithstanding the domestic political uses of harsh 
foreign policy assertions. Indian diplomacy needs to adopt the language of 
finesse and authority rather than that of aggression. Confident nations need not 
talk like reactionaries.Third, balancing opposites has its limits. If you play all 
sides, you might not end up making strong strategic partnerships that should 
come to your aid if and when something major goes wrong such as a future 

conflict with China. While bridging the divide in world politics is a noble task, 
indecisiveness might not yield lasting partnerships.
 Finally, there is always a danger of governments using diplomatic highs 
such as this towards domestic political ends rather than for geopolitical objec-
tives. So, will New Delhi utilise 2023 to prepare for ‘2024’ or to strengthen the 
country’s place in the comity of nations?
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 New Delhi is on a geopolitical high. It hosted the G-20 Foreign Minis-
ters meeting (March 1-2, 2023), the G-20 Finance Ministers meeting (February 
22-25) and the Quad Foreign Ministers meeting (March 3), and national capital 
has been teeming with global leaders and thinkers attending the Ministry of 
External Affairs-supported Raisina dialogue (March 2-4). A few weeks ago, 
India also organised the ‘Voice of Global South Summit’ (January 12–13).
 For a country that has for far too long inhabited the sidelines of world 
politics, criticising and complaining, too powerless to assert itself, and often 
seen as an irritant by great powers for even having an opinion, India’s pivotal 
position at the G-20, the Quad (the United States, India, Australia and Japan), 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) and the Global South today has 
given it a sudden surge in stature and reputation. And yet, one year is too short 
in geopolitics, and geopolitics is not always a function of happy coincidences.
 For New Delhi, this is its moment under the sun, the near realisation 
of a long-awaited pivotal power moment. From the pre-Independence days, 
through the 75 years of its independent existence, Indian leaders, from Jawa-
harlal Nehru to A.B. Vajpayee to Narendra Modi have often spoken of India’s 
role in the world — that its culture, history, demography and economic strength 
provide the country with a strong foundation for such a role. For most part of its 
history though, New Delhi was too weak to assert itself, or too unimportant, but 
the solid foundations laid through the decades are starting to make a differ-
ence. Contemporary India’s pivotal position in world politics is thanks to a 
fortunate confluence of deliberate and unforeseen factors which appear to be 
working in New Delhi’s favour. A far stronger economic and military power, 
courted by great powers, New Delhi has cleverly used the failure of the 
post-war world order today to its advantage. The worry about an aggressively 
rising China has further prompted global leaders to look for geopolitical alterna-
tives in the Indo-Pacific region.
Treading the fault-lines
Contemporary Indian foreign policy is a textbook example of treading the 
fault-lines of world politics and, as External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar writes 
in his book, The India Way, “advancing national interests by identifying and 
exploiting opportunities created by global contradictions”. To use pedestrian 
language, New Delhi has become adept at playing both sides (though not 
without its costs). Consider this. India is the chair of both the United 
States/West-led G-20, and the China-centered SCO at the same time. It is 
seeking to be at the global high table while staking a serious claim to be the 
leader of the Global South. On the Ukraine war, New Delhi has not alienated, 
directly or indirectly, any of the parties involved in the war in a big way. While 
the looming threat of China has brought it closer to the U.S. and the West than 
ever before in its history, New Delhi is also an active member of multilateral 
forums which has China in it — BRICS and the SCO. Contemporary India 
speaks the language of revisionism and status quoism in the same breath, and 
with ease.
What does India want?

New Delhi’s objective is not difficult to understand; it has long wanted a seat at the 
global high table. But it has realised that it has little chance of getting one current-
ly, particularly with the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) out of reach. It 
has, therefore, been hinting at the dysfunctionality of the UNSC, and the utility of 
more inclusive and flexible forums such as the G-20. Mr. Modi’s argument at the 
G-20 Foreign Ministers meeting that “global governance has failed” is to drive 
home precisely that point. After taking a dig at the current global governance 
structures, Mr. Modi went on to say, “We are meeting at a time of deep global 
divisions. We have a responsibility to those not in this room”, underscoring the 
importance of the G-20 and India’s role in it. Even though the meeting ended 
without a joint statement thanks to the Ukraine war, it was a success for at least 
two reasons: one, it created the environment for the U.S. Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken and the Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov to have a meet-
ing for the first time since the war began a year ago, and two, when most other 
forums are unable to bring together the warring parties in one room, the G-20 has 
been able to do it.
 So, in New Delhi’s pursuit of actively seeking a seat at a restructured 
global high table, the G-20 has its utility as does the Global South. New Delhi’s 
heart may or may not be with the Global South, but it has understood the instru-
mental utility of the Global South argument in its pursuit of power and status. If 
China can use the Global South argument for its geopolitical ends, India can 
definitely do so too.
 In its pursuit for a seat at the high table, New Delhi also knows only too 
well that falling in line with the U.S./the West (on the Ukraine war for instance) 
reduces India’s instrumentality (even for them).
 ‘Fall in line, and you will be forgotten’ appears to be the lesson that it has 
learnt about realpolitik over the past several decades. New Delhi has realised that 
it is its ability to carefully balance the global fault lines that increases its utility. So 
those seeking to enlist India’s support for bringing more stability and order into the 
international system might want to consider what New Delhi is really after: a seat 
at the high table of international politics. Indeed, New Delhi’s revisionist language 
is rooted in its desire to be part of a restructured status quo.
The challenges
New Delhi’s moment in the sun is not without its inherent challenges. For one, the 
sun will set, and the moment shall pass. Indian chairpersonship of the G-20 and 
the SCO ends this year, and Beijing will not let New Delhi take over the leadership 
of the Global South so easily. So, is New Delhi using this crucial year to strengthen 
strategic partnerships, seek geopolitical concessions, and create structures that 
enhance India’s national security? In geopolitics, national glory is not necessarily 
an enduring outcome.
 The second important challenge pertains to optics and framing. Is New 
Delhi making friends during this diplomatic high or is it offending more than 
befriending? Some of the language that emanates from New Delhi in response to 
western or the U.S.’s statements/criticisms could be construed as needlessly 
offensive. While riding high on diplomatic successes, being subtle in one’s asser-

tions has far more utility, notwithstanding the domestic political uses of harsh 
foreign policy assertions. Indian diplomacy needs to adopt the language of 
finesse and authority rather than that of aggression. Confident nations need not 
talk like reactionaries.Third, balancing opposites has its limits. If you play all 
sides, you might not end up making strong strategic partnerships that should 
come to your aid if and when something major goes wrong such as a future 

conflict with China. While bridging the divide in world politics is a noble task, 
indecisiveness might not yield lasting partnerships.
 Finally, there is always a danger of governments using diplomatic highs 
such as this towards domestic political ends rather than for geopolitical objec-
tives. So, will New Delhi utilise 2023 to prepare for ‘2024’ or to strengthen the 
country’s place in the comity of nations?

The non-governmental sector should not be dragged into legal quagmire

The non-governmental sector should not be dragged into legal quagmire

The decision of the Government of India to suspend the Foreign Contribution 
(Regulation) Act (FCRA) licence of the country’s premier think tank, the Centre 
for Policy Research (CPR) is bad in optics and substance. The reasons that are 
being cited by the authorities include lapses in the income-tax paperwork of 
CPR’s staff, lack of due process in the accounting process, and diversion of 
funds to publication of books, which the authorities allege is not part of the 
CPR’s objectives. An eagerness to drag the prestigious institution into a quag-
mire of legal processes is writ large over this entire exercise. The CPR has been 
working on improving governance and enhancing state capacity among other 
things, in collaboration with governments, and the public and private sectors. 
There are many advocacy and campaign groups that have been facing the 
wrath of the government in the recent past, but the action against the CPR 
lowers the bar of tolerance for the political establishment to an abysmal level. 
This betrays an inexplicable hostility towards knowledge creation of all kinds. 
The FCRA is a regulatory mechanism to ensure that foreign vested interests are 
not unduly influencing the domestic politics of India, but sweeping application of 
the law in a manner that clearly disables the non-governmental sector suggests 

a thoughtless approach bordering on vindictiveness.India’s New Education 
Policy envisages academic exchanges and cooperation between Indian and 
global institutions to raise the standard of higher education and research in the 
country. India also wants to emerge as a centre of technological excellence and 
manufacturing. Recently, two Australian universities announced their plans to 
have campuses in India. However, India’s global ambitions are clashing with the 
insecure and reactionary state actions such as the restrictions on the CPR. 
Collaboration with the world requires the flow of information, personnel and 
funds in both directions. Restrictions on all these for national security reasons 
are part of the rule everywhere, and are acceptable. But these are to be 
exercised sparingly. To assume that Indian thinking should be insulated from 
foreign ones, while seeking international technology and capital inflow at the 
same time is a paradox. At any rate, for a country growing as fast as India, a 
massive expansion in capacity for research is the need of the hour. Along with 
public funding, private and philanthropic funding are essential for India to contin-
uously expand its knowledge horizons in all fields. The government should not 
merely tolerate, but facilitate the emergence of several more institutions such as 
the CPR.

 Practice does not seem to be a feasible career option for most Ayurve-
da graduates. For a few idealists who consider this option, the hardships await-
ing them are many. Despite the publicity campaigns to promote Ayurveda, Yoga, 
Unani, Siddha and Homeopathy (AYUSH), the fact is that there is a trust-deficit 
in these systems. For understandable reasons, Ayurveda is not the medical 
system of first choice for many people. “(Even) Ayurveda practitioners don’t 
seem to trust it fully,” Prime Minister Narendra Modi had noted in his speech at 
the sixth World Ayurveda Congress, in November 2014.
A scepticism that has some basis
 There is widespread scepticism in the public mind about the sound-
ness of Ayurvedic theories and the fruitfulness of its practices. This scepticism 
is not altogether baseless. The Ayurveda establishment has failed to keep pace 
with the intellectual and scientific advances of the times. Archaic theories that 
are apt to arouse suspicion in the minds of educated patients are peddled as 
sophisticated dogmas. Treatments are made to escape straightforward experi-
mental scrutiny because of their supposed rootedness in such theories. When 
theories are kept mystified, using them to downplay the demands for experi-
mental verification of practices becomes rather easy. Thus, a major reason for 
the trust-deficit in Ayurveda is its diminished evidence-based quality.
 That Ayurveda treatments are slow to heal is another common view 
that characterises the public image of Ayurveda. This view also warrants a 
careful study.
 Ayurveda’s thrust is on patient benefit and not merely on patient gratifi-
cation. Real patient benefit would be sustainable as opposed to patient gratifica-
tion which is momentary. Sustainability of treatments requires a gradual transi-
tion from illness to wellness. Sudden relief is deemed superficial and temporary. 
There is enough material in medical literature today to substantiate the 
prudence of this approach — at least, in principle. The popular view that Ayurve-
dic treatments are slow to heal is thus a half-truth. It can be corrected by appro-
priate patient education.
A practitioner’s ordeal
 A novice who enters the field of Ayurvedic practice would be greeted 
with these difficult realities of public perception. As if this were not enough, he 
would soon discover that what has been generously handed over to him in his 
college training is a huge corpus of ancient medical wisdom, where only a part 
is practically usable. Given that Ayurveda does not have a vibrant ecosystem of 
science and research, the poor practitioner has to depend on himself to discov-

er treatments and approaches that actually work. Sifting the usable parts from 
the obsolete ones requires prior experience, a knowledge of practice trends, and 
of course, a robust common sense. The process involves a lot of trial and error 
with patients and predictably leads to an erosion of the practitioner’s reputation.
The practitioner’s ordeal does not end here. After he arrives at a rough under-
standing of the conditions in which his treatments are likely to work, it would 
become clear that Ayurveda can be used safely and efficaciously only in about 
60%-70% of primary-care illnesses. For the rest, patient interest would necessi-
tate complementing Ayurveda with modern medicine. Most States prohibit the 
practice of modern medicine by Ayurveda graduates and, consequently, the 
practitioner finds himself crippled again. Fewer footfalls in his clinic would be the 
sad consequence. At this stage, the gratitude of loyal patients alongside a few 
unusual recoveries remain the sole incentives that keep him alive as a practi-
tioner.
 Even as a conscientious Ayurveda physician grapples with all these 
hardships, practitioners resorting to gimmickry and publicity have a field day. 
Using regular newspaper columns, television shows, and social media sites, 
they entrap gullible patients. The reticent counsels of decent Ayurveda physi-
cians often get drowned in the cacophony of tall claims made by these charla-
tans. By supporting such gimmicks as “Ayurvedic astrology,” the AYUSH estab-
lishment also implicitly lends support to their ‘charlatanry’.
Focus on primary care
 Appropriate policy-making can solve a lot of these problems that 
well-meaning Ayurveda practitioners face. Primary-care doctors are becoming 
an endangered species in India’s health-care system. Rejuvenating primary care 
is a sine qua non if a country is to secure the health of its citizens. Ayurveda 
graduates can contribute enormously towards this rejuvenation if trained proper-
ly.
 A proper training of Ayurveda graduates with a view to make them good 
primary-care doctors would involve two preparatory exercises. One, a vigorous 
evidence-based appraisal of Ayurvedic theories and practices in order to sift the 
usable from the obsolete; and two, a statutory decision to allow Ayurveda gradu-
ates to practise modern medicine in stipulated primary care areas. These are 
two reforms that would help create a workforce that can function effectively to 
meet the primary health-care needs of both urban and rural India. Ayurveda, 
science, and public welfare all stand to gain. What is needed is sincerity, 
straight-thinking, and some adventurism on the part of stakeholders.
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A BREAKDOWN OF THE HIGHER PENSION SCHEME
Which judgment provided for the new provision 
under the Employees’ Pension Scheme of 1995? 
Who are the prospective beneficiaries? Will there 
be additional liabilities for the employers? What are 
the documents that need to be uploaded in order to 
avail of the higher pension?

The story so far:
 The long wait of subscribers of the 
Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation (EPFO) 
and those who retired after September 1, 2014 to 
apply for higher PF pension under the Employees’ 
Pension Scheme (EPS) of 1995 came to an end on 
February 27 with the Organisation providing a web 
link on its members’ page. The prospective benefi-
ciaries fall under two categories — those who 
retired after September 1, 2014, and those who 
were in service prior to the date and continue to be 
in service. The critical element is that in either of 
the cases, employers must have made PF contri-
butions in excess of the mandatory ceiling of the 
pensionable salary. Till now, 8,897 persons have 
sent their applications through their employers. The 
last date for availing the option of higher pension is 
May 3, 2023.
Why is the EPFO doing this?
 The present exercise of the EPFO has 
been necessitated by the judgment of the Supreme 
Court given on November 4, 2022 in the EPFO 
versus Sunil Kumar B case. The verdict, apart from 

upholding the 2014 amendment brought in by the Union government, had 
given an opportunity to all employees, as on September 1, 2014, who did not 
exercise the option under paragraph 11 (4) of the EPS Rules for higher 
pension but were entitled to do so but could not due to the interpretation on 
cut-off date by the authorities. It clearly stated that the time to exercise the 
option “shall stand extended by a further period of four months.” In the light 
of the Court’s directions, the EPFO issued a circular on February 20, laying 
down the broad contours of eligibility.
 The 2014 amendment, which came into effect in September that 
year, raised the pensionable salary cap to ₹15,000 a month from ₹6,500 a 
month, and allowed employers to contribute 8.33% of the employees’ actual 
pay (even if it exceeds the cap) towards EPS. Between November 16, 1995 
(the date of commencement of the Pension Scheme) and May 31, 2001, the 
salary cap was ₹5,000. Even though employers, in many instances, had 
been making PF contributions over and above the ceiling for their employ-
ees, only 8.33% of the pensionable salary cap had got transferred to the 
Pension Fund. Another important feature of the amendment is that unlike in 
the past when new employees covered under the Provident Fund (PF) 
compulsorily became members of the EPS, only those with the monthly wage 
of not exceeding ₹15,000 can now be members of the Pension Scheme.
 The February circular was the second substantive circular on the 
subject of higher pension, as the PF body, on December 29, 2022, came out 
with one that was meant for those who retired before September 1, 2014 and 
after exercising the option for higher pension. In respect of this category of 
pensioners, the EPFO gave an online facility (which is no longer available 
since March 4) for the submission of documents to the effect that they had 
given, while in service, the option along with their employers and received the 
communication from the PF authorities regarding rejection of their applica-
tions. This was in line with the Court’s stipulation in the Sunil Kumar case that 
the directions of the Court’s judgment given in 2016 in the R.C. Gupta versus 
Regional PF Commissioner, EPFO, case be implemented in eight weeks. As 
many as 91,258 persons submitted their applications as on March 4. Howev-
er, those who retired before September 1, 2014 without exercising the option 
under paragraph 11(3) of the EPS Rules would not be eligible to apply for 
higher pension, as this was what the Court had laid down in its latest verdict.
How will the pension be calculated?

The pensionable salary, which represents the average of the last 60 months of 
salary, will have to be multiplied by the number of contributory years, the sum of 
which is to be divided by 70, which indicates the average longevity for an Indian. 
For the purpose of pension, an employee, on attaining the age of 58 years, is 
deemed to have retired from service and consequently, exited the Pension 
Scheme, regardless of the retirement policy of the employer.
Will there be any financial impact?
In the event of the authorities clearing the applications for higher pension, the 
pensioners and the subscriber will have to remit to them the amount that 
represents the difference between the portion of PF contributions transferred 
earlier to the Pension Fund and what would have to be paid based on actual 
salary. In the case of the subscribers, a certain portion of the amount lying with 
their individual PF accounts may even get transferred to the Pension Fund, after 
their applications for higher pension get approved. As all the pensioners would 
have received their terminal benefits, they will be required to make their payment 
separately. In any case, the payment will include interest too, the rate of which 
will be indicated by the authorities later. Going by what is available on the portal, 
the entire payment will have to be made in a single tranche.
Employers will be required to bear the administrative charges, which are expect-
ed to be nominal.
What are the documents required?
The applicants will have to upload payslips and the communication of permission 
obtained under paragraph 26(6) of the EPF Scheme Rules to establish that their 
pay exceeded the salary cap of ₹5,000 a month (up to May 31, 2001) and ₹6,500 
a month (up to August 31, 2014) and they were entitled to get the benefit of 
higher pension. Besides, they will have to furnish pages of their passbooks/ac-
count slips as proof of PF balance. In cases where there is nil or insufficient 
balance in PF accounts, an undertaking has to be provided by such members 
regarding the payment along with interest through their employers.
Should one opt for a higher pension?
The answer to this question varies from person to person. Higher pension may 
provide a sense of economic security after retirement. But the amount that a 
pensioner gets during his/her lifetime will get halved on his/her death and paid to 
the spouse. However, the amount that is lying with an employee’s PF account will 
be paid totally to the employee’s spouse in the event of his/her death during 
service.
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VEDHIK DAILY QUIZ
1.Following is a description of an Ancient Indian ruler: He is a well-known Kushan ruler, responsible for the inte-
gration of Central Asia with north India. He patronised Buddhism, Kanishka and patronised the Fourth Buddhist 
Council. He adopted the title ‘Devaputra’ literally meaning the ‘son of God’. The official calendar of India, Saka 
Era dated back to A.D. 78 can be traced back to the accession of this ruler to the throne. Identify the personality:

2. Following is a description of a sculptural relief in the Bhaja caves: The cave has a sculptural relief of a digni-
tary, attended by 2 women riding a chariot drawn by 4 horses trampling upon a demonic figure. Who is the digni-
tary?

3. Following is a description of the island: A barrier island off the Bay of Bengal coast located in the Nellore 
district of Andhra Pradesh. The Pulicat lake located in the vicinity of this island is a protected avian site. The 
island houses a launch site of the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO). Identify the site:

4. Following is a description of a personality: He was a North Indian mystic poet of the Bhakti Movement, 
believed to have been born in 1377. His birthday is celebrated on Magh Purnima, the Full Moon Day in the Hindu 
calendar month of Magha. He is believed to be a disciple of the Bhakti saint-poet Ramananda and a contemporary 
of the bhakti saint-poet Kabir. One of his famous disciples was the saint, Mirabai. Adi Granth of Sikhs and Panch-
vani are the two of the oldest documented sources of his literary works. He conceived the concept of “Begampu-
ra”, a city that knows no sorrow; and a society where caste and class have ceased to matter. Identify the person-
ality:
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