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Question Corner

Squirrels and voles

Are ground squirrels
strictly granivorous?

A new study provides the
first evidence that
California ground squirrels
also hunt, kill and eat
voles. Researchers have for
the first time chronicled
widespread carnivorous
behaviour among
squirrels. The study
changes our
understanding of ground
squirrels. It suggests that
what was considered a
granivorous species is an
opportunistic omnivore
and more flexible in its
diet. Through videos,
photos and direct
observations at the
regional park, the
researchers documented
California ground squirrels

of all ages and genders
hunting, eating and
competing over vole prey
between June 10 and July
30 this year. The squirrels’
carnivorous summer
behaviour peaked during
the first two weeks of July,
coinciding with an
explosion of vole numbers
at the park reported by
citizen scientists on
iNaturalist. This suggests
the squirrels’ hunting
behaviour emerged
alongside a temporary
increase in the availability
of prey, the study said. The
scientists did not observe
the squirrels hunting other
mammals.

Readers may send their questions |
answers to
guestioncorner@thehindu.co.in



Journal retracts the discredited hydroxychloroquine paper

The Hindu Bureau

More than four-and-a-half
years after the highly ques-
tionable “study” by a
French researcher Didier
Raoult and others claiming
that  hydroxychloroquine
menotherapy and hydrox-
ychloroquine in combina-
tion with azithromycin was
“significantly  associated
with wviral load reduction/
disappearance in COVID-19
patients” was published on
March 20, 2020, the paper
was finally retracted on De-
cember 17 this year. The
paper published in the In-
ternational Journal of An-
timicrobial  Agents was
withdrawn because of con-
cerns about the ethical ap-
proval for the research.
The paper that was submit-
ted to the journal on March
16, 2020 was accepted for
publication the very next
day.

Three days after the
paper  was  published,
ICMR approved the use of

hydroxychloroquine as a
prophylaxis by healthcare
workers and those caring
for COVID-19 patients. The
drug was also granted an
emergency use authorisa-
tion by the U.S. FDA on
March 28, 2020, which was
revoked about once-a-half
months later. The publica-
tion of the paper and the
FDA approval raised a lot
of attention globally and
contributed to a demand
for the drug despite appro-
priate evidence of its bene-
fit. The drug was also
strongly backed by the
then U.S. President Donald
Trump.

On April 3, a fortight
after the paper was pu-
blished, the journal pu-
blisher - the International
Society of Antimicrobial
Chemotherapy (ISAC)
which co-owns the journal
with Elsevier, expressed
concerns sayving that the
“article does not meet the
Society’s expected stan-
dard”. An independent re-

Tall claim: The authors claimed that hydroxychloroquine
significantly reduced the SARS-CoV-2 viral load. GETTY MAGES

view commissioned by the
Jjournal also concluded that
the trial had “several major
methodological issues, in-
cluding the design, out-
come measure and the sta-
tistical analyses”. Yet, the
journal did not retract the
paper until & few days ago.

Addressing the con-
cerns about the peer-re-
viewing process, the ISAC
staterment said that despite
being the Editor-in-Chief of
the journal and an author
of the paper, “Jean-Marc
Rolain had no involvement

in the peer review of the
manuseript and has no ac-
cess to information regard-
ing its peer review”,

The paper came under
investigation again a few
months ago when three
authors of the paper con-
tacted the journal saying
that they had “concerns re-
garding the presentation
and interpretation of re-
sults” and no longer want-
ed to be associated with
the article, as per docu-
ments seen by Retraction
Watch. Responding to Re-

traction Watch, a spokes-
person for the journal said
that the “journal was re-
opening the previously
closed investigation after
receiving the authors’
requests”,

Ethical approval for the
study was granted on
March 6 and as per the
paper, the follow-up of the
participants was supposed
to last for 14 days. But with
4 “submission date of
March 16, the timeline be-
comes seemingly impossi-
ble”, Elisabeth M Bik, an
independent research inte-
grity researcher wrote on
PubPeer in March 2020, In
the retracted notice, the
journal addresses this con-
cern saying: “The journal
has not been able to esta-
blish whether all patients
could have entered into
the study in time for the
data to have been analysed
and included in the manu-
seript prior to its submis-
sion on the 20th March
2020, nor whether all pa-

tients were enrolled in the
study upon admission as
opposed to having been
hospitalised for some time
before starting the treat-
ment described in the
article.”

As per the details availa-
ble in the EU clinical trials
register, the secondary ob-
jective of the trial was to
evaluate the “clinical effec-
tiveness of trearment on
time to apyrexia, normali-
sation of respiratory rate,
and average length of hos-
pital stay and mortality”.
The results of the secon-
dary objective are not
available in the paper
While the primary objec-
tive of the study was to
shorten the period of virus
carrying and thus conta-
gion, the secondary end-
point is “very important
for determining whether
patients may have clinical
benefit and not only a re-
duced risk of infecting ath-
ers”, a researcher wrote on
PubPeer.
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Denali Fault tore apart
ancient joining of landmasses

A study shows that three sites spread along the
Denali Fault located in the southern half of
Alaska were once a smaller united geologic
feature indicative of the final joining of two land
masses. That feature was then torn apart by
millions of years of tectonic activity. Historical
reconstruction of 483 km of horizontal
movement on the Denali Fault found that the
three locations at one time formed a terminal
suture zone, which represents the final
integration of tectonic plates into a larger mass.




Does 2022 H5N1 bind, replicate
better in the respiratory tract?

Based on lab studies, researchers found the currently circulating H5NI clade 2.34.4.b virus attaching better in the human

R. Prasad

ince the first case

of H5N1L clade

2.3.4.4b in a farm

worker in Texas
was reported in April this
year, the number of con-
firmed HS5NI cases in hu-
mans as of December 20
has shot up to 64 in the
U.S., with 34 cases in Cali-
fornia alone. Yet, despite
H5NI's high fatality of
52% since 2003, there have
been no deaths so far.
While 63 cases in the
U.S. have been mild, on De-
cember 18, the CDC report-
ed that a patient in Louisia-
na had been hospitalised
with a severe case of H5NI
infection. While the B3.13
genotype of HS5NIL clade
2.3.4.4b, which is spread-
ing in dairy cows, has
caused infection in 63 peo-
ple, the Louisiana patient
has been infected by the
DL1 genotype of H5NI
clade 2.3.4.4b, which has
been detected in wild birds
and poultry.

The Louisiana case is si-
milar to Canada’s British
Columbia teenager whose
condition rapidly pro-
gressed to acute respirato-
ry distress syndrome, re-
quiring intensive care.
The British Columbia teen-
ager too was infected by
the D11 genotype found in
wild birds and poultry.

The H5NI clade 2.3.4.4b
has retained the specificity
for avian receptors, thus
explaining why most hu-
man cases have been mild.
The specificity for avian re-
ceptors also explains why
human-to-human  trans-
mission has so far not been
reported. For the HSNI
clade 2.3.4.4b to cross the
species barrier and infect
humans and spread from
one person to another, the
virus requires to efficiently

respiratory tract than a well-characterised 2005 H5NI clade 2.1.3.2 virus

Increased potential risk of human infections

Toinfect humans and spread among humans, the virus has to efficiently infect the epithelial cells

in the upper respiratory tract

B . = =

= Despite HSNL's high fatality of 52%, there

have been no deaths in the U.S. so far, and the
infection has been mild. One patient in Louisiana,
U.S. is hospitalised due to severe infection

= The condition of Canada's British
Columbia teenager rapidly progressed from
conjunctivitis to severe disease requiring

intensive care

= The British Columbia teenager and the
Louisiana patient were infected by the D1.1
genotype of H5N1 clade 2.3.4.4b, which is
currently circulating In wild birds and poultry.
This is different from the B3.13 genotype that
is spreading (n cattle herds in the U.S.

THE NEW/ ENGLAND JOURNAL OF NEDICINE

= The study found H5N 1 clade 2.3.4.4b
attached to and replicated more efficiently
in the respiratory epithelium than the 2005
H5N1clad 2.1.3.2.

= The receptor binding repertoire of 2022
H5N 1 virus has expanded to attach to
receptors in the human upper and lower

respiratory tracts

= Better attachment to and replication
contributed to more robust innate immune
response in human respiratory epithelial cells

» There is increased risk of human infections
with the currently circulating 2.3.4.4b H5N1 virus

infect the cells in the respi-
ratory epithelium of the
upper respiratory tract. In
a study posted in a pre-
print server, which is yet to
be peer-reviewed, re-
searchers have found that
H5N1 clade 2.3.4.4b at
tached to and replicated
more efficiently in the res-
piratory epithelium than

the 2005 HSN1 clade
2.1.3.2.
“As per the study, the in-

creased replication effi-
ciency was noted in nasal
epithelial cells. Indepen-
dent evaluation of the po-
Iymerase activity in cells
suggested there was no sig-
nificant virus polymerase
activity This would mean
that the replication effi-
ciency in the cells could be
contributed by cellular fac-

tors, which remains un-
known,” Dr. Vinod Scaria,
senior consultant at Karki-
nos Healthcare, Bengaluru
told The Hindu. “The wild
bird to human spillover
was estimated with 50% fa-
tality, but we don't really
know the denominator,
since screening especially
in asymptomatic is not typ-
ically done.”

“The data suggest that
there might be an in-
creased risk of human in-
fections with the currently
circulating 2.3.4.4b H5NI
viruses, which might facili-
tate apportunities for hu-
man adaptation,” the auth-
ors caution. As per a paper
published in the jour-
nal Science, studies carried
out in a lab showed that a
single mutation at one he-

magglutinin

site — 2261 — was sufficient
to change the specificity
of receptors from avian to
human. “In nature, the oc-
currence of this single mu-
tation could be an indica-
tor of human pandemic
risk,” the Editor's sum-
mary notes.

The researchers of the
preprint study found that
the H5NI virus that has
been spreading since 2022
“attached more abundant-
Iy to and replicated more
efficiently in cells of the hu-
man respiratory tract com-
pared to the 2005 H5NI
and seasonal H3N2 virus-
es”. Influenza A virus is en-
dowed with the ability to
attach to and replicate in
the upper respiratory tract
can lead to infection and

transmission of the virus,
while the ability to attach
to cells in the lower respi-
ratory tract is associated
with its ability to cause sev-
ere respiratory disease.
The study found that the
currently circulating H5N1
virus attached to a moder-
ate number of epithelial
cells in the upper respira-
tory tract, while the 2005
virus showed no capability.

While avian influenza A
viruses prefer to bind to
sialic acids present in the
avian digestive tract as well
as in the human lower res-
piratory tract, human in-
fluenza viruses preferen-
tially bind to sialic acids
that are abundantly pre-
sent in the human upper
respiratory tract. “So for
efficient infection of and
transmission among hu-
mans, influenza A viruses
need to overcome the diffe-
rences between avian and
human receptor reper-
toires in order to attach to
and replicate in cells in the
human upper respiratory
tract,” they write.

Based on lab studies,
the researchers found that
the currently circulating
clade 2.3.4.4.b H5NI virus
attached better in the hu-
man respiratory tract than
a well-characterised 2.1.3.2
clade H5NI virus. “Our da-
ta show abundant attach-
ment of 2022 H5NI virus to
upper and lower respirato-
ry tract tissues, which con-
trasts with 2005 H5N1 vi-
rus. This suggests that the
receptor binding reper-
toire of the 2022 H5NI vi-
rus has expanded to attach
to receptors in the human
upper and lower respirato-
ry tracts.” The efficient at-
tachment of HSNI virus
clade 2.3.4.4.b in the hu-
man respiratory tract was
also associated with more
efficient replication.



Why are some
packaged foods
under a cloud?

Whan did the nuritional profiling of
some comvenience foods reveal? Are
Fabelling regulations being foured?

#ubeila Hamid

The story so far
study of 432 comvenience food prixhucts,
A In five categoeles — idll mixes, breakfas:
ceredls, parridge mixes, beverage mixes,
s e — arwd extrided (‘putfed or
upmded'\ snacks, has found thar a uujwh) of

||Lﬂlll\al|!l|l'ﬂ|.nl.!‘«-

Wha conducted the study?
Thie study, ‘Assessnent of frontand back of pack
nurition Lsbels of selected comvenienee food
prowhacts end snacks available in the Tndias
market” by Sholana Shanmugam e al, was
published in Mas One, Researchers with
Chenrmi-hased Madras Diabetes Research
Foundation, the Indian Council of Medical
Research-Natinnal Institute of Nusrition and the
Universiry of Readlng, the UK. wese Involved. it
aimied to evaliste the mtritional profiles and
claims of selected comvenience food products
andl srsacks in the Indian market and ako
measured their eabhiness,

The rurlumid vmﬁlml of the iwds Wik

bunmrds .-\mhomy nE Imﬁa {kmn d,ums

Iuhfm:l.m un :he front and back of pack labels
of the selected fond items. Only the nurritional
content clalmes related wo provein, dietary fibre,
fa and cholestere] were evaluared in this
stuely. The bealthiness was assessed usg a
nustriebonal traffic lghe syscem,

What dicl thie study find?
In essence, the study found that while most of
the products conld &l imder the ‘heatthy’ or
‘miderarely healthy' categories, sxuept exiroded
snseks, most of the producss provided oves 7%
wl the energy From carbobydrates, while
exruded snacks provided over 47% of the energy
from fat. The energy distribution from protein
was found o be
Experts say warnmng hs;wrhnn 15%,
ibels i # comvenhmes
el e M
ey he sty tested
with hypertension can :,ME rich it
avold food lalelled i corpatyrae
Tiegh sodium. while content. While
these with diabetes can beverage mises had
averdd beigh stigar foowds the highest
carholydrate
content (5.5 o S5EA00g), extruded snicks
e highess togal far content [mean 28,
00, ancl the highest saurated faty acid
{SFA) content fmean IL0:4.5 g100g). The
rmixes were found o he high in sugar
mmem The soup mixes hod high sodium levels
‘with poor in and dietzry fibre content. The
1l ke hadd ligh peotein content arnd were
Largely sugar free, The study also found tiat
despite FSSANs packaging and labedling
regulations requiring produces 1o display the
minimarmn nuritonal information for enery,
protein, carbohydrate, sugar, and total fat as
“per 100 " or “100 i or “per serving” of the
product on the label, only certain breakixsr
cereals and some beveraes widely disdmed the
conscept of pergerving nformation, Further,
some products that daimed to contain wheée
grdm il ot display them m the hwmhn: (£
and these cladms may be misleading w
CONIUAECT, it noted,

What are the Esues mround food labelling?
For years, activists have been advocating for
frontof-pack labelling that has warning labels
Indicaring high tar, sugar and sodium, “We want
Hie warning labels to be specific, so_ for instance,
# custormer with hypentension can ivoid food
labelled 25 high sodium’ or a customer with
diabetes can avoid high sugar foods,” said
Vandana Prasad, a public heahh profe

Lead aushor of the paper and senior scientis
at Madras Dlabeses Research Foundaton Dr.

d the present labell

wirs not wloein, and cussoimers could hind i
hird 10 understand.

How are changing diet pstierns affecting
health?

As per the hoisehold consumption expendinre
sarvey 200223, Indians are now spending more
on processed food, beverages, and Ahments.
Experis have highligheed this changing diet i
@ huge i Facroe o th
burden of non-communicable diseases in the
woumry. The Economic Survey of ndla this year,
citing the Indian Council of Medical Research's
dlietary guidelines, noted that 56.4% of the total
disease burden In india ls dy sl dhers.

Mot ol dbis excedsive carhohydrates in the
die place a straim on the pancress, therefore
Inereasing one's risk for tvpe 2 digbetes, but
other chemicals m processed food can increase
the risk of ailments such as ity fver as well,
=aid mhnl Thiemas, senlar prodessar, annmnm
of End gy, Diabetes and
Chirlstian Mecdical College, Vellore, R, Anana,
managing director of [ir. Mohan's Diabetes
Specialities Centre, Chennai, who was part of the

audy, ed d
labeds and avoiding processed fond as much as
possible.



What are India’s plans for a quantum satellite?

What is its function? When is it expected to be launched? Which are the fields in which this
communication device will help? What about security issues? What is quantum cryptography?

What are the pros and cons of quantum key distribution?

Vasudevan Mukunth

The story so far:
n December 13, Ajai Chowdhry,
chairman of the Mission Governing
Board of the National Quantum
Mission, said India plans to launch a
quantum satellite in “2-3 years for quantum
communications”.

What is the National Quantum Mission?
The National Quantum Mission (NQM) iz a
Department of Science & Technology
programme to accelerate the use of quantum
physics to develop advanced communications
and sensing systems.

The development of computers changed the
course of human history from the mid-20th
century onwards. Advances in this sector gave
hurnankind satellites, telecommunications,
weather forecasts, drug-discovery programmes,
ete.

But these advances are reaching a saturation
point because the physics phenomena on which
they are based, called classical physics, are
hitting a performance upper-limit. S0 scientists
around the world are developing new
technologies to solve the same problems but
using phenomena of quantum physics. Because
the rules of quantum physics allow for the
outcomes of classical physics as well as new
‘honus’ ones, the new devices are expected to
be more versatile problem-solvers.

The Union Cabinet approved the NQM in April
2023 at 36,000 crore, to be implemented from
2023 to 2031 The planned quantum satellite is
part of this package.

What is a quantum satellite?
A guantumn satellite is a term for a

Ouanium
physics has
paved the
way for new
forms of data
protection,
and quantum
satellites are
expected 1o
facilitate them

communications satellite that uses quantum
physics to secure its signals.

Communications is a broad term that refers to
technologies that send and receive signals. An
important part of these technologies is security:
preventing bad actors from intercepting a
message being transmitted across large
distances, through multiple networks.

The advent of quantum computers threatens
the technologies currently being used to secure
messages. Fortunately, quantum physics has
also paved the way for new forms of protection,
and quantum satellites are expected to facilitate
them.

How are messages secured?

Say two people, Anil and Selvi, are standing at
two ends of a playground and wish to speak to
each other. They could shout or wave their
hands. However, Anil composes his message,
encrypts it, and writes the encrypted text on a
piece of paper. He ties it to the foot of a
messenger pigeon and sends it to Selvi. If Selvi
knows how Anil encrypted the message, she can
decrypt it to access the original text,

Encryption is the task of concealing
information. The manner is called the cipher. A
simple example is the Caesar cipher, where the
letters of the alphabet are offset by a fixed
number. If the number is 5, the words BIRDS
FLY AWAY become GNWIX KQD FEFD.

Say there is a third person, Kaushik, standing
in the middle of the ground and trying to
eavesdrop on the conversation, If he intercepts
the pigeon, he can't crack the text unless he
knows the manner of encryption.

This security paradigm is called cryptographic
security. It works by hiding the secret code, or
key, behind an extremely difficult mathematical
problem. A bad actor like Kaushik can solve the
problem with a powerful computer to reveal the
code — but the harder the problem, the more
time (and/or more computing resources) he will
need.

Even the most powerful supercomputers have
difficulty cracking the best Advanced Encryption
Standard ciphers in use today — but quantum
computers may be able to do better.

How can quantum physics protect messages?
Quantum cryptography uses the tenets of
quantum physics to secure messages. I1s most
famous type is quantum key distribution (QKD).
In the example before, Anil used a key to
encrypt his message and Selvi, who knew the
key, used it to decrypt the message. QKD is
concerned with sharing this key with both Anil
and Selvi such that if Kaushik is eavesdropping
on the transmission, everyone will find out and

the sharing will be aborted.

Quantum physics can protect against
eavesdropping in different ways, One is
quantum measurement — the act of measuring
the properties of a quantum system, like a
photon {the particle of light). According to the
rules of quantum physics, a quantum
measurement changes the state of the system, If
information about the key is encoded ina
stream of photons and Kaushik traps and
measures them to look for it, the state of the
photons will change and Anil and Selvi will
know the key has been compromised.

Another way is to use quantum entanglement:
when two photons are entangled, any change to
one particle will instantaneously change the
other. (This is a simplistic description.)

Has QKD been implemented?

Ravindra Pratap Singh of the Physical Research
Laboratory, Ahmedabad, wrote in 2023 that
standards for different QKD implementations
are still a decade away. This said, China
currently operates the world’s largest QKD
network with three quantum satellites and four
ground stations,

Experts are also trying to implement QKD
across longer distances. Since the early 1990s,
the distance of reliable transmissions has
increased to several hundred kilometres, either
through fibre-optic cables or free space.

In an October 2024 study, researchers at the
Raman Research Institute, Bengaluru, reported
the Indian Astronomical Observatory in Hanle,
Ladakh, offers the best atmospheric conditions
through which to transmit data for a
satellite-based QKD system. The paper’s lead
author Satya Ranjan Behera said the beam
distance would be 500 km.

Does QKD have drawbacks?

QKD on paper can be different from that in the
real-world. This is why the U.S. National Security
Agency has recommended the use of
post-quantum cryptography rather than
quantum cryptography. Its criticism is focused
on five technical limitations: “QKD does not
provide a means to authenticate the QKD
transmission source”; “since QKD is
hardware-based”, QKD networks can’t he
upgraded or patched easily; “QKD increases
infrastructure costs and insider threat risks” that
“gliminate many use cases from consideration™;
“the actual security provided by a QKD system is
not the theoretical unconditional security from
the laws of physics... but rather the more limited
security that can be achieved by hardware and
engineering designs”; and since eavesdroppers
can cause a transmission to stop, they can deny
the: use of a transmission by its intended users
(a.k.a. a denial-of-service attack).

The no-cloning theorem of quantum physics
also disallows quantum information from being
amplified to compensate for losses during
transmission.



Phase I of Maritime Museum
in Gujarat to open next year

Sarbananda Sonowal says the project is anticipated to have a daily footfall of up to 25000 and

will create a total of 22,000 jobs; Phase 1A of the project has achieved 65% progress currently

Sreeparna Chakrabarty
NEW DELHI

he first phase of the
TNational Maritime

Heritage Complex
in Lothal, Gujarat, will be
completed and opened for
the public from September
2025, Union Ports, Ship-
ping and Waterways Minis-
ter Sarbananda Sonowal
has said.

“While the entire pro-
ject, which would be the
largest maritime museum
in the world, is expected to
be completed by 2029, the
Phase I would be open to
people from September
2025,” Mr. Sonowal said in
an interview to The Hindu.

He said that internation-
al collaborations with
more than 20 countries
has been proposed for de-
velopment of the complex.
These collaborations will
bring in Joint Maritime Re-
search Activities, Preserva-
tion of Maritime Heritage,
Exchange of Information,
Artefacts, Technical know-
how among other things.

“This (NMHC) would be

ginee

g marvel: A Sea Harrier 609 fighter jet, which will be on

display at the maritime museum in Lothal. PTI

centre for learning and stu-
dy and research globally
on maritime issues,” he
said. The Minster said that
the project is anticipated to
have a daily footfall of up
to 25,000 and would
create 22,000 jobs. “At
present, 65% physical pro-
gress for the Phase 1A of
the project has been
achieved”

Excavations have re-
vealed the world’s oldest
known artificial dock,

which was connected to an
old course of the Sabarma-
ti river in Lothal, located
80 km from Ahmedabad.
The site has been nominat-
ed to be enlisted as a UN-
ESCO World Heritage Site.
Archaeologists believe that
the city was a part of a ma-
jor river system on the an-
cient trade route from
Sindh to Saurashtra in Guj-
arat, according to the Guja-
rat Tourism website.

The Union Minister said

that the discovery of the
dry dock has proved that
India used to be one of the
largest shipbuilders and al-
so had world-class ship re-
pair facilities. “The high-
quality ships were being
built in India and as a re-
sult Indian ships were able
to complete successful
voyages across the world.
And this has not only inte-
grated the world commun-
ity through trade and com-
merce but also through
cultural exchanges and
pilgrimages.”

The Union Cabinet in
October gave its nod to the
project. It also accorded in-
principle approval for
Phases 1B and 2 of the pro-
ject, as per the master
plan, by raising funds
through voluntary resourc-
es or contributions. It man-
dated that a separate socie-
ty will be set up for
development of future
phases, to be administered
by a Governing Council
headed by the Minister of
Ports, Shipping & Water-
ways, under the Societies
Registration Act, 1860.



Madan B. Lokur

Madan Lokur
is UN Internal
Justice

Council chief

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

Former Supreme Court
judge Justice Madan B. Lo-
kur was appointed Chair-
person of the United Na-
tions Internal Justice
Council for a term ending
on November 12, 2028.

In a communication to
Justice Lokur, UN Secre-
tary-General Anténio Gu-
terres said the retired
judge would head the
council which also com-
prises other distinguished
jurists.

Born in 1953, Justice Lo-
kur was appointed a judge
of the Supreme Court on
June 4, 2012,

He demitted office on
December 30, 2018, upon
attaining the age of
superannuation.



25% of India’s total area under green cover, says survey report

The Hindu Bureaun
CHENNAI

India’s forest and tree cov-
er has reached a quarter of
the country's total geo-
graphical area, according
to the India State of Forest
Report (ISFR) 2023, re-
leased by the Government
of India on Saturday.

The increase of 25.17%
breaks down to 21.76% of
forest cover (7.15 lakh sq.
km) and 3.41% of tree cover
(1,289 sq. km).

The Forest Survey of In-
dia (FSI) defines “forest
cover” as land with tree ca-
nopy density exceeding
10% and covering at least

one hectare. Thus “forest”
in ISFR includes planta-
tions. The FSI counts trees
outside forests towards the
‘tree cover’ if they occupy
less than one hectare and if
they also lie outside re-
serve forest areas. FSI Di-
rector-General Anoop
Singh said bamboo cover is
also included in the tree
cover.

Union Environment Mi-
nister Bhupender Yadav
singled out the report’s
finding that India has aug-
mented its carbon sink by
2.29 billion tonnes over
2005 levels.

India’s Nationally Deter-
mined Contributions to-

Sea of green: The India State of Forest Report 2023 was released by
the Government of India on Saturday. M. SATHYAMOORTHY

wards the Paris Agree-
ment’s fargets require it to
create an additional car-
bon sink of at least 2.5 bil-

lion tonnes by 2030.

The FSI's inclusion of
plantations in “forests” has
been controversial, howev-

er, as they lack the dead-
wood and underground
hiomass development that
also sequester carbon.

The FSI has been assess-
ing forest cover since 1987
and tree cover since 2001.
The current report estimat-
ed green cover using data
from the Resourcesat se-
ries of satellites operated
by the Indian Space Re-
search Organisation.

Since 2021, Madhya Pra-
desh has had the largest
area under forest and tree
cover (85,724 sq. km).

The largest increase in
forest and tree cover in this
period was recorded in
Chhattisgarh (684 sq. km).

The overall increase in
tree and forest cover
means a net gain after ac-
counting for losses. Among
other places, losses have
been recorded in the West-
ern Ghats and Eastern
States Area (58.22 sq. km
less forest cover) and the
Northeast (327.30 sq. ki
less forest cover) — both
highly biodiverse regions.

Likewise, while “very
dense” forests expanded
by 3,465.12 sq. km, ‘moder-
ately dense’ and ‘open’ for-

ests have shrunk by
1,043.23 sq. km and
2,480.11 sq. km,
respectively.

(With agency inputs)



Govt. amends rule
to restrict access
to polling footage

New changes

The Centre has amended Conduct of Election Rules to restrict
public access to a section of poll documents

m The Election Commission
says the rule mentions
election papers and does
not specifically refer to
electronic records. In order
to remove this ambiguity,
the rule has been amend-
ed to safeguard misuse of
CCTV footage from inside
the polling stations

8 The move comes
after a recent
direction to the EC
by the Punjab and
Haryana High Court §
to share all docu- .
ments related to
Haryana Assembly
Elections, including
CCTV footage

Sreeparna Chakrabarty
NEW DELHI

The Centre has amended
the Conduct of Election
Rules to restrict public ac-
cess to a section of poll
documents. This was
brought into effect through
a notification issued by the
Ministry of Law and Justice
on Friday following a re-
commendation by the
Election Commission (EC).
Rule 93(2)(a) of the 1961
Conduct of Election Rules
had earlier stated that “all
other papers relating to the
election shall be open to
public inspection”. After
the amendment, it reads,
“all other papers as speci-
fied in these rules relating
to the election shall be
open to public inspection.”
The move follows a re-
cent direction to the EC by
the Punjab and Haryana
High Court to share all doc-
uments related to Haryana
Assembly polls, including
treating CCTV footage also
as permissible under Rule
93(2), to a petitioner
named Mahmoud Pracha.
According to a senior EC
official, “The rule men-
tioned election papers.
The election papers and

documents do not specifi-
cally refer to electronic re-
cords. Considering the se-
rious issue of violation of
secrecy of vote and poten-
tial misuse of CCTV footage
of inside of the polling sta-
tion, the rule has been
amended.” He said, “Shar-
ing of CCTV footage may
have serious repercus-
sions, especially in sensi-
tive regions like naxal-af-
fected regions, etc., where
secrecy is important. All
election papers and docu-
ments are otherwise availa-
ble for public inspection.”

‘Transparency affected’
However, RTT activists have
said it was a setback to
transparency. “Huge set-
back for transparency! Mo-
di government amends
Rule 93(2) of Conduct of
Elections Rules to restrict
people’s right to access
election related records af-
ter High Court orders dis-
closure! Applications we
filed in May 2024 under
Rule 93(2) for copies of
Form 17C are still pending,”
transparency activist Anjali
Bharadwaj said.

ERODES INTEGRITY: CONG.
» PAGE 4



GST review on life, health insurance deferred

Atits 55th meeting, the apex body in charge of the indirect tax regime raises taxes on used cars, including electric cars, and exempis gene therapy, long-range surface-to-air
missiles: Council proposes setting up a ministerial group o examine tax levies imposed by disaster-hit States, gives more time for group examining Compensation Cess levies

NEW DELHI

he much-anticipat-

ed review of the

Goods and Services
Tax (GST) levies on life and
health insurance premi-
ums was put off by the GST
Council, the apex body in
charge of the indirect tax
regime, at its 55th meeting
on Sarurday, as some menr-
bers sought more discus-
sions on the matter before
taking a final call.

A Group of Ministers un-
der Bihar Deputy Chief Mi-
nister Samrat Chaudhary is
now expected to meet
afresh to deliberate on the
insurance levies once more
before coming back to the
Council with its recom-
mendations.  Moreover,
suggestions on rate ration-
alisation  pertaining to
about 150 items, including

a price-based differential
levy for garments, and 5%
levies for packaged drink-
ing water, and bicycles
priced under 310,000,
were also put off till the
Council's next meeting.

The Council, chaired by
Union Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman,
which met in Jaisalmer, al-
so decided to grant more
time to a ministerial group
tasked with suggesting a
road map for dealing with
the GST Compensation
Cess levies on several items
that are scheduled for a
March 2026 sunset.

The Council did agree
on some rate changes, in-
cluding exempting gene
therapy and long-range
surface-to-air missiles
(LRSAMs) from the tax,
raising the levies on used
car sales, including electric
vehicles, to 18% from 12%.

Playing safe
At the GST Council’s 55th meeting, members agreed to some changes in the indirect tax regime,
while deferning a decision on many broader lssues

Popcormn

taxation -

Savoury to
aftract 5% or 12%

to bereduced from
18% to 5%

Rewiew of the
GST jevied on
health and life

GST, 18% levy 0n %
sweotenod varioties

momm Gift vouchers

“Gene therapy that is
now critical for dealing
with life-threatening dis-
eases, so have been totally

electric ones, raised
MR oonottmable  from12%to 18%

[from GST).
LRSAM systems are very
important in defence, so
we have decided to extend

Future of
Compensation
Cess levies

after March 2026 sunset

D-day: Finance
Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman
chairs GST
Council meeting
in Jaisalmer,
Rajasthan

Plan to tax

Floor Space

Index FSI)
charges for real
estata firms

Rate Rationalisation -
GoM proposals made
for rate changes on
about 150 items not
taken up

the exemption on the sys-
tems, sub-systems, equip-
ment, parts, sub-parts,
tools, test equipment and

software meant for their

aged savoury popcorn.

or ture

| to levy GST

from Integrated GST le-
vies,” she conveyed after
the Council’s meeting.

A ministerial  group
would be set up to examine
tax levies by States hit by
natural disasters. “On the
request of State of Andhra
Pradesh, the Council re-
commended that a GoM be
constituted to examine the
legal and structural issues,
and recommend a uniform
policy on imposition of le-
vy in case of a natural dis-
aster in the State,” the Fi-
nance Ministry said in a
statement.

Ap
on charges collected by
municipalities for granting
Floor Space Index to buil-
ders, presented to the
Council on Saturday, was
put off at the Centre's beh-
est. It was also agreed
upon by Council members
that gift vouchers are not
liable to attract GST nor are
penal charges imposed by
banks and non-banking fi-
nance companies on bor-
rowers failing to comply
with loan conditions.

Ms.  Sitharaman  an-
nounced that the Council
had agreed to reduce the

The council has decided ~ GST on fortified rice ker-

to levy a tax of 18% on nels from 18% to 5% as
d or lised  these are supplied with an

popeorn, and levy 5% on  intent to pass them on the
the salty and spicy varie-  public distribution system.
ties that are not pre-pack-
aged and labelled, and 12%  MORE REPORTS ON
for labelled and pre-pack-  » PAGES2&11



