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IN THE ISSUE 

ECONOMIC NEWS 

New rules to compensate consumers for 

power cuts and defective meters 

22-12-2020 

o ensure a better quality of 

electricity supply to consumers, 

Union power minister RK Singh 

on Monday announced the promulgation 

of the ‘Rights of Consumer Rules, 2020’ 

which lays down performance parameters 

for electricity distribution companies 

(discoms). If the specified service 

standards are not met, discoms will have to 

pay compensation for power users. State 

electricity regulatory commissions 

(SERCs) will have to notify updated 

‘standards of performance’ for discoms 

within 60 days and specify compensation 

amounts that consumers would receive as 

per the new rules. The parameters for 

which consumers would be eligible for 

compensation include unsatisfactory 

supply duration, the number of power cuts, 

time is taken by discoms to provide new 

connections and replace defective meters. 

“Discoms across the country are 

monopolies — whether government or 

private — and the consumer has no 

alternative, therefore the consumers’ rights 

needed to be laid down in rules and a 

system for enforcement of these rights be 

put in place,” Singh said, adding that “if 

there was an open competition, perhaps the 

services would have been better”. 

The government earlier wanted to amend 

the Electricity Act, 2003 to introduce 

‘carriage and content separation’, which 

would have effectively allowed end-

consumers to choose whom they want to 

buy electricity from, similar to the way 

telecom operators work. However, the 

‘carriage and content’ provision was 

removed from the latest draft version of 

the proposed amendments. 

The new rules state that new connections 

and modification of existing connections 

in metro cities should be provided by 

discoms within seven days of receiving 

such requests. The time allotted is 15 days 

in other municipal areas and 30 days for 

rural consumers. Discoms will have to 

make provisions that such requests can be 

made, and progress is tracked, online. If 

the consumers receive electric bills with a 

delay of more than 60-days, they will be 

eligible for a rebate of up to 5%. 

All new connections will have to be given 

smart or regular pre-paid meters. 

Consumers with smart prepaid meters will 

have to be given access to their usage data 

on a real-time basis, and they should also 

have the option of purchasing the meters 

by themselves. State electricity regulators 

will have to allow self-meter reading by 

post-paid consumers, and photographs of 
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such readings sent through mobile or email 

will be deemed valid. To promote rooftop 

solar, discoms will have to make all 

arrangements to facilitate installation of 

renewable energy generation capacity in 

the premises of the ‘prosumers’ — 

consumers injecting electricity into the 

discoms’ grid. 

Various state power regulators have 

already framed their respective supply 

codes and performance standards, and 

experts pointed out that the new rules can 

be seen as to be impinging upon the 

exclusive domain of SERCs. “Being an 

imposition from above, the rules will have 

the effect of creating a conflict and 

inconsistency with the performance 

standards already framed/specified by the 

SERCs,” Anupam Varma, partner at J 

Sagar Associates, said. 

Steel price rise, not an enigma; appetite 

to be sustained 

23-12-202020 

uring the first eight months of 

the current fiscal year, steel 

consumption in the country has 

reached 53.4 MT which is 21% lower 

compared to last year. If the level of 

consumption in Jan-March’20 is added, 

steel consumption in the first 11 months of 

the current year 2020 stands at 77.3 MT. In 

November’20 the country consumed 8.62 

MT of steel which exceeds Nov’19 level 

by 11%. The increasing consumption 

growth has been visible for the last 3 

months. If we assume only a 5% rise in 

steel consumption in December’20 over 

the last month (quite achievable), the 

consumption can reach 9.05 MT which 

makes the country’s total steel 

consumption at 86.4 MT In 2020 which is 

nearly 5.5% more as compared to the 

WSA projection of 81.9 MT made two 

months earlier. Steel inventory (measured 

at large players’ end) at 13.7 MT at the 

beginning of the current fiscal has been 

brought down to 10.9 MT by end of 

November implying a strong recovery in 

the steel market. This only proves that the 

country’s appetite for steel which is one of 

the major indicators of economic growth in 

a developing economy is rising and at a 

level surpassing the estimates of the 

forecasting agencies and would continue to 

be sustained in the coming years 2021 and 

2022. The latter expectation is much 

linked with the anticipated growth in 

India’s GDP at 8.8% for 2021 projected by 

the IMF. D 
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It is interesting to look back at steel 

consumption in some of the previous 

months along with the average price of 

HRC (excluding GST), for instance, in 

April’20 (Cons: 1.1 MT, HRC: Rs 

36150/t), May”20 (Cons: 4.8 MT, HRC: 

Rs 35150/t), June’20( Cons: 6.4 MT, 

HRC: Rs 35375/t), July’20 (Cons: 7.7 MT, 

HRC: Rs 36400/t), Aug’20 (Cons: 8.1 MT, 

HRC: Rs 38750/t). Two things are clear 

from this data. Steel demand during the 

first 5 months of the year was hovering on 

an average of 35-40% lower than the 

previous year which itself was a year of 

subdued demand growth. As the 

production trend was negative, the 

capacity utilization was very poor and debt 

servicing became a huge burden for all the 

producers. The balance sheets of each steel 

producer, large or small, showed huge 

deficits, the banks were extremely 

reluctant to provide any credits even for 

meeting working capital expenses and all 

works connected with expansion and up-

gradation of facilities stood standstill. 

Indian steel industry saw through the 

period with grit, courage, exploiting export 

opportunities to keep the plant running 

with a never-ending desire to see the 

market revival. The demand for 2/3 

wheelers, tractors, passenger cars, 

consumer appliances surfaced along with 

the demand from the affordable housing 

segment, infra in roads, water pipelines, 

Metro expansion, DFC, and other 

construction demand from projects in 

power plants, railway expansion. For the 

last two months, the growth in the 

manufacturing sector (3.5% growth in 

October’20) has sent a positive signal in 

the market, especially in the MSME sector. 

 

Government notifies new rules to curb 

GST credit fraud, fake invoices 

24-12-2020 

he government on Wednesday 

notified modifications in the 

GST rules in a bid to prevent fly-

by-night firms from registering under GST 

and gaming the system by issuing fake 

invoices. 

Under the new rules, a business will now 

undergo in-person verification before it is 

registered under GST. If an applicant opts 

for Aadhaar authentication, they will 

undergo biometric-based Aadhaar 

authentication at one of the facilitation 

centers notified by the commissioner. 

At the same time, for those choosing to 

register without Aadhaar, the GST 

administration would need biometric 

information and verification of KYC 

documents at designated verification 

centers. 
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Although the timeline for approving 

Aadhaar-based registration would now be 

7 days, if the applicant falls under the 

‘risky’ category the department will seek 

additional physical verification before 

granting registration within 30 days. 

The new changes also target existing 

registrants who are suspected of foul play. 

A taxpayer’s registration could now be 

canceled if ITC is claimed in violation of 

the law. Further, if the details of outward 

supplies in GSTR-1 return (outward 

supplies) are more than the outward 

supplies declared in GSTR-3B return for 

one or more tax periods, the authorities can 

initiate the cancelation process. Similarly, 

if details in GSTR-1, GSTR-3B, and 

GSTR-2B are not reconciled then it would 

lead to cancellation of registration. 

Further, taxpayers who could claim 10% 

of ITC for invoices that were not uploaded 

by their supplier can now claim only 5% 

ITC on such invoices. This rule will come 

into effect from January 1 next year. 

Additionally, certain businesses will have 

to discharge at least 1% of their tax 

liability through cash due to restrictions on 

using ITC for the full amount. These 

taxpayers are those whose GST turnover 

isn’t commensurate with their income tax 

profile or those who supply goods and 

services worth more than `50 lakh in a 

month. 

The government said that ease of doing 

business for genuine taxpayers, business 

entities, traders, and small businesses 

would not be impacted as measures are 

based on precise identification of 

potentially risky taxpayers which in turn is 

arrived at using well-defined parameters 

generated in an automated environment. 

The new rules come on the heel of a 

nationwide campaign to nab fake invoice 

operators, which resulted in the arrest of 

164 persons including 5 chartered 

accountants. During the drive last month, 

1,768 cases were booked against 5,745 

GST registered entities. 

Brexit: Finally, the UK and European 

Union reach a trade agreement to avert 

New Year’s chaos 

25-12-2020 

ritain and the European Union 

have struck a provisional free-

trade agreement that should 

avert New Year’s chaos for cross-border 

commerce and bring a measure of certainty 

to businesses after years of Brexit turmoil. 

The breakthrough came Thursday with just 

over a week to go until the UK’s split is 

completed. Now comes the race to approve 
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and ratify the deal before the UK leaves 

the EU’s economic structures at the end of 

the year. The British and European 

parliaments both must hold votes on the 

agreement. Months of tense and often testy 

negotiations gradually whittled differences 

between the two sides down to three key 

issues: fair-competition rules, mechanisms 

for resolving future disputes, and fishing 

rights. 

The rights of EU boats to trawl in British 

waters remained the last obstacle before it 

was resolved. However, key aspects of the 

future relationship between the 27-nation 

bloc and its former member remain 

unresolved. British Prime Minister Boris 

Johnson had insisted the UK would 

“prosper mightily” even if no deal were 

reached and the UK had to trade with the 

EU on World Trade Organization terms. 

But his government has acknowledged that 

a chaotic exit was likely to bring gridlock 

at Britain’s ports, temporary shortages of 

some goods, and price increases for staple 

foods. Britain withdrew from the EU’s 

political institutions on January 31, and an 

economic transition period expires on 

December 31. 

India to become 5th largest economy in 

2025, 3rd largest by 2030 

 26-12-2020 

ndia, which appears to have been 

pushed back to being the world’s 

sixth-biggest economy in 2020, will 

again overtake the UK to become the fifth 

largest in 2025 and race to the third spot 

by 2030, a think tank said on Saturday. 

India had overtaken the UK in 2019 to 

become the fifth-largest economy in the 

world.“India has been knocked off course 

somewhat through the impact of the 

pandemic. As a result, after overtaking the 

UK in 2019, the UK overtakes India again 

in this year’s forecasts and stays ahead till 

2024 before India takes over again,” the 

Centre for Economics and Business 

Research (CEBR) said in an annual report. 

The CEBR forecasts that the Indian 

economy will expand by 9 percent in 2021 

and by 7 percent in 2022. “Growth will 

naturally slow as India becomes more 

economically developed, with the annual 

GDP growth expected to sink to 5.8 

percent in 2035.” “This growth trajectory 

will see India become the world’s third-

largest economy by 2030, overtaking the 

UK in 2025, Germany in 2027, and Japan 

in 2030,” it said. 

The UK-based think tank forecast that 

China will in 2028 overtake the US to 

become the world’s biggest economy.  
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The CEBR said India’s economy had been 

losing momentum even ahead of the shock 

delivered by the COVID-19 crisis. The 

rate of GDP growth sank to a more than 

the ten-year low of 4.2 percent in 2019, 

down from 6.1 percent the previous year 

and around half the 8.3 percent growth rate 

recorded in 2016. “Slowing growth has 

been a consequence of a confluence of 

factors including fragility in the banking 

system, adjustment to reforms, and a 

deceleration of global trade,” it said. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, the think tank 

said, has been a human and an economic 

catastrophe for India, with more than 

140,000 deaths recorded as of the middle 

of December. While this is the highest 

death toll outside of the US in absolute 

terms, it equates to around 10 deaths per 

100,000, which is a significantly lower 

figure than has been seen in much of 

Europe and the Americas.“GDP in Q2 

(April-June) 2020 was 23.9 percent below 

its 2019 level, indicating that nearly a 

quarter of the country’s economic activity 

was wiped out by the drying up of global 

demand and the collapse of domestic 

demand that accompanied the series of 

strict national lockdowns,” it said. As 

restrictions were gradually lifted, many 

parts of the economy were able to spring 

back into action, although output remains 

well below pre-pandemic levels. An 

important driver of India’s economic 

recovery thus far has been the agricultural 

sector, which has been buoyed by a 

bountiful harvest. “The pace of the 

economic recovery will be inextricably 

linked to the development of the COVID-

19 pandemic, both domestically and 

internationally,” it said. 

As the manufacturer of the majority of the 

world’s vaccines and with a 42-year-old 

vaccination program that targets 55 million 

people each year, India is better placed 

than many other developing countries to 

roll out the vaccines successfully and 

efficiently next year. “In the medium to 

long term, reforms such as the 2016 

demonetization and more recently the 

controversial efforts to liberalize the 

agricultural sector can deliver economic 

benefits,” the think tank said. 

However, with the majority of the Indian 

workforce employed in the agricultural 

sector, the reform process requires a 

delicate and gradual approach that 

balances the need for longer-term 

efficiency gains with the need to support 

incomes in the short-term. The 

government’s stimulus spending in 

response to the COVID-19 crisis has been 

significantly more restrained than most 

other large economies, although the debt to 

GDP ratio did rise to 89 percent in 

2020.“The infrastructure bottlenecks that 

exist in India mean that investment in this 

area has the potential to unlock significant 
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productivity gains. Therefore, the outlook 

for the economy going forwards will be 

closely related to the government’s 

approach to infrastructure spending,” it 

added. 

 

INTERNATIONAL NEWS 

 

Covid-19: Thailand tests thousands 

after virus outbreak in a seafood market 

21/12/2020 

 

fter months of avoiding the 

surge in cases seen by its 

neighbors, Thailand has been 

hit by its worst Covid-19 outbreak yet. 

Ten of thousands of people are being 

tested after hundreds of cases linked to its 

biggest seafood market. 

It has locked down Samut Sakhon, the 

capital province near the capital Bangkok, 

home to the market which employs mostly 

migrant workers from neighboring 

Myanmar. 

Workers have been ordered to stay home. 

Thailand was the first country outside of 

China to register cases of Covid-19. But it 

has recorded a relatively low virus 

caseload since, with just over 4,000 cases 

and 60 deaths before this latest outbreak. 

It started with a 67-year-old Thai female 

prawn seller testing positive on Thursday.  

Her case at Mahachai market- the heart of 

Thailand’s multi-billion-dollar seafood 

industry- set the mass testing in motion. 

Four cases were reported the next day and 

by Sunday that number had jumped to 

689- most of them Myanmar migrants, the 

public health ministry said. 

It added that the woman had no history of 

leaving the country and authorities were 

searching for the source of the infection. 

Along with stepping up testing, Myanmar 

workers who live around the market have 

been ordered not to leave their residence, 

according to the AFP news agency. 

“We are locking and banning them from 

moving,” the health ministry’s permanent 

secretary Kietphgum Wongit said, adding 

that the workers were being provided with 

food and water. 
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Lines of migrant workers- mostly from 

Myanmar- were seen waiting for their 

coronavirus swab in the market on Sunday, 

alongside some Thais. 

Health officials said most of the cases 

identified so far have been asymptomatic, 

reported Reuters news agency. 

A further 360 migrant workers tested 

positive on Monday- the largest daily 

infection numbers for Covid-19 ever 

recorded in Thailand. 

Tawesin Visanuyothin, a spokesman for 

Thailand’s Covid-19 taskforce, said 

authorities would also be conducting 

“active tracing in several communities of 

about 10,300 people,” AFP said. 

Samut Sakhon will stay under lockdown 

and night-time curfew until 3 January. 

Authorities have said up to 40,000 people 

will be tested there and in nearby 

provinces. 

Thailand had largely appeared to have kept 

Covid-19 in check, recording a low death 

toll for a nation of 70 million people that 

shares porous borders with four countries, 

including Myanmar. 

"We will have to cut the epidemic cycle 

quickly. We already have experience in 

handling it," Thai Prime Minister Prayuth 

Chan-ocha posted on his Facebook 

account over the weekend. 

A Myanmar worker who has helped 

coordinate testing in Samut Sakhon told 

AFP that anti-migrant sentiment had been 

shared on social media - with Thais 

accusing the workers of importing Covid-

19. 

In Myanmar, the nation's already fragile 

healthcare system has been overwhelmed 

by a spike in coronavirus cases after a big 

second wave hit the country in mid-August 

- with daily cases rising above 1,000 in 

recent months. 

Authorities in Bangkok have urged people 

to intensify preventative measures against 

the coronavirus by avoiding gatherings and 

observing social distancing. They have 

also asked public and private sector 

organizations to cancel their annual New 

Year countdown parties. 

The latest outbreak comes as Thailand 

attempts to revive a tourist industry hit 

hard by the pandemic. On Thursday it had 

eased restrictions to permit more 

foreigners to visit the kingdom. 

 

Brexit trade deal imminent may come 

Wednesday: Senior EU diplomat 

23-12-2020 

 senior European diplomat told 

Reuters on Wednesday that a 

Brexit trade deal was imminent 

and could be clinched within hours, raising 

hopes that Britain and the European Union 
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can avoid a turbulent economic rupture in 

just eight days. 

There was no confirmation from Britain 

that a deal was about to be struck; the two 

sides have given a dizzying array of 

conflicting signals over recent days. 

Since formally exiting the EU on January 

31, the United Kingdom has been 

negotiating a free trade deal with the bloc 

in an attempt to ease its exit from the 

single market and customs union at the end 

of this year. 

The senior diplomat, who spoke on 

condition of anonymity, said EU member 

states would have to approve a provisional 

application of the deal with effect from 

January 1 because there was not enough 

time for the European Parliament to ratify 

it. 

EU member states have started to prepare 

their procedure to implement any deal 

from January 1, three diplomatic sources 

in the bloc told Reuters. 

 

Essex lorry deaths: The supposed ‘VIP’ 

journey that killed 39 people 

23/12/2020 

 

aybe going to die in the 

container, can’t breather any 

dearer, read a text message 

to be sent by Pham Thi Ngoc Oanh. It had 

never reached. Driver Maurice Robinson 

pulled his articulated lorry over on a 

largely deserted Essex industrial park. 

He got out of the cab, went to the rear of 

the trailer, and opened the doors. Inside 

was almost an unimaginable sight of 39 

people in that 10 of them who were 

teenagers had passed away. Instead of 

calling the police in the early hours of 23rd 

October 2019, the 26-year old’s first 

instinct was to get back into his cab and 

drive off from the estate in Grays, with the 

bodies in the trailer behind him. An 

international criminal investigation into a 

major people-smuggling operation was set 

to begin.  
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Crammed into the back of Robinson’s 

lorry were two cousins who were more 

than 6,000 miles away from home. 

Nguyen Van Hung, who was 33 years-old 

and 18-year-old Hoang Van Tiep were 

from the same village in Nghe An 

province, in the north of Vietnam. Both the 

men had made it as far as France- Tiep, via 

Russia in 2017 and his older cousin a year 

later. In September 2019 the younger 

cousin asked his parents if he could travel 

to the UK. He persuaded them, saying he 

would have to pay the £10,500 fee due to 

people smugglers after he had arrived in 

the UK. 

Tiep’s mother, Hoang Thi Ai told why 

they had changed their minds. “He told me 

that he would only go on a ‘VIP package’ 

in a private car. He said he would not go in 

a container lorry and that it needed to be 

safe, even though the truck option was a 

lot cheaper.” 

His father, Hoang Van Lanh, believed his 

son was tricked, possibly at the last 

moment. “I don’t know what happened but 

something must have changed in their plan 

or he was scammed,” he said. Nguyen Van 

Hung’s mother, Pham Thi Lan agreed. “No 

one would choose to travel in such a 

dangerous way,” she said. 

Matthew Long, deputy director of National 

Crime Agency, said the whole idea of 

some kind of special service was a con. 

“There is no VIP service- these are the lies 

people are told to be exploited,” he said. 

“And finding out at the very last minute 

and realizing as you die that the VIP 

service was a terrible lie, is exactly what 

you see from these organized crime 

groups.” Det Ch Insp Daniel Stoten of 

Essex Police said: “They are callous and 

they are dangerous and they are out to 

exploit these people. “We wouldn’t 

transport animals in that way.” 

The stories of the 39 show their journeys 

from Vietnam were often done in stages. 

Many traveled to other countries in Europe 

such as Poland and Russia before being 

drawn by the prospect of finding better-

paid work in the UK a lure that saw them 

move west to France or Belgium before 

crossing the North Sea. 

Some wanted to work in nail salons while 

one of the 15 year-olds who died said he 

would find work in an illegal cannabis 

farm. Many of the 28 men and eight 

women and three boys found dead in the 

trailer were in Paris the day before their 

deaths. From the French capital, they had 

made their way to a town called Bierne, in 

northern France. 

It was here that several people were seen 

being delivered by taxi to an agricultural 

shed, before later clambering into a lorry. 
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From this point onwards a sensor inside 

the trailer tells its own story of a relentless 

rise in temperature. From Bierne, the lorry 

is seen on CCTV footage making its way 

across and towards the Belgian port of 

Zeebrugge, where it was left to be loaded 

unaccompanied on to a ferry called the 

MV Clementine. The ship left Zeebrugge 

in the middle of the afternoon bound for 

the port of Purfleet-on-Thames, in Essex. 

During the voyage, the temperature rose 

from the high 20s up to 38.5C, by which 

point the air was toxic for human life.   

Alibaba being investigated by China 

over monopoly tactics 

24/12/2020 

 

hinese tech giant Alibaba is 

being investigated by regulators 

over monopolistic practices. 

China’s State Administration for Market 

Regulations (SAMR) was announced on 

Thursday. 

Regulators have previously warned 

Alibaba about forcing merchants to sign 

exclusive deals which prevent them from 

offering products on rival platforms. 

Financial regulators will also meet with 

Alibaba’s financial technology offshoot 

Ant Group in the coming days. 

The investigation into monopolistic 

behavior centers on the so-called 

“choosing one from two” practice. 

This requires merchants (sellers) to sign 

exclusive co-operation pacts, preventing 

them from offering products on rival 

platforms. 

China’s tech giants such as Alibaba and 

Tencent are facing increased scrutiny by 

the Chinese government, who are 

concerned about their growing size and 

power.  

Regulators are worried about the millions 

of users they have amassed and the 

influence they have over daily life in 

China including shopping and payments. 

Alibaba founded by the flamboyant Jack 

Ma has already felt the wrath of regulators 

from a coordinated crackdown. 

Last month, Ant Group which was 

previously called Alipay was forced to halt 

its stock market listing which would have 

been the world’s biggest launch.  
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Regulators decided to block the IPO just 

days before the launch after raising 

concerns about its micro-lending services.  

Since then tough new antitrust rules have 

been introduced across the tech sector and 

have triggered a decline of about $140bn 

(£103bn), or 17% in the market value of 

Mr. Ma’s Alibaba. 

The meeting with the Ant Group is to 

“guide Ant Group to implement financial 

supervision, fair competition and protect 

the legitimate rights and interest interests 

of consumers,” a statement from the 

People’s Bank of China said. 

In the following notice by regulators, Ant 

said that it will “seriously study and 

strictly comply with all regulatory 

requirements and commit full efforts to 

fulfill all related work.” 

The Chinese government has become 

increasingly concerned with parts of Ant’s 

sprawling empire, particularly its lucrative 

credit business.  

China to overtake the US as the world's 

biggest economy by 2028 

26-12-2020 

hina will overtake the United 

States to become the world's 

biggest economy in 2028, five 

years earlier than previously estimated due 

to the contrasting recoveries of the two 

countries from the COVID-19 pandemic, a 

think tank said. 

"For some time, an overarching theme of 

global economics has been the economic 

and soft power struggle between the 

United States and China," the Centre for 

Economics and Business Research said in 

an annual report published on Saturday 

The CEBR said China's "skillful 

management of the pandemic", with its 

strict early lockdown, and hits to long-term 

growth in the West meant China's relative 

economic performance had improved. 

China looked set for the average economic 

growth of 5.7 percent a year from 2021-25 

before slowing to 4.5 percent a year from 

2026-30. 

While the United States was likely to have 

a strong post-pandemic rebound in 2021, 

its growth would slow to 1.9 percent a year 

between 2022 and 2024, and then to 1.6 

percent after that. 

Japan would remain the world's third-

biggest economy, in dollar terms, until the 
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early 2030s when it would be overtaken by 

India, pushing Germany down from fourth 

to fifth. The United Kingdom, currently 

the fifth-biggest economy by the CEBR's 

measure, would slip to sixth place from 

2024.  

Covid-19: Sri Lanka forcibly cremates 

Muslim baby sparking anger 

26/12/2020   

 

he forced cremation of a 20-day-

old Muslim baby in Sri Lanka 

highlighted the government’s 

controversial order to burn the bodies of 

all those who died of Covid. Critics say 

that the decision is not based on science 

and only intended to target the minority 

community.  

Mohamed Fahim and his wife Fathima 

Shafna were thrilled when their baby boy 

Shaykh was born on 18 November after a 

six-year wait. But their joy was short-

lived. On the night of 7 December, they 

noticed the baby was struggling to breathe. 

They had rushed him to the capital 

Colombo’s best children’s hospital, the 

Lady Ridgeway. “They told us the baby 

was in severe condition and was suffering 

from pneumonia. But then, around 

midnight they did an antigen test and told 

us the baby was positive for coronavirus,” 

Mohammed Fahim, who drives a three-

wheeler for a living, told. Doctors tested 

Mr. Fahim and his wife but they were both 

negative. “I asked how my baby was 

positive when both of us, even the mother 

who was breastfeeding him, was 

negative?” Despite the tears and pleas, the 

anxious couple was sent home by officials 

who said more tests were needed. They 

were told to call the hospital for updates. 

The next day the couple was informed that 

they had lost their child due to the virus. 

The father repeatedly asked the doctors to 

conduct a PCR test to reconfirm but they 

refused.  

Then the doctors asked the father to sign a 

document authorizing the cremation of the 

child as required by the law in Sri Lanka. 

Mr. Fahim refused to cremation because it 

is forbidden in Islam and considered a 

form of mutilation forbidden by Allah. 

Muslims also believe in the resurrection of 

the physical body, and cremation is to 

prevent this. And he is not alone. Some 

Muslim families have also refused to claim 

the bodies of their dead and leaving the 

government to cremate them at state 

expense, while many will not accept the 
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ashes of their loved ones. Mr. Fahim says 

he had been repeatedly been asking for his 

baby’s body to be handed back to him but 

the officials said no. The next day he was 

told his son’s body was being taken to the 

crematorium. “I went there but I didn’t 

enter the hall,” he says. “How can you 

watch your baby son being burnt?” 

Political, religious and community leaders 

representing the Muslim community have 

been repeatedly requested the government 

to change its “cremate only” policy, 

pointing to more than 190 countries 

allowing burials, and World Health 

Organization advice. It has even taken its 

fight to the Supreme Court but the cases 

were dismissed without an explanation. 

The government argues burials could 

contaminate groundwater based on the 

say-so of an expert committee, the 

composition, and qualifications of which 

are unknown. World-renowned virologist 

Prof Malik Peiris, however, has questioned 

the theory. “Covid-19 is not a waterborne 

disease,” Prof Peiris told. “And I haven’t 

seen any evidence to suggest it spreads 

through dead bodies. A virus can only 

multiply in a living cell. Once a person 

dies, the ability of the viruses to multiply 

decreases.”  He added: “Dead bodies 

aren’t buried right in running water. Once 

you bury the body six feet under wrapped 

in impermeable wrapping. It is highly 

unlikely it would contaminate running 

water.” 

There had not been much sympathy for the 

plight of the Muslim community- but the 

forced cremation of baby Shaykh has 

changed that. Soon after the news broke 

men and women clergy from other faiths, 

rights, activists, and opposition politicians 

gathered outside the crematorium and tied 

white ribbons on the gate. Many were from 

the majority Sinhala community. People 

have also taken to social media to 

condemn what happened. Activist and 

lawyer Thyagi Ruwanpathirana, who was 

among those who tied white cloth on the 

gates and tweeted about her experience: 

“While I was trying it, a mother and 

daughter duo crossed the road and joined 

me with their white cloths. Till I came they 

were worried someone may be watching. 

“I couldn’t quite make out what the mother 

was trying to say at first because we all 

had our masks on. Then she said, ‘The 

baby was only two-days-old no? Sin. This 

way at least my heart will be satisfied." 

The white cloths disappeared overnight, 

believed to have been removed by the 

authorities, but the anger did not. 

Hilmy Ahmed, the vice-president of the 

Muslim Council of Sri Lanka, told that it 

was clear this was all part of a “racist” 

agenda, targeting the Muslim minority. 

“The government doesn’t seem to take into 
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consideration the advice of virologists or 

microbiologists or epidemiologists. This is 

the racist agenda of a few in the technical 

committee.” “This is probably the last 

straw for Muslims because nobody 

expected this baby to cremated,” he added. 

“That also without even showing the child 

to the parents.” But the government denies 

that the measures are aimed at Muslims, 

pointing to the fact Sinhala Buddhists are 

having to cremate their loved ones within 

24 hours, which also goes against their 

traditions. “Sometimes we will have to do 

things that we don’t like too much,” the 

cabinet spokesman, Minister Keheliya 

Rambukwella told. “Everybody has to 

make some kind of sacrifice during this 

Covid pandemic. I understand this is a 

very sensitive issue. Even my Muslim 

friends are calling me and asking me to 

help them. But as a government, we have 

to make the decision based on science for 

the sake of all concerned.” 

Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa has 

meanwhile instructed the authorities to 

find suitable dry land to bury those dying 

from coronavirus, his office said in a 

statement. Mannar in northern Sri Lanka is 

thought to be considered by the authorities 

as a possible location. But it is not being 

seen as viable by the Muslim community- 

many of them were driven out of there by 

Tamil separatists in 1990. They fear that 

burials there will cause more tension. And 

Mr. Ahmed has dismissed the offer as “a 

carrot they are holding every time the 

pressure” increases. After all, the prime 

minister has issued similar instructions 

before, but Muslims are still being 

cremated. Meanwhile, Mr. Fahim says that 

he still can’t come to terms with what 

happened to his baby son, Shaykh. “My 

only wish is that no other person should go 

through this pain. I don’t wish any other 

child to experience what happened to my 

son.”  

POLITICAL NEWS 

GUPKAR ALLIANCE LEADS IN DDC 

POLLS 

 22-12-2020 

he Gupkar Alliance, an amalgam 

of six regional parties, including 

the National Conference (NC) 

and the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP), 

on Tuesday emerged as the frontrunner in 

the maiden District Development Council 

(DDC) polls in Jammu and Kashmir, while 

the BJP was the single largest party. 

A total of 2,178 candidates contested for 

280 seats, with each of the 20 districts 

divided into 14 segments. As per results 

announced for 244 seats till late on 

Tuesday, the Alliance won 96 seats and the 

BJP 70. 
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The NC emerged as the single largest party 

in the Kashmir Valley and the BJP in the 

Jammu region. For the first time, the BJP 

won three seats from the Valley’s 

Srinagar, Pulwama and Bandipora 

districts. 

The PDP, which saw a major split after the 

abrogation of J&K’s special status, won 26 

seats. The Congress bagged 21 seats, while 

the CPI(M) won five. The recently floated 

Apni Party won 10 seats. A significant 43 

Independents registered victory. 

Except for Srinagar, where Independents 

won seven seats and the Apni Party three, 

the Alliance is likely to take the post of 

chairpersons in nine districts of the 

Kashmir Valley. 

BJP: PEOPLE HAVE ASSERTED 

FAITH IN DEMOCRACY 

23-12-2020 

nion Law Minister Ravi 

Shankar Prasad on Wednesday 

said the people of Jammu and 

Kashmir should be commended for 

“issuing a tight slap to terrorism and 

separatism” and for “asserting their faith in 

democracy and development” after the 

successful conclusion of the District 

Development Council (DDC) election. 

“This is a victory for India, for India’s 

democracy, of the people of Jammu and 

Kashmir, and of hope and development,” 

he said. 

At a press conference at the BJP’s national 

headquarters in New Delhi, Mr. Prasad 

said the number of people who came out to 

vote and the emergence of a “new political 

leadership at the grassroots” were a matter 

of happiness for the country. He read out 

polling percentages of areas that were 

considered hotbeds of terrorism. The large 

turnout in these polls in comparison to the 

Lok Sabha election and the 2018 

panchayat election was a sign that people 

in these areas had realized that “democracy 

leads to development”, he said. 

“After the 2018 panchayat election, held 

under President’s Rule, money, for the 

first time in the Union Territory, was sent 

directly to the bank accounts of the 

panchayats and the works to be done with 

those funds written on boards at the 

panchayat offices. People have realized 

that democracy can lead to the 

development and we saw, despite 

propaganda against the removal of Article 

370 and 35A as well as calls for a boycott 

by terror groups, that people participated 

in large numbers,” he said. “This is a 
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recognition by the people of what Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi has been saying 

all along that the culture of ‘rulers’ is gone 

and only those who wish to serve the 

people will prevail,” he said. 

The BJP emerged as the single largest 

party among non-alliance parties, while the 

People’s Alliance for Gupkar Declaration 

(PAGD) has the largest number of seats. 

The DDC polls were conducted in eight 

phases and results were declared on 

Tuesday. 

RAHUL GANDHI: COUNTRY 

MOVING IN DANGEROUS PATH 

24-12-2020 

here is "no democracy in India" 

and it exists "only in the 

imagination", Congress leader 

Rahul Gandhi alleged after meeting 

President Ram Nath Kovind on Thursday 

and demanded a joint session of 

Parliament to repeal the three agriculture 

laws. If the prime minister does not repeal 

these laws, the country will suffer, he said. 

Gandhi along with the Leader of 

Opposition in the Rajya Sabha Ghulam 

Nabi Azad and Leader of Congress in the 

Lok Sabha Adhir Ranjan Chowdhury met 

President Kovind and handed over to him 

a memorandum signed by two crore 

farmers seeking withdrawal of the three 

legislations. 

We told the president that the new 

agriculture laws are anti-farmer. The 

farmers and laborers will suffer due to this. 

The government said that these laws are in 

favor of the farmers, but the country is 

seeing that it is the farmers who are against 

these legislations," Gandhi said. 

"The farmers (camping at Delhi borders) 

would not return till these laws are 

repealed. The government should convene 

a joint session of Parliament and repeal 

these laws," he told reporters after meeting 

the president. 

"If you destroy the agriculture system. 

There will be massive destruction. The 

way the agriculture laws were passed in 

the Monsoon session of Parliament in 

September, without any discussion and 

consultation, they need to be withdrawn." 

Launching a scathing attack on PM 

Narendra Modi, the former congress 

president alleged that anyone "trying to 

take power from him will be dubbed as 

terrorist and anti-national". 

"He will make sure the wealth of people is 

transferred to crony capitalists. He will call 

people anti-nationals, terrorists to transfer 

the wealth of these people to three-four 

crony capitalists close to them," Gandhi 

alleged. 
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"China is sitting at the border and has 

snatched our land. But why does the PM 

not speak upon it?" Gandhi said, adding 

the country was "moving on a dangerous 

path" and "it will suffer". 

AMIT SHAH –NORTHEAST 

EMERGED AS COUNTRY’S 

GROWTH ENGINE 

26-12-2020 

nion Home Minister Amit 

Shah on Saturday asserted that 

the northeast has emerged as 

the growth engine of the country under 

the leadership of Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi. 

He said Modi considers the northeast as 

the focal point for the 

nation's development and has visited the 

region "30 times in the last six years and 

each time, he has come with some gifts". 

Speaking at a program to launch various 

projects, Shah said Assam has embarked 

on a journey of peace and development 

under Chief Minister Sarbananda Sonowal 

and Finance Minister Himanta 

Biswa Sarma. 

"Assam was earlier known for agitations 

and violence, but Sonowal and Sarma have 

unified the people of the state and the 

region with the rest of the country by 

upholding and promoting heritage and 

traditions," he said. 

Shah said NDA's triumph in the just-

concluded Bodoland Territorial 

Council polls was like a semi-final before 

the assembly elections in which it will 

emerge winners with a huge majority. 

 

The home minister said all militant 

organizations in the state have surrendered 

and returned to the mainstream. He also 

urged farmers agitating against the new 

agriculture laws to resolve their issues 

through discussions. 
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