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Heroines of Chhau 

Chhau dance, with its martial origin and strenuous body movements, was once a 

strictly-guarded male domain. Now women have breached the bastion and are 

going places 

Changes in tradition 

1. A decade or so ago in Purulia, men decked in dazzling costumes and larger-

than-life masks would dance to the intoxicating rhythm of dhol, dhamsa, 

madol, shehnai, and flute at night-long performances during the spring festival 

of Gajan Parab, dedicated to Shiva.  

2. These days, of course, Chhau festivals are held through the year and dancers 

are called to perform on national and international stages.  

3. And, in another development, women dancers have entered this male domain, 

with all-women troupes sharply on the rise. 

Background 

1. The word ‘Chhau’ probably comes from chhauni (camp), and the art form was 

arguably invented to keep foot soldiers war-ready. The martial movements 

and mock fights subsequently took the shape of dance, becoming popular in 

the Chota Nagpur Plateau region.  

2. With stories taken from the Ramayana, Mahabharata and the Puranas, the 

dance dramas celebrate the triumph of good over evil. In these pandemic 

times, Chhau has even been used to spread awareness about COVID-19. 

3. Chhau is found in three styles named after the location where they are 

performed, i.e. the Purulia Chau of Bengal, the Seraikella Chau of Jharkhand, 

and the Mayurbhanj Chau of Odisha.  

4. The most prominent difference between the three subgenres is regarding the 

use of masks. While the Seraikela and Purulia subgenres of Chhau use masks 

during the dance, the Mayurbhanj Chhau uses none. 

 

The Brexit deal 

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson signed the post-Brexit trade agreement with 

the European Union (EU) on Wednesday. The deal, announced on December 24, 

sets out the terms for Britain’s relationship with the EU after it left the trading 

bloc on January 31, 2020. 
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Main features of the agreement 

1. The UK-EU Trade and Cooperation Agreement, which came into force on 

January 1, 2021, retains the ‘zero tariffs’ and quotas trade regime of the past 

on all imports of goods.  

2. It thus averts the potentially catastrophic consequences for Britain of leaving 

the bloc without any agreement. A hard exit would have resulted in levies of 

50% and higher and duties on dairy and food products, besides tariffs on 

manufactured goods, as per World Trade Organization rates.  

3. Northern Ireland will continue to remain within EU jurisdiction, avoiding a 

hardening of its border with the Republic of Ireland.  

4. On access for EU fisheries to British seas — a contentious issue — the 

agreement “recognises U.K. sovereignty over our fishing waters”. 
 

New hurdles the U.K. will face 

1. The latest agreement cannot shield Britain from a costly disruption to the 

frictionless trade flows during the past 47 years of its EU membership, because 

of its decision to leave the EU’s single market and customs union.  

2. An exit from the customs union means the return of customs controls at the 

U.K. borders and checks on rules of origin to prevent abuse of the zero-tariffs 

regime.  
 

Level playing field 

1. The U.K. is free to set its own standards on labour laws and environmental 

protection.  

2. Access to EU markets could, however, be restricted and tariffs imposed 

wherever arbitrators rule that businesses have been granted unfair advantage. 

3. London has succeeded in breaking free from the jurisdiction of EU law and 

the European Court of Justice, which U.K. eurosceptics regard as an affront to 

national sovereignty.  

4. British and EU companies will be able to challenge state subsidies awarded to 

their rivals in relevant national courts if they suspect any violation of common 

provisions set out in the agreement. 
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The exclusion of services from the accord 

1. As the services sector accounts for about 80% of the U.K.’s economy, the 

fallout from leaving it outside the purview of the new accord will be hard.  

2. Given London’s status as the premier global financial hub, the exclusion of 

financial services from the agreement is likely to cause uncertainty. 
 

The future  

1. Ever since the 2016 referendum to quit the EU, European leaders have been 

unequivocal in their opinion that any future relationship must entail huge costs 

of exit for the U.K., just as its 47-year membership of the bloc brought vast 

benefits.  

2. In the four-and-a-half years since the vote, Brussels has largely achieved its 

overarching objective of ensuring that Brexit does not set a precedent for other 

member states. 

3. This peculiar and unprecedented character of the deal is a necessary and 

almost inevitable outcome of Brexit. Even so, this limited deal is better than a 

“no-deal” for both parties.  

4. It lays the foundation for a future partnership between Brussels and London, 

based on the stringent terms imposed on Britain under the 2019 U.K. 

withdrawal agreement. 

 

The corridor of uncertainty 

The viability of some of the CPEC’s projects, and how they were going to be paid 

for in a pandemic-hit economy, had come under renewed attention in Pakistan. 

China had sought additional guarantees due to the “weakening financial position 

of Pakistan” and had “proposed a mix of commercial and concessional loans 

against Islamabad’s desire to secure the cheapest lending”.    
 

That, in itself, may not be an entirely bad thing as the shrinkage of the CPEC 

means that the financial risks have been diminished for Pakistan so while the 

CPEC will not be the game-changer for the Pakistani economy that its supporters 

once hailed, it is not a debt trap either. 
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A victim of hype 

The CPEC, to some degree, has been a victim of its own hype. Fanciful figures 

of $62 billion may never materialise — around one-third of that, estimates 

suggest, reflects the current scope of the plan. 
 

Under the original Long-Term Plan (LTP) for the CPEC (2017-2030) signed off 

by both governments, the plan was built around a “1+4” model of the CPEC as 

the core while prioritising four areas: Gwadar, where China is expanding a port 

on the Arabian Sea and has ambitious plans for a Free Trade Zone, Energy, 

Transport Infrastructure and Industrial Cooperation. 
 

The geopolitical implication for India 

1. Signs are that the building of the CPEC is already driving a change in China’s 

positions on issues such as the Kashmir dispute, with the corridor passing 

through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir — a reason why India has opposed it.  

2. Indeed, the official LTP describes the region as belonging to Pakistan, and 

even uses Pakistan’s favoured term of “AJK” for the region.  

3. Regardless of the CPEC's limitations, one enduring legacy of the plan that 

India will have to contend with is how it has deepened the China-Pakistan ties, 

adding heavy economic stakes to an already close military partnership. 

 

A rocky road for the banking sector in 2021 

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) reckons that the first half of 2020-21 saw even 

greater improvements in banks’ vital statistics, with non-performing assets 

(NPAs) falling to 7.5% of outstanding loans by September 2020. The RBI 

attributed this to the resolution of a few large accounts through the introduction 

of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) in 2016, and fresh slippages in 

loan accounts dipping to just 0.74%. 
 

Story of a high level of NPAs 

1. Over the course of 2019-20, India’s banks were on the mend from a precarious 

position in March 2018, when bad loans on their books peaked to over ₹10 

lakh crore — around 11.5% of all loans.  

2. What former Chief Economic Adviser Arvind Subramanian had called India’s 

‘twin balance sheet problem’ in the Economic Survey for 2016-17, had sent 
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banks down a slippery slope, beset by dangerously high levels of non-

performing assets. 

3. A large part of the problem started in the latter half of the 2010s, as 

assumptions of persistently high economic growth made several large 

corporates overzealous in their investment ambitions, thus over-leveraging 

themselves in the process.  

4. And lenders, led by public sector banks, fuelled these plans through easy 

money on credit. The problem was particularly acute in the infrastructure 

sector, where high-stakes bets on several projects unravelled as growth (and 

demand) fizzled out following the global financial crisis of 2008.  

5. The stress from stretched corporate balance sheets infected banks’ own books 

and underwhelmed their capacity for fresh lending.  

6. This vicious cycle was interrupted to an extent by the IBC, which, along with 

tighter recognition norms for bad loans, helped correct the course over time. 
 

The real picture today 

1. The problem is that the COVID-19 pandemic and the national lockdown 

enforced to curb its spread upended businesses and revenue models across 

industries, just as it did in the rest of the world.  

2. But unlike most of its peers, India’s economy had been declining sharply even 

before the emergence of the virus.  

3. The reason bad loans and insolvency proceedings have not surged as multiple 

businesses went kaput is the series of regulatory forbearance steps taken by 

authorities to help them tide over this unprecedented crisis.  

4. Interest rates were cut after the onset of the pandemic, a moratorium was 

offered on loan instalments due from borrowers, and liquidity was infused into 

the system to keep the wheels of the economy moving without a further shock.  

5. At the same time, the invocation of the IBC was suspended for loans that went 

into default on or after March 25, when the lockdown began. While this 

suspension has now been stretched till March 31, 2021, a loan restructuring 

window for borrowers was closed in December 2020. 

6. The RBI believes that a real picture of the state of borrowers’ accounts (and 

consequently, the banking system in general, and the economy at large), will 

emerge once these policy support measures are rolled back. 
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Way Forward: 

To make the banking sector healthy in the face of large-scale delinquencies and 

balance-sheet stress that the ravages of the pandemic leave behind, it is critical to 

“rewind various relaxations in a timely manner”, rein in loan impairment and 

ensure adequate capital infusion into banks, the RBI says. Experts say more 

taxpayer money may be needed to shore up public sector banks. 
 

The Union Budget for 2021-22, which is now just four weeks away, would be 

critical for banks on two fronts — in what it does to revive demand and 

investments, and how much money it can promise to set aside for recapitalising 

public sector banks in the coming year. 

 

Assam throws a lifeline to its only Ramsar site 

Highlights:  

1. The Kamrup (Metropolitan) district administration has prohibited community 

fishing in Deepor Beel, a wetland on the south-western edge of Guwahati and 

Assam’s only Ramsar site. 

2. The prohibition order under Section 144 of the Cr.P.C. underlines the 

possibility of community fishing on January 3 and will remain beyond the 

mid-January Magh or Bhogali Bihu that is preceded by mass fishing in many 

parts of the State. 

3. Officials said the order was necessary to prevent fishing, excavation and 

construction in and around the wetland that has been shrinking over the years. 
 

Background:  

Deepor Beel was designated a Ramsar site in 2002 for sustaining a range of 

aquatic life forms besides 219 species of birds. Satellite imagery has revealed that 

its area has shrunk by at least 35% since 1991. One of the reasons is that it is 

losing connectivity with small rivers such as Kalmoni, Khonajan and Basistha 

that used to flow via the Mora Bharalu channel through Guwahati. Expansion of 

the city, encroachment upon the natural channels through Guwahati and from the 

hills around, and a municipal waste dump at Boragaon almost on the edge of the 

wetland were the other factors. 
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