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The master plan and the slaves
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Amitabh Kant, India’s G20 Sherpa, stressed at a recent Urban-20 

City Sherpas’ meet that a master plan is crucial for any city to 

manage urbanisation. There have been similar calls in the past. Are 

master plans really a panacea?





The Master Plan

• The renewed focus on the concept of a master plan is to be welcomed. But few 

acknowledge its distinct status as the sole statutory instrument of governance. 

• Many plans to improve sanitation, infrastructure and social inclusion are 

dependent on particular programmes, but these are at best ephemeral and 

incremental as they are centrally funded.

• A further complication is that the master plan is an archaic concept whose 

sales-pitch is more spectacular than its performance. There are at least four 

reasons for this.



• First, the master plan instrument is dated. The concept, configuration 

and rationalities of this instrument as well as the institutional 

structures surrounding it are conceived by template legislations drafted 

in the 1950s. 

• These were then replicated by States as laws of town planning. These 

conceptions do not accommodate later sensibilities, such as the 

imperatives of environmental protection that can be linked to 1974 

when the Water Act was enacted. 

• Second, a master plan is simply a spatial plan of land-use allocation 

supported by bye-laws and development control regulations. Thus, it 

essentially embodies a spatial vision for cities.



• Third, this spatial vision is at the core of institutional structures, cultures and 

practices of ULBs. The edifice of urban governance is built around this spatial 

vision and provision of urban services. The ULBs are cultivated and shaped by the 

agenda of regulating spatial growth and remain slaves to these ideas and 

conceptions. As a result, the demands imposed on them by the new visions (of 

programmatic plans) suffer

• Fourth, the statutory and spatial nature of the master plan can pose constraints on 

the programmatic plans, especially the spatially associated ones such as the plans 

for protection of water bodies. Most water-body related projects negotiate the 

challenges of encroachment of floodplains as encroachments in ex-post. 



Reimagine spatial planning

• First, we must acknowledge that the master plan instrument may be limited by its archaic 

conceptions and entrenched institutional cultures. To assume that it would serve the 

expanded scope of urban governance is far-fetched and can be self-defeating. 

• Second, there is no need to go far for lessons to do this. Indian cities offer enough 

experiences to learn from. For instance, many States have tried supplementing the 

inadequacies of the master plan with innovative bye-laws. Much of this experimental and 

experiential understanding is, however, dispersed, and is restricted to the domain of praxis. 

The scholarship has not done well to translate it to inform policy-thinking. 





Genome-sequencing screening for babies unlocks 
blueprint of health

Imagine a situation where a severely ill newborn is in the 

ICU and a fast, effective diagnosis could enable effective 

treatment – a scenario that plays out practically in every 

neonatal ICU on a regular basis. The situation is complicated 

when the disease affecting the baby is not common and 

known to many clinicians, and could be buried in medical 

textbooks or databases.
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Genetic Diseases 

• There are 6,000 or so genetic diseases, of which around 3,500 diseases 

have been documented, and a much smaller number have had their 

molecular and/or genetic defects mapped.A significant number of 

diseases in the population are also treatable but are nevertheless prevalent.

• Newborn screening programmes now in vogue in different countries, and 

which have been deployed in some states in India as well, are based on 

the fact that an early diagnosis could allow us to use effective treatments 

and save an infant from death or disability.

• For example, in the U.S., healthcare workers screen for around 30 

diseases, including treatable ones of the blood, the endocrine system, and 

metabolism. Then again, in many cases, they lose the window of 

opportunity because standard newborn-screening programmes are limited 

on the menu of genetic tests they cover.



The Answer 

• Thanks to recent advances, genomic-sequencing is now available, accessible, and in many 

ways more affordable. 

• It also offers a much better coverage of genetic diseases to screen for. Importantly, this 

could help healthcare workers make a fast and effective diagnosis, helped by the fact that 

sequencing is also a ‘single’ test, versus the multitude of tests performed as part of routine 

newborn-screening.

• The rarity of many genetic diseases, the narrow window of opportunity, the long diagnostic 

paths, and the unfortunate deaths of ill babies makes it very difficult to document and 

understand these diseases. However, population-scale genome-sequencing efforts have 

provided insights into the prevalence of many of these diseases in an unbiased manner.

• Discoveries in the past three decades have also allowed a small but significant number of 

diseases to be treated or managed effectively. This in turn opened up a newer opportunity: 

to diagnose and treat genetic diseases through genomic-sequencing in newborn babies, 

especially sick ones



Challenges 

Newborn whole genome sequencing presents multiple ethical challenges. 

• First: the issue of disclosing and managing incidental and secondary findings 

raises concerns about privacy and the psychological impact on families. 

• The equitable distribution of benefits and burdens associated with accessing 

and utilising this technology also invoke issues of justice and fairness .





Why has the IMF’s view on the crypto market in Latin 
America changed?
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On June 22, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

issued a statement on the use of cryptocurrency in the 

Latin American and Caribbean market, and about the 

rising interest in blockchain-based central bank digital 

currencies (CBDCs). 





“The global monetary authority ended its statement noting that a ban on 

crypto “may not be effective in the long run” in the region. The international 

organisation’s change in stance on crypto in the Latin market has raised 

eyebrows everywhere.”

• Countries like Argentina, Chile, and Columbia have experienced 

devaluation of their currency against the U.S. dollar. To preserve the value 

of their savings, some residents have explored converting their funds to 

U.S. dollars. However, there are legal restrictions controlling this. 

• Others have chosen to convert their assets to stablecoins —

cryptocurrencies designed to reflect the value of fiat currencies such as the 

U.S dollar. Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, and Ecuador are among the top 

20 in Chainalysis’ 2022 Global Crypto Adoption Index.

• Separately, a number of central banks in the Latin American market are 

considering CBDCs, meaning that more people could soon be exposed to 

blockchain-based infrastructure.



What is the difference between cryptocurrency and CBDCs?

Cryptocurrencies and CBDCs are both blockchain-based digital currencies. 

However, while cryptocurrencies are generally run by private companies or 

individuals, a CBDC is controlled and tracked by a country’s central bank 

and corresponds to that country’s fiat currency.

• Bitcoin’s price may vary by hundreds or even thousands of dollars in a 

short period of time, and its founder is a mystery. On the other hand, a 

CBDC such as the eNaira, issued by the Central Bank of Nigeria, would 

(ideally) be worth as much as its physical counterpart. 

• While investors often buy large quantities of Bitcoin or other 

cryptocurrencies and hold them in the hope of making a profit, this 

doesn’t make sense in the case of CBDCs as they are not meant to be 

investment vehicles.



El Salvador Case 

• El Salvador is the first country in the world to adopt Bitcoin — the largest 

cryptocurrency by market capitalisation — as its legal tender. The country 

with a population of 6.5 million adopted Bitcoin on September 7, 2021 

under the leadership of President Nayib Bukele, who is an ardent crypto 

supporter.

• El Salvador uses a digital wallet known as Chivo to regulate users’ crypto 

transactions. However, there have been complaints about the wallet 

causing funds to disappear and enabling identity fraud.

• The IMF said it was against El Salvador’s move, citing fiscal risks and 

consumer protection issues. According to its statement, IMF’s executive 

directors “urged the authorities to narrow the scope of the Bitcoin law by 

removing Bitcoin’s legal tender status.”



The U-turn 

• El Salvador was also told that its adoption of Bitcoin might affect its 

application for a loan of $1.3 billion, reported Bloomberg in 2022. 

• This is why the IMF’s latest blog post on crypto and CBDC use in 

Latin America and the Caribbean came as a surprise to many. 

• “While a few countries have completely banned crypto assets given 

their risks, this approach may not be effective in the long run,”





Prelims Bytes 



‘Work apace on India, Myanmar, Thailand highway’

• Around 70% of the work on the India-Myanmar- Thailand Trilateral 

Highway has been completed, Union Minister Nitin Gadkari has said. 

• India, Thailand and Myanmar are working on a 1,400-km-long 

highway that links the country with Southeast Asia by land to give a 

boost to trade, business, health, education and tourism ties among the 

three countries. 

• The highway will connect Moreh in Manipur, India, with Mae Sot in 

Thailand via Myanmar.



India, China ramp up infra on north bank of Pangong lake

• Three years after the violent clash between Indian and 
Chinese forces in Galwan followed by tanks facing each other 
around the Pangong Tso — a lake spanning eastern Ladakh 
and western Tibet — there is hectic activity in the area from 
both sides

• While China is rushing to complete a bridge across the 
Pangong Tso, connecting the north and south banks, India is 
also building a black-topped road on its side on the north 
bank.

• Construction of black-topped road towards Finger 4 on our 
side is on and is expected to be completed by 2025. There is 
major impetus on infrastructure, road networks, advanced 
landing grounds and so on



Osmosis: fluid transfer

Ocean currents, subatomic particles, galaxies – almost everything is moving 

from one place to another. There are different kinds of movement, with different 

purposes. One type of movement is osmosis, where a fluid moves from a place 

of higher concentration to a lower concentration through a semipermeable 

membrane.



• For example, you fill a container with a concentrated sugar 
solution on one side and a diluted sugar solution on the other of a 
semipermeable membrane. Water molecules will travel from the 
diluted solution to the concentrated one through the membrane 
until the concentration of water is equal on both sides. This is 
osmosis.

• A German plant physiologist named Wilhelm Pfeffer first 
thoroughly studied osmosis in 1877, after various other studies 
by other scholars on leaky membranes.

• This process is incredibly important in biology, where liquids 
move from one part of an organism to another through cellular 
membranes that are semipermeable. In trees, osmosis is part of a 
pumping system that transports water and nutrients up from the 
roots to the leaves.

• You can observe osmosis in many real-life scenarios, such as in 
the swelling of raisins or other seeds when they are soaked in 
water, and in the pruning or wrinkling of your fingers after taking 
a long bath.







Mains Questions 

Q1. “Urban Development and Planning needs to go beyond 

master plans” Comment (150 words, 10 marks)

Q2. What is the difference between cryptocurrency and 

central bank digital currencies (CBDCs) ? (150 words, 10 

marks)
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