NEW DELHI, Feb 3 (PTI)

INDIA has significantly reduce®
its average Customs Dutyrate to
10.66 per cent from 11.65 per
cent and is now moving towards
the same levels as prevalent in
the Southeast Asian countries, a
senior Government official said
on Monday.

CBIC(Central Board of Indirect
Taxes & Customs) Chairman
Sanjay Kumar Agarwal said the
rate rationalisation exercise was
carried out with the objective of
making the tariff structure sim-
ple, ensuring competitiveness ol
Indian industry and simplifying
the tax regime.

“Now theaverage customsrale
in India has come down [rom
11.65 per cent to 10.66 per cent
and we are now moving towards
the average rale in ASEAN
countries,” he said here at an

interaction with industry
representatives,

The 10-nation bloc ASEAN
(Association of Southeast Asian
Nalions) countries are Brunei,

Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos,
Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and
Vietnam.

The exercise was also impor-
tant for dispelling the narrative
of developed countries like the
USthatIndiahasoneofthe high-

est tariffs. The US President
Donald Trump’s administration
has accused India of being "tar-
iff king” and “tariff abuser”,

He noted that in the high duty
brackets from 25 per cent to 150
per cent, onlyafew products are
available in the country.

“There are very few items on
these high rates...Rates are oth-
erwisein the narrow band of zero
Lo 10 per cent,” he said, adding
that steps have also been

announced in the Budget 2025-
26 in this direction.

The Government has ratio-
nalised basiccustomsdutyrales,
slashing the number of levies (o
just 8, but has kept the effective
duty rates on most items the
same by adjustingcesstofurther
ease of doing business,

Union Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman removed
seven {arilf rates in the 2025-26
Budget. This is over and above
the seven tarilfrates removed in
the 2023-24 BudgelL.

After this, there will be only
eight remaining tarill rates,
including a zero' rate to further
ease of doing business.

This rationalisationisdesigned
to simplify the tariff structure,
enhance tradecompetitiveness,
and support India’s integration
into global supply chains, he
added.
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Ggpdgr And Climate Change
Initiatives To Be Impacted Too

Ambila Pandit &
purgesh Nandan Jha |ty

New Delhi: Following the is-
suance of an executive order
byPresident Donald Trumpto
review US foreign assistance
and align them with the poli-
cies of the new administra-
tion, US Agency for Interna-
tional Development ([TSATD)
has issued a directive asking
allorganisations implement-
ing projects with its support
in India to suspend work un-
til further notice. The move
those engaged with USAID-
funded projectsin India.

pected on health-related pro-
funds have been seen to have
bolstered technical support
to grassroots-level outreach.

Other sectors where impacts
going forward are likely to be
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€r' comes at a time when
global aid hag considerably
dropped, and can compound

the finaneial troubles facing

NGOs indevelopment,
USAID's directive to part-
ners including voluntary or-
ganisations and agencies
steering projects for govts,
make it clear that they must
minimise expenditure on the
collaborations during the
pause period, “The recipient
shall not resume work under
this agreement until notifica-
tion hasbeenreceived inwrit-
ing from the Agreement Offi-
cer (USAID) that this award
suspension has been can-
celled,” the directive states, It
is learnt from sources in the
development sector that the

desedesitinseanyiazassaacisaanaiits

A s

A

ST vk

;. M‘%, ey .-'“ :"

ugh USAID has a small footprintin India, prospect of its engagement
shrinking comes at a time when global aid has considerably dropped

unds freeze set to
_ t

‘stop work' orders come with
the caveat of a 90-day period
during which the existing
grants will bereviewed.
“But the uncertainty is
causing panic,” a develop-
mentpractitionersaidoncon-
ditions of anonymity while
asserting that her organisa-
tion is able to continue work
as there are other donors.
According to the USAID

website, as of Jan 2021, the

agency wassupportingmoth-

erandchild health initiatives

in six states with a focus on

improving maternal and
child health services. It was
alsofunding initiatives to im-
-provehealthbyadvancingac-
cess to safe drinking water,
sanitation and hygiene in
several cities, and in addition
to this, partnered with states
and private agencies to sup-
port programmes preventing
gender-based violence and
protecting and supporting
the disabled population.
According to develop-
ment sector professionals,
the civil society has already

D

-

heen feeling the heat of a
funds crunch with sources of
global aid slowly drying up
over the decades. Moreover,
the Foreign Contribution :
Regulation Act restrictions :
in recent years have made it :
harder for local organisa- :
tionsto getforeigndonations. :

Harsh Jaitli, CEO of Vol-
untary Action Network In-
dia, which is a network of
civil society organisations, :
sald USAID pauseon funding
ispartof alargerglobal trend
with big agencies from Swe-
den, Germany and UK cui-
tingdown onaid to'countries.

However, smaller civil so-
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WHO chief asks countrie
to push Washmgton
reconsider its

GENEVA, Feb 3 (AP)

THE Worl rganisation chief asked global leaders to
lean on gton to reverse President Donald Trump'’s
decision to withdraw from the United Nations health agency,
insisting in a closed-door meeting with diplomats last week that
the US will miss out on critical information about global disease
outbreaks.

But countries also pressed WHO at a key budget meeting last
_ Wednesday about how it might
cope with the exit of its biggest
donor, according tointernal meet-
ing materials obtained by ‘The
Associated Press’

A Germanenvoy, Bjorn Kummel,
warned: “The roof is on fire, and
we need to stop the fire as soon as
possible.”

For 2024-2025, the US isWHO's
biggest donor by far, putting in an
estimated $988 million, roughly
14% of WHO’s $6.9 billion budget.
A budget document presented at
Tedros A. Ghebreyesus the meetingshowed WHO's health
emergencies programhasa“heavy

reliance” on American cash.

“Readiness functions” in WHO's Europe office were more than
80% reliant on the $154 million the US contributes.

Thedocumentsaid USfunding “provides the backbone of many
ofWHO'slarge-scaleemergency operations,” coveringup to40%.
It said responses in the Middle East, Ukraine and Sudan were at
risk, in addition to hundreds of millions of dollars lost by polio-
eradication and HIV programmes.

(Contd on page 5)
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com- than their global counter-
Y upaﬂﬁ‘citeﬂ job . shortages
s (40% Vs 34%), expensive edy.
- cation (33% vs 28%), and lack
of advancement knowledge
(29% vs 22%) as key hurdles,
- Notably, fewer Indians (19%)
- tlons hindered their oppor-
tunitles, compared to the
erage of 28%.
evak, CEO of ETS,
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70% of Indians optimistic o edu

Education Here Remains Difficult

tional learning, but dispari-
ties persist between urban
and rural areas and across
states. One of thebiggest fac-
tors influencing student out-
comes is teacher quality.”
India’s workforee is rapid-
ly adapting to new sk1.]1 Te-
quirements, with upskilling
becoming a widely accepted
necessity. About 91% of Indi-
ans believe lifelong learning
will become a career stan-
dard, significantly higher
than the global norm. More-
over, 88% anticipate that cre-
dentials and -certifications
will gain more importance
than university degrees in the
coming years, compared to
75% worldwide. Theinfluence
of artificial intelligence (AT)
on the job market is a major
concern, with 88% of Indians
tive impact on essential skills.
a complementary tool rather
than a threat, with wide-
Sbread belief that those who
Wwill replace those who donot.
India’s high optimism on
career

the country acknowledges e
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