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In what is turning out to be a predictable sequence in the annual ‘Swachh Survekshan’ awards, 

Indore was ranked the cleanest city for the fifth year, followed by Surat and Vijayawada. Chhattisgarh 

was the cleanest State, for the third time, in the category of ‘States with more than 100 urban local 

bodies’. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s constituency, Varanasi, won for the cleanest ‘Ganga city’. The 

organiser, the Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs, surveyed 4,320 cities for nearly a month and 

solicited feedback from 4.2 crore people. The metrics (cities) were garbage disposal, open defecation-

free ratings, functionality and maintenance of community toilets and safe management of faecal sludge. 

The ‘Survekshan’ awards have a wide range of categories that segregates cities based on their 

population. While they attempt to capture the diversity of urban agglomerations on the other, it is hard 

to deflect criticism: every State has at least a few participants who will top one category or the other, 

thus making the process a giant appeasement scheme. Along with a category such as ‘States with over 

100 urban local bodies (ULB),’ where Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh were ranked second and third, 

respectively, there was also a top ranker for ‘State with less than 100 ULBs’ where Jharkhand was judged 

the cleanest. Then there was a category for a ‘Ganga’ city and separate population-wise categories. This 

year there was a novel ‘Prerak Daaur Samman’ that saw Indore, Surat, Navi Mumbai, New Delhi 

Municipal Council and Tirupati categorised as ‘divya’ (platinum). They were assessed for solid waste 

management. Unsurprisingly, these were entities that had already topped ranks in other categories. 

Rankings serve two broad purposes: a publicity boost and recognition for the other winners but 

also motivation to climb higher on the totem pole. Though the number of cities surveyed has increased 

since the first edition of the survey in 2016, it appears that the same cities — Indore, Surat, for instance 

— keep topping the list. Six years is a good time to take stock of what the ranking programme intends to 

achieve: is it motivating cities to significantly allocate resources towards improving sanitation? Are 

cleaner cities cleaner because they are better positioned to access State funds and thus able to pull 

further away from other cities? Do States focus their energies and funds in keeping some cities clean to 

avail of a rank in any of the wide number of categories? Reducing a metric as complex as sanitation and 

cleanliness to blunt rankings can often induce a false sense of progress. Both at the regional level and at 

the Centre there should be more qualitative analysis of whether India’s cities are getting cleaner in the 

aggregate or if numbers are hiding inequity. 

 

 sift (verb) – search through, look through, 

analyse, assess, review, examine, inspect, 

scrutinize. 

 pile (noun) – a large amount of something. 

 inequity (noun) – unfairness, unjustness, one-

sidedness, partisanship, bias, prejudice, 

discrimination. 

 swachh (noun/adjective) – Hindi word; clean. 

 in the aggregate (phrase) – in total; as a whole. 

 turn out (phrasal verb) – transpire, emerge, 

happen, develop (in a specific way). 

 survey (verb) – assess, scrutinize, examine, 

inspect. 

 solicit (verb) – ask for, request, apply for, seek, 

call for. 

 metrics (noun) – measures of quantitative 

assessment used for comparing, and tracking 

performance. 

 defecation (noun) – excretion, discharging 

faeces/stools/bodily waste. 

 community toilet (noun) – It is normally 

located in or near the community area and 

used by almost community members. 

 faecal sludge/septage (noun) – the semi-liquid 

mixture that contains both solid and liquid 

waste that accumulates in onsite sanitation 

systems (OSS) e.g. septic tanks.  

 segregate (noun) – separate, divide, set apart. 

 base on (phrasal verb) – use as a basis; found, 

construct, form, establish. 

 diversity (noun) – existence/presence of 

different people (from a variety of 

backgrounds and perspectives ranging from 

race to age to gender to hometown to 

educational experience) within group; variety, 

variance, difference. 
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 agglomeration (noun) – assemblage, cluster; 

accumulation. 

 deflect (verb) – deviate, distract, turn aside, 

aver, sidetrack. 

 giant (noun) – a very large country. 

 appeasement (noun) – conciliation, 

pacification, reconciliation; satisfaction, 

fulfilment. 

 along with (phrase) – together with, 

accompanying. 

 novel (adjective) – new, different. 

 categorise (verb) – classify, label, list. 

 unsurprisingly (adverb) – as expected. 

 recognition (noun) – realization, awareness, 

understanding, knowledge. 

 climb (verb) – rise, move up, go up. 

 totem pole (noun) – hierarchy; ranking system; 

pecking order. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 take stock (phrase) – review, assess, weigh up, 

appraise, evaluate, look carefully at. 

 significantly (adverb) – notably, importantly, 

crucially. 

 pull away (phrasal verb) – move away from. 

 avail (verb) – use, utilize, take advantage of (an 

opportunity/resources). 

 metric (noun) – a standard of measurement. 

 blunt (verb) – weaken, reduce, soften. 

 induce (verb) – produce, bring about, cause. 

 qualitative (adjective) – relating to the quality 

of something. 

************************************************************************************* 

The massive mobilisation of Russian troops on the Ukraine border and occasional outbreak of 

violence along the line of contact between the Russia-backed rebels in the contested Donbass region 

and Ukrainian troops have pushed both countries to the brink of an open conflict. There were similar 

scenes earlier this year, but Moscow, after U.S. diplomatic intervention, pulled back. This time, however, 

the more emphatic Russian moves appear to be part of a larger strategy of force-projection across 

Russia’s western perimeter, from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. On the EU’s Polish border, Belarus, a 

Russian ally, was blamed for orchestrating a migration crisis. Amid tensions, Russia flew bombers near 

Poland’s borders earlier this month. In the Black Sea, Russian President Vladimir Putin dispatched 

vessels to shadow U.S. warships. The U.S. has warned its allies of a possible Russian attack on Ukraine. 

Russia’s aggressiveness could have partly been driven by Mr. Putin’s assessment that the U.S. was 

strategically weakened after its Afghan withdrawal and its preoccupation with China’s rise in East Asia. 

This gives him a window of opportunity to reassert Russian primacy in its backyard which has seen 

significant NATO advances. This makes Ukraine, which Russia sees, according to scholars at Carnegie, “as 

a Western aircraft carrier parked just across southern Russia”, at the centre of Russia’s geopolitical 

tussle with the West. 

In 2015, an open conflict was averted after the ‘Minsk II’ peace agreement was signed, under 

the mediation of France and Germany. It was designed to end the fighting in the rebel regions and hand 

over the border to Ukraine’s national troops. Ukraine was required to delegate more power to the 

breakaway regions and introduce constitutional reforms, codifying their special status. Russia’s nod for 

the agreement was possibly because it thought that delegation of power to the rebels would enhance 

Moscow’s leverage that it could use to prevent Ukraine’s full integration with the West. But Kiev’s 

reluctance to implement the agreement and its growing military, economic and political ties with the 

West seem to have prompted Mr. Putin to change his approach — to putting Kiev under direct military 

pressure. Kiev is now in a tough spot. It lacks the military resources to deter its giant neighbour. While it 

gets military supplies from the West, there is no guarantee that the West would come to its help in the 

event of a Russian invasion. On the other side, Russia might make tactical gains from an invasion, like it 

did from the annexation of Crimea in 2014, but such a move could further deteriorate its already 

ruptured ties with the West. So a practical solution is to revive the Minsk peace process. The West 

should push both sides to resume talks and live up to their commitments as per the Minsk agreement to 

restore relative peace on the border. 
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 on the brink (of) (phrase) – on the edge/verge 

of difficult/dangerous situation; at a crucial or 

critical point. 

 abide by (verb) – conform to, adhere to, 

comply with. 

 Minsk (proper noun) – the capital of Belarus. 

 Minsk Protocol/Accord (noun) – the Minsk 

Protocol (later known as Minsk-1) with the 

Minsk Memorandum of September 2014 and 

the Package of Measures for the 

Implementation of the Minsk Agreements 

(Minsk-2) are agreements between Ukraine 

and Russia to resolve the conflict in eastern 

Ukraine (eastern Donbass region). The Minsk 

Protocol (Minsk-1) failed within days of its 

signing on 5 September, 2014. Four months 

later Minsk-2 was signed on February 12, 2015 

to revive the peace efforts featured by Minsk-

1. Minsk-2 is basically a more detailed Minsk-1 

agreement. Minsk-2 didn’t replace the first 

agreement, but it was intended to revive the 

Minsk-1 after its collapse. 

 accord (noun) – agreement, settlement, treaty, 

deal. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 

forces/people/resources together for a 

particular cause. 

 occasional (adjective) – irregular, periodic, 

sporadic, infrequent. 

 outbreak (noun) – outburst, flaring up, 

breakout, sudden appearance/occurrence of 

something. 

 line of contact (noun) – In general a “line of 

contact” refers to the demarcation 

(borderline/frontier) between two or more 

given armies. 

 Russia-backed (adjective) – supported by the 

Russian government. 

 rebel (noun) – insurgent, mutineer, agitator, 

subversive. 

 contested (adjective) – disputed. 

 brink (noun) – edge/verge/end (of something). 

 conflict (noun) – war, armed conflict, battle, 

fighting. 

 open conflict (noun) – conflict that is very 

visible and deep-rooted; surface conflict is 

visible but shallow or with no roots; latent 

conflict is a conflict that is below the surface 

with potential to emerge. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – consular, foreign-

policy. 

 intervention (noun) – the process of 

intervening in something; involvement, 

interference. 

 pull back (phrasal verb) – withdraw, retreat, 

pull out, draw back. 

 emphatic (adjective) – clear, definite, firm, 

decisive. 

 move (noun) – action, measure, manoeuvre. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 

achieve a more expansive set of political, 

economic, and security interests). 

 force-projection (noun) – a term used in 

military and political science to refer to the 

capacity of a state to deploy and sustain forces 

outside its territory. 

 ally (noun) – a country/state with an alliance 

with another one in which they promise to 

support each other militarily and to defend 

each other. 

 orchestrate (verb) – organize, arrange, 

choreograph (secretively). 

 migration (noun) – the movement of people 

within the borders of the same country or 

across international borders in order to find 

work or better living conditions. 

 migration crisis (noun) – it is the intense 

struggle/difficulty in the receiving state 

(destination country) to cope/deal with the 

influx of resettling people from the country of 

origin (departure). 

 amid (preposition) – in the middle of, 

surrounded by; during. 

 tension (noun) – strained relations; strain, 

stress, pressure, unease. 

 bomber (noun) – bomb carrying & dropping 

aircraft. 

 vessel (noun) – ship, yacht, boat. 

 shadow (verb) – follow, trail, track, keep watch 

on (closely & secretly). 

 drive (verb) – (of a feeling) force, compel, 

impel, prompt, precipitate. 
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 strategically (adverb) – in a way that is 

designed/planned to serve a particular 

purpose. 

 withdrawal (noun) – retreat, departure, 

disengagement. 

 preoccupation (noun) – concentration, 

engrossment, thinking, thinking of other 

things, deep thought. 

 window of opportunity (phrase) – a short 

period of time in which one has a chance to 

do/achieve something; lucky chance, good 

time, golden opportunity, suitable 

time/moment, opportune occasion. 

 reassert (verb) – confirm again, reaffirm. 

 primacy (noun) – importance, superiority, 

supremacy, dominance. 

 backyard (noun) – territory/area. 

 North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

(noun) – NATO was created in 1949 by the 

United States, Canada, and several Western 

European nations to provide collective security 

against the Soviet Union. 

 advances (noun) – breakthrough, 

development, improvement, step forward. 

 scholar (noun) – academic, intellectual, 

learned person. 

 carrier (noun) – an aircraft carrier. 

 (be) at the centre of (phrase) – be (the) main 

cause/subject of something. 

 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study 

of) the geographical factors (a country’s 

position on the earth, size, climate, and natural 

resources &, etc.) in world politics and inter-

state relations. 

 tussle (noun) – fight, struggle, skirmish; 

argument, disagreement, quarrel, contention. 

 the West (noun) – The Western 

world/civilization consisting of the majority of 

Europe & the North America. 

 avert (verb) – prevent, stop, avoid. 

 mediation (noun) – conciliation, arbitration, 

intervention/negotiation. 

 design (verb) – create, plan, formulate, think 

up. 

 hand over (phrasal verb) – pass, assign, 

transfer.  

 delegate (verb) – assign, entrust, give, consign. 

 breakaway (noun as modifier) – separatist, 

secessionist, dissenting, splinter (group/party). 

 codify (verb) – systematize, organize, arrange. 

 nod (noun) – a sign of approval. 

 possibly (adverb) – perhaps, maybe, it is 

possible. 

 delegation (noun) – assignment, entrusting, 

giving, committal, transference. 

 leverage (noun) – influence, power, authority, 

sway. 

 integration (noun) – unification, consolidation, 

inclusion. 

 Kiev (proper noun) – the capital of Ukraine. 

 reluctance (noun) – unwillingness, 

disinclination, hesitation. 

 ties (noun) – association, relationship, bond, 

connection. 

 prompt (verb) – cause, encourage, impel, urge. 

 in a tough spot (phrase) – in difficult 

situation/place; in difficulty. 

 lack (verb) – be without, be lacking, be 

deprived of, be short of. 

 deter (verb) – prevent, stop, avert, impede. 

 neighbour (noun) – a country that is next to 

another country; (bordering) country. 

 come to (one’s) aid/help (phrase) – to provide 

assistance/support to someone. 

 in the event of something (phrase) – if 

something happens. 

 invasion (noun) – occupation, conquering, 

capture, seizure, annexation, annexing, 

takeover. 

 tactical (adjective) – calculated, strategic, 

diplomatic. 

 annexation (noun) – conquest, occupation, 

takeover. 

 deteriorate (verb) – worsen, get worse, 

decline, degenerate. 

 ruptured (adjective) – divided, disrupted, 

broken, fractured. 

 revive (verb) – restore, revitalize, renew, bring 

back. 

 resume (verb) – restart, start again, 

recommence. 

 live up to (phrasal verb) – satisfy, fulfil, 

achieve, meet.  
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