
Resource gaps present
challenges to auction
NITIN KUMAR
New Delhi, 27 December

TheMinistry of Mines launched its
first-everoffshoremineralauction
in November. But a key challenge

looms:There isnoresourcedataavailable
for seven G4 (reconnaissance) blocks of
polymetallic nodules and crusts located
off the coast of the Great Nicobar Island.

Of the 13 total blocks, three G3
(prospecting) blocks of lime mud off
the Gujarat coast contain an estimated
1,712 million tonnes of resources, while
three G3 blocks of construction sand off
theKerala coastholdaround335.09mil-
lion tonnes.

This analysis is basedona reportdat-
ed December 21 by SBI Caps, the invest-
ment banking arm of state-run lender
SBI,which is also the transactionadvisor
for the auction.

“Since data on polymetallic nodule
resources is unavailable, prospective
investors will first need to explore the
resources,which isanexpensiveprocess.
Without a detailed survey, there is a risk
that theseblocksmight remainunattrac-
tive to bidders, similar to what was
observed with critical mineral blocks,
including the highly publicised lithium
blockinJammuandKashmir," saidasec-
tor expert on conditions of anonymity.

Polymetallicnodulesandcrusts,abun-
dantincriticalminerals likecobalt,nickel,
copper, manganese, and rare earth ele-
ments, are essential for advanced tech-
nologies, includingbatteries, electronics,
and renewable energy systems such as
wind turbines andelectric vehicles.

Constructionsand isacrucial compo-
nentfor infrastructuredevelopment,used
in making concrete, mortar, and other
buildingmaterials.

Lime mud, a calcium carbonate-rich
by-product, finds applications in cement
production,water treatment,andsoil sta-
bilisation. All of these blocks are being
offered under composite licences (CL),
whichrequirethewinningbidderstocon-
ductexplorationbeforeminingcanbegin.

The absence of detailed resource esti-
mates increases the uncertainty and risk
for potential bidders. The lack of clarity
regarding reserves for the polymetallic
nodule and crust blocks could deter
investor participation.

According to the United Nations
Framework for Classification of

Resources,mineralexplorationisdivided
into four stages: G4 (reconnaissance), G3
(prospecting), G2 (general exploration),
and G1 (detailed exploration). Generally,
G1andG2levelsaresuitedforMLs,allow-
ing licence holders to directly undertake
mining, while CL holders engage in both
prospecting andmining.

Theauctionwasconducted tounlock
India’s exclusive economic zone of
roughly 2.37 million square kilometres
(msk), extending 200 nautical miles
(370.4 kilometres) from the baseline of
its territorial waters.

The exploration could expand
the country’s obvious geological poten-
tial area (mineral prognosticate area),
which currently spans 688,000 square
kilometres.

“Given the current scenario, we
were expecting 86 per dollar by
March-end.Now,wewouldn’t be
surprised if the rupee reaches
86.50 per dollar,” Anshul
Chandak, head of the treasury at
RBLBank, added.

The rupee is set to finish 2024
weaker against the greenback for
the seventh consecutive year,
havingdepreciated2.7percentso
far.WhiletheIndianunitsuffered
a sharp 10 per cent drop in 2022,
followingthewarinEurope, itsta-
bilised in 2023with just a 0.6 per
cent decline, thanks to central
bank intervention.

The latest currency pressures
coincide with a leadership shift
at theReserveBankofIndia(RBI),
as Sanjay Malhotra assumed the
governorship earlier this month.
Market participants noted that
the central bank intervened
across all three markets — spot,
offshore, and forward— to stem
thedecline.

“The RBI could have sold
around $2.5 billion today,” said a
senior executive at a brokerage
firm. “They defended the rupee
in the NDF market in the morn-
ingandlatersteppedintothespot
market with banks to hold the
85.80perdollar level.”

However,expertscautionthat
excessive intervention could be
counterproductive, especially if

other central banks allow their
currencies toweakeninresponse
to externalpressures. InOctober,
the RBI sold $9.3 billion in the
spotmarkettocountertherupee’s
depreciation.

The dollar index, which
gauges the greenback’s strength
against a basket of sixmajor cur-
rencies, climbed to 108.15 on
Thursday.

Therupeehasfacedpersistent
pressure since the US Federal
Reserve’s first interest rate cut in
September.Alongsideastrength-
ening dollar, India’s Balance of
Payments (BoP) outlook for the
thirdquarterof thefinancialyear
has further weighed on the cur-
rency.Expertspointtotherupee’s
relative overvaluation compared
to its peers, as other currencies
have depreciated more sharply
against the dollar. By November
2024, the rupee was overvalued
by 8.1 per cent on the Real
Effective Exchange Rate (REER)
metric, underscoring amisalign-
mentwith economic fundamen-
tals. Market participants suggest
that a faster adjustment of the
rupee could ease overvaluation
pressures, bring the REER closer
toequilibrium,andreducestrain
on both foreign exchange
reserves anddomestic interbank
liquidity, which has remained in
deficit in recentweeks.

~vs$: Expertswarn
against excessive
interventionbyRBI
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Rao got a memorial in 2015
with theModi-ledgovernment
constructing amemorial ghat
for him at the Ekta Sthal
SamadhiComplex.Earlier this
year, Modi had taken the lead
to announce that his govern-
ment was conferring the
BharatRatna, thehighestcivil-
ian award, onRao.

Earlier onFriday,Congress
president Mallikarjun Kharge
had requested the PM that
Singh shouldbe cremated at a
place on the banks of the
Yamuna where his memorial
couldbebuilt later. Inhis tele-
phonic conversation with the
PM and Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh, and also in a
letterhewrote toModi,Kharge
had urged the government to
hold Singh’s last rites at “his
final resting place that would
be a sacrosanct venue for a
memorial of the great son of
India”. Kharge said that this
would be “in keeping with
such tradition of having
memorials of statesmen and
former PMs at the very place
of their funerals”.

In themost recent instance
of a state funeral of a former
PM, Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s
final rites were held at
Rashtriya Smriti Sthal, situat-

ed on the banks of the
Yamuna, on August 17, 2018.
Later,Modi dedicated ‘Sadaiv
Atal’, a memorial to Vajpayee
onaplot of landnearRajghat,
which a trust funded and the
Central Public Works
Department built. On
December 1, 2012, former PM
IKGujralwascrematedon the
banks of the Yamuna. Some
months later, in 2013, Singh-
led UPA government had
decided against separate
memorials for departed for-
mer PMs, and set up a com-
mon memorial ground,
the Rashtriya Smriti Sthal at
Raj Ghat, because of scarcity
of space.

On Friday morning, Modi
chairedameetingof theUnion
Cabinetwhichpaidhomage to
Singh.Modidescribedhispre-
decessor's death as a big loss
to thenation,asserting thathis
commitment to the people
and the country's develop-
mentwouldalwaysberespect-
ed. In a video message, Modi
recalled Singh's life journey
after his family's migration to
India, leaving behind every-
thing followingPartition,ashe
noted that his numerous
achievements since thenwere
nomean feat.

The Union Cabinet hailed
Singh as an eminent states-
man and a distinguished
leader who left an imprint on
national life.

Several world leaders paid
tributes to Singh. Malaysian
PrimeMinisterAnwar Ibrahim
recalled that Singh offered
scholarships for his children
while he was in prison, and
described the former PM as
“the midwife of India's emer-
gence as one of the world's
economic giants", and as “my
mitra, my bhai, Manmohan".

US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken called him
"oneof thegreatestchampions
of the bilateral strategic part-
nership".

RussianPresidentVladimir
PutinsaidSinghmadeamajor
personal contribution to
strengthening friendly ties
between India and Russia by
elevating them to the level of
a special privileged strategic
partnership.French President
EmmanuelMacronsaid "India
has lost a great man" and
France a true friend. Sri
Lankan President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake said
Singh's influence transcended
nationalboundaries.AsPrime
Minister from 2004 to 2014,

his transformative policies,
like theRight toEducationAct
and the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme, reflected
his steadfast commitment to
equity and inclusivity.

China also paid tributes to
Singh saying that he made a
“positive contribution” to the
development of India-China
relations recallingakeyagree-
ment signed between the two
countries during his tenure to
address the vexed boundary
issue.Pakistan'sDeputyPrime
Minister andForeignMinister
IshaqDar said Singhwasborn
in a village in Pakistan's
Chakwaldistrict. “Heplayeda
notable role in improving
Pakistan-India bilateral rela-
tions during his tenure as
primeminister,” he said.

RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat
and general secretary
Dattatreya Hosabale said in a
statement that Singh’s “con-
tributions to Bharat will
always be remembered and
cherished”. Activist Anna
Hazare, the face of the India
Against Corruption move-
ment that targeted alleged
corruption in Singh’s govern-
ment, said the former PMwas
against corruption.

World leaderspayrich tributes toManmohan

OFFSHORE MINERALS

KEY HURDLES
nNo resource data available for
seven G4 (reconnaissance)
blocks of polymetallic nodules
and crusts located off the coast
of the Great Nicobar Island

n Absence of detailed resource
estimates increases uncertainty
for potential bidders

n Lack of clarity regarding
reserves could deter investor
participation

n The auction was conducted to
unlock India’s exclusive
economic zone of roughly
2.37 million square kilometres

Rural, urban consumption
inequality dips during
Aug 2023-July 2024: HCES
In urban households, spending decreased on items like
pan, tobacco, fuel, medical care, conveyance, durable
goods, and consumer services.

Thegapinaveragemonthlyconsumptionexpenditure
between rural and urban households narrowed slightly,
with ruralhouseholdsnowspending69.7per centofwhat
urban households spend, down from 71.2 per cent in the
previousperiod.

P CMohanan, former acting chairman of theNational
Statistical Commission (NSC), attributed the rise in food
expenditure partly to the high food inflation witnessed
over thepast year. “Avariationof thismagnitude iswithin
the margin of error. Consumption patterns usually don’t
change in such a short duration. The prices of almost all
food items, including vegetables, fruits and pulses, have
been quite high over the past and they surely altered the
budgetsof thehouseholds.However, this ismoreofa tem-
poraryblip,” he added.

Pronab Sen, former chief statistician of India, noted
that the NSO conducted two back-to-back consumption
expenditure surveys to verify the robustness of method-
ological changes. “The results that have come about are
fairly consistent and the sort of variation observed is well
withinthemarginofstatisticalerror.Thisdoesnot indicate
a reversal of trend,” he said. Including the value of free
socialwelfare services, theMPCEwascalculatedat ~4,247
for rural households and ~7,078 for urbanhouseholds.

Amongstates,SikkimreportedthehighestMPCE,with
~9,377 in rural areas and ~13,927 in urban areas, while
Chhattisgarh recorded the lowest, at ~2,739 in rural areas
and ~4,927 in urban areas. Among Union Territories,
Chandigarh topped the chart, with ~8,857 in rural areas
and~13,425 inurbanareas. Thesurvey,basedonasample
of 261,953 households (154,357 in rural areas and 107,596
in urban areas), is a critical tool for understandinghouse-
hold consumption patterns. It is the second survey con-
ducted using an improved methodology recommended
by the National Statistical Commission, following the
recedingof thepandemic.
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