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ANUP ROY 

Mumbai, 13 January 

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) 
on Thursday positively surprised 
the bond markets by going slow 

on its liquidity absorption mode, pos-
sibly indicating its readiness to not rush 
towards normalisation amid a pan-
demic scare. 

Generally, the central bank has 
been rolling over its variable rate 
reverse repo (VRRR) auctions in order 
to suck up excess liquidity from the 
banking system. It was widely expected 
that the RBI would be announcing a 
three-day reverse repo auction of ~2 
trillion, rolling over the last such auc-
tion conducted on Monday. 

The central bank did not do so dur-
ing market hours. But after the market 
closed, it announced a 14-day VRRR of 
~5 trillion. This was lower than the cen-
tral bank’s expressed plan of draining 
the system by ~8 trillion through VRRR 
this week. 

The central bank had on December 
31, 2021, conducted a 14-day VRRR auc-
tion of ~7.5 trillion, but banks parked 
only ~2.67 trillion in that auction. 

“Both the 14-day amount and no 
communication on the three-day VRRR 
came as a pleasant surprise to the mar-
ket. It seems the RBI has now taken a 

backseat on monetary tightening due 
to the prevailing Covid situation,” said 
Devendra Dash, senior vice-president, 
AU Small Finance Bank. “This means 
the cut-off of 3.99 per cent is not near-
guaranteed in VRRR auctions,” said 
Dash. Therefore, short-term money 
market rates would likely dip in the 
coming days on RBI liquidity support. 

Soumyajit Niyogi, associate director 
of India Ratings and Research, 

observed that in the environment of 
long pause on policy rate, the internal 
liquidity management and market 
operations of the RBI are assuming a 
critical central role. 

“Impounded system liquidity, rather 
than permanent sterilisation, gives 
comfort and flexibility to banks to oper-
ate amidst volatile environments with-
out compromising with the stability in 
the financial system,” said Niyogi. 

Like other global central banks, the 
Indian central bank is also normalising 
its pandemic-induced extraordinarily 
loose monetary policy in stages.  

In October, it stopped direct bond 
purchases, thereby halting its infusion 
of fresh liquidity into the system. Now, 
it is draining the system liquidity 
through VRRR auctions. By choosing 
a variable rate for reverse repo auction, 
rather than the fixed rate, the central 
bank has pushed up the de-facto 
reverse repo rate to near the repo rate 
of 4 per cent. 

This has resulted in bond yields 
firming up, pushing the interest rate 
in the economy. Analysts expect a for-
mal reverse repo hike announcement 
at the February 9 monetary policy 
review, while a repo rate hike could 
come sometime in the second half of 
this calendar year.  

But clearly, the central bank does not 
want to hurry on a rate tightening as 
the economy has still not registered a 
healthy recovery. The Index of 
Industrial production grew at its slowest 
pace since March by 1.4 per cent year-
on-year in November, from 4 per cent 
in October.  

Meanwhile, inflation also quickened 
to a five-month high of 5.59 per cent in 
December, making the job complicated 
for the central bank.

RBI goes slow on liquidity ops

TWESH MISHRA 

New Delhi, 13 January 

Indraprastha Gas (IGL) has 
hiked the price of domestic 
piped natural gas (PNG) in 
Delhi by 50 paise to ~35.61 per 
unit (measured in standard 
cubic metres or scm). 

The new price effective 
from Wednesday means more 
expensive cooking fuel for the 
nearly 1.68 million domestic 
households that use IGL’s 
PNG across the country. 

This is the fifth hike in 
PNG prices by IGL in the cur-
rent fiscal year, raising the 
price by over 20 per cent or 
~5.95 per unit in this period. 
The present price would 
roughly mean an increase of 
~92 per month in cooking gas 
bills from the levels during 
the 2020-21 financial year. It 
is estimated that a household 
consumes half a unit of PNG 
in a day. 

Higher piped natural gas 
prices are due to increased 
input costs for IGL. In 
October 2021, the Centre had 
hiked the sale price allowed 
to domestically produced nat-
ural gas available under the 
administered price regime 
(APM) by 62 per cent to $2.9 
per million British thermal 
units (mmBtu) from $1.79 per 
mmBtu.  Correspondingly, 
the ceiling price allowed to 
gas produced from deep 
water, ultra-deep water, and 
high pressure-high tempera-
ture areas (collectively called 

difficult fields) was almost 
doubled to $6.13 per mmBtu. 

While the price of domes-
tically available gas was 
hiked, there was also a surge 
in global natural gas prices, 
which is delivered as lique-
fied natural gas (LNG). The 
prices for LNG delivered to 
North Asia crossed $56 per 
mmBtu in October.  

This surge in the price of 
spot LNG, which was sched-
uled to be delivered in 
December, was due to higher 
demand for LNG coming 
from Europe and colder 
winters being anticipated in 
Asia, putting pressure on the 
global supply chain. 

Despite cooling off from 
record highs, Asian LNG 
prices remained firm and 
touched $48.3 per mmBtu in 
December. This price was for 
LNG due for delivery in 
February 2022. 

These higher prices mean 
more pain in sight for the 
PNG consumers in India as 
IGL meets roughly 20 per 
cent of its natural gas require-
ment from LNG. 

According to Debasish 
Mishra, leader (energy, 
resources, and industrials) at 
Deloitte in India, the higher 
PNG prices would mean 
tougher adoption over LPG 
cylinders.  “PNG consumers 
have been reluctantly switch-
ing from LPG given the initial 
deposit. As the running cost 
is expected to go up signifi-
cantly in the future due to 
increased APM gas price and 
completely unaffordable spot 
prices unless mandated, it 
will be tough going for the 
PNG segment,” Mishra told 
Business Standard. 

Despite the higher price of 
PNG, it continues to be 
cheaper than domestic (14.2 
kgs) LPG cylinders by around 
25 per cent, according to offi-
cial estimates. This is because 
LPG cylinder prices, too, have 
been higher after the govern-
ment stopped bearing LPG 
subsidies from May 2020.   

The price of a domestic 
LPG cylinder has been 
unchanged at ~899.50 apiece 
from October 2021.

RUCHIKA CHITRAVANSHI & SOHINI DAS  

New Delhi/Mumbai, 13 January  

With the country in the grip of a 
third Covid-19 wave, the cases of 
symptomatic-infected children are 
on the rise, reveal medical experts. 
While the infection has been mild in 
most reported cases, those below 
two years of age are showing signs of 
acute infection.  

Doctors at this stage have twin 
worries: One, the rise of multisystem 
inflammatory syndrome in children 
(MIS-C), which could manifest four 
to six weeks after Covid infection. 
Two, an increase in cases could over-
whelm the medical system already 
groaning under the weight of inade-
quate specialised trained staff 
needed for paediatric care. 

But medical professionals aren't 
pressing the panic button just yet. 
They say intensive therapy and/or 
critical care infrastructure (infra) for 
children is not stressed yet. 

A senior paediatrician in the 
national Capital says he had 40 
young patients come in with Covid in 
one day, against single-digit cases he 
tended to in the earlier wave. “The 
number of children infected is much 
higher. Many more children are com-
ing to us with mild symptoms like 
fever and gastrointestinal disorders. 
Acute symptoms last for two to three 
days. But very few hospitalisations so 

far,” he says.  Over the past few 
months, the government has under-
scored the need to ramp up paedia-
tric infra in all its advisories.  

Union Health Secretary Rajesh 
Bhushan said recently, “Around 50 
per cent funds of the ~23,123-crore 
Emergency Covid Response Package 
II announced by the Centre in August 
has been released to states. Also, 
9,574 paediatric intensive care unit  
beds will be added using the funds.” 

Since September, India has been 
ramping up infra for paediatric hos-
pital beds. Several national-level dis-
cussions have happened around 
deciding upon a clinical protocol for 
Covid management in children, say 
doctors. “The efforts have paid off. 
Treatment of children in hospitals 
will not be a challenge in big cities. 
Although the equipment for new-
borns and infants is very specialised, 
adult beds, too, may be used, if the 

need arises,” says Jesal Sheth, paedi-
atrician and intensivist, Fortis 
Hospital, Mulund. 

Of the 139,300 ICU beds available 
across the country now for Covid 
patients, around 5 per cent, or 24,057 
beds, are earmarked for young 
patients. Of the 1.8 million India has, 
around 4 per cent of the non-ICU 
beds are available for children, said 
the Union health ministry.  However, 
as some health experts say, infra 
without adequate manpower could 
be a carriage without wheels.  

“Children need special care. They 
need paediatric nurses and doctors. 
Adult ICUs cannot be blocked. It will 
be a logistical nightmare. Even in 
ICUs, you need a 
parent/guardian/attendant on call. 
That causes another group of people 
to be masked,” says Rahul Nagpal, 
director-paediatrics and neonatol-
ogy, Fortis Hospital, Delhi.  

Nagpal says while the disease 
among adolescents settles down in 
two-three days, all respiratory dis-
eases can be severe in babies less 
than two years old.  

Child specialists are recommend-
ing vaccination for younger children 
be taken up in mission mode. “If the 
world has to return to normal, one of 
the ways to ensure that is vaccina-
tion. Paediatric vaccination is crucial. 
Covaxin is a safe vaccine since it uses 
a very traditional technology,” says 
Nitin Verma, associate director gen-
eral-paediatrics, Madhukar Rainbow 

Children's Hospital, Delhi.  
“It is the post-Covid impact that is 

worrying, especially MIS-C, which 
comes four to six weeks after recov-
ery,” he adds. That the infection is on 
the rise in children is evident from 
the US data, says Nagpal. “Child 
infection in the US was 2.5 per 
100,000 in the last wave; now it is  
4 per 100,000,” he adds. 

Suresh Kumar Panuganti, lead 
consultant-paediatric critical care 
and paediatrics, Yashoda Hospitals 
in Hyderabad, says in the earlier two 
waves, children who got tested posi-
tive for Covid remained asympto-
matic. In the third wave, they are 
showing symptoms. 

Panugati says during the first 
wave, around 4 per cent of children 
in the age group of 1-10 years requ -
ired hospitalisation. That percentage 
was higher in the 11-20 age group, 
where 8-10 per cent needed hospitali-
sation. The proportion is likely to 
remain unaltered in this wave. 

Doctors, however, admit that 
there are higher Covid cases among 
children on the ground than is being 
reported. 

Symptomatic cases in kids on the rise

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 

Kolkata/New Delhi, 13 January 

At least five people were killed 
and more than 45 injured 
when 12 coaches of the 
Bikaner-Guwahati Express 
train derailed and some over-
turned near Domohani in 
West Bengal’s Jalpaiguri on 
Thursday, officials said. 

The accident occurred 
around 5 p.m. in an area under 
Alipurduar division of North -
east Frontier Railway, an NFR 
spokesperson said in Guw -
ahati, which is over 360 km 
from the scene of the tragedy. 

Commissioner, Railway 
Safety, will conduct an inquiry 
into the cause of the accident, 
a railway official said in New 
Delhi. Railway Minister 
Ashwini Vaishnaw, Railway 
Board Chairman and Director 
General (Safety) are also leav-

ing for the accident site, the 
official said. 

"Three bodies were recov-
ered from the accident site. So 
far, around 20 people have 
been admitted to hospital. The 
rescue operation is on at a war-
footing,” Jalpaiguri District 
Magistrate Moumita Godara 
Basu said. 

An NFR spokesperson said 
in Guwahati that a relief  
and rescue train carrying a 
medical team has reach the 
accident site. 

Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, who was in the middle 
of a meeting with chief minis-
ters to review the Covid-19 sit-
uation, inquired West Bengal 
CM Mamata Banerjee about 
the accident. Banerjee, who 
had spoken to the Jalpaiguri 
district magistrate, briefed the 
the prime minister about the 
relief and rescue operations.

Doctors worry about 
post-recovery 
complications,  
like MIS-C

Mangled remains of Guwahati-Bikaner Express after it 
derailed in West Bengal’s Jalpaiguri on Thursday PHOTO: PTI

SURPRISE MOVE

RBI announces  
a 14-day VRRR  
of ~5 trillion

This is lower than the RBI’s 
expressed plan of draining 
the system by ~8 trillion

The central bank 
had on December 
31 conducted a  
14-day VRRR 
auction of ~7.5 trn, 
but banks parked 
only ~2.67 trn

Like other central banks, the RBI is also  
normalising its pandemic-induced  
extraordinarily loose monetary policy 

Higher input costs make 
PNG 20% dearer in FY22

Delhi, Mumbai may 
see Covid cases  
peak next week  
New Covid-19 infections in cities such 
as New Delhi and Mumbai could peak 
next week after rising rapidly, experts 
said on Thursday, as the country 
reported the highest number of daily 
cases since late May."Our modelling, 
and those of others, suggests that the 
big Indian cities should see their 
peaks in cases close to Jan. 20, while 
the overall peak in India may be 
shifted a bit later, to early February," 
said Gautam Menon, professor of 
physics and biology at Ashoka 
University. REUTERS 

Bed category                Available 

nIsolation                     1,810,083 

nICU                               139,300 

nPaediatric non-ICU         64,796 

nPaediatric ICU                 24,057   
Source: Ministry of Health and Family Welfare 

NATIONAL SCENARIO  
OF ICU BEDS

DOMESTIC  
PNG PRICE  
MOVEMENT 
IN DELHI

Figures in ~/scm

28.41 35.61 

5 killed as train 
derails in Bengal, 
PM takes stock

IGL hikes price of domestic PNG in Delhi by 50 paise


