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In the frontline

Rahul Gandhi should have decided to
contest from Rae Bareli much earlier

the electoral fray in the Hindi heartland

too, ending a prolonged suspense just in
time to file his nomination on May 3, in Rae Bare-
li, Uttar Pradesh. His grandfather, grandmother,
and mother were among those who represented
this constituency, located around 80 km south-
east of the State capital Lucknow. Mr. Gandhi had
lost the adjoining Amethi constituency in 2019,
even as he won Wayanad in Kerala. He is seeking
re-election in Wayanad, and had to decide wheth-
er to contest at all from the Hindi heartland and,
if so, whether it had to be Rae Bareli or Amethi.
He chose Rae Bareli, which was won by his moth-
er Sonia Gandhi in 2019, who is now a member of
the Rajya Sabha. A family loyalist has been field-
ed in Amethi. Mr. Gandhi has been vocal about
his liking for Wayanad, and waited for voting
there before the candidacy in Rae Bareli was an-
nounced. This reeks of a scheme, perhaps unin-
tended, but certainly avoidable. A forthright and
early decision would have been more appro-
priate for his stature, and respectful towards the
electorates. His sister, Priyanka Gandhi Vadra,
who has emerged as an impactful campaigner for
the Congress across the country, chose not to
contest, while her husband Robert Vadra’s em-
barrassing public demand for the party ticket has
been overlooked by the party, and rightly so.

Mr. Gandhi has declared that resisting the
BJP’s Hindutva politics and advancement of so-
cial justice are his life’s mission. That battle is be-
ing fought primarily in the Hindi belt and the
western region of the country. Electorally and
ideologically, the BJP derives its strength from
those regions. While the BJP is focused in its ef-
forts to expand in the south, the Congress is con-
fused in its strategy to regain its lost glory in the
Hindi States. By deciding to contest from Kerala
in 2019, Mr. Gandhi made a strategic mistake of
seeking refuge in a comfort zone. He had the op-
portunity to correct it by returning to the tough
battle in U.P. this time, but he kept vacillating.
Though it has been not done in the best manner,
his entry could enthuse the Opposition in U.P.
The Congress is in an alliance with the Samajwadi
Party (SP) in U.P., and the decision of SP chief Ak-
hilesh Yadav to contest the election from Kannauj
could also help the alliance. Considering the do-
minance of the BJP in the Hindi belt, the Congress
faces an uphill task. In the event of winning both
Wayanad and Rae Bareli, Mr. Gandhi must retain
the latter and make it clear that he is in the ideo-
logical war with the BJP for the longer term.

C ongress leader Rahul Gandhi has entered

Yearning for change

The opposition in Kashmir and Ladakh
are united in their aims, not electorally

ion Territories bifurcated from the legacy
border State of J&K, are among the few
States/UTs where polling is taking place across
many phases. The constituencies in Jammu have
already voted in the first and second phases
while elections have been postponed from the
third to the sixth phase in the Anantnag-Rajouri
constituency. While the turnout in Udhampur
(68.27%) and Jammu (72.22%) were encouraging
and more or less in line with the participation fi-
gures of 2019, it would be an achievement for In-
dian democracy if voters turned out in good
numbers in constituencies in the Kashmir Valley.
The turnout figures for Srinagar (14.43%), Anant-
nag (8.49%) and Baramulla (34.6%) were among
the lowest in the country. This was largely due to
a sense of disillusionment among the electorate
over the dissolution of the erstwhile State’s As-
sembly. Since 2019, the Valley has been subject to
persistent central rule that has led to phases of
severe repression followed by attempts to rejig its
polity and electoral map. The abrogation of spe-
cial status for the erstwhile State and the conti-
nuance of J&K as a UT have not helped reverse
the alienation. But the polls could provide a plat-
form for the disenchanted electorate to air their
grievances in the form of a decisive mandate.
The enduring distrust between the Kashmiri
polity and New Delhi also explains why the tradi-
tional parties in the former have sought to op-
pose the postponement of the polls in the Anant-
nag-Rajouri seat, ostensibly due to weather
conditions. But the mainstream Kashmiri polity
including the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP)
and the Jammu and Kashmir National Confe-
rence (NC) that came together with others to
form the People’s Alliance for Gupkar Declara-
tion could not unite and contest as one in the Lok
Sabha elections. The NC and PDP have revived
their political hostilities in the Valley; the former
is in alliance with the Congress as part of the IN-
DIA bloc. As for the Bharatiya Janata Party, its tri-
umphal talk of “unifying” the country by abrogat-
ing J&K’s special status sounds hollow: it has
limited its contest to the Hindu-majority Jammu
and Buddhist-majority Ladakh. In Ladakh, the
campaign led by activist Sonam Wangchuk has
brought the question of Statehood and environ-
mental concerns to the fore. But that has not
been enough to rev up the Opposition. The Con-
gress and NC could not come up with a consen-
sus candidate for the Ladakh constituency that
includes the Leh and Kargil areas, leading to the
Congress fielding a candidate from Leh, while the
Kargil units of both parties are supporting an in-
dependent from that area.
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The PM’s speeches fall foul of the Model Code of Conduct

he nation is in the grip of the Lok

Sabha elections. Political manifestos

are in the news, not for their good

content, but for what they don’t
contain. The Prime Minister’s recent statement
that the Congress wants to take away properties,
including gold and mangalsutra, from the people
and distribute it among members of the minority
community reflects the quality of the narrative in
the ongoing election. The Prime Minister, who is
the leader of the world’s largest democracy, and
his advisors are expected to know the facts.

The contents of the two manifestos

The Congress in its manifesto titled ‘Nyay Patra’
has listed out the various issues facing the
country and has declared its aims and objectives
in dealing with them if voted to power. The
manifesto covers diverse topics such as equity;
religious and linguistic minorities; senior citizens,
persons with disabilities, and LGBTQIA+; health;
youth; education; sports, women’s
empowerment; farmers, workers; art, culture,
and heritage; economy; taxation and tax reforms;
and defending the Constitution.

Under the head ‘wealth’, the manifesto says,
“Wealth and wealth creation are the goals of any
business... The Congress is committed to rapid
growth and generation of wealth. We have set a
target of doubling the GDP in the next 10 years.”
Under ‘welfare’ it says, “Welfare of all is the goal
of all work and the creation of wealth. Under a
Congress government, the welfare of the poor
will be the first charge on all government
resources... The Nav Sankalp Economic Policy
will aim to build a fair, just and equal-opportunity
economy and bring prosperity to all sections of
the people.” Under ‘equity’, it says, “The people
belonging to the SC, ST and OBC communities
have not yet been able to catch up with the rest
and are still left behind. While OBC, SC and ST
constitute nearly 70 per cent of India’s
population, their representation in high-ranking
professions, services and businesses is
disproportionately low... Congress will conduct a
nation-wide Socio-Economic and Caste Census to
enumerate the castes and sub-castes and their
socio-economic conditions. Based on the data,
we will strengthen the agenda for affirmative
action.” Nowhere does it suggest that wealth will
be taken from the people and redistributed to
others. The Congress is not Robin Hood.

This manifesto echoes the Preamble of the
Constitution which resolves “to constitute India
into sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic
republic and to secure to all its citizens: justice,
social, economic and political; liberty of thought,
expression, belief, faith and worship; and
equality of status and of opportunity. The
Supreme Court has declared that the Preamble is
the basic structure of the Constitution.

Article 39 of the Constitution, a Directive
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Principle of State Policy, inter alia provides that,
“the State shall, in particular, direct its policy
towards securing that the citizens, men and
women equally, have the right to an adequate
means of livelihood; that the ownership and
control of the material resources of the
community are so distributed as best to subserve
the common good; and that the operation of the
economic system does not result in the
concentration of wealth and means of production
to the common detriment.” Article 38 empowers
the State “to secure a social order for the
promotion of welfare of the people, and to “strive
to minimise the inequalities in income, and
endeavour to eliminate inequalities in status,
facilities and opportunities”. Article 46 provides
for the promotion of educational and economic
interests of the weaker section of the people and,
in particular, of the Scheduled Castes and the
Scheduled Tribes.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is aggressively
pushing the agenda for a uniform civil code,
which is also a Directive Principle, under Article
44. If this be so, the Prime Minister and the BJP
should not have any reservations, much less
objection, to the Congress manifesto. It is
unfortunate that a serious document has been
turned upside down to misguide the nation.

The BJP’s manifesto, ‘Sankalp Patra’, begins
with ‘10 years of good governance and Vikas’.
Under the title Garib Parivar Jan, it declares that
“80+ crore citizens are receiving free rations since
2020 through PM Garib Kalyan Anna Yojana”. It
also says the party “empowered citizens by
transferring ¥34 lakh crore directly to their
accounts”, “34+ crore citizens are receiving free
health insurance of 5 lakh under Ayushman
Bharat”, and “4+ crore families now have pucca
houses under the PM Awas Yojana and other
initiatives”. These declarations coupled with
guarantees on other issues, including to continue
to provide free rations for the next five years,
reflect the BJP’s commitment to the goals set out
in the Preamble. Therefore, the Prime Minister
and the BJP should be the last to accuse the
Congress on its commitments in its manifestos.

No law to govern manifesto

In S. Subramaniam Balaji v. Government of Tamil
Nadu & Ors. (2013), the Supreme Court had
bemoaned the absence of a law to govern the
contents of the election manifesto and directed
the Election Commission of India (ECI) to frame
guidelines in consultation with all recognised
political parties. The ECI held a meeting on
August 12, 2013, with various political parties on
the formulation of guidelines on election
manifestos. It then issued ‘Instructions to
political parties on manifestos’ on April 24, 2015,
outlining ‘Guidelines on election manifestos’,
which says: “Although, the law is obvious that the
promises in the election manifesto cannot be

construed as ‘corrupt practice’ under Section 123
of the RP (Representation of the People) Act, the
reality cannot be ruled out that distribution of
freebies of any kind, undoubtedly, influences all
people. It states the root of free and fair elections
to a large degree”.

The Model Code of Conduct (MCC) issued by
the ECI on March 16, 2024, expressly provides
under the heading ‘General Conduct’ that “no
party or candidate shall include in any activity
which may aggravate existing differences or
create mutual hatred or cause tension between
different castes and communities, religious or
linguistic”. It also says “criticism of other political
parties, when made, shall be confined to their
policies and programme, past record and work.
Parties and candidates shall refrain from criticism
of all aspects of private life, not connected with
the public activities of the leaders or workers of
other parties. Criticism of other parties or their
workers based on unverified allegations or
distortion shall be avoided. And “there shall be
no appeal to caste or communal feelings for
securing votes.” It prohibits activities which are
“corrupt practices and offences under the
election law”.

In a series of judgments in 1996, the Supreme
Court declared speeches of religious nature to
influence voters as corrupt practices, such as
statements by Bal Thackeray that “we are fighting
this election for the protection of Hinduism.
Therefore, we do not care for the votes of the
Muslims. This country belongs to Hindus and will
remain so”. The Supreme Court in 2017
interpreted Section 123 of the Representation of
People Act, 1951. Dr Justice Thakur, speaking for
the Court, held, “An appeal in the name of
religion, race, caste, community or language is
impermissible under the Representation of the
People Act, 1951 and would constitute a corrupt
practice sufficient to annul the election in which
such an appeal was made...” So interpreted,
religion, race, caste, community or language
would not be allowed to play any role in the
electoral process and should an appeal be made
on any of those considerations, the same would
constitute a corrupt practice.

The Prime Minister’s tirade against the
Opposition and minority community only show
that he has no positive issues to persuade them to
vote for him. His statements clearly fall foul of the
MCC and also amount to corrupt practice as
declared by the Supreme Court. The Prime
Minister must scrupulously adhere to the MCC in
letter and spirit. If he ceases to be the role model,
nothing will be left of our great democracy.

Yet, the malaise continues because of the weak
rule of law. The holding of free and fair elections
is the constitutional mandate of the ECI. It has
miserably failed in its duty, only to prove that
composition of the ECI as approved by the
Supreme Court is defective.

It is time to operationalise the Indian Defence University

have remarked that a nation which makes

a distinction between its scholars and its
warriors will have its thinking done by cowards
and its fighting done by fools. It is no surprise
that several nations have established ‘defence
universities’ to promote academic rigour and
enhance strategic thinking in their armed forces.
In India’s own neighbourhood, it is reported that
Pakistan has created two universities for its
armed forces, while China has three, although a
report of the Australian Strategic Policy Institute
lists more than 60 Chinese universities with
military and security links. In this context, the
absence of the long overdue Indian Defence
University (IDU) is concerning.

T he Greek thinker Thucydides is said to

Professional Military Education

While the nature of war remains constant, its
changing character imposes a premium on
military education and the academic preparation
required to cope with current and future security
challenges. The dynamic and chaotic character of
warfare currently on display in Europe and West
Asia means that military officers are expected to
produce results in the face of nebulous initial
information and rapidly changing circumstances.
To meet complex challenges, officers are
empowered through a well-constructed
Professional Military Education (PME) continuum
that augments their abilities to correspond with
changing assignments and increasing
responsibilities over long career spans.

The evolution of PME in the U.S. is of interest
to us, since it has parallels with Indian
theaterisation aims. While the Goldwater-Nichols
Defense Reorganization Act, 1986 brought
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wide-ranging structural reforms, the U.S.
military’s professionalism is perhaps owed in
large measure to ‘Ike’ Skelton, whose report to
the U.S. Congress significantly reformed military
education in the U.S. armed forces. This report
advised the Department of Defense to focus
educational institutions on specified learning
objectives, enhance the quality of both civilian
and military faculty, establish a two-phased
system for the education of joint officers, and
form an Institute for National Strategic Studies at
National Defense University, among other things.

Slow progress

The Indian armed forces, like others, need a
broad-based education system, founded upon
academic rigour. This realisation came soon after
independence when, in 1967, the Chiefs of Staff
Committee mooted the setting up of a Defence
Services University. In 1982, a Study Group
constituted by the COSC emphasised the need to
set up an apex educational body for the armed
forces in the form of an IDU.

Two decades later, in the wake of the Kargil
conflict, a committee was established under the
chairmanship of Dr K. Subrahmanyam to
examine this issue. Based on its
recommendations, in May 2010, ‘in principle’
approval was accorded for setting up of the IDU
in Gurgaon. Despite some optimistic reportage in
2017-18, the progress on setting up of the IDU has
been rather slow.

The several world-class training and education
institutions run by India’s armed forces constitute
arich and vast ecosystem of professional training.
However, they lack an overarching integrated
PME framework and a multi-disciplinary

approach to strategic thinking. Although the
armed forces have affiliations with universities for
degree courses, this is not the optimal solution.
The IDU would remedy such shortcomings in
India’s PME system by providing a central
institution of higher military learning through a
well-qualified faculty with a mix of academicians
along with serving and retired officers from the
military and civil services. In effect, this would
unite theory with practice.

The university’s curriculum would vary among
the various colleges and other institutions that
would be governed by it. However, it would need
to offer a variety of additional subjects relevant to
national security and defence - both in sciences
and humanities.

An idea whose time has come

The realisation of the IDU is long overdue. Some
experts have suggested that after the
establishment of the Rashtriya Raksha University
(RRU) in Gujarat, there may not be a need for
IDU. This argument is flawed, because comparing
the IDU and RRU is like comparing apples and
oranges. Neither does the RRU Act specify
education related to ‘defence’ in its objectives,
nor is its curriculum focused solely on military
requirements for management of war and
execution of plans.

The IDU as an idea has come and delays
attached in its commissioning come at the cost of
defence preparedness, strategic culture, and
inter-service integration. The need of the hour is
to operationalise the IDU at the earliest, so that
the first building-blocks of joint warfighting can
be put in place through a well-calibrated and
futuristic military education curriculum.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

A silent ECI

It is @ matter of deep
concern that the communal
vitriol in the election
campaign has reached an
all-time thanks to the
Election Commission’s
silence (“Modi brings up
Godhra train burning at poll
rally in Bihar,” May 6). The
Prime Minister's recent
remarks and Uttar Pradesh
Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath’s reckless
statement alleging that
Congress will impose a tax
similar to “Aurangazeb's

jizya tax” are some of the
examples. Why is the EC not
intervening in these
matters? The people are
turning increasingly
sceptical about the ability of
the EC to ensure a free and
fair election.

J. Anantha Padmanabhan
Tiruchi

Knowing is important

The Supreme Court has said
candidates are not barred
from contesting in more
than one constituency in
one poll simultaneously,

and has chosen to leave the
matter to Parliament. There
have been many instances
of leaders contesting from
more than one seat.
However, the question
arises if it is incumbent on
the candidate to declare to
their electorates of their
intention to contest from
more than one constituency
before the polls. Voters may
may not like to vote for a
candidate who is contesting
from more than one seat as
that candidate may even
choose to give up that seat

later. The Wayanad
electorate did not know
about Rahul Gandhi’s
decision when they voted,
which was material to their
own decision-making.
Gopalaswamy J.

Chennai

Women’s safety

Hats off to the RLD national
spokesperson (“RLD
spokesperson quits party
over BJP's ticket to Brij
Bhushan’s son,” May 5). BJP
leaders who preach about
women’s safety should have

been cautious while
nominating candidates. It is
also shocking that the party
allied with the JDS despite
knowing about Prajwal
Revanna’s exploits, despite
receiving warnings about
the sex abuse videos.

N. Mahadevan

Chennai

The Prime Minister has not
said a word about Prajwal
Revanna. Earlier, he did not
say anything about the
Manipuri women who were
paraded naked. India has a

long way to go in ensuring
women's safety.
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao
Hyderabad
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Malke the poor richer without making the rich poorer

ince the Congress party
released its election
manifesto on April 5, the
word ‘redistribution’ has
dominated the election discourse.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
alleges that the Congress’
manifesto promises to
‘redistribute’ wealth by taking
away people’s gold, mangalsutras,
imposing new taxes and giving it
to poor minorities. Except, there
is no mention of ‘redistribution’,
‘mangalsutras’ or, ‘wealth tax’ in
the 48 pages of the manifesto. The
election in the world’s largest
democracy is now a contest over
missing words.

Nevertheless, this has triggered
a furious public debate over
India’s inequality and the idea of
redistribution to bridge the gap
between the haves and the
have-nots. It is simply
incontestable that the economic
disparity between the rich and the
poor has widened alarmingly over
the last two decades, not just in
India but across the world. It is
puerile to politicise this serious
issue by quibbling over which
political party’s tenure has
exacerbated economic inequality.
The fact is that the world is
becoming more and more unequal
and it is not in the larger interest
of any society to let this fester. The
real argument is over how one
should bridge this gap and aspire
for a more equal and just society.

The gap between the rich and
the poor can be bridged by either
making the rich poorer or the
poor richer or both. Does one
believe that the size of the overall
economic pie is either fixed or will
not grow fast enough for the rich
to keep their share and the poor to
get a greater share? If the answer
is yes, then the thinking to achieve
a more equal society is shaped by
what sociologists call a ‘Pareto
Optimum’, under which it is
impossible to make one person
better off without making another
worse off. Developed nations, that
can only grow slowly, are forced to
adopt a ‘Pareto’ path to reducing
inequality. But developing nations
that can grow much faster need
not. This is the fundamental
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philosophical difference across the
ideological spectrum to solving
inequality.

‘Fix the system’
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The idea of a wealth tax to extract
from the super rich and give to the
poor stems from a ‘zero sum’
thought to reduce economic
disparity. It is entirely legitimate to
question if the rich acquired their
wealth through fair means and
perhaps most don’t in countries
like India. But taxing their wealth
because it is ill-gotten conflates the
process with the outcome. If the
system is corrupt to let a few
acquire wealth illegitimately, then
fix the system, not tax it in the
garb of bridging inequality.

An inheritance tax may sound
even more morally correct in that
it is unfair that a child born into a
rich family can be wealthy on day
one, while another born into a
poor family starts with a huge
disadvantage. But the ultimate
goal is to bridge economic
inequality, not resolve an ethical
quandary. Such vindictive ‘tax the
rich’ measures neither provide
enough resources to make a
significant impact nor foster a
healthy climate to reduce the
rich-poor disparity.

In the current stage of India’s
development cycle, economic
growth is necessary for increasing
the size of the overall economic
pie. Economic growth needs
investment. A confrontational
‘make the rich poorer’ policy
attitude can hinder investments
and trigger flight of capital.

India’s inequality is a result of
lopsided economic growth and
taxation. It is well established that
India is experiencing jobless
growth where headline GDP
growth does not translate into
jobs, incomes and prosperity for a
large majority.

As I showed in my July 2022
article ‘Whose GDP is it anyway’ in
The Hindu, every percentage of
GDP growth today generates less
than one-fourth the number of
formal jobs than it did in the
1980s. This is mainly due to
contemporary economic
development models that prize

capital over labour for efficiency.
So, the key to reducing economic
disparity is to rebalance the
capital-labour skew through
labour market focused policy
incentives. This is the rationale
behind some of the Congress
manifesto promises such as the
right to apprenticeship for youth,
employment linked incentive
schemes for corporates and
promote unskilled labour
intensive economic activities.

The other driver of India’s
inequality is the imbalance in
taxation where the common
person pays more than the
corporates in the share of taxes.
Out of every 100 rupees that India
collects in taxes, 64 rupees come
from the poor and middle class
through indirect (GST) and income
taxes, while only 36 rupees come
from rich corporates. Essentially,
the poor and common person
suffers a double whammy where
they are not only excluded from
the gains of economic growth but
are also taxed more vis-a-vis
corporates. This is why the
manifesto promises an overhaul of
India’s taxation structure through
a simpler, lower GST indirect tax
rate and a new direct tax code.

It is important to ensure a social
security net through welfare
programs for the poor until they
can reap gains of economic
growth. Such programs can be
funded through a combination of
faster growth, higher tax
buoyancy and efficient welfare
delivery without having to resort
to penalising the rich.

A pragmatic approach to
reducing the rich-poor gap is by
maximising economic growth,
minimising unemployment,
lowering the tax burden for the
common person and providing a
safety net for the poor. This
involves a delicate balancing act of
labour market incentives, welfare
safety nets and attracting
investments. But punitive and
spiteful taxation of the rich to pay
the poor is not workable, wise or
welcome. India can reduce
inequality by making the poor
richer without having to make the
rich poorer.

The battle for water in Bengaluru

Bengaluruss crisis could be a preview of what other cities may face in the future

STATE OF PLAY

Sailee Rane
Alankrita Khera

luru’s acute water shor-
tage has dominated hea-
dlines, sparking conversations
in households and newsrooms
alike. The city’s residents have
been grappling with disrupted
water supplies, exorbitant
tanker prices — experiencing
an 80% inflation in pricing —
and stringent usage restric-
tions. This crisis, however, is
not solely a consequence of
mismanagement but rather a
complex interplay of geo-
graphical challenges and un-
planned urbanisation.
Situated 900 metres above
sea level without any natural
freshwater sources, Bengaluru
has historically relied on lakes
and tanks to meet its water
needs. Regrettably, only a
fraction of the water bodies re-
main today. Groundwater, a
vital supplement, is rapidly
depleting due to over-extrac-
tion and inadequate replen-
ishment. Water from the Cauv-
ery only fulfils -50%
Bengaluru’s water require-
ments. The remaining 50%
currently comes from ground-
water which is depleting very
quickly. Of the 11,000 bore-
wells in the city, 800 have
been completely out of service
and even in the ones that con-
tinue to be functional, water
levels are receding. Erratic
rainfall patterns exacerbated
by climate change have furth-
er strained the city’s water re-
sources. The Bengaluru crisis
serves as a harbinger of what
many Indian cities may face in
the coming years. To avert a
nationwide water catastrophe
projected by 2030, we must
adopt a multifaceted ap-
proach encompassing imme-
diate actions, medium-term

l n recent months, Benga-

fill up lakes in Chikkaballapur,
Kolar, etc. Encouraging the

Karnataka

solutions, and long-term stra-
tegies. Immediate measures
must focus on demand man-
agement, led by local munici-
pal bodies. Municipalities
could run campaigns that in-
centivise citizen action for de-
mand management and foster
a culture of water conserva-
tion. Such campaigns can be
supported by technology such
as smart water meters, engi-
neering solutions on pressure
management as well as plug
and play aids like water aera-
tors to empower citizens to re-
duce consumption effectively
and curtail wastage at the hou-
sehold level.

Simultaneously, medium-
term structural solutions like
rainwater harvesting and was-
tewater treatment must be im-
plemented on a broader scale.
With proper collection and
management led by program-
matic solutions like percola-
tion pits and tech-led innova-
tions on rainwater harvesting
and storm drain management,
rainwater can substantially al-
leviate water stress.

Similarly, enhancing waste-
water treatment facilities and
promoting the reuse of treated
water can mitigate demand
for freshwater sources. For ex-
ample, around 77% of Benga-
luru’s wastewater is currently
treated through a combina-
tion of municipal corporation
operated central treatment
plants and distributed treat-
ment plants, but most of this
water is not reused — it’s either

let go of as run off or used to

use of tertiary treated water
will be a good first step for ci-
ties to mandate. At a larger le-
vel, leveraging innovative was-
tewater treatment solutions
like Indra Water, an electrical-
ly-driven modular system
that’s designed to treat waste-
water in a decentralised man-
ner at the point of source, can
expand the purposes for
which the treated water can
be used. Better pipeline man-
agement and regular mainte-
nance are also crucial. There
is a huge play for technology
here as well; the example that
comes to mind is Solinas Inte-
grity, that is building robotic
solutions to address issues
within water and sewer
pipelines.

From a long term point of
view, cities must reduce their
reliance on distant water
sources. The Cauvery water,
for instance, comes from a re-
servoir that is 90 km away and
at a height of 300 metres low-
er than Bengaluru and the city
spends %3 crores on just elec-
tricity per day to pump the
water up. Sustainable urban
planning and measures on
lake conservation and bore-
well management coupled
with initiatives to replenish
groundwater and preserve
lakes, is imperative for
resilience.

Bengaluru’s plight must
serve as a wake-up call for all
Indian cities as several cities
are vulnerable to similar water
crises. Collaborative efforts in-
volving city administrations,
startups, research institu-
tions, and civic groups are es-
sential to address this looming
threat.

Sailee Rane is Fellow, ACT For
Environment

Alankrita Khera is Director, ACT For
Environment

PMIJAY did not reduce patients’ health expenses: Chhattisgarh study

DATA POINT

The Hindu Data Team

n analysis of the effective-
A ness of the Ayushman Bha-

rat Pradhan Mantri Jan Ar-
ogya Yojana (PMJAY) in
Chhattisgarh shows that the
scheme has not increased utilisa-
tion of hospital care. Also, the
scheme did not reduce the out-of-
pocket expenditure (OOPE) for
hospitalised patients. Moreover,
the data also pointed to the possi-
bility of “double-billing”, where
the hospitals will claim money
from the insurance provider but
charge the patients illegally for the
same service.

The conclusions are based on a
study by the State Health Resource
Centre in Chhattisgarh.

Table 1A shows the share of pe-
ople in Chhattisgarh who were en-
rolled under different Public
Funded Health Insurance (PFHI)
schemes in 2004, 2014 and 2019.
In 2004, there were no PFHI
schemes. In 2014, around 40%
were enrolled in a PFHI scheme
and the share increased to 68% in
2019. The report studied enrol-
ments in three PHFI schemes in-
troduced in the State across va-
rious years — Rashtriya Swasthya
Bima Yojana (RSBY), PMJAY, Muk-
hyaMantri Swasthya Bima Yojana
(MSBY). The RSBY scheme intro-
duced in 2008 was later subsumed
by PMJAY. The PMJAY scheme,
launched in 2018, is active and
supported by the Union govern-
ment and is targeted at poor hou-
seholds. The MSBY is fully funded
by the State government and takes
care of the non-poor households.

As shown in Table 1A, by 2019,
PMJAY provided cover for about
46% individuals in the State while
the MSBY covered less than half of
that roughly. Also, the annual insu-
rance cover provided by PMJAY is
far higher than MSBY.

Table 1B shows that the share
of the population who accessed

2014 and 2019. However, the in-
crease was similar among those
who were enrolled in PFHI
schemes (an increase from 3.3% to
6%) and those who were not en-
rolled in one (2.9% to 5.7%). This
shows that the PHFI schemes, in
particular the PMJAY have not led
to an increase in access.

Table 1C shows the share of
hospitalisations which happened
in a private hospital. Notably,
among those enrolled in PFHI
schemes, the share of hospitalisa-
tions in private hospitals increased
from around 33% to 45% between
2014 and 2019. Among those who
were not enrolled, this share re-
duced from about 54% to 29%.

Table 2A shows the mean
OOPE in rupees for hospitalisa-
tions among those enrolled under
various schemes across 2004,
2014 and 2019. Table 2B provides
the median OOPE. Only OOPE for
medical reasons were considered
and spending on transport and
stay were ignored. As the expendi-
ture in private hospitals was many
times over the expenses in public
facilities, the comparisons are fo-
cussed on private entities. There
was no significant difference bet-
ween the mean OOPE among
those who were enrolled in PMJAY
and those who were not enrolled.
Both the set of patients spent
around 320,000 per hospitalisa-
tion episode in private hospitals.
Even if the median OOPE is consi-
dered, the difference was not con-
siderable with those who were en-
rolled spending around 7,300
and those who didn’t spend 8,750
per hospitalisation episode.

Table 2C shows the share of
hospitalisations which resulted in
catastrophic health expenditure
(CHE25) in which the OOPE in-
curred was about 25% of the pa-
tients’ annual expenditure. The
share of such patients remained si-
milar among those who were en-
rolled in PMJAY and those who did
not. Tables 2A, B, and C hint at
the possibility of double-billing as
OOPE increases despite rising in-

FROM THE ARCHIVES

B Rind,

AlHndia character for
regional colleges urged

New Delhi, May 5: The high powered committee
set up by the Union Education Ministry on the
Regional Engineering Colleges has suggested
that these institutions be renamed Central

Admissions to all the Central Engineering
Colleges through an entrance examination for
the State quota as well as the quota for other
States is one of the far reaching suggestions in
the report just submitted to the Government.

Some other important recommendations are:

Selection committees for all categories of
posts should be constituted properly and
healthy conventions established in appointing
experts. Posts should be advertised on an
all-India basis. Travel expenses for persons
called for interview should be paid as in the case

To achieve national integration and improve
the quality of admissions the committee
suggested the provision of full rail concessional
provision fares by second class once a year to
students from other States whose homes are
more than 500 km from the colleges. The
existing scholarships available in each college
should be divided equally between the students
from within the State and those from outside.
Colleges should provide opportunities for
students from other States to imbibe something
of the language and culture of the State.

The organisations and programmes of the
Central Colleges should be linked up with other
engineering colleges in the State, the Central
Colleges with overall powers for both academic

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 6, 1924
Miners wage dispute.

London, May 5: Mr. Cook, Secretary of the
Miners’ Federation, speaking at Pontypool
referred to the court of enquiry into the Miners’
wages which has just concluded and said that
unless the court made some tangible
recommendations the enquiry would have been
a waste of time. He had arranged to meet the
coal owners on May 14th. If men’s proposals
were not satisfactory there would be only two
alternatives, a strike or an appeal to the
government which had the power to grant the

Data points to ‘double-billing, where hospitals claim money from insurance as well as from patients
FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 6, 1974
Expense report
The tables are sourced from a study published by
Samir Garg, Kirtti Kumar Bebarta and Narayan Tripathi PEHI Type of
in BMC public health, a peer-reviewed open-access e hospital 2004 2014 2019
scientific journal
" Public 8,603 3,491 3,101
A . .
Private 15280 | 22,929 26,108 Engineering Colleges.
Public - 2,633 -
RSBY
Private 26,326 -
Public 3,078
PMJAY
Private 19,375
Public 3,506
MSBY
Private 41,154
Not Public 2,912 1,800 2,974
enrolled Private 7922 | 13,650 | 20,261
of institutes of technology.
PFHI Lo 2004 2014 2019
scheme hospital
u Public 2,912 1,100 378
A
Private 7,922 12,450 7,575
Public - 570 -
RSBY
Private 10,650 -
| Public 530
PMJAY
Table1 Private 7,299
Public 303
MSBY
Private 13,447
PFHI scheme 2004 2014 2019 Not Public 2,912 1,800 417
RSBY 38.8% enrolled Private 7,922 | 13,650 8,759
PMJAY 45.8% and administrative purposes.
MSBY 22%
Not enrolled in PFHI 100% 61.3% 32.1%
PFHI Type of 2004 2014 2019
scheme hospital
2004 2014 2019 Public 14.9% 4.4% 7.2%
All
All 1.4% 3% 5.9% Private 27.6% | 32.1% 39.4%
PFHI-enrolled 33 6 Public - 4.8% -
- RSBY
Not enrolled in PFHI 1.4% 2.9% 5.7% Private 34.4% -
Public 7.6%
PMJAY
Private 43.6%
Insurance Status 2004 2014 2019 Public 3.8%
MSBY :
All 47.5% 44.8% 39.9% Private 32.4%
PFHI-enrolled 32.8% 45.1% Not Public 14.9% 4% 7.9%
Not enrolled in PFHI |  47.5% 53.6% 28.6% enrolled Private 27.6% | 30.7% 39.5%
just demands.

hospitals has increased between

CM
K

surance coverage.
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The decline in the Number of companies Share of normative Southern Brazil hit The increase in
market valuation of six incorporated in India  coal stocks in thermal  with worst flood in outstanding home
of the top 10 firms in 2023-24 power plants decades loan in last two fiscals

in percentage. As many as
68 184 thermal power plants

with a total generation
capacity of 211 GW have 47.78 million
tonnes of coal stocks against the

normative level of 70.55 million tonnes, as
per the Central Electricity Authority. e

years. Heavy rains in Rio
80 Grande do Sul killed 39

people, with 68 still missing,
the state civil defence agency said.
Flooding has surpassed levels seen during

a historic 1941 deluge, according to the
Brazilian Geological Service. ap

in X lakh crore. Credit
10 outstanding to the housing
sector rose to a record 327.23
lakh crore in March 2024, according to
RBI’s data on ‘Sectoral Deployment of
Bank Credit’. em
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

68417

Reliance
Industries and Bharti Airtel took the
biggest hit, Tata Consultancy Services
(TCS), HDFC Bank, ICICI Bank and SBI
emerged as the gainers. pri

in lakh. The collective
paid up capital for
® 2023-24 was %30,927.40

crore, according to the Corporate Affairs
ministry. About 71% of companies were in
the services sector, 23% in the industrial
segment and 6% in agriculture. e

An overview of Sudan’s civil
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A closer look at the history of Sudan reveals that the country suffers from a long-standing identity crisis that has fuelled numerous rebellions. The inability of

successive governments to articulate a shared vision has resulted in the unfair distribution of wealth and resources

WORLD INSIGHT

Hamdy A. Hassan

he current civil war in Sudan
goes beyond a simple power
struggle between two generals.
It reflects a deep-rooted crisis
within the country’s governing structure
that’s been present since it gained
independence from the British in 1956.

Since independence, the Sudanese
have experienced 35 coups and attempted
coups, more than any other African
country. In the country’s southern region
a 56-year rebellion eventually led to the
creation of South Sudan in 2011. A
Darfurian uprising in 2003 was sparked
by accusations that the central
government was discriminating against
the region’s non-Arab population. It led to
ethnic killings and continues to simmer.

Delving into the history of Sudan,
which I have done for more than three
decades, reveals that the country suffers
from a long-standing identity crisis that
has fuelled the numerous rebellions. The
inability, or perhaps unwillingness, of
successive governments to manage the
country’s diversity and articulate a shared
vision has resulted in unfair distribution
of wealth and resources.

Sudan has a population of 49 million. It
comprises 19 major ethnic groups and
about 597 ethnic sub-groups speaking
hundreds of languages and dialects.
Sudanese Arabs make up the largest
single ethnic group at about 70% of the
population. Political and economic power
and resources are concentrated in the
country’s centre (for example,
Khartoum).

Achieving peace in Sudan requires a
focus on the concerns of marginalised
populations in conflict zones and
deprived regions. These include Darfur,
South Kordofan and the Nuba Mountains.
It also requires addressing the root causes

" et o —QE‘_. = - e e’ TS e !
of armed violence. Among them are B g TR TN e i _— = ST SR S
issues of marginalisation, the relationship : a — i : S- ) = o Lo = ’ et

between religion and state, governance,
resource sharing, land, social justice and
equality at the national level.

The early years of independence
The Sudanese government that came to
power in 1956 insisted on an Arab and
Islamic identity. The state was based on
the principles of Mahdism, an Islamic Sufi
order established in the 1880s. It wasn’t
representative of diverse communities
and sought to subject them to the will of
the Mahdist state. It demanded a degree
of compliance that many were unwilling
to provide. Resistance against Mahdism
was widespread.

In 1989, a new government seized
control of the state under the rule of the
National Islamic Front. This was an
alliance between army officers and the
Muslim Brotherhood, a fringe outfit that
grew into a powerful political
organisation. This coup brought to power
Omar al-Bashir, who was supported by
Islamist leader Hassan al-Turabi. Their
government also endeavoured to establish
an Islamic state.

The government set up an internal
security apparatus, which arrested and
tortured dissenters. In 1991, the regime
introduced a new penal code to impose
an Islamisation agenda, and created the
“People’s Police”.

Two further developments would
create the conditions for the war that
continues to rage today. The first was the
al-Bashir regime’s decision in 2003 to
enlist Janjaweed militias to quell an
insurgency in Darfur. Second, the Islamist
regime used this new militia to keep the

elite in the Sudanese army away from
CM

M »

In flight: Sudanese refugees who fled the violence in the Darfur region, near th

conflict zones in the periphery.

In 2013, al-Bashir formally designated
these tribal militias as the Rapid Support
Forces through a presidential decree. This
affiliated them with the national security
and intelligence services. In 2017, Sudan’s
parliament ratified the Rapid Support
Forces Law. This formally incorporated
the militias into the government’s military
apparatus under the direct command of
the president. The minister of defence
was tasked with overseeing the Sudanese
Armed Forces. Mohamed Hamdan
Dagalo, alias Hemedti, was appointed by
al-Bashir to lead the Rapid Support
Forces. This enabled his power and
influence to grow. It was to inform the
dramatic and tragic events in Sudan in the
coming decade.

After protests in 2018 swept through
Sudan’s major cities — driven by
grievances around poverty, corruption
and unemployment — the military
intervened in April 2019. They removed
al-Bashir from power and declared a state
of emergency.

Despite establishing a transitional
military government, demonstrations
persisted demanding civilian leadership.
With mediation from the African Union,
an agreement on power-sharing was
reached in August 2019. It resulted in a
military-civilian transitional
administration. Still, challenges persisted,
including a failed coup attempt in
September 2021. A month later, Sudan’s
top general, Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, led
another coup, derailing the country’s

democratic transition.

The months leading up to the war in
April 2023 were marked by civilian
protests that were violently repressed,
and tensions between army and Rapid
Support Forces leaders.

Forging a militia-dominated state
The Rapid Support Forces emerged as a
counterbalance to the armed forces. It
strategically deployed thousands of
battle-hardened fighters to the country’s
biggest cities, volatile border regions and
economic hubs like gold mines.
Concurrently, Russia forged ties with the
Rapid Support Forces through the
Wagner Group to secure access to
Sudanese gold. Three conditions
coalesced to foster the emergence of a
militia-dominated state, with the Rapid
Support Forces at its helm:

1) Civil strife in Darfur in 2003
presented an opportune moment. While
the army focused on quelling rebellion in
south Sudan, the suppression of the
Darfurian uprising in the west was left to
paramilitary forces.

2) Support from the Sudanese
government enabled the self-styled militia
to access financial resources and
weaponry. It could then develop
commercial ventures to attain and sustain
autonomy from the state.

3) Ideologically, Hemedti portrayed the
Rapid Support Forces as a militia
representing marginalised Arabs from
Sudan’s rural and border regions.

The unravelling
In Sudan’s evolving democratic transition,

e border between Sudan and Chad in Goungour, Chad on May 8, 2023. REUTERS

Hemedti’s rise to the vice presidency of
the Sovereignty Council in 2021 was
crucial, overseeing the path to elections.
Disbanding the Rapid Support Forces or
sidelining Hemedti risked sparking
unrest, given the outfit’s size and business
interests.

Militia dominance over the state can
prompt belated responses from the
military, potentially making conflict
worse. Initially, Hemedsti refrained from
seizing power by force. He aligned his
troops as allies of the army, which also
had substantial economic ventures.

But the October 2021 military coup
halted Sudan’s democratic progress. Amid
repression and economic decline, the
Rapid Support Forces expanded its
influence through business ventures and
engagements.

The army’s attempt to integrate these
forces backfired, leading to armed
confrontations and the Rapid Support
Forces’ seizure of critical areas.

What next
Sudan requires a collaborative effort from
the international community to aid
reconstruction. It needs to establish a
transparent, civilian-led government that
represents the Sudanese populace and
hears their voices in decision-making
processes. Urgent action is needed to
reconstruct Sudan’s post-colonial state as
one that includes and safeguards the
rights of all.

Hamdy A. Hassan is Professor at Zayed
University. This article has been
republished from The Conversation.
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Sudan comprises of 19 major
ethnic groups and about 597
ethnic sub-groups. Since
independence, the Sudanese
have experienced 35 coups and
attempted coups, more than
any other African country.

v

The Sudanese government that
came to power in 1956 insisted
on an Arab and Islamic
identity. The state was based
on the principles of Mahdism.

v

Sudan requires a collaborative
effort from the international
community to aid
reconstruction. It needs to
establish a transparent,
civilian-led government that
represents the Sudanese
populace and hears their
voices in decision-making
processes.
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Unveiling the veil: expenditure disparities
in India’s electoral system

During the 2019 general elections, the BJP and the Congress collectively spent an astronomical sum of over 320 billion. This underscores the impact of the absence of spending caps on

political parties. It is, therefore, imperative to reassess India’s political funding framework to ensure the integrity and transparency of elections

Sanjay Kumar
Aditi Singh
Abhishek Sharma

n the colourful mosaic of Indian
democracy lies a fundamental
question that strikes at the core of
our democratic ethos: the issue of
electoral expenditure. In the 2019 general
elections alone, the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) and the Congress collectively spent
an astronomical sum of over 320 billion.
While the Representation of the People
Act, 1951 (RPA) meticulously outlines
expenditure limits for individual
candidates, a glaring gap remains — the
absence of comparable restrictions on
political party spending (Table 1) and
third-party spenders/campaigners (Table
4). This discrepancy has not only opened
the floodgates for unchecked expenditure
by parties but has also paved the way for
a skewed electoral landscape, where
financial muscle trumps meritocracy.

The researchers of CSDS-Lokniti
analysed the expenditure reports
submitted by various political parties
during the Karnataka and Tripura State
Assembly elections in 2023. In Karnataka,
the study scrutinised the spending of
three national parties, the BJP, the
Congress, and the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP), alongside three State parties which
are the Janata Dal (Secular) (JD(S)), the
Samajwadi Party (SP), and the
Communist Party of India (CPI). Similarly,
in Tripura, the study examined the
expenditure reports of three
national-level parties, the BJP, the
Congress and the Communist Party of
India-Marxist (CPI-M), and three State
parties, the All India Trinamool Congress
(AITC), the Communist Party of India
(CPI), and the Revolutionary Socialist
Party (RSP).

The States for this study were selected
based on the availability of expenditure
reports for the 2023 Assembly elections,
released by the Election Commission
(EC). Furthermore, national and State
parties that had incurred the highest
expenditure in a State were chosen,
provided they had released their
segregated expenditure reports. The
study, thus, highlights the significance of
regulating expenditure across all key
stakeholders to ensure a level playing field
in the electoral arena.

Party expenditure during elections
Expenditure limits are vital for ensuring
fair elections and preventing a financial
arms race. According to International
IDEA, 65 countries around the world,
including the U.S., the U.K., Canada, and
Brazil, have a cap on election expenditure
of political parties. This framework serves
as a stark contrast to the scenario in India,
where the absence of such caps has led to
a lopsided expenditure landscape. In
Karnataka, for example, the combined
spending of the two national parties, the
Congress and BJP, has surged to over
500% higher than that of the two State
parties, JD(U) and SP combined. Similarly,
in Tripura, national parties outspend
their regional counterparts by over 200%
(Table 1).

This glaring discrepancy underscores
the impact of the absence of spending
caps, effectively skewing the playing field
in favour of deep-pocketed political
giants. The exorbitant sums poured into
campaigns tilts the scale of competition,

Two elections and the expenditure sheet of parties

The researchers of CSDS-Lokniti analysed the expenditure reports submitted by the BJP and Congress during the Karnataka and Tripura State Assembly elections in
2023. Their expenditure reports for the 2023 Assembly elections were released by the Election Commission.

Table 1: The amount spent on party propaganda
and candidates’ expenses out of the total
expenditure by each party for assembly elections

Table 2: Expenses incurred for various aspects of the
campaigning process out of the total expenditure set aside for
party propaganda in State assembly elections

Expense on
media ads

37,800 lakh (52%)

Expense on
publicity
materials

3800 lakh (5%)

h) | 24,900 lakh (55%)

390 lakh (1%)

%176 lakh (33%)

397 lakh (18%)

32,400 lakh (86%)

NIL

NIL

NIL

NIL

0.8 lakh (0.4%)

2400 lakh (22%)

2300 lakh (17%)

233 lakh (33%)

215 lakh (15%)

6 lakh (4%)

353 lakh (34%)

387 lakh (26%)

%4 lakh (1%)

Table 3: The amount
spent by political
parties to run ads

on Google and Meta
between March 31 to

April 29
Expense on " ;
public meetings/ Platform  Party "‘°“'t‘
rallies etc Spen
1,600 lakh (11%) BJP Over 277M
3500 lakh (6%) Congress | Over 320M
%10 lakh (2%) AAP Over 1M
220 lakh (1%)
NIL Google CPI-M NIL
and JD(S) NIL
NIL
Meta |gp NIL
%100 lakh (6%)
NIL AITC Over 7™M
250 lakh (32%) CPI NIL
NIL RSP NIL

NIL

0.7 lakh (3%)

20.07 lakh (0.3%)

0.08 lakh (2%)

32 lakh (67%)

1 lakh (25%)

Total Expenditure on Expenditure for
States (s) Party  expenditure  general party pend States (s) Party
candidates
by the party propaganda
BJP 319,600 lakh | 314,900 lakh (76%) | 34,700 lakh (24%) BJP (314,900 lakh)
Congress | 313,600 lakh | 28,900 lakh (65%) | 24,700 lakh (35%) Congress (38,900 lak
AAP 714 lakh | 2533 lakh (75%) | %181 lakh (25% AAP (3533 lakh)
Karnataka L) (25%) Ry D(S) (R2 lakh
JD(S) 22,900 lakh | 22,800 lakh (97%) | 2100 lakh (3%) JD(S) (%2,800 lakh)
SP* 21,800 lakh | NIL NIL SP* (0 Lakhs)
CPI %188 lakh 3182 lakh (97%) 6 lakh (3%) CPI (%182 lakh)
BJP 32,800 lakh | 31,800 lakh (64%) | 21,000 lakh (36%) BJP ?1,800 [akr:)kh
Congress | 2665 lakh | 2100 lakh (15%) | 2565 lakh (85%) Ezrfﬂr‘zzézlloihj )
) CPI-M 3389 lakh | %156 lakh (40%) | %233 lakh (60%) Tripura . a
Tripura AITC 2575 lakh 2335 lakh (58%) | 2240 lakh (42%) AITC (335 lakh)
a s ome e CPI (%21 lakh)
CPI 324 lakh 21 lakh (88%) 33 lakh (12%) RSP (24 lakh)
RSP 24 lakh 4 lakh (100%) NIL

Note- Meta Ad Library defaults to
the last 30 days, ending on April 29,
without custom date selection/ NIL

Note: all figures are rounded off

*the party has spent all the amount on heads like rent, wages etc.
Source: Expenditure reports submitted by the parties to the EC

Note- all figures are rounded off. Also, the amount not included in the table was spent on heads like
travel expenses etc./ NIL signifies that no amount was spent

*the party has spent all the amount on heads like rent, wages, etc.
Source: Expenditure reports submitted by the parties to the EC.

signifies that no amount was spent.

Source: Google Ad Transparency
Centre and Meta Ad Library

Table 4: The corresponding amount spent by various
publishers outside the ambit of third parties only
on ads ondigital platforms, during the Lok Sabha

electionsin 2024

UG LD Platform Publisher Amomlt
they support spent
Ulta Chashma %108 lakh
Meta
NaMO Nayakan- Narendra Modi Fans | 4,697 lakh
BJP Adsense Technologies Pvt. Ltd. 20.89 lakh
Google irecti i i
g O3M Directional Marketing Private 26.9 lakh
Limited
Congress Hai Na 0.3 lakh
Meta
Congress Congress Sarkar Bharosa Barkarar %0.13 lakh
Google | Designboxed Innovations Pvt. Ltd. %129 lakh
Meta Trinamoole Nabo Jowar %37 lakh
AITC
Google | IPAC 3716 lakh

Note- No third-party campaigners among the top-50 spenders were found for the other
parties analysed in the study (SP, JD(S), CPI, AAP, RSP, and CPI-M)

*The amount spent on ads by the publisher and calculated from January 29 to April 27,

2024 (90 days).

Cost of a win: Senior Congress leaders D.K. Shivakumar, Rahul Gandhi and Siddaramaiah before the swearing in
function for the new Chief Minister and Deputy Chief Minister of Karnataka, in Bengaluru on May 20, 2023. AFP

disadvantaging independent or less
financially endowed candidates.

Both national and State-level parties
allocated a significant portion of their
“general party propaganda” budget to
media advertisements, surpassing
expenses for rallies and other activities
(Table 2). This observation underscores
the pressing need for reforms to ensure
fair access to media platforms.

The stark contrast in media advertising
expenditure leads one to examine the role
of digital platforms like Google and Meta
(formerly Facebook) in the ongoing Lok
Sabha elections. Big spenders, primarily
national parties, are allocating
disproportionately higher budgets to ads
on these digital platforms. This was
highlighted in a recent study of the
CSDS-Lokniti (The Hindu dated April 18,
2024). In contrast, State parties were
found to have a negligible presence in
terms of advertisements on these
platforms through their official party
handles. (Table 3). This observation again
highlights the need to regulate the overall

spending of political parties ensuring that
political actors compete based on the
strength of their ideas rather than the
depth of their pockets.

Role of third-party campaigners
Third-party or non-party campaigners
refer to individuals or groups
participating in campaign activities
during elections, without being formally
registered as political parties or
candidates. However, in the Indian
electoral laws, the term hasn’t been
clearly defined. While the issue of
regulating the expenditure of political
parties is widely discussed and debated,
regulation of third-party involvement is
often overlooked. The unchecked
expenditure and the nature of content
posted by third-party campaigners raises
serious issues around the lack of
transparency and accountability of such
actors. (Table 4). Now that the electoral
bond scheme is scrapped, the lack of
regulation of third-party expenditure
during elections could result in a rise of

quid pro quo arrangements and could
also lead to an influx of unaccounted
money into the electoral process.

Through our study, we found several
third-party campaigners on Google and
Meta platforms spending substantial sums
of money to influence voters for or
against a political party (Table 4).

What can be done?

In alignment with global practices, the
EC’s ‘Proposed Electoral Reforms’ report
in 2016, advocated for the introduction of
expenditure ceilings for political parties
in India. However, garnering unanimous
support for this proposal proved
challenging, highlighting resistance from
certain political factions.

Similarly, embracing strategies from
countries like Australia and the U.K. could
offer valuable insights and present
tangible models worth considering for
India regarding the regulation of
third-party involvement. While the
former requires formal registration and
disclosure requirements for third parties,

the U.K. imposes differentiated limits on
targeted spending, spending in each
constituency, and spending on U.K.-wide
campaigns. at certain elections. This is
also essential for increasing transparency
and accountability, curbing the
unregulated flow of money, preventing
quid pro quo arrangements, and checking
the influx of black money into the
electoral process.

Reassessing India’s political funding
framework is imperative to ensure the
integrity and transparency of elections.
Introducing expenditure ceilings for
political parties represents a crucial step
towards upholding these fundamental
principles.

By embracing these measures, India
can aspire to international standards of
electoral integrity, instilling greater
confidence and trust among its citizens in
the democratic process.

Sanjay Kumar is a Professor at CSDS,
Aditi Singh is an Assistant Professor at O.P.
Jindal Global University, and Abhishek
Sharma is a researcher with Lokniti-CSDS.
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A quiz on the occasion of the 70th anniversary of the sub-four-minute mile run on May 6 by Roger Bannister

V. V. Ramanan A

QUESTION 4
A To what incredible feat
QUESTION 1 that happened nearly a

At which location did
Bannister achieve this
incredible feat and what
was the occasion for the
race?

QUESTION 2 that man’s striving might
Name the two other be in vain”?

runners (with same first A

name) alongside Bannister | QUESTION 5

involved for the AAA in the
record-breaking feat.

A Radio BBC for the
QUESTION 3 historic run?
What was the A
barrier-breaking time QUESTION 6
retuned by Bannister that
has gone into athletics
folklore?

his specialisation?

CM
K

year ago did Bannister
compare his triumph,
writing “...it was a barrier
that seemed to defy all
attempts to break it —

A an, irksome reminder

Which Olympic champion
was the commentator on

Roger Bannister trained
to be a doctor. What was

{ e

Visual question: Name the famed rival of Bannister, seen on the right, who broke Sir Roger’s record just 46 days later with a World
Athletics-ratified time of three minutes, 58 seconds? GETTY IMAGES

Questions and Answers to the May 3
edition of the daily quiz: 1. This English
astronomer predicted the onset of the eclipse
in 1715. Ans: Edmond Halley
2. Great Britain would adoptthe _____
____only 37 years later. Ans: Gregorian
calendar
3. This man is famous for pushing the
Parliament of Great Britain to pass the
Longitude Act in 1714. Ans: William Whiston
4. Edmond Halley predicted the eclipse to
within four minutes, but got the path of the
eclipse wrong because he used the wrong
—________.Ans:Ephemeris
5. 1n 1686, Edmond Halley coined the name
‘_____’torefer to a period of about 6,585.3
days, which could be used to predict the
occurrence of solar and lunar eclipses. Ans:
Saros
Visual: Name this man. Ans: John
Flamsteed
Early Birds: C. Saravanan| K.N. Viswanathan|
Debarati Kar| Shiva Nigam| Prashant Nain
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Positive signals

Fed’s cautious but dovish tone, good news for India

fmarkets were expecting the latest US Federal

Open Market Committee (FOMC) meeting to

offer clear direction on when policy rates would
be cut and by how much, they were in for a
disaappointment. After announcing the target funds
rate would remain at 5.25-5.5 per cent for now, the
FOMC merely said that it would ‘not be appropriate’
to reduce rates until it gained greater confidence that
inflation was moving ‘sustainably’ towards 2 per cent.
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But reading between the lines, the
statement had dovish undertones. It talked
of the Fed’s ‘dual goals’ of achieving
maximum employment witha 2 per cent
inflation rate. There was no hint that rate
hikes were on the table. The markets were
apprehensive about a hawkish pivot, after
recent data showed US consumer price
inflation rising from 3.1 per cent to 3.5 per
cent between January and March 2024. But
datareleased after this event also buttressed
the view that the US Fed will be on an easing
path from here. US GDP for Q1 2024
expanded by just 1.6 per cent, while
non-farm payrolls for April showed a
weakening job market.

Projections on macro variables from the
FOMC members — which are more keenly
watched than the policy statement —
showed them making no change to their
interest rate forecast for 2024 at 4.6 per
cent. But the 2025 forecast was moved up to
3.9 per cent from 3.6 per cent, suggesting
shallower cuts. Theyalso turned more
optimistic about the US economy,
forecasting GDP growth at 2.1 per centand
2 per cent in 2024 and 2025, significantly up
from 1.4 per cent and 1.8 per cent earlier.
Should these numbers come good, the US
could well escape the hard-landing feared
after rate hikes of over 500 basis points. This
should be good news for the global economy
and financial markets, including India’s,
which have always caught a cold when the
US sneezed.

Another important policy announcement
which is positive for markets, is the Fed’s
decision to slow the pace at which it has
been shrinking its balance sheet. After
ratcheting up its balance sheet to $9 trillion
during Covid to pump-prime the economy,
the Fed has been trying to reduce this bond
stockpile since June 2022 in a quantitative
tightening (QT) exercise. The withdrawal of
this large quantum of liquidity had the
potential to cause significant turbulence not
onlyin the US, but also in global financial
markets.

With the balance sheet at $7.4 trillion, the
Fed has now announced its intent to slow
down its monthly QT from $95 billion to
$35 billion. This effectively allows the US
stimulus that has propped up asset markets
toremain in place for longer. Butitalso fans
fears about what the long-term end-game
will be. In the past year, the Reserve Bank of
India has been able to delink its monetary
policy decisions from US Fed moves due to
robust domestic prospects. But a slower
pace of QT will mean that it will continue to
have its task cut out in managing volatile
foreign flows.
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n a little over 30 days from

now we will have a new

government. Most people

expect the NDA led by the BJP

to form it. But elections can
spring surprises.

Regardless of which set of political
parties forms the next government,
as far as the economy is concerned, it
will have to fashion a new approach.
India has actually done this every
12-15 years or so in the past.

Thus in the first 15 years from 1952
to 1967 it focused on investment-led
growth. Then it stopped because it
ran out of money. That caused a lot of
hardship.

So from 1971 to 1985 it focused on
distribution via a whole host of
welfare measures. That slowed down
growth.

By 1984 these policies had run
their course, and the new
government that came to power in
December that year reverted to
private investment-led growth. It
financed the expenditure via deficit
financing.

The crucial mistake it made then,
however, was to not open up the
Indian economy to external
competition and markets, which is
what China was doing. This error was
corrected in 1991.

These policies were diligently
followed for the next two decades
and worked wonders for expanding
output. But after 2014 a new set of
policies has made the economy less
open. This has resulted in India not
attaining its potential output levels.

The proof of this lies in the
negative change in occupational
structure. Fewer people are working
in the formal sector than ought to be
for an economy of India’s size.

It’s these policies that the next
government will have to rethink. The
short point is that the Indian
economy needs a sharp kick in its
pants. Protectionism has made it
complacent.

THE SAVINGS RATE

India saves far less in financial assets
than it can. Even after allowing for
problems of classification, and the
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stout defences being mounted by the
government, the fact remains:
without a much higher savings rate,
say, around 40 per cent, investment
will fall short of the required levels.
This is not rocket science.

But instead of encouraging savings
in financial assets successive
governments have treated them very
badly. That’s why it must be an
absolute priority of the next
government to design policies — and
more importantly, practices — that
don’t penalise savers.

This ‘gotcha’ practice has resulted
in people hiding their savings and/or
not fully declaring their incomes. The
thing, however, is governments can’t
tell people to be self-employed, as
this one has been urging and then

If the government taxes
the income derived
from savings, people will
tend to hide their money
and put them in
investments that fetch
them higher return

Next gOVt
must go bac
to basics

Savers have been penalised in India for far too
long. The next government must change that

punish them for being so. But this is
exactly what has been happening
since the infamous budget of 1957.
If someone saves some money and
derives some income from that
saving, the government taxes it at the
same rate as normal income. This
being so why would people not put
their money where the government
can’t see it and get a higher return?
What is truly remarkable is that
despite such active discouragement
by the government people manage to
save around 20 per cent. Imagine
what would happen if incomes from

savings were fully exempted from tax.

The short point is this: Indians
without government pensions place a
high premium on converting a
portion of their current incomes into
a stream of future incomes. Why
place so many roadblocks before
them?

INVESTMENT HOLDS THE KEY
All governments know this but all
politicians choose to disregard what
they know. When was the last time
you heard a politician talk about
investment?

No, what the government makes is

not investment. It incurs
expenditure. The two are not the
same because spending taxpayers
money without returns isn’t
investment. It is mere expenditure.

Savings and returns both require
positive returns and India has stifled
returns for 60 years now. Returns
should be based on economic and
commercial efficiency, not what the
bureaucracy thinks they should be.

This is critically important because
thanks to the Left virus, successive
Indian governments have chosen to
conflate high returns with
undeserved profits.

‘What we have had, therefore, is a
consensus that if governments take
away half your income via a
combination of direct and indirect
taxes, it is okay.

Well, it’s not because this Mughal
rate of extraction makes the rulers
very well off and others poor. It also
deters savings and thus investment
and hence growth.

And here’s the paradox. The BJP
wants to remove all symbols of
Mughal rule. But it is happy to retain
its worst aspect: high taxes. Chanakya
would have disapproved strongly.

Digital public infrastructure —a remarkable journey

The country’s success with multi-language support and collaborative platforms holds valuable lessons for others

—
Monika
Badrinarayanan Gopalakrishnan

advancement, India has embarked

onaremarkable journey of
deploying Digital Public Infrastructure
(DPI) which has reshaped the nation’s
socio-economic landscape.

India boasts the highest number of
digital transactions, surpassing even the
combined figures of the US, China, and
Europe. The digital economy is
booming, projected to reach a staggering
$1 trillion by 2025. This growth is
fuelled by a massive internet user base,
with over 759 million Indians actively
connected, with a significant portion
residing in rural areas. The ambitious
Aadhaar programme, a digital ID system,
has enrolled nearly 1.3 billion citizens,
facilitating efficient delivery of welfare
services, financial transactions, and
access to government schemes.

Similarly, the Unified Payments
Interface (UPI) is witnessing
exponential growth, expected to reach a
billion transactions daily by 2026.
Broadband connectivity has also seena
significant leap, reaching over 93 per
cent of Indian villages. These milestones
reflect India’s unwavering commitment
to building a digitally empowered and
inclusive society.

The government’s programmes like
the National Optical Fibre Network
(NOFN), Digital India, National
Broadband Mission, and National Data
Centre Policy have laid the groundwork
for arobust digital infrastructure.

The Bharat Net Project, with its

I n this age of rapid technological

ambitious goal of connecting villages
through high-speed internet, serves asa
prime example. Additionally, the
government’s commitment is evident in
establishing Wi-Fi hotspots in public
spaces and fostering domestic
production of telecom equipment
through Production Linked Incentive
schemes.

Beyond connectivity, the
government’s has undertaken
monumental steps to advance DPL The
Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-Mobile (JAM) trinity
has resulted in millions of new bank
accounts and streamlined direct benefit
transfers, eliminating leakages and
ensuring targeted delivery of welfare
programmes.

Initiatives like Ayushman Bharat
Mission and Unified Logistics Interface
Platform (ULIP) are transforming
healthcare and logistics sectors
respectively. Innovative solutions such
as digilockers and authentication
frameworks empower citizens with
secure storage and access to vital
documents. Digital platforms like
ONDC are further empowering small
businesses by providing a global
marketplace.

MULTI-PRONGED SUCCESS

The emergence of DPI has ushered inan
era of e-governance, with citizens
gaining online access to a wide range of
government services.

Portals like the National
e-Governance Plan (NeGP) offer a
one-stop platform for everything from
birth certificates to land records.

This digitalization has streamlined
processes, reduced bureaucracy, and

DIGITAL MODE. Astonishing growth
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enhanced transparency.

India’s DPI initiatives, often referred
to as the India Stack, have been
instrumental in boosting productivity,
improving efficiency, and generating
employment opportunities. A robust
digital infrastructure fosters global
connectivity, financial inclusion, and
innovation.

It serves as a springboard for
entrepreneurs and businesses.

DPT s also transforming education
through e-learning and healthcare
through telemedicine, paving the way
for amore equitable and accessible
future.

The true power of DPI was evident
during crises. Initiatives like the Garib
Kalyan Yojana, which utilised digital
banking infrastructure for direct benefit
transfers, ensured swift and transparent
delivery of financial assistance to
millions during the pandemic. Digital
platforms also facilitated access to vital

information, healthcare services, and
emergency assistance, leaving no one
behind.

GLOBAL REACH

Looking ahead, India hasimmense
potential to lead the global conversation
on DPI development.

The country’s success with
multi-language support, collaborative
platforms, and real-time data analysis
holds valuable lessons for others. India
can serve as a role model for developing
nations, promoting multilateral
dialogue to establish universal standards
and fostering sustainable financing
models for global DPI development.

However, India’s journey is not
without challenges. The digital divide
persists, and ensuring equitable access
to technology and internet connectivity
remains a priority.

Concerns regarding accountability
and data protection also require careful
consideration. Despite these adversities,
the transformation brought about by
India’s Digital Public Infrastructure is
commendable.

From empowering citizens with
digital identities to providing
connectivity in the remotest villages, the
nation has embraced technologyasa
catalyst for change. Nevertheless, the
journey has only started. With
unwavering determination and
well-planned efforts, India is ready to
take the lead in the global digital
revolution.

Monika is Assistant Director, IES; Gopalakrishnanisa
non-resident fellow with NITI Aayog. Views are
personal and not attributable to NITI Aayog
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Delhi CM Arvind Kejriwal pri

Kejriwal’s bail buzz

As the Delhi Lok Sabha elections
heat up, the buzz in political circles
is about the Supreme Court’s hint
at possibly granting interim bail to
Delhi Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal. Kejriwal, who has been

cooling his heels in Tihar Jail since
April 1 over a liquor policy case,
might just find himself back in the
political arena at the most
opportune moment.

The apex court’s indication that it
may consider bail just as
campaigning intensifies has created
ripples through the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP). This potential
development could be the shot in
the arm AAP desperately needs,
energising its campaign and
possibly altering the electoral
dynamics in their favour.

With the hearing set for May 7, all
eyes are on the Supreme Court to
see if it allows Kejriwal to lead his
party’s election campaign.
Goenka rings an alarm

In a throwback to the stock-scams

ridden '90s, Harsh Goenka, RPG
Group’s chairman, has sounded the
alarm on potential foul play in the
booming Indian stock markets,
especially targeting Kolkata.
Goenka’s alert on social media
pointed fingers at promoters and
brokers — specifically noting a
Gujarati-Marwari connection —
accusing them of inflating profits
and conspiring to jack up stock
prices to lofty but unsustainable
heights. With recent plummeting
indices, Goenka’s warnings carry a
sense of urgency, urging the SEBI
and the Finance Ministry to step in
pronto. Investors, remember the
painful lessons of the Harshad
Mehta and Ketan Parekh sagas?
Investor uncertainty

In the mysterious world of stock

markets, Friday’s crash left many
scratching their heads. Despite a
positive global backdrop and
reassuring GST data, the markets
took a nosedive, stirring up a
cauldron of speculation and
whispers in financial corridors.
Insiders say this unexpected jolt
might be more about political
winds than economic storms.
Could this be a pre-emptive strike
by the markets against political
instability? While the connection
between politics and market
performance is as old as the
markets themselves, this kind of
investor nervousness underscores
how even a mere hint of
uncertainty can trigger waves of
volatility.

As the election season unfolds, all

eyes will be on how these political
undercurrents shape the economic
narrative.

#PlayTrue Campaign

The timing was perfect. The
National Anti-Doping Agency’s
(NADA) held #PlayTrue campaign
from April 15-30 aimed at fostering
awareness about the importance of
clean sport in India.

The campaign is aligned with the
vision of the World Anti-Doping
Agency (WADA). The campaign
served as a crucial event for
athletes and stakeholders to
collaborate, exchange insights, and
strategies towards establishing a
resilient anti-doping framework in
anticipation of the Paris 2024
Olympics.
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Encouraging investment

New rules aim to improve NRI participation

n its latest board meeting, the Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi)

took steps to improve non-resident Indian (NRI) and overseas citizen of India

(OCI) access to Indian equity assets via the foreign portfolio investment (FPI)

route. The regulator has hiked the limit of NRI/OCI commitments to the FPI
corpus to 100 per cent, provided know-your-customer (KYC) norms are fulfilled
and the investments come through the International Financial Services Centre
(IFSC). This should enable greater NRI participation in Indian equity while offering
transparency. Until now, NRIs could own an aggregate 50 per cent of the corpus of
an FPIL Individuals could not hold more than 25 per cent. This was due to concerns
about potential round-tripping. But as a result of these restrictions, NRIs are estimated
to have contributed only a minuscule 6,700 crore of the approximately 347 trillion
worth of Indian equity owned by FPIs. This is certainly low since India receives
inward remittances of nearly $100 billion every year.

Under the new relaxed limits, individual NRIs and OCIs may directly invest up
to 100 per cent of the FPI corpus, or they may do so indirectly, investing through
firms or vehicles that are majority-controlled by NRIs and OCIs. However, the FPIs
should provide the permanent account number (PAN) and other KYC details of
every investor to depositories. If PAN and KYC are not furnished, the enhanced
limits can still apply but only to FPIs where the investment manager is an asset
management company of a Sebi-registered mutual fund, and sponsored by a Reserve
Bank of India-regulated bank, or its IFSC-based subsidiary or branch. This retains a
measure of regulatory surveillance. Stricter disclosure rules apply to FPIs with sig-
nificant holdings in a single Indian group or large overall holdings in Indian equities.
Funds with over 33 per cent of their equity assets under management in one Indian
group company need to provide detailed investor information and there is a cap of
35 per cent total investment in a given group.

Similar detailed disclosures will be required if the fund, along with its investor
group, holds a total of more than 325,000 crore in Indian equities. This is to guard
against a scenario where promoters invest clandestinely in their own group compa-
nies, using overseas vehicles to breach the limit of 75 per cent shareholding. By sim-
plifying regulations for NRIs and raising the limits, while boosting transparency,
these changes are expected to increase foreign investment and improve NRI and
OCI commitment to Indian equity. But NRIs do invest considerably more via Indian
mutual funds than through the FPI route and new KYC norms may present a hurdle.
In FY24 (until February 24) NRIs had invested $12 billion equivalent via Indian
mutual funds.

But the new KYC norms from Sebi, which demand compulsory Aadhaar veri-
fication, are a barrier for NRIs and OCIs. Many NRIs, including those who are already
invested in MFs, don’t possess Aadhaar. Even those who have Aadhaar may not be
able to validate their status if they don’t have active Indian mobile numbers. While
the intention of the regulator is to increase transparency, it must also consider
practical difficulties that investors might face in fulfilling its requirements. Tapping
the savings of Indians living abroad can provide a stable source of financing and
improve India’s growth prospects.

Last-mile challenges

US inflation is altering expectations

ssessing the trajectory of inflation has become increasingly challeng-

ing. The US Federal Reserve, along with several other central banks

in both advanced and developing economies, for instance, believed

that the increase in consumer prices in the aftermath of the pandemic
was transitory in nature. However, sustained high inflation rates eventually
forced them to adjust, which led to a sharp and coordinated increase in policy
rates across most parts of the world in 2022, resulting in a significant tightening
of global financial conditions. Higher interest rates did have an impact and infla-
tion rates gradually came down. This led to optimism in financial markets that
the Fed will soon start reducing the policy rate. Even the Fed’s own projections
— released after the March meeting of the Federal Open Market Committee
(FOMC) — indicated that it was on course to reduce the federal funds rate by 75
basis points in 2024.

However, an uptick in the inflation rate to 3.5 per cent in March compared to
3.2 per cent in the previous month has again raised questions regarding how soon
it will align with the Fed’s medium-term target of 2 per cent. Fed Chairman Jerome
Powell indicated last week after the FOMC meeting that the policy interest rate
would likely remain higher for longer. He added the data thus far this year had
not given confidence. Mr Powell also noted the Fed’s next move was unlikely to
be an increase in interest rates, which led to a short relief rally in financial markets.
To be fair, most market participants do not expect the Fed to increase the policy
rate, but the last-mile disinflation could become tricky and require adjustments
in market expectations. Yields on 10-year US government bonds have increased
by about 30 basis points since March end. The renewed expectations of higher
for longer will have implications for the US and the rest of the world.

The US economy has shown much greater resilience in recent years than
anticipated by most analysts. The International Monetary Fund, for example,
recently revised its US growth projection for the current year by 60 basis points.
But restrictive monetary policy for an extended period can start affecting output,
with implications for global growth. Higher US interest rates for a longer period
would also induce volatility in international currency markets. The Japanese
central bank, for example, intervened at least twice last week to support the yen
after it fell to a 34-year low. Several currencies, particularly in the developing
world, are likely to face more pressure.

What would this mean for India? Pressure on US and global growth would
affect output in India through the trade channel. However, on the currency
front, India is relatively well placed, reflected by the stability of the rupee in the
recent period. The rupee has depreciated about 2 per cent against the dollar
over the past year. While higher for longer increases risks for capital flows, it
may not lead to large outflows, given India’s growth outlook and relative interest
rates. Potential shifts in expectations should also not affect monetary policy
decisions. The Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) expects the inflation rate to
average 4.5 per cent this financial year, which will be above the target of 4 per
cent. Given better than expected growth outcomes, there is no pressing need for
the MPC to reduce the policy rate soon.
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Socially construct the right Al

...and achieve societal benefit, not harm

inemployment because of artificial intelligence
(AI) seems to have gained speed recently:
“Within a year, India’s call centres will lose most of
their business thanks to AL,” says one headline, quoting
the head of one of India’s largest software services
companies. Oh god! I thought, the call centre industry
employs more than 300,000 Indians, mostly under
30, unmarried, college-educated, and consisting of
both men and women. If they lose their jobs, it will be
calamitous. Then came a statement
from Goldman Sachs saying that
more than 300 million white-collar
jobs could be lost soon with the rise
of AL. And then came an International
Monetary Fund blog officially stating
that 40 per cent of all jobs worldwide
will be lost to Al soon.
Seeing all these gloom-inducing
headlines makes one wonder whether
employers are embracing Al for this

T he rush of headlines spelling gloom and doom

very reason: To help them make more  AJIT BALAKRISHNAN
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had to move forward by pushing their feet against the
ground. In the 1860s, pedals and cranks were added
to the front wheel of bicycles, and this design signifi-
cantly improved efficiency and speed. And it was a
replacement for horseback riding. By the late 19th cen-
tury, the wheels were made equally sized and a chain
drive connecting the pedals to the rear wheel was cre-
ated, making the bicycle have better stability and com-
fort. This was called the “safety bicycle” and gained
widespread adoption, particularly among women, who
saw bicycle riding as a sign of moder-
nity, and it allowed them to travel to
work. This saw the US Army replace
their horse-based regiments with
bicycle-based ones. Then, in the 20th
century things like pneumatic tyres,
use of light-weight material like alu-
minum, and better braking systems
led to the bicycle that we know of
today. Adoption became even more
widespread with the emerging health
and fitness movement. And today, the

profits by cutting down employee
headcounts by getting computer pro-
grammes to substitute for them. The reason I am start-
ing to question the direction Al is currently encouraged
to develop, namely that of achieving headcount reduc-
tion, is because a new line of thinking called “Social
Construction of Technology” (SCOT) has started mak-
ing a strong case that the direction and speed of tech-
nological innovation is not self-driven but driven by
social forces.

Here is an example of how social forces shaped the
evolution of an object that we are all familiar with, the
bicycle. The earliest version of the bicycle appeared
in the early 1800s in Europe and had no pedals. Users

bicycle is seen as a clean and eco-
friendly mode of transportation.

This study of the evolution of the bicycle has led
many scholars to come together under the SCOT move-
ment to study and understand how different tech-
nologies have evolved under the influence of social
forces. (For the interested, there is a book with a col-
lection of articles describing these efforts called The
Social Construction of Technological Systems, edited
by Wiebe Bijker, et al).

The recent hoopla about ChatGPT and its likes tries
to attribute almost magical qualities to such Al tech-
nology. However, ChatGPT itself is quite humble in
its answers. For example, I posed this question last

Why foreign financial firms

given by foreign banks immediately following

the securities scam of 1992 was: “If you keep
your front door unlocked, you are likely to be burgled.”
This comment came from a cowboy banker from
Citibank. He was justifying how foreign banks had
hoodwinked Indian public-sector banks (PSBs) in the
opaque government-securities market to make
obscene profits. While their treasury operations were
unknown outside the small, shadowy world of the
Indian debt market, Citibank too was a dominant
retail financial services brand in the early 1990s, set-
ting the pace for retail finance — from credit cards to
consumer loans. ICICI Bank was still a development-
finance institution, Kotak Mahindra
Bank and Axis Bank did not exist, and
HDEFC Bank, set up in 1994, was headed
by a former Citibanker.

Some 30 years later, in March 2023,
the same Citi sold its retail business to
Axis Bank and exited the Indian retail
banking business. It was not an isolat-
ed case. Over the years, the presence
of foreign banks in India has been
reduced to nothing. The largest foreign
bank in India is Standard Chartered

Q mong the many arrogant quips and replies

IRRATIONAL CHOICE

The largest US mutual funds are not in India. Morgan
Stanley and Fidelity have walked out of India and
Templeton is struggling to grow. The story is slightly
different in insurance, where many foreign companies
are joint-venture partners because the business is a
bit technical. But these too are controlled by Indian
management. Life Insurance Corporation of India, a
government of India company, still rules the life
cover business.

All this is a far cry from the early 1990s, when cir-
cumspect Indian policymakers attempted to strike a
balance between domestic interests, on the one hand,
and the diplomatic push of US trade representatives,
on the other, to smooth the entry of US foreign financial
into India. Reams of media
columns were written on how an
aspirational middle class of India
(estimated at 200 million at that
time) prospering through economic
liberalisation, would need retail
loans, insurance, and — thanks to
India’s high savings rate — invest-
ment products like mutual funds.
And, who better to sell these to
Indians than US companies, which
claimed to have the best products

Bank, which has only 100 branches in
42 cities. HSBC has just 26 branches.
The 38-odd other foreign banks oper-
ating in India have an insignificant presence. HDFC
Bank alone has more than 8,000 branches. The
biggest global banks like JP Morgan Chase, Bank of
America, Mitsubishi UFJ, and BNP Paribas are either
not present in India or have nothing much on the
ground. The top banks in India are State Bank of
India, Axis Bank, ICICI Bank, HDFC Bank, and Kotak
Mahindra Bank.

It is a similar story in mutual funds. Among the
top 10 mutual funds, there are a few foreign joint-ven-
ture partners, but they have little role. Most funds are
entirely Indian-owned. The only foreign asset man-
agement company among the top 10 is Nippon India.

DEBASHIS BASU

and investment expertise? Multiple
rounds of discussion at the World
Trade Organization focused on
opening emerging markets to services from developed
nations (read Wall Street); left-leaning politicians and
academics howled about the possibility of neo-colo-
nialism, brought about by neo-liberalism. What hap-
pened was exactly the opposite.

In 1993-94, when six private mutual funds were
licensed, many of them had foreign partners.
Subsequently, more foreign mutual funds entered
India, but hardly any of them survived in their original
form. The string of early and later entrants that have
exited include Pioneer, BlackRock, Alliance Capital,
Sun F&C, Morgan Stanley, Jardine Fleming, JP Morgan,
and Goldman Sachs. In contrast, the survival rate

week: “What is the latest version of Python?” ... and I
got this answer: “As of my last update in January 2022,
the latest stable version of Python was 3.10. Howevet,
since then, newer versions may have been released.
You can check the official Python website or the Python
Package Index (PyPI) for the most current version” ...
owning up to the facts that (a) its knowledge is depen-
dent on when it was last updated (says that was two-
odd years ago!), and (b) that it’s a search engine.

One clear plus point about ChatGPT and its ilk
(Google’s Gemini, to name one other) is that their cre-
ators have made great progress in taking our human
conversational input (and not just a keyword or two
entered into a “search box”) and giving results back in
a friendly conversational style. So, is it this human
conversational style that makes folks happily accept
such answers as “artificial intelligence™? In other words,
the programmers who put it together have deliberately
“socially constructed” their software service to use a
conversational style to make them human-like. This
is an evolution from the “punched card” of the 1970s,
then large “keyboards”, the mouse, and the touch
screen appeared, then a conversational style of input
and output but still via the keyboard, and now seems
tobe heading in the direction of voice-input and soon
voice output in a language of your choice.

This brings us to the topic of which direction we
should now socially construct Al: To replace
clerical/bureaucratic labour (as computers have for
the past few decades been trained to do) or create gen-
uine “value added” to businesses? When Jeft Bezos,
founder and head of Amazon, was asked this question
recently (please note he refers to Al as machine learn-
ing, a more pragmatic view), his answer was: “I would
say a lot of the value that we're getting from machine
learning is happening beneath the surface. It is things
like improved search results, improved product rec-
ommendations for customers, improved forecasting
for inventory management...”

And this has led to continued high growth for
Amazon and its employee count, not reduction
of employees!

Maybe our government authorities, as part of the
effort to socially construct the right Al/machine learn-
ing tools, should issue a warning to businesses in that
sphere as America’s Federal Trade Commission recent-
ly did: “Are you exaggerating what your Al product
can do?” the Commission asks, warning businesses
that such claims could be charged as “deceptive” if
they lack scientific evidence, or only apply to extremely
specific users and case conditions. Companies are also
strongly encouraged to refrain from presenting Al as
a means to potentially justify higher product costs or
labour decisions and take extreme risk-assessment
precautions before rolling out products to the public.

The writer is an internet entrepreneur;
ajitb@rediffmail.com

have quit

among Indian funds, some with passive foreign part-
ners, is very high (JM Financial, DSP, Aditya Birla,
Shriram, etc.)

Millions of “proud Indians” would see this trend
as conclusive evidence of the greatness of Indian
entrepreneurs and quickly extrapolate this into the
future (“India’s century”). While Indian entrepreneurs
and managers have indeed shown tremendous talent
and execution skills, the “Quit India” policy of foreign
financial companies hasn’t happened by design but
by default. Quite frankly, all the assumptions made in
the mid-90s about the Indian middle class have turned
out to be wrong. There was no smooth surge in mid-
dle-class prosperity for foreign businesses to tap into
because the Indian economy continued to be mis-
managed. Productivity remained poor, corruption and
taxes stayed high, and crony capitalism undermined
infrastructure growth in the mid-2000s, resulting in
bad loans of 220 trillion in PSBs.

A surge in prosperity between 2005 and 2008 was
purely due to a massive global boom across all geogra-
phies; it drove up the prices of many assets and cre-
ated a short boom in financial services. But the global
financial crisis (GFC) hit India in 2008 and we were
again reduced to the same struggle for the next
decade. Foreign firms, badly weakened by the GFC,
got fed up and distracted, and began to exit. Indian
companies had no such option. They slogged it out,
bided their time, and steadily gained market share.
Hence, when disruptive opportunities like taking
customers on board digitally happened, domestic
banks were better placed to scale up. Similarly, when
the stock markets took off post-Covid, domestic
mutual funds and broking firms grew rapidly. While
the financial sector threw up clear winners (Indians)
and losers (foreigners), note the same has not hap-
pened in other sectors. For example, foreign com-
panies in personal products have not quit. Their pow-
erful presence continues.

Thewriter is editor of www.moneylife.in and a trustee of the
Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers

Behind bars with Palestinians

BOOK REVIEW

ROBYN CRESWELL

he story of Palestine cannot be
I told smoothly, the critic Edward

Said observesin Afterthe Last Sky,
ameditation on the complexities of being
Palestinian. “Palestinian lifeis scattered,
discontinuous, marked by the artificial
and imposed arrangements of
interrupted or confined space,” he writes.
“Nostraight lineleads from hometo
birthplace toschool to maturity, all
eventsare accidents, all progressisa
digression, all residenceisexile.”

My Brother, My Land is amemoir of
discontinuities, interruptions and
confinements. The story belongsto
Sireen Sawalha, a Palestinian woman
who recountsthe short and troubled life
of heryounger brother, Iyad, ahigh-
ranking member of the militant group
IslamicJihad. Sawalha’s family

narratives are relayed tousby the
anthropologist Sami Hermez, who
weaves them into their historical context.

Inearly chapters, Sawalha, bornin
1966, tells the story of her hardscrabble
childhood in the village of Kufr Ra’i,
northwest of Nablus. In1967, Sawalha’s
mother, Mayda, was travelling with three
youngdaughtersin Jordan when war
broke out between Israel and its Arab
neighbours. While thousands of
Palestinians fled what is now the West
Bank, Mayda returned to KufrRa’i, where
shesecured the family home and its
small fruit orchard. In Sawalha’s
accounts of the olive and plum harvests,
the picking of za’atar and the never-
endingcycle of chores, she evokes a
largely vanished world of rural Palestine
beforeitsencirclementbythe
infrastructure of occupation.

These are the book’s most vivid pages.
Butitisthestory of Iyad, the sixth of
Mayda’s13 children, which takes up most
ofthebook. Bornin1974, Iyad had no
experience of life before occupation. Asa
teenager, he witnessed the deaths of two
schoolmates, killed by Israeli soldiers for
throwing rocks duringthe firstintifada.
Soon after, hejoined the paramilitary

group Fahd al-Aswad (the Black
Panthers) totake arms against the
Israeli military.

In1991, hewasinvolvedinthe
execution of four young men, supposed
traitors. Hermezisn’t conclusive about
theextent of Tyad’s participation, but
notesthat he cametoregret hisrole. Iyad
was captured, interrogated and
sentenced to215yearsin prison.

Sevenyears
after hisarrest, he
wasreleased as part
ofthediplomatic
measurestakenin
thewake of the
Oslo Accords. In
prison, Iyad
encounteredthe
teachings of
IslamicJihad.He
planned anumber
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lifeand the sordidness of the occupation.
But Hermez often struggles toinhabit his
subject. His fascination with Iyad
occasionally lapsesinto uncritical
admiration. Hermezdescribes adesire to
“follow the path of Che Guevara,” to
connect hiswriterlyworktothe
liberation of Palestine. “Romantic
thoughts,” headmits. “But then thereis
noresistance without romance.”

of suicide bombing
operationsin Israel, one of which killed
13soldiersand several civiliansona
publicbus. In2002, Iyad waskilled in
Jenin by Israeli soldiers, who broke into
hishide-out.

Atitsbest, My Brother, My Land
capturesthetragic stuntednessof Iyad’s

There aretimes one wishes forless
romance. Thebackbone of Hermez’s
bookisthe Sawalha women. Itis Mayda
who returnsto Kufr Ra’iand protectsthe
family home (when Israeli forces
demolishit, Iyad tells hissister, “God will
build youapalacein heaven”).Itisthe

women whoraise the children, take care
ofthe elderly and organise trips to prison.
Perhapsthereis nothing particularly
romantic about such activities, but there
would be noresistance without them.

Nasser Abu Srour’s memoir, The Tale
ofa Wall,echoesthe story of ITyad in
disquieting fashion. Bornin1969ina
refugee camp near Bethlehem, he was
sentenced tolife in prisonin1993 after
confessing—apparently under torture
—toinvolvementinthekillingofan
Israeliintelligence officer.

Abu Srour’sbookisadisquisition on

thetollof
MY BROTHER, MY THETALE OF AWALL: prolonged
LAND: A Story From Reflections on the confinementas
Palestine Meaningof Hopeand  yel1ashis
Author: Sami Hermez . Freedom methodsof
with Sireen Sawalha e Author: Nasser Abu survivingit. “Don’t
Publisher: Redwood g = Srour Setyourrootstoo
Press E % Publisher: Other Press deeplillﬁagywﬁﬂd
. . youinhabit,”he
Pages: 296 Pages: 309 advises. “In
Price: $26.99 Price: $19.99 prison,”he
writes, “youare
yourliberation.”

Anotherliberation comes through
reading. Abu Srour earned amaster’s
degreein political science while in prison
and hescatters referencesto
Kierkegaard, Kantand Derrida
throughout the book. Hisironicstyle
owessomething tothebitter comedies of

theIsraeli-Palestinian politician and
writer Emile Habibi. His flights of
lyricism, capably rendered into English
by Luke Leafgren, turn each scene of
prisonlifeintoakind of prose poem —
“rooms and courtyards so narrow that
thesun grewtired of being confined
within them and moved quickly on” —
that recallsthe memoirs of the
Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish.

Attimes, the fancy prose style seems
like an evasion. Abu Srour offers few
detailsabout hisarrest, interrogation or
courtcase. Itisonly the book’s back
coverthat mentionstheKkilling of the
Israeliagent. This conspicuoussilence
isdebilitating to the memoir, since
thereader can never quite trust Abu
Srour’s version of events oraccount
of his motives.

Readingboth memoirs, I thought of
Darwish’s short poem “No Wallstothe
Cell,”whosetitle describes so many
sitesof Palestinian life, from exile to
the refugee campsto Gaza. Itissobering
—and frightening — toimagine what
stories will emerge from the current
invasion, which has turned the
prisons of Palestinian existence
intoslaughterhouses.

The reviewer teaches comparative literature
at Yale
©2024 The New York Times News Service
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Onion exports:
The poll factor

Farm policy adhocism hurts farmers. Farmers
need to voice their concerns in political terms

he Union government has removed the six-

month-long ban on onion exports, albeit with

the qualification of a minimum export price.

That the decision has come just before polling
in the onion producing regions of Maharashtra is
reason enough to read it with an added layer of political
rather than just economic intent.

The pattern in the ban and its removal is not limited
to onions. Food items account for 39% of India’s
consumer inflation basket and have been the biggest
factor for inflation not meeting the RBI's target of 4% in
the recent past. Given most of India’s food inflation
problem is related to climate-inflicted supply shocks
rather than demand-driven rallies, the government has
been intervening in food markets to manage inflation
pressures. These interventions have often taken the
form of banning exports, thereby diverting export-
driven production for domestic markets.

Is this a prudent strategy to follow in food markets?
Free market dogmatists often criticise it on the
ideological ground of the government undermining
free trade. But no pragmatic government will allow
measures that can trigger an inflation problem in the
domestic economy. The majority of Indians are net
buyers rather than sellers of food. However, farmers, as
a class, draw the short end of the straw in both
extremes in the market. When prices crash, the
government does not come to their rescue. But when
they rise, government interventions do not allow them
to make any supernormal profits. The worsening
climate crisis will make these extreme events the norm
rather than the exception for farmers. Clearly, it's nota
fair world for the farmers.

What can be done to remove this in-built policy bias?
Unless farmers as a class, across crops and regions,
accept reforms and also demand a fair deal from the
government, things won’t change. Farmers’
organisations and the Opposition should introspect
why this has not happened. Have they been open to
change? Are they making the right demands of
governments? And are political parties and
governments willing to tolerate some food inflation in
the interest of the farmers? These are uncomfortable
but pertinent questions that need to be asked —not
those about utopian free trade or guaranteed
minimum support prices.

Vemula report misses
trees for the forest

he Congress government in Telangana has said the
T2016 Rohith Vemula suicide case would be

reinvestigated following the controversy over the
closure report filed by the state police. This is not
surprising since this was no simple suicide case buta
politically-charged and layered matter that
foregrounded a host of issues including caste
discrimination, institutional insensitivity and bias inside
the campus. Among the accused were senior leaders of
the BJP, including the Secunderabad MP Bandaru
Dattatreya and then minister for education Smriti Irani.
The Congress, which has promised a Rohith Vemula law
to fight caste discrimination, surely could not be seen as
endorsing a report that absolves all the accused, and,
worse, accuses the dead student and his family of
claiming Dalit status by fraudulent means.

The probe report is remarkable for its insensitive
approach to the caste question in the Rohith Vemula
case. It has collated evidence to claim that Vemula, a
PhD scholar at the Central University of Hyderabad, was
not a Dalit since his father belonged to an OBC
community. Itignores the social context in which
Vemula grew up: His mother, Radhika, was a Dalit who
grew up in a non-Dalit household and, following the
failure of her marriage, as a single mother, brought up
her children in a Dalit environment. When the law is
mindful of the social context in which caste identities are
formed, it is appalling that there should be a debate
about Vemula’s caste. The probe suggests that the
challenge to his caste identity was a trigger for suicide.

The report shows remarkable ignorance about how
caste operates in institutional settings. It glosses over the
enormous pressure Vemula faced from the university
authorities and, instead, suggests he was “disappointed
and unhappy over his childhood”, “unhappy with the
organisations with which he worked” and “seemed to be
under severe depression and disappointment”. Such
facile and devious conclusions undermine the probe’s
claim of fairness and diligence.

Mending the forests,
putting out the fires

The Himalayan forest
fires are preventable.

A joint action front

of the State and local
communities, with short-
and long-term solutions
is what is needed

e general elections are on
in the country: Uttarakhand
voted on April 19. However,
the summer fires threaten-
ing the mountain state did
not make it to the campaign.

Neither has the political class cared to
notice that there has been a drought in
the state for the last many months. The
bureaucracy in Dehradun and the dis-
trict headquarters are equally blind to
the situation. Preparations to fight forest
fires need to begin in November-Decem-
ber and the forces must be alert until the
monsoon arrives in the hills in late June.

The forests have been dry since late
September last year, and fires reported
as early as December. They became a
challenge in mid-April. That's when the
forest department and the civil adminis-
tration became alert and active. The
National and State Disaster Response
Forces, the Indo-Tibetan Border Police,
and the Army were told to take charge.
Helicopters were dispatched and more
firemen were deployed. At least two
people have died in the fires.

Even though the forest department
has released regular statements on the
fires, the full picture hasn't yet emerged.

The media is talking about fires in Nain-
ital, without keeping in mind that Nain-
ital is a hill station and a district, too.
Even as it was said that the blaze would
be brought under control in two days,
the flames had already consumed acres
of forests. At some places, including
parts of Nainital cantonment, Air Force
Area, High Court Colony, the fire had
entered the oak (broadleaf) forests too.

What s the extent of loss of flora and
fauna so far? This question has faded
into the background. The eco-
logical costs can never be cal-
culated: Only the loss of tim-
ber is considered. Now the
concern is how the remaining
forests can be saved till the
rains arrive.

Forests cover as much as
64.7% (or 3.47 million hec-
tares) of Uttarakhand’s 53,483
square km area. Of this, 42% is under
dense forests. Protected areas form
nearly 15% of the state’s land and 23% of
the total forest cover. According to for-
est scholar, the late JS Mehta, 31% of
Uttarakhand’s total forest area (10,621 sq
km) is covered by pine, and 9.5% by oak
or broadleaf tree species (3,178 sq km).
Mixed forests cover 7,354 sq km and
commercial plantations or lesser pro-
ductive forests cover 5,000 sq km.

The ban on green felling above 1,000
metres has benefitted pine trees the
most, as it is hardy, fast-growing and
avoided by animals. On the other hand,
pine needles decompose very slowly
and feed forest fires. The absence of
timely pruning or rotational cutting has
meant that pine has started entering the
sal forests at the foothills and the broad-
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leaf forests at even higher altitudes.

There is only one way forward: Tak-
ing preventive measures on time. Our
forests catch fire at the ground level, not
at the canopy level as in California or at
the bush level like in Australia. Hence,
fire prevention work needs to begin
early. In November itself, disaster man-
agement teams should start working in
every district. Various departments
should contribute to the efforts: People’s
representatives, women’s groups, stu-
dents, teachers, National Ser-
vice Scheme volunteers, and
the National Cadet Corps, all
should take part.

Fire control lines (at least 10
metres wide) inside the forests
and along the roads must be
made and kept clean to elimi-
nate the possibility of fires. Sat-
ellite information and map-
ping should be used. Only an aware
society and a responsible administra-
tion can put such data to use.

Pine needles need to be removed.
These can be used to generate electricity
and fuel (Avani, a voluntary organisa-
tion, and some others have successfully
started doing this). The broadleaf forests
should be expanded and water conser-
vation pits (or chaal-khaal) must be cre-
ated. Pine is not without its uses: Pine-
wood is good for making homes, cook-
ing fuel, and for use in funeral pyres. It is
also a key raw material for many indus-
tries. The mantra should be: Use pine,
but don’tallow it to encroach on oak ter-
ritory. Let it stay in its native area. It will
grow again after the fire. But the
renewal of broadleaf forests is tougher.

The climate crisis is a reality that

Villagers are being blamed for the fires, but a villager doing this would be
an exception. Rather, villagers have been putting out fires for centuries

must be dealt with. The Himalaya expe-
riences diverse weather conditions, as
evident from the landslides in Aruna-
chal Pradesh, the fires in Nepal, Uttara-
khand, and Himachal Pradesh, and
snow in some parts of Kashmir and the
higher reaches, all at the same time. Dis-
aster plans well before the onset of
floods, fires, and drought are needed.
We have failed on this count.

Over the last century, there have been
innumerable forest fires. In the pre-In-
dependence era, at the time of the Jun-
gle Satyagraha, villagers set fire to the
pine forests but put out fires in the oak
forests. There have been fires in 1995,
2005, 2009, 2012, 2014, 2019 and 2023.
Floods in 2013 and rains last year helped
to control fires. Some people see a cycle
of two to six years in the onset of forest
fires. But, over the last two decades, it
has become an annual tragedy. Between
2005 and 2015, more than 5,000 hec-
tares have been lost in Kumaon alone.

Villagers are being blamed for the
fires, but a villager setting fire to the for-
est would be an exception. Rather, vil-
lagers have been putting out forest fires
for centuries. Their existence is inti-
mately connected to the forests. Dis-
placement, out-migration, and the ina-
bility to obtain their forest rights might
have depressed them. But, people con-
tinue to sacrifice their lives to save for-
ests. In May 2009, in Gangwada village
of Pauri district, the fire spread from the

government forest to the panchayat for-
est. Children, women, and men, all tried
to put out the fires. Eight lives were lost
while politicians and administrators got
busy with by-elections.

Experts say that forest and land
mafia, departments, and organisations
involved in false plantations have a
greater interest in setting fire to forests.
It covers their crimes, just like landslides
cover the crimes of the public works
department and floods those of the
dam-builders. The major triggers for
forest fires are drought, the spread of
pine, the policy of distancing villagers
from the forests, and the lack of timely
fire control mechanisms. The shrinking
of the forest bureaucracy to the confines
of Dehradun is unfortunate, too.

Symbolically, the wells of the politi-
cians, administrators, and forest depart-
ment do not have the waters of wisdom,
commitment, strategy and love for the
forests. The day the wells of society run
dry, the forests will be destroyed. MI-17
choppers are not the solution. Timely
preparation and forming a joint front of
the government, community and civil
society, which includes independent sci-
ence, is the only way forward.

Shekhar Pathak, author of Chipko Move-
ment: A People’s History, taught at
Kumaon University and is now associated
with Pahar Foundation. The views
expressed are personal
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Gandhis and the battle
for Rae Bareli, Amethi

‘ ‘ had said earlier that shehzada will

lose Wayanad and start looking for

a second seat. His supporters were

saying he would come to Amethi.
But shehzada was so scared of Amethi that
he fled to Rae Bareli. These people tell every-
one ‘daro mat’. I tell them, arre daro mat,
bhaago mat (don’t be scared, don’t flee)”,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said at an
election rally, tongue in cheek, and added, “I
had also said that their top leader will run
away; she ran away, she left Uttar Pradesh
and contested the elections from Rajasthan.”

The Congress party itself gave Modi the
opportunity to make fun of Sonia and Rahul.
Since late Thursday, there have been hints
that Rahul could be contesting in Rae Bareli
and Kishori Lal Sharma, also known as KL
Sharma, in Amethi. Sharma is the secretary
of the All India Congress Committee and has
spent the last 30 years “working” in the Rae
Bareli and Amethi constituencies on behalf
of the family.

For those who are unaware of his back-
ground, he is originally from Punjab, but as
a permanent representative of the family, he
maintains strong links with the workers of
both parliamentary constituencies. Accord-
ing to the Congress, Sharma is the most suit-
able candidate for Amethi and will defeat
Smriti [rani.

Is this possible?

Nothing is impossible in a democracy. If
Raj Narain could defeat Indira Gandhi in
1977 and Irani could clean bowl Rahul in
2019, it is best not to say anything till the
results are announced. However, there is a
significant contrast in the “face value” of
Irani and Sharma — Sharma works in the
background, whereas the latter is aggressive

Congress leaders are aware that leaving
Amethi may send the wrong message

in her politics. This fight does not appear to
be even at the moment.

But why did the Gandhis abandon Ame-
thi?

Perhaps Congress leaders thought that if
Priyanka and Rahul fought elections from
neighbouring constituencies, allegations of
nepotism would only grow against them. If
they win, the siblings will feel at ease in the
House, but the Opposition and critics would
have the opportunity to draw comparisons.
The Gandhi family is alert to this. Their roles
are clearly delineated. This is why symptoms
of family disharmony appeared only once—
when Maneka Gandhi left 1, Safdarjung Road
following the death of Sanjay Gandhi. Since
then, Maneka and son Varun have taken dis-
tinct political routes from Rahul and the fam-
ily.

Congress leaders are aware that leaving
Amethi may send the wrong message, which
is why they claim that the Gandhi family’s
relationship with Rae Bareli is decades older
than what it was with Amethi. Feroze Gandhi
won from Rae Bareli in 1952, then Indira, fol-
lowed by Sonia, and after she assumed a less
active role in day-to-day politics, Rahul
stepped in to carry on the legacy. Prominent
Congress leaders and his entire family gath-
ered to support Rahul’s nomination. Workers
from the Samajwadi Party joined him in a
show of solidarity.

There’s also the question of how much the
Congress will benefit if Rahul wins. The party
is contesting on 17 seats in Uttar Pradesh
(UP), but do you remember the names of
even five of its candidates? The Congress is
already in a dire situation in the state. Pri-
yanka was the party’s general secretary in
charge of the state during the last assembly
elections. The Congress fought a total of 398
seats, but how many did it win? Only two.

Rahul may encounter another problem in
the coming days. He promised in Wayanad
that people there were his family and that he
would not ditch them. But today in Rae
Bareli, he is battling for legacy. If he wins
both the seats, which one will he abandon? If
he leaves Kerala, he will be disregarding
those who helped him win in adversity. The
same would happen if he leaves Rae Bareli.

Another fact worth noting here is that in
Kannauj, Akhilesh Yadav fielded his nephew
Tej Pratap Yadav. I'm not sure why, but his
thinking changed within two days, and he
entered the electoral fray. Did he realise that
the Gandhis were about to bid goodbye to
Amethi this time? Even if both Rahul and
Akhilesh are declared winners, Akhilesh
Yadav will continue to be UP’s most visible
representative in the Lok Sabha. This will
boost his political profile. We must remem-
ber that Mayawati had once made excellent
use of her Lok Sabha membership.

A cautionary note: In the realm of politics,
the voter’s choice reigns supreme. If the Con-
gress secures power through its alliance, all
these conjectures will cease. History often
overlooks the flaws of the victors. Do you
anticipate a similar outcome this time?

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan.
The views expressed are personal
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I appreciate that it has been a
difficult and sometimes painful

process ... | have a simple
request: Please get this done

The promise, and the
fallibility, of forensics

n March 20, Anokhilal walked out of

an Indore jail as a free man, having

spent almost 11 years on death row. He

was convicted and sentenced to death
twice for the same offence — the rape and mur-
der of a nine-year-old girl — before being exon-
erated by the Khandwa Sessions Court (Mad-
hya Pradesh) in the third trial. After the com-
pletion of the first trial within 13 days, his case
was remanded for retrial twice, by the Supreme
Court in 2019 and thereafter, by the Madhya
Pradesh High Court in 2023. The very deoxyri-
bonucleic acid (DNA, or a person’s genetic sig-
nature) evidence used to find him guilty twice
ultimately turned out to be his saviour. Anokh-
ilal's tragic journey speaks to the urgent need to
subject forensic evidence to more critical scru-
tiny in individual cases.

Forensics comprises different dis-
ciplines, but not all of them meet the
requisite thresholds of accuracy and
precision to qualify as a “science”.
Empirical studies show that the long-
standing pattern of matching forensic
evidence like fingerprints, ballistics,
and bite mark evidence are incapable
of unique identification, and are
highly prone to error and bias. In con-
trast, forensic applications of scientific disci-
plines like DNA profiling, toxicology, chemical
analysis, and digital forensics which are backed
by rigorous research, do not present similar
concerns with their foundational validity.

DNA profiling offers unparalleled individu-
alisation and incorporates checks for greater
objectivity and verification of results. However,
it has inherent limitations and is susceptible to
error. It can’t determine how and when the
DNA was deposited. DNA is highly susceptible
to contamination and may be deposited on an
item either through direct or indirect transfer.
DNA mixtures (samples with DNA from more
than one individual), common in criminal
cases, are more difficult to analyse than single-
source DNA profiles. Various factors affect the
complexity of DNA mixtures, and the more
complex a mixture, the greater the uncertainty
surrounding its interpretation. Errors can
occur at all stages of DNA profiling, and rigor-
ous compliance with protocols is essential.

Anokhilal’s case underscores the problems
with blind acceptance of DNA evidence. It was
not until the third trial that the DNA expert was
examined as a witness after obtaining the
underlying laboratory documentation. It took
repeated attempts to ensure proper apprecia-
tion of a key piece of evidence —a basic tenet in

Shreya
Rastogi

any criminal trial. While the science behind
DNA profiling is foundationally valid, it does
not mean that its practice in every case, by
every “expert”, in every lab will be correct.

In this case, the DNA report concluded that
the unknown hair strands found in the
deceased's fist, the DNA on her fingernails, and
the DNA from one of the unknown stains on
her pyjama, belonged to Anokhilal. The report
also concluded that the deceased’s DNA was
present in the DNA mixture on Anokhilal’s
underwear. Based on these findings along with
the circumstantial evidence that the deceased
was last seen alive in Anokhilal’s company
before her body was found 36 hours later, the
court concluded he was guilty.

After a detailed cross-examination of the
DNA expert in the third trial, it
emerged that, firstly, the male DNA
found in the vaginal and anal samples
excluded Anokhilal as the source of
the DNA. Secondly, there were dis-
crepancies between the composition
of the DNA detected in the samples
and what was stated in the DNA
report. Thirdly, the court recognised
the possibility of tampering due to
serious gaps in the collection and
storage of samples in police custody and while
they were at the lab. The chain of custody con-
cerns with the unknown hair strands seized
from the fist of the deceased were most signifi-
cant. The prosecution claimed that these hair
strands belonged to Anokhilal but the sample
was never sealed or deposited in the police mal-
khana (evidence room) and the quantity and
description of the hair strands received for
DNA examination were different from the one
that was seized initially.

This case presents an important lesson for
our criminal justice system — forensic science
is a realm where the line between truth and
error can be perilously thin. If the gold stan-
dard of forensic science, DNA profiling, is
prone to faulty application, then other disci-
plines which lack foundational validity, war-
rant far greater scrutiny. Anokhilal’s ordeal
must serve as an impetus for more accountabil-
ity and rigorous monitoring of our forensic
practice — to be borne by lab regulators, foren-
sic practitioners, and legal actors alike.

Shreya Rastogi is director, Death Penalty Litiga-
tion and Forensics at Project 39A, NLU Delhi.
She argued Anokhilal’s case before the
Khandwa Sessions Court during the third trial.
The views expressed are personal
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The Constitution unites
all of us as free citizens

Both BJP and Congress accuse each other of trying to bend India’s rulebook. Is this a moment

of triumph_for ‘We the People’? After all, its basics don’t just unite us, they assure us stability

he Indian Constitution—or the
Samvidhan in Hindi—has rarely
ifever been a campaign spearhead
for national elections. This time,
though, poll speeches have brought
itup with a frequency that may
suggest a deep divide over it. The irony: Both
archrivals in the country’s electoral fray, the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Congress,
have accused each other of planning to twist it
for partisan ends. The issue at stake is affirma-
tive action. The BJP has picked up the Congress
slogan of proportional quotas (for jobs and
education) to allege its rival will re-allot existing
provisions to religious minorities in violation
of the statute’s caste criterion. In contrast, the
Congress-led opposition has used perceptions
of BJP comfort with an ancient caste hierarchy
to fan lower-caste fears of reservations being
dropped at upper-caste behest. Half-truths
being weaponized for attacks on straw-men are
politics as usual. What’s true is that this year’s
electoral result will probably pivot on the votes
of Other Backward Classes (OBCs), asit did in
2014-and 2019. Quota-endowed OBCs consti-
tute the bulk of India, evidently. Moreover, the
BJP’svote-share gains can be attributed largely
to OBC favour and the opposition’s hopes rest
broadly on reversing that trend. This is identity
politics as usual. The silver lining, however,
is this: With poll-rally rhetoric on both sides
broadly in support of the Constitution, 2024
marks a signal moment of stability in how ‘We
the People” have chosen to govern ourselves.
Orisittoo early to tell? As the Left has pointed
out, the BJP’s core ideology is framed by its
mentor, an organization whose post-1947
record includes a critique of the Constitution
forits neglect of ancient Hindu texts such as the

Manu Smriti. The ruling party’s ‘Modi make-
over,’ though, hasincluded an agenda of caste
inclusion that not only aligns with electoral
incentives, but also conveys political evolution
away on this matter. Notably, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi spoke of the Constitution asa
“holy book” when he came to power nearly 10
years ago. That said, it is equally true that the
document makes no claim to perfection, has
been much amended, and—Ilike all drafts—can
and should be subject to debate and the force of
reason. As Amartya Sen has shown, rationality
and freedom are two sides of the same coin, and
the rulebook we adopted captures the spirit of
freedom won in peace. It’s a sign of fraught poli-
tics that even a personal view articulated by the
PM’s economic advisory council chief arguing
that a case exists to “embrace a new Constitu-
tion,” as Bibek Debroy did in Mint, was mis-
taken by some BJP critics as an omen of sorts. As
a confident country with windows open to all,
we must never make such topics taboo.

Wisdom demands clarity on what cannot
change and what can—or should. The Judiciary
has outlined a ‘basic structure’ of the Constitu-
tion that keeps usbonded as citizens. Wisely, it
includes the Rights to Equality under Article 14
and to Life and Liberty under Article 21. As the
glue of our bond, these must always be upheld.
On this, a consensus is clearly rational among
free people. Encoded as a basic aspect of justice,
it satisfies this test: If we were, somehow, all to
be reborn as someone else at random (like a
wheel of fortune), what rules would we adopt?
The rulebook’s other basics also serve the aim
of Indian unity. These need salience as public
ideals endorsed fully by all parties before we
take up what to amend. The universal promises
of our Republic assure us stability.

LIVEMINT.COM

America is not yet declining but
appears willing to let itself down

Political resilience, university excellence and openness to immigration are all under threat in the US

is co-founder and director of The
Takshashila Institution, an independent
centre for research and education in public
policy.

spent the mid-2000s arguing why

Indian foreign policy must make a

decisive shift towards the United
States. The shadow of the Cold War had
not yet dissolved and memories of US
support for Pakistan’s proxy war were
still alive in the minds of the country’s
strategic establishment. The Vajpayee
government had initiated a shift in
thinking after the 1998 nuclear tests and
prime minister Manmohan Singh was
pushing for amajor breakthrough in the
form of anuclear deal. Many in New
Delhi—from cabinet ministers to young
officers—had misgivings about the rela-
tionship and argued that partnering
with a superpower would undermine
India’s strategic autonomy. With the
exception of the formidable K. Subrah-
manyam, very few were comfortable
making the realist argument that a
closer alliance with the United States
was in India’s interest.

Towards the end of the George W.
Bush presidency, it became fashionable
in Washington—and helpful to Barack
Obama’s election campaign—to talk
about the decline of American power.
Fareed Zakaria wrote a book about the
post-American world in 2008. This
played very well in New Delhi, both
because the predicted shift in the global
balance of power towards Asia was good
news, but also because it buttressed the
old claim that the US was on its way
down. Time and again, I found myselfin

aminority pointing out that declinism
was a favourite American pastime for
decades and Americans have been
lamenting the decline of their country
for over 200 years.

I gave three reasons why fears of
America’s terminal decline were exag-
gerated. First, the American political
system is designed to recover from
serious mistakes that its leaders (like
all others) tend to make. Second, its
higher education ecosystem is out-
standing. And third, it haslong been the
magnet for the world’s most talented
and enterprising people. Aslong as
the US held on to these advantages,
Iargued, it will remain the world’s
dominant power.

In the past 15 years, it is shocking how
the US hasinflicted serious damage on
all three pillars of its strength. No, I
still do not think you should short the
US, but the harm it has inflicted on itself
is perhaps unprecedented. Unless its
self-correcting mechanism kicks in
soon enough, a decline is possible. Even
after the 2008 global financial crisis, I
never thought I'd write this sentence.

Consider the first of my three rea-
sons: political resilience. Frequent elec-
tions, presidential term limits, policy
adversarialism and institutional
strength created the conditions for the
American system to change policies
once it was clear they had failed. All
political leaders and governments err,
but not all systems can acknowledge
errors and change direction. Mao Zed-
ong and his policies are still not offi-
cially seen as wrong in China, but the
mistakes made by the US from Dwight
Eisenhower to Joe Biden are not only
discussed threadbare, but correctives
are applied. Yet, in the past decade,
extreme partisanship has wrecked its
self-correcting mechanisms. The US
Supreme Court has reduced itself from
being a credible arbiter to just another
player. The US Congress seems dys-
functional. The country is set for a
highly controversial presidential elec-
tion this year. There is, of course, a lot of

10 DEARS AGO

ay soon outpace

resilience in the system at all levels, but
itisunder greater strain today than it
hasbeenin decades.

The US university system is still the
world’s best, but it is caught in deep cri-
ses of its own. The ongoing campus pro-
tests expose the contradictions and
dubious policies that the American uni-
versity has come to embrace in the past
decade. For years, a creeping climate of
fear enveloped campuses as professors
could be punished for falling foul of
political correctness codes. Big donors
and alumni groups became powerful.
They abridged academic freedom, the
single most important thing in educa-
tion. As Timur Kuran wrote on X, “US
universities should never have aban-
doned institutional neutrality. And they
should never had allowed DEI to morph
into a system that promotes identity
politics. Sooner or later, these missteps
would come to haunt them. That day
has arrived.” Students have noticed the
gap between US ideals and policy. The
pro-Palestinian protests could jolt the
university ecosystem to rethink the
pathitison, butIcannot say for sure.

Americasstill attracts good immi-
grants, despite controversies over how
to deal with illegal immigration. The
ability to acquire high-quality human
capital without spending a centis an
advantage few ofits rivals possess.

The best analysis of the rise and fall
of great powers is still Paul Kennedy’s
1988 book, which the assemblage of
expertsin Washington seems to have
forgotten. He showed that powersrise
with economic growth and decline due
to military overstretch. While the con-
stituents of US dynamism are beginning
to flash amber, it finds itself embroiled
in the Russia-Ukraine and Israel-Pales-
tine wars. Taiwan is an iceberg that lies
somewhere ahead. With the Biden
administration losing moral stature and
undermining the rules-based world
order, the US will have to rely even
more on hard power in pursuit of its
goals. Thisrisks the overstretch that
Kennedy warned of.

JUST A TROTQAT

The strength of the
Constitution lies in the will of
people to defend it.

THOMAS A. EDISON

How do noble proposals like an inheritance tax arise?

MANU JOSEPH

is a journalist, novelist, and the
creator of the Netflix series,
‘Decoupled’

am Pitroda was one of the most famous
men in Indiain the 1980s. Asthe seer of
Indian telecom, he wasresponsible for
millions of long-distance calls by Indians
getting through. He was perhaps too suave
to win an election, yet he was among the
most powerful men in India because Rajiv
Gandhi took his advice very seriously. A few
days ago, Pitroda said that India should
adopt aninheritance tax and that the wealth
of the rich should be redistributed. It was a
very 1980s moment from a star of the 1980s.
The BJP portrayed his statement as part of
the Congress manifesto, which is not true.
What Pitroda said should have been one
of the most unimportant statements about
the future of India, but because of who he
once was and because general elections are
goingon, itreceived disproportionate inter-
est. Even so, India’s poor should have loved
what he said. After all, what he said was that
when the rich die, some of their money
should be taken away from their kin and
given to the poor. Yet, the BJP amplified his

message as though this was a nation filled
with billionaires; the Congress said he was
speaking on his own and distanced itself
from his views. Many young men and
women who appeared to be from modest
backgrounds went to a Congress office to
protest against the idea of the inheritance
tax and “wealth redistribution.”

What is useful about the controversy is the
rare peekit offers usinto how humane ideas
arise. There is something about the way Pit-
rodasaidit, and the fact that he even said it,
that tells us how such ideas may have come
about in other countries. (India, too, had an
estate tax, but it was abolished by the Rajiv
Gandhi government in 1985.)

How does society bring in reforms when
powerful people stand to lose from change?

You can say that change happens because
good people bring about good things. You
can say that Pitroda wants an inheritance tax
because he is better than most of us and
wants to change the destinies of the poor.
This could be true, but what if something
elseis going on?

If reform is not brought about by the
uncontainable good of good people, then
what causes it? Why do good things happen?

The reformation of a society can be
explained without giving too much credit to

reformers and the naiveté ofimagining that
some human beings are more noble than
others, and that the good guys somehow win
some battles. Society changes for the better
when the second rung of social power takes
on the most powerful. Thisis usually done in
the name of the poor, for amoral cause.
The other reason soci-

ety changes is that chil- suggest that their children
dren do not want to be They usua"y should not get to inherit
their parents. Sometimes their fortunes freely. They
this includes children of emerge from a should pay a price for their
gl‘gzip:éi?:zmihfzasgggé CIass Struggle lucCl;f.ten, policy activismisa
qualities of their parents n h war of millionaires against
thatleads them to dowhat betwee the billionaires. This was the
their parents woul.d never top two slabs origin of that celebrated
do, especially virtuous document, the Magna
things. But mostly, change Of a cou ntry's Carta, from where modern

occurs because of the first
reason: Because the sec-
ond rung, the aristocracy,
getstired of the royalty of
their time. What could hurt royalty more
than society taking away halfof what these
royals planned to bequeath to their genetic
offspring?

Pitroda was probably never a billionaire,
but he was part of the elite of a time when
classand sophistication alone could take you

pyramid

high up social peaks. In achanging world, a
very different sort of people now occupy
those peaks. Even India’s new capitalists
look different from his time.

What would you do if you were him and
wanted to take on the new elite? You would
start by doing something that would upset

them. Maybe you would

democracy probably
emerged. To fix the king,
the barons of England had
tosay modern things. That
the king would not punish a person until
guilt is proven, or that the state will not
usurp the land of its people, and that in
peacetime England would protect mer-
chants as they plied their trade. Even the
French Revolution was not as simple as the
poor revolting against the elite—it was a

risky uprising of aristocrats against their
bosses in the name of social reform. India’s
freedom movement itselfwas, among other
things, a kind of class struggle between the
top two classes of the time, the British and
thelocal elite.

Thereisasort ofinequality that looks bad
in statistics. For instance, when you look at
the top 1% and how much of a nation’s wealth
they own. But there is another sort of ine-
quality that never shows up in our statistics,
which is far less natural but more poisonous.
It does not feature billionaires. It is the
imbalance that favours the upper middle
class on every turf where they compete with
those who are poorer than them.

Billionaires and their children are not in
competition with the rest of society. Except
for the roads perhaps, there is no resource,
no aspect of life that they are forced to share
with other classes. But if you consider mil-
lionaires or the country’s vast upper middle-
class, they do compete with the rest of soci-
ety in entrance exams, business startups,
cinema, literature and the arts. And they
have an unfair head-start created not only by
ancestral wealth, but more effectively by
social contacts. Seen this way, billionaires
have afar smaller role in inequality than the
upper middle-class.
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India has exciting opportunities
to tap inits Viksit Bharat journey

With a firm foundation laid, boosting research, judicial capacity and workforce diversity could pave our path to prosperity

is president, FICCI, and group CEO & managing
director, Mahindra Group.

he world has seen numerous challen-

ges over the past decade, including the

pandemic, economic uncertainties,

geopolitical shocks and a rapid pace of

technological change. India has navi-

gated these challenges remarkably
well. Today, it is poised to become the world’s
third-largest economy over the next five years
and will add on more GDP every year than the EU.
There is a palpable sense that this is our time, both
in India and in the eyes of the world.

The government’s policy innovations and timely
decision-making have kept the economy on track
and created new opportunities. More importantly,
afocus on inclusive growth and a digital mindset
are crucial elements of the foundation that has
been built. Adept management of the country’s
economy has been commendable. India has wit-
nessed steady growth, employed fiscal discipline,
nurtured aresilient banking sector and offered
support to disadvantaged sections of society.

Even as the economy received sustained sup-
port, foundational efforts were made for realizing
the long-term vision of a developed India. Reforms
were embraced, ambitious targets were set across
sectors and a steadfast focus on execution was kept
atall levels. Let us examine a few major outcomes.

First, infrastructure development has visibly
caught pace. National highway construction
increased from about 12.1km per day in 201415 to
28.3km per day in 2022-23, asrecorded, and rural
road connectivity coverage is at 99%. Metro rail
projects have reached 20 cities, 94% of India’s total
broad-gauge railway network has been electrified
and 74 airports have been operationalized since
2014. The Gati Shakti National Master Plan, con-
necting 35 central government departments for
multi-modal connectivity, is a notable example of
infrastructure development.

Second is the set of initiatives taken to boost
manufacturing. The biggest is India’s production-
linked incentive (PLI) scheme, which covers 14 sec-
tors, aimed at improving our manufacturing capa-
bilities. Latest figures indicate that it had attracted
investments of over X1.03 trillion till November
2023, resulting in production/sales of 38.61 trillion
and employment generation of over 678,000.

Third, several measures have been taken to
improve the ease of doing business. These include
liberalized foreign investment rules and the
launch of a unified tax system, GST. Over 3,600
rules of compliance have been freed of criminal-
failure risk and 41,000 have been reduced by vari-
ous ministries/departments and states/ Union ter-
ritories. The Jan Vishwas (Amendment of Provi-
sions) Bill, 2023, has been passed by Parliament.
Further, a national single window system has been
introduced to simplify government-to-business
(G2B) clearance processes across ministries. For

easier business exits, we now have the Insolvency
and Bankruptcy Code.

FourthisIndia’s digital revolution. The country
haswitnessed an exponential increase in digital
penetration on the back of the ‘JAM trinity’ of Jan
Dhan, Aadhaar and Mobile, national digital literacy
mission, Open Network for Digital Commerce
(ONDC), Government e Marketplace (GeM), etc.
Over 500 million people have benefited from the
Jan Dhan Yojana, with over 32 trillion deposited in
these accounts.

Fifthis the government’s focus on ease of living
by improving the delivery of services to people.
From universal sanitation coverage to social wel-
fare schemes in the areas of healthcare (340 mil-
lion-plus citizens get free health insurance under
Ayushman Bharat), pension and banking, from
smoke-free kitchens (100 million-plus women
given free gas connections) to piped water being
made far more widely available (140 million-plus
families now have access to clean tap water), and
from technology access to housing efforts (40 mil-
lion-plus families have pucca houses now), welfare
schemes are touching millions of lives.

India envisions itselfas a $30 trillion-plus econ-
omy by 2047, a GDP target for Viksit Bharat. The
manufacturing sector should be 25% of GDP. For
this, we must aim to make manufacturing grow 16
times and exports 11 times. To enhance this sector’s
competitiveness, the country needs to prioritize
research and development, quality production at
scale, digitalization, skill development and a holis-
tic approach to the entire value chain. Thisis even
more important in hi-tech sectors such as defence,

electronics and semiconductors. This will go along
way to making India a leading ‘product nation’.

Next, India ranks seventh globally among coun-
tries most affected by climate change. However,
climate change offers an opportunity as well.
Given the need for funding and technology to
address it, we must focus on creating a business
model out of climate change. Renewables, electric
vehicles and green cities are excellent examples.
The private sector and government must collabo-
rate to harness this potential.

Further, enhancing the judicial capacity in the
country is important. India has only 20 judges per1
million people, which means that even routine
legal processes like enforcing a contract might take
up to four years. By increasing judicial capacity and
deploying technology, courts may be able to
reduce resolution time.

Finally, the benefits of our economic prosperity
should be distributed to all. This vision extends to
ensuring the well-being of our farmers, who are
integral to our nation’s success. We need greater
participation of women in economic activities
across sectors. We should target female labour
force participation of 45-50% by 2047.

Given much-improved telecom connectivity in
smaller cities and towns, women from even the
remotest parts of India can serve any part of the
world, provided we offer them the right training
and skills. This presents an opportunity for India to
become the world’s front-office. By empowering
farmers, increasing agricultural productivity and
promoting women’s workforce participation, we
can build a more inclusive and prosperous India.

A winner-takes-all economy is
bad for idea diversity—and art

An establishment that determines rewards can cramp innovation

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
€conomics.

was disappointed by this year’s Whitney

Biennial—it was hard forme to tellif one

video installation was art oran HR train-
ing video—but as an economist, I have to
admit the exhibition was successful in at
least one respect: It did what art is sup-
posed to do, whichisto hold up amirrorto
our society and economy. And this year’s
biennial shows how America’s elite institu-
tionsare stifling innovation and creativity.

The theme of thisyear’sshowwasto use
Al and the “rhetoric around gender and
authenticity” to “explore the permeability
of the relationships between mind and
body, the fluidity of identity, and the grow-
ing precariousness of the natural and con-
structed worlds.” I liked some of it, but I
was not alone in my disappointment. Some
critics complained that much of it was pre-
dictable and risk-averse.

It is unfortunate that artists, known for
unconventional politics and solidarity with
the unseen and discriminated against, now
have views that have been adopted or even
outpaced by mainstream cultural institu-
tions and corporations. If artists want to
offend or provoke, they need to do work
that will truly shock their audience—say,
an installation sympathizing with the 6
January protesters [in the US capital]. But
itisdoubtful an artist pushing those kinds
of boundaries would be accepted to the
MFA programme at Yale, let alone get rep-
resentation from a well-regarded New
York gallery, never mind catch the atten-
tion of a Whitney curator.

Thisis the problem with a winner-take-
all economy. Contemporary art, like other
industries, offers big financial rewards to
just a few stars. For everyone else, it is
nearly impossible to make a living. Becom-
ing astar of the art world requires jumping
through aseries of hoops arranged by elite
institutions. Thisis true in many fields, but
especially true for art partly because it is
often hard to judge the value of art.

It is not simply a matter of taste. To be
sold at big galleries and appeal to collec-
tors, artists require the establishment’s
nod. Thisis why the biennial isimportant.
But the establishment has become timid
and intellectually homogenous.

Of course, an artist can promote one’s
work online. It isnotable that many critics
say that better art—stuff that actually
makes use of Al, for example—can be found
online. It's just harder to earn a living.

In many ways, this mirrors what’s hap-
pening in the rest of the economy. There
arealot of ways to be successful, but work-
ingatatop firmin your field—whetherit’s
law, technology, consulting, banking or

Art demands novelty but that seems
scarce in many markets ISTOCKPHOTO

something else—requires institutional
buy-in, the right educational pedigree, and
the appropriate kind of experience (intern-
ships, extracurricular activities, hobbies,
that kind of thing). The result is a class of
like-minded people acting as gatekeepers
for a system in which they themselvesare
heavily invested.

Yes, thisis mostly an elite concern. Most
Americans don’t aspire to be famous artists
or partners at Goldman Sachs. But it is
important because more than ever, the
economy is dominated by a few super-pro-
ductive firms.

Theirscale means they are the oneswho
are pushing innovation forward and set-
ting the standards for culture and com-
merce. And with a few notable exceptions,
among these firms innovation is stagnating
andrisk-takingis getting harder. Even sci-
entific advancement, which also has
become more winner-take-all and risk-
averse, has slowed. Creativity still exists,
including in art, but at the highest levels,
the system squashesiit.

Theresultisastrange dichotomy. On the
one hand, it has never been easier to get
noticed. You can go online and become
known for anything, from your art to your
financial advice. The barriersto entry have
never been lower—and this ecosystem
does seem to reward creativity. At the same
time, the economic upper echelon has
never been harder to crack, and it rewards
people who play it safe.

The US economy rewards scale, so that
top tierisstill crucial. The question is how
long this bifurcated system can last. If the
commanding heights do not continue to
inspire or create, will they remain impor-
tant? Which brings me back to the Whit-
ney Biennial. Ifit continues to be predicta-
ble, it will lose its status as the place where
collectors and top galleries can see what is
provocative and new.Recall that in the
past, the biennial has served as alaunching
pad for artists such as Georgia O’Keeffe and
Jackson Pollock.

The erosion of establishment authority,
which isnot unique to the art world, can be
unsettling and even a little demoralizing.
But if it allows more talented people to
become successful by following less con-
ventional paths, then the American econ-
omy will become more democratic—and

more productive. ©BLOOMBERG

Industrial policy is back with a vengeance everywhere

RAJRISHI SINGHAL

is a senior journalist and author
of the recently released book
‘Slip, Stitch and Stumble: The
Untold Story of India’s Financial
Sector Reforms'’
@rajrishisinghal

he state hasmade acomeback. Or, tobe
more precise, industrial policies have
made a comeback. Events over the past
10-12 years have forced governments across
the world to re-engage with micro-policies
that seek toimprove industrial competitive-
ness through administrative measures,
including subsidies, and protect domestic
industry from global competition, mostly
through tariff increases. The immediate
compulsions vary, but the 2008 financial cri-
sis, a disenchantment with free markets,
China’s rise, the pandemic, disruptions in
global supply chains, climate crisis and geo-
political conflicts have forced governments
to wade into the weeds of economic policy-
making. Industrial policy, banished in the
1980s, is seeing something of a revival.
Thisre-engagement is spread across both
developed and developing nations, though
advanced countries seem to be investing
much more intent and energy. International
Monetary Fund (IMF) research records over
2,500 industrial policy interventions in

2023. Ofthese, the developed world’s policy
actions were five times more than those of
emerging markets and developing econo-
mies. The new industrial policies share
many elements with policies from the last
century. These range from government ini-
tiatives designed for promoting domestic
industry to arenewal of the belief that gov-
ernment mediation is necessary because
markets often do not allocate resources effi-
ciently. There are also new elements: aneed
to respond to the climate crisis and transi-
tionto cleaner energy sources, or, re-imag-
ining supply chains to make them more
resilient.

All this raises a key question: What do
these industrial policies aim to achieve and
how far have they been successful? Specifi-
cally, will these industrial policies influence
changes in the study of development and
growth economics, or, onabroaderscale, in
existing economic theory? A lot will depend
on how the current state of play—with geo-
political conflicts influencing domestic eco-
nomic policy and arepurposing of globaliza-
tion—evolves over time. A lot will also
depend on the specific provocation for fram-
ing an industrial policy and the robustness of
that policy structure. It might be instructive
to examine the industrial policies of the US

and India to understand the direction.

The core of US industrial policy exertions
takes the form of two legislations. The first is
the Inflation Reduction Act, which was
signed into law in August 2022. The Act,
according to economist and Nobel laureate
Paul Krugman, seeks to “fight climate
change with industrial pol-

dashboard shows CHIPS has so far inspired
$157 billion worth of investment for 28 pro-
jects, resulting in over 25,000 jobs.

The USA’s legislations seem like a
response to three immediate concerns: A
China threat which could impact the supply
chain for semiconductors, jobs disappearing

along with manufacturing

icy, offering business and facilities, and the need to
consumers a variety of Governments achieve net zero. These
bsidies to adopt hold for Indi 11.
f(lalchsrlloig?gie(;.’z’1 A?\EI)CI%I:SZI}]/ gIOba"y are 0The0 Irngiallil;(s)xf’nment
sudysae helabud intervening  fepondediosimiarchl
niennensponding o propup - penals of produeon
o .1;[ 0 g;; §1 bo atr g manufacturing whitch(;;re desti.gnedto ;%roj
it.ly/4bmROSs) create . . mote domestic manufac-
by researcher Jack Con-  but its efﬂcacy turing and initiate struc-
ness shows over 150 com- . tural reforms in this sector.
panies have so far invested is unclear Yet, the response to the

$106 billion under the Act,

generating 88,000 jobs.

The second piece of legislation is the CHIPS
and Science Act, which was also signed in
August 2022. This Act sets aside $39 billion
to be paid out as subsidy for building new
semiconductor plants and for expanding
existing fabrication units, and includes a
25% investment tax credit. The Conness

scheme has been unsatis-

factory. Let us unpack this.

A crisis in manufacturing prompted the
‘Make in India’ policy of 2014, which
replaced the 2011 National Manufacturing
Policy, both seeking to raise manufacturing
output to 25% of gross domestic product.
However, given the policy’s sub-optimal
outcomes, anew and more comprehensive

industrial policy was awaited. In the interim,
compelled by the pandemic and deteriorat-
ing relations with China, the government
launched the PLIscheme.In 2023, the draft
of a new industrial policy was unveiled
which proposed, among other things, the
revival of development financial institutions
to provide low-cost financing, cluster-based
industrial development, clean energy pro-
jects, afocus on labour-intensive industries
(such as textiles) and tax incentives.

But here is the problem: While the indus-
trial policy draft is no longer available for
public consumption, the PLI scheme seems
to have hit multiple roadblocks. Three years
afteritslaunch, investment and other met-
rics have fallen short. For example, against
the 350,000 crore investment target for
2023-24, actual commitments were only
331,000 crore.

It is well known that the scheme’s struc-
ture has many problems, but the real hitch
lies elsewhere. It is the same shortcoming
that also plagues the government’s capital
expenditure push: the private sector’sreluc-
tance to invest. No industrial policy can work
unless the government appreciates the real
reasons behind the private sector’s unwill-
ingness to invest in India even while finaliz-
ing capital allocations for overseas projects.
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LLOOK EAST

Delhi must be proactive in dealing with turmoil in
Myanmar. Fencing borders isn’t an adequate defence

AST WEEK, MYANMAR'S army claimed success in retaking Myawaddy, a criti-

cal node in the bustling trade route with its eastern neighbour, Thailand. The

anti-government coalition of the ethnic armed groups and the pro-democracy

fighters had created a flutter in the region by entering Myawaddy in mid-April
and ousting the troops from the army base there. The real winner in the see-saw battle now
appears to be the notorious Border Guard Force (BGF) in the region, formally aligned with
the military government in Yangon, but with great autonomy on the ground. The BGF is re-
portedly playing both sides in order to expand its own regional dominance. It also presides
over a massive regional criminal network that operates gambling casinos, drug trade, and
illegal trafficking on the Thai border. The battle for Myawaddy captures the larger story of
the breakdown of the state in Myanmar.

Since its independence, Myanmar never enjoyed sustained control over all its territory.
The conflict between the majority Bamars and several ethnic minority groups has left the
state’s control over its frontiers shaky. But the situation has never been as grimasit is today.
Since the unpopular and ineffective 2021 coup, the army has lost control over much of the
troubled nation as the pro-democracy Bamar groups joined hands with the ethnic armed
groups to end army rule. The country’s frontiers have always drawn trans-border networks
of illegal groups. That attraction has grown now. As the threat from the collapsing author-
ity of the Myanmarese state envelops the rest of the region, the intervention of external
powers has become acute. While the main regional forum ASEAN has been unable to deal
with the challenges, the great powers are stepping in. In the name of stabilising its frontier
with Myanmar, China has inserted itself deeper into the nation’s internal affairs. The US
supports the country’s pro-democracy movement and has given nearly $500 million as-
sistance under the Burma Act of 2021. Some of this includes non-lethal military support.

Despite its profound impact on India’s internal and external security, there has been lit-
tle debate in Delhi on how to deal with the Myanmar crisis. The time has come for the Indian
government to rethinkits earlier policy bias in favour of Myanmar’s army whichis no longer
in a position to secure India’s interests. Delhi must now begin a dialogue with Myanmar’s
National Unity Government comprising the democratic opposition and the ethnic armed
groups. While it should engage with the Army, of course, New Delhi must also open chan-
nels of communication with the local forces in control of the regions across the 1,600-km
long land border with Myanmar. Playing defence by fencing the border with Myanmar is
utterly inadequate in coping with the challenge on India’s eastern frontier.

CAMPUS AND CAMP

US university protests could have been moment to teach and
learn. Police action, maximalist slogans call for introspection

HE DETENTION OF over 2,000 students across universities in the US and the
presence of armed riot police on campuses marks a leadership failure in some
of the most prestigious institutions of higher education in the world. This fail-
ure is administrative, pedagogical and more broadly, philosophical. It involves
shifting answers to complex questions around free expression and security, “cancelling”
and nuance, outrage and engagement. Comparisons have been made between the current
protests and those in 1968. They ignore one crucial difference: In the '60s, students formed
a compact with broader society in which sections of the privileged stood with the discrim-
inated to demand racial equality, alongside questioning the Vietnam War. The current
protest, till now, seems to draw a line between the larger society, politics and the campus.

The images of the ongoing, horrific brutality by Israel’s defence forces in Gaza in the af-
termath of the terrorist attacks by Hamas on October 7 will move most people emotionally
— and in many cases, even politically. The passionate response from students is thus un-
derstandable and predictable. That said, the pro-Gaza “encampments” — which began with
Columbia University in New York and have since spread across the country and beyond —
have also been marked by maximalist slogans and demands. America’s free speech laws
are almost absolute, allowing for what many would even consider hate speech. Campuses
— like private workplaces — however, have their own rules regarding offence, racism, xeno-
phobic statements and calls to violence. In situations such as the current one, university ad-
ministrations have to negotiate a balance between the campus as a space for expression on
the one hand and order and safety on the other. They have failed so far. The most important
question that arises in the wake of the turmoil is this: Why have the most international,
cosmopolitan spaces, with vast intellectual resources, floundered in creating avenues for gen-
uine debate between competing ideas?

The inability of most institutions to effectively facilitate a conversation is being seen by
many as aresult of a culture of their own making. The much-discussed “cancel culture” has,
atleast in part, eschewed nuance for moral certainty and signalled to many that taking of-
fence can be the basis of a political grand narrative. The “encampments” could have beena
moment to teach and learn. To understand why some conflicts and victims grab more at-
tention than others — whether in Ukraine, Palestine, Yermen or Afghanistan. And, to debate
the complex nature of how multinational corporations function and how universities are
funded. The US universities will, in all likelihood, emerge from this with some lessons and
continue to attract students from around the world. But the moment a university has to call
in the police must be one of reckoning and self-examination.
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Differences with allies, poor candidate selection
have made BJP’s task in the state difficult

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

WORDLY WISE
THERE MAY BE TIMES WHEN WE ARE POWERLESS TO
PREVENT INJUSTICE, BUT THERE MUST NEVER BE A
TIME WHEN WE FAIL TO PROTEST. — ELiE WIESEL

ra challenge

GIRISH KUBER

IFNUMBERS TELL a story, Maharashtra’s po-
litical landscape has thrown up an exciting
one. Since the elections were announced,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has made a
dozen visits to the state, and will likely make
another half adozen, if not more, till May 20
— the fifth and the last phase of polling in
Maharashtra. Add to this an equal number
of visits in the 12 months leading up to the
election announcement. Yet, as the state’s
third phase polling gets underway on May 7,
Maharashtra remains as enigmatic as ever
for the BJP.

The gravity of the challenge in
Maharashtra this time can be understood if
seen in the light of the number of rallies —
five — that the PM addressed in Maharashtra
during the 2019 Lok Sabha elections. There
seems to be such nervousness in the BJP that
the PM, in a rare instance, has presented
himself twice in one district. All these facts
hint at one thing: The BJP leadership’s belief
that the state could turn out to be its Achilles’
heel and thatitis too important to be left for
the local hotchpotch alliance to manage. This
has resulted in the PM and Home Minister
Amit Shah virtually taking charge of the BJP’s
campaign. In doing so, the PM’s actions also
indicate, although indirectly, how little faith
the party’s central leadership has in the tri-
partite government in Mumbai.
Interestingly, there are quite a few reasons
why the BJP leadership’s actions cannot be
called unjustified.

Firstand foremost is the inability of the BJP,
the Eknath Shinde-led Shiv Sena and Ajit
Pawar-led NCP combine in presenting itself
as a cohesive political force. The three-party
alliance stumbled at every step and could
barely finalise seat sharing within the stipu-
lated time. In some cases, candidates were an-
nounced as the nomination deadline was
coming to an end. Although the BJP tried to
put up a brave front even after this, the deep
divisions in the alliance were exposed. Not
that the Opposition alliance of Congress, the
Sharad Pawar-led NCP and Uddhav

Beyond all the noise about
‘400 paar’ and giving Modi
a third term lies another
battle that will be fought
soon after the Lok Sabha
elections are over: The
Maharashtra assembly
elections, slated for October.
The BJP has to mop up as
many seats as possible in
the general elections, failing
which it could lose its
bargaining power in the
state polls.

Thackeray’s Shiv Sena was any better. But
compared to the BJP’sambitions of “400 paar”,
there is little at stake on the other side.

Another reason is the selection of candi-
dates. The BJP, when it was in the opposition
in Maharashtra, made a hue and cry about
“corrupt” leaders from Thackeray's Shiv Sena
and Pawar’s NCP. Over half a dozen of these
leaders were under investigation by the cen-
tral agencies, with some also being raided.
Soon these leaders found salvation in the BJP
—almost all of themare in the fray either from
the BJP or from its alliance partners, giving cre-
dence to the “washing machine” allegation.
The state BJP leadership is facing tough ques-
tions fromits own cadres, who find it difficult
to seek votes on behalf of candidates whose
rightful place, according to them a few months
ago, was in jail. The BJP needs national lead-
ers to iron out differences at the local level,
thus adding another layer of pressure on the
Modi-Shah duo.

The third reason is the underwhelming
performance of the younger Pawar in taking
on Pawar Senior. The BJP, it seems, miscalcu-
lated on two counts: Ajit Pawar’s strength and
Sharad Pawar’s tenacity. Ajit, by now, has been
reduced to a “one-constituency leader” —
Baramati — from where his wife Sunetra is
contesting, while Pawar Sr has been on the
move across the state, firing up the cadres and
the Opposition. The fear of losing Baramati
has pinned Ajit so badly that he even missed
PM Modi's rallies in constituencies where his
supporters are in the fray. Ajit's desperation to
wrest Baramati from his uncle has also had a
fair share in adding to Modi-Shah’s pressure
in the state.

Another point that cannot be missed is the
BJP’s apparent aversion to taking on its part-
ner-turned-challenger, Thackeray’s Sena. In
politics, it is easier to fight a traditional rival
than a friend-turned-foe because at some
point, while in power, both were familiar with
each others’ underbelly. This explains the BJP’s
seeming reluctance to challenge Uddhav’s
menin the ring. Even thoughitis contesting as

many as 28 seats, the BJP has limited direct
fight with Thackeray’s Shiv Sena to four con-
stituencies. There’s also a possibility that the
BJP may be finding it a bit difficult to hit
Uddhav's candidates with the Hindutva ham-
mer as they too have painted themselves in
saffron. So it's comparatively much easier for
the BJP to slam the “original” secular sinners,
Congress and NCP. But here too, the BJP’s hob-
nobbing with Ajit Pawar as well as the infa-
mous early morning swearing-in of
November 2019 comes in its way and limits
how far the state leadership can go. And again
the solution is the same: Bring in Modi-Shah.

Beyond all the noise about “400 paar” and
giving Modi a third term lies another battle
that will be fought soon after the Lok Sabha
elections are over: The Maharashtra assem-
bly elections, slated for October. The BJP has
to mop up as many seats as possible in the
general elections, failing which it could lose
its bargaining power in the state polls. The
BJP’s peakin the 288-member house was 122
seats, which was around 23 short of a simple
majority. As things stand, the party is far from
reaching its potential, thanks to its addiction
to the game of defections. In the ongoing
Parliamentary elections if, as projected, the
Opposition combine manages to restrict the
BJPand itsalliance partners to 30 or so against
its current tally of 42 in Maharashtra, well over
100 assembly seats would open up, thus mak-
ing the game evenly poised. For the BJP, with
Shinde and Ajit Pawar in tow, this would not
be a comfortable position from which to con-
test the assembly elections.

This makes the ongoing election more
challenging for the BJP than the Opposition
which has hardly anything to lose. After all, in
any battleitis always tougher for the one who
enters the fight with acrown on his head than
the one who is trying to snatch it. And in the
case of Maharashtra, the BJP is wearing two,
which is what forces Modi to return to the
state again and again.

The writer is editor, Loksatta

OUR FILOWERY FANTASY

Feel-good appeal of ‘Laapataa Ladies’ lies in urban imagination of Indian villages

SUMANA ROY

NATURALLY TRAINED TO be a sniffer dog, of
the kind that likes to spot codes, the semioti-
cian in me was slightly thrilled to discover
that something was happening beneath the
obvious plot in Laapataa Ladies. Right after
the two newly-wed brides are lost on the
train, the mistake discovered only when a
bride lifts her veil to reveal her face, and her
husband, in a state of shock, says that this is
not his Phool, I begin to notice the pattern.
Deepak’s bride’s nameis “Phool”, flower. The
bride who’s mistakenly been brought to this
village says that her nameis “Pushpa” — that
means flower as well. Her husband’s name,
she says, is “Pankaj”, meaning lotus.

Phool, young, innocent of the ways of the
world, is unable to remember the name of
her husband’s village. It's named after a
flower, she says. Her new companions at the
railway station supply her with names of
flowers from time to time. “Gulab, Champa,
Chameli, Matiya, Kaner, Dhatura?” asks
Chhotu helpfully. No, Phool shakes her head;
neither “Parijat” nor “Nalini”; not “Mogra”
either. “You've turned us all into bees,” Manju
Mai, the woman who sells tea and bread
pakoras, tells Phool playfully. We eventually
discover that the name of the village is
Suryamukhi. It seems appropriate, even if it
comes only as an afterthought, that Deepak’s
village should be named sunflower —
Deepak, meaning lamp, a source of light. To
remain alive, Phool — flower — would need
this source of light, even if it’s not the sun.
The bus that gets Deepak and Jaya to
Suryamukhi village is called ‘Pushpa Travels’;
Jaya praises the lotus stem dish made by
Deepak’s mother. These cues and clues about

It is possible that it was
Jaya’s passion for ‘organic
farming’ that set off the
comparison with Mahasweta
Debi’s story in my mind.
‘Organic farming’ is an
imagined vocation for Jaya —
it’s also a feel-good phrase
and upper-class aspiration
for the urban audience of
Kiran Rao’s film, one that
allows us to feel correct,
equitable, and nurturing of
the planet and ourselves.

plant life are smuggled into the film even
though they might not be directly related to
the film’s “meaning” or experience.

[ found myself thinking frequently of a
Mahasweta Devi story as I watched the film.
It’s called “Seed”. Unlike Laapataa Ladies,
which is set in the fictional state of Nirmal
Pradesh — “nirmal” means pure and clean —
Mahasweta Devi's story is set in a violent
time and space, in Kuruda village, around the
time of the Emergency, where landlords
could kill farm workers without worrying
about punishment. Mahasweta Devi’s village
is harsh and brutal, casteist and hostile. The
little “politics” we are given in Laapataa
Ladies is how names of villages change with
changes in governments: Indirapur to
Atalnagar to Mayaganj; how similar the vil-
lage is to a woman, whose name is changed
after her marriage.

Itis possible that it was Jaya’s passion for
“organic farming” that set off the comparison
with Mahasweta Devi’s story in my mind.
“Organic farming” is an imagined vocation
forJaya —it’s also a feel-good phrase and up-
per-class aspiration for the urban audience of
Kiran Rao’s film, one that allows us to feel cor-
rect, equitable, and nurturing of the planet
and ourselves. In Mahasweta Devi’s story,
Dulan Ganju’s land, not allowed to be farmed
foryears because the landlord Lachman Singh
hasburied corpses of the men that he’s killed
there, begins to show signs of fertility: The
dead “Karan and Bulaki are now those putush
bushes and aloe plants”. Even Dulan’s son
Dhatua, who protests against the landlord, is
buried there.

After managing to kill the landlord, Dulan

plants paddy on the land: “I won’t let you be
just aloe and putush. I'll turn you into paddy,
Dhatua ... When the seedlings appear...
Lachman, Makhan or Ramlagan’s fertiliser-
fed seedlings are nothing in comparison...
Tall, strong, healthy plants.” It was of this
manner of “organic farming” I found myself
thinking of as I watched Laapataa Ladies,
where the only killings that are mentioned
are awife who has died by suicide and insects
that are killing the crops.

The flower-like sweetness of the film
(Phool adds rose petals to her kalakand in a
barely functional kitchen; the police inspec-
tor’s name is Manohar, meaning “lovable”),
with its handbook feminism that has made
it endearing to all of us, is made possible not
becauseit’sa“comedy”, but becauseit’s a fan-
tasy, an Aamir Khan Productions version of
the utopian Indian village imagined by those
who have never lived in a village. (“When |
would see these villages from a train, I'd won-
der about what happens there,” Rao said in
an interview for Netflix), where patriarchy
can be defeated with as much cinematic ease
as winning a game of cricket helps a village
getrid of land tax in Lagaan.

[ do not remember a single mention of
any flower in Mahasweta Devi's story. Dulan’s
son will never be found — he is under the soil,
his rotting flesh and bones now manure for
the paddy plants. “Dhatua, I've turned you all
into seed,” says Dulan, the farmer-father.
Organic farming indeed.

Roy, a poet and writer, is associate
professor of creative writing, Ashoka
University. Views are personal
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CONG GOVT IN MIZORAM

AFOUR-MEMBER Congress (I) ministry, led
by Lal Thanhawla, was installed in Mizoram.
Thisis the first ministry the Congress (I) has
formed on its own in the Union Territory.
The Lt Governor, H S Dubey, administered
the oath of office to Lal Thanhawla and his
three colleagues.

JAPAN’S AID TO INDIA

THE PRIME MINISTER of Japan, Yasuhiro
Nakasone, said in New Delhi that his country
would offer India a larger yen credit than last
year. The credit would cover fertiliser and gas
pipeline projects and thermal power plants.

Nakasone also announced that Japan had
agreed to provide grant-in-aid for education
and equipment to Delhi University.

EEC BLAMES INDIA

THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC Community
has virtually blamed India for the stagna-
tioninits exports to EEC markets. This hap-
pened when the leader of the 20-member
EEC delegation, Ivor Richard, responded to
the remarks of the Commerce Minister, VP
Singh, at the third session of the Indo-EEC
joint commission. He said that Indian ex-
ports had slipped even though there was
no change in the conditions of access to
Indian goods in the EEC markets.

PRANAB ON DEMOCRACY

UNION FINANCE MINISTER Pranab
Mukherjee said in Calcutta that though the
country had a well established system of par-
liamentary democracy, there was no harm
inhaving a debate at the national level on the
feasibility of a presidential form of govern-
ment. Mukherjee, however, did not favour
the idea of regional democracy and de-
nounced the existing regional parties.
Mukherjee said that unlike its neighbours in
south and Southeast Asia and other third
world countries, where the failure of parlia-
mentary democracy had brought in trial mil-
itary or dictatorships India has a successful
experiment with the parliamentary system.
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OVER THE BARREL
BY VIKRAM S MEHTA

[ HAVE BEEN involved with the petroleum
industry for over four decades. I do not rec-
ollect a more combustible, contrarian and
confusing complex of forces bearing on it
than those today.

It has never been easy to call the timing
and rate of change of oil prices. This is be-
cause they are influenced by the non-fun-
damentals of geopolitics, exchange rates,
speculators and the predilections of corpo-
rate and political leaders. The direction of
change has, however, been easier to foretell
because it was driven by the fundamentals
of demand and supply. Now, these funda-
mentals have also been tossed into the caul-
dron. As a result, policymakers in import-
dependent countries like India face a
challenge: How to manage and mitigate the
consequential uncertainties?

Atour d'horizon of the international pe-
troleum market is revealing.

Venezuela has the largest reserves of oil
inthe world. The US has reimposed sanctions
on the country for breach of the govern-
ment’s commitment to hold “free and fair
elections”. It has done so with a self-inter-
ested twist. The US company, Chevron, has
been allowed to continue the joint venture
with the national oil company in Venezuela,
PDVSA, and to sell crude oil to refineries in
the US. The reasonis, in part, to keep alid on
US petrol prices and, in part, to protect US
commercial interests. President Joe Biden
wants to burnish his democratic credentials
and safeguard his electoral prospects.

Production of shale oil and gas is surging.
The US is the largest producer of petroleum
liquids in the world and the biggest exporter
of LNG. It has also allocated more money
than any other government (approximately
$400 billion, through the misnamed Inflation
Reduction Act) to reduce carbon emissions.
This presents a dilemma. At some point, the
economics of fossils may have to give way to
the politics of clean energy.

The US also continues to back the
Ukrainian war effort — and for good reason.
Unprovoked aggression should be resisted.
It should be noted, however, that the conflict
has boosted the profits of US petroleum com-
panies. They have (predominantly)filled the
vacuum created by the sanctions on exports
of Russian gas and petroleum products into
Europe. Here, the principles of global security
clash with corporate commercial interests.

Russia’s petroleum industry has been de-
graded by sanctions, drone attacks, financial
constraints and poor technology. Yet, it is
generating sufficient revenue to finance its
war machine. China and India have replaced
Europe as their major overseas markets. Last
month, these two countries absorbed 62 per
cent of Russia’s crude oil exports. Prima fa-
cie, this would suggest the bark of Western
sanctions is stronger thanits bite. And delib-

The hard truth

Petrol trade will always be volatile. Lesson for ol
import-dependent India is clear — do not overread the market

erately so. Were Russian oil taken off the
market, the price would ratchet up sharply
and hurt the electoral prospects of leaders
facing elections this year. The point is, here
too, there is no walking a straight line.

The Middle East is facing a witch’s brew
of warfare, racism and radicalism but also
houses 55 per cent of the world’s petroleum
reserves. It was convulsed on October 7
when Hamas attacked Israel and Israel retal-
iated with genocidal ferocity. The conflict en-
tered a new phase on April 13 when Iran
launched 300 plus missiles against Israel di-
rectly rather than through its proxies
(Hamas, Houthis, Hezbollah). The impact
was minimal. All the missiles were destroyed
before they reached their intended target.
That did not lower the inevitability of an
Israeli response. The world was on edge. The
question was how and when, not whether.
Inthe end, perhaps because of international
pressure, the retaliation was relatively
muted. As of the time of writing, itappearsall
parties have walked back from the brink of a
regional conflagration. The sword of
Damocles, however, continues to hover over
the region. One misstep could result in the
closure of the Straits of Hormuz through 30
per cent of internationally traded oil passes.

The international petroleum majors have
recently declared solid profits, all because of
higher production (and price) of oil and gas.
Consequently, the bulk of their investable
capital is directed towards fossil fuels. But
they must reconcile this investment strategy
with their net zero carbon emission targets.

Western sanctions on Venezuela, Iran
and Russia have fragmented the petroleum
market. Trading relations are predominantly
regional, not global. The US is the major sup-
plier of LNG and products in Europe; Russia
is now the largest supplier of crude to India.
Iran exports predominantly to China, who

‘Western sanctions on
Venezuela, Iran and Russia
have fragmented the
petroleum market. Trading
relations are predominantly
regional, not global. The US is
the major supplier of LNG
and products in Europe;
Russia is now the largest
supplier of crude to India.
Iran exports predominantly
to China, who care little about
Western sanctions (It earned
approx $35 billion in 2023
despite the sanctions). The
fragmentation will most
likely deepen as European
demand falters, China (and to
a lesser extent, India)
switches from coal to gas and
Middle East gas producers
concentrate on increasing
their market share in Asia.

CR Sasikumar

care little about Western sanctions (It earned
approx $35 billion in 2023 despite the sanc-
tions). The fragmentation will most likely
deepen as European demand falters, China
(and to a lesser extent, India) switches from
coal to gas and Middle East gas producers
concentrate on increasing their market share
in Asia. Qatar, for instance, will double its LNG
capacity from 77 mt pato 142 mt pa by 2030.

The Al industry will need enormous
amounts of electricity for its data centres,
cloud storage facilities and crypto mining.
Renewables will not be able to meet this re-
quirement. People like Bill Gates and Sundar
Pichai are, however, committed to net car-
bon-zero emissions. As such, they will face a
conundrum. Should they slow down their
growth plans or turn to gas-based power
generation for their requirements?

The tour reveals that governments and
industry (in particular, oil companies and
Al) are on the horns of multiple dilemmas.
It suggests that aside from geopolitics, ex-
change rates and Wall Street speculation,
analysts should consider net zero carbon
emission commitments and the Al indus-
try’s demand for electricity as two addi-
tional non-fundamental factors that will
bear on the international oil market. The
tour also reaffirms the hard truth; the pe-
troleum market will be volatile.

The lesson for oil import-dependent
India is clear: Do not overread the market.
Instead, hedge against volatility. Build up
strategic oil reserves, increase the share of
natural gas in the energy basket, invest in
smart infrastructure, intensify R&D on clean
energy, encourage public-private partner-
ships and scale up renewables.

The writer is chairman and distinguished
fellow, Centre for Social
and Economic Progress
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Jobs picture in perspective

Youth unemployment is the principal challenge which India faces

ALAKH N SHARMA AND RAVI SRIVASTAVA

THE INDIA EMPLOYMENT Report 2024,
brought out by the Institute for Human
Development (IHD) and the International
Labour Organisation (ILO), has attracted
widespread attention. However, some
of its findings have been misunderstood
or misinterpreted.

The report is based on official data,
largely the  Employment and
Unemployment Surveys (EUS) and Periodic
Labour Force Surveys (PLFS), conducted by
NSSO. Despite certain changes in the sample
design of the PLFS, its estimates are compa-
rable with EUS due to the high level of pre-
cision of the all-India and state-level esti-
mates. The analysis compares four years —
2000, 2012, 2019, and 2022 — which cap-
ture the changes over the past 22 years, in-
cluding during the Covid period.

The report highlights some major posi-
tive developments in the labour market. The
employment quality, as shown by a robust
Employment Condition Index, has improved
inall states, albeit differently. This is also cor-
roborated by the increase in the share of non-
farm employment (and decline in agriculture
employment) between 2000 and 2019, as
happens with the increasing prosperity of a
country, and implies a movement towards
the structural transformation of the economy.
This trend was accompanied by a steady in-
crease in regular employment and a decline
in unorganised sector employment, which
was halted only during the Covid period.

The increase in the female workforce par-
ticipation (FWFP) rate from 24.5 per cent in
2019 to 37.0in 2023 is quite remarkable,
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notwithstanding it being overwhelmingly in
the agricultural sector, and of the own-ac-
count and unpaid family work kind.

The labour market bounced back quite
well amidst the Covid-induced global slow-
down. In comparison to the wages of regular
workers, the wages of casual workers in-
creased even during 2019-22. In fact, the in-
crease was more in the case of the bottom
groups. Along with several social safety meas-
ures, this must have played animportantrole
inreducing extreme poverty and deprivation.
Itis also worth mentioning that even though
there was a massive increase in farm jobs dur-
ing the pandemic (almost 9 per cent per year),
overall non-farm jobs also went up by more
than 2.6 per cent, a rate higher than that
achieved from 2012 to 2019.

Unemployment and underemployment
rates increased till 2018 but declined there-
after. The unemployment rate has declined
from 6 per cent 2018 to 3.2 per cent in 2023.
This also holds for the youth unemployment
rate, which also decreased from 17.8 per cent
to 10 per cent over this period.

The report also outlines major emerging
employment challenges in the wake of de-
velopments during the last two decades as
well as distortions caused by the pandemic.

The employment pattern remains
skewed towards agriculture, which employs
around 46.6 per cent workers (compared to
42 .4 per cent in 2019). This calls for active
steps to accelerate the creation of non-farm
employment. The production process has
been increasingly becoming capital and skill-
intensive, leading to distortions in the labour

market, where despite an increase in educa-
tional attainments, unskilled and semi-skilled
workers abound. This calls for a greater focus
on labour-intensive manufacturing.

Women’s participation is still low and
they remain largely engaged in somewhat
less remunerative jobs in agriculture, un-
paid family work and as own-account
workers. This requires the creation of other
non-farm employment opportunities with
further investments in rural areas, includ-
ing transport and connectivity and access
to childcare.

Youth unemployment is the principal
challenge and is the focus of the report. With
the massive increase in educational attain-
ment, the unemployment problem in India
is becoming centred around educated youth,
who account for nearly two-thirds of total un-
employment. This process has been continu-
ing for the last several decades. The unem-
ployment rate rises with a rise in education
levels — 28 per cent among graduates and
above (the proportion of women being
higher). This has declined from 35.4 per cent
in 2018. The report notes the qualifications
and skills mismatches, particularly at higher
levels of education.

Improving the quality of education and
imparting appropriate skills in active part-
nership with the private sector will continue
tobe a priority in coming years. Paradoxically,
the proportion of youth not in employment,
education and training (NEET) is quite high
ataround 28 per centin 2022, with the share
of females being around five times more than
males. This group requires more policy focus.

Despite animprovement in employment
conditions over time, jobs largely remain in-
formal and of lower productivity. Over 90 per
centemploymentis informal, and 83 per cent
are in the informal sector — it was close to 90
per cent in 2000. Robust wage growth, partic-
ularly of casual and lower strata of regular
workers, strengthening of social protection,
active policies for formalisation and boosting
labour productivity will go along way inim-
proving the quality of employment.

India is likely to have a demographic ad-
vantage for at least another decade. With ro-
bust economic growth likely to be witnessed
inthe coming years, the country canreap this
advantage. The report has recommended
some policy measures such as (a) making
production and growth more employment-
intensive with emphasis on labour-based
manufacturing and appropriate focus on em-
ployment-generating services and agricul-
ture; (b) improving the quality of jobs; (c)
overcoming labour market inequalities, par-
ticularly by boosting women’s employment
and effective policies to tackle NEET; (d) mak-
ing systems for skills training and active
labour market policies more effective, partic-
ularly by bridging the supply-demand gapin
jobs and active involvement of the private
sector; and (e) generating reliable statistics
soas to better capture the complexities of the
changing pattern of labour market due to
rapid technological change.

The writers are team leaders of the India
Employment Report 2024 and are with
Institute for Human Development
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The election that this country [The UK] needs right now is not
another Tory leadership struggle. It is a general election, and it needs it as

soon as possible.”

— THEGUARDIAN

Lights,
camera, India

From its inception, Indian cinema has had a deep
relationship with the Cannes Film Festival. Recent
recognition and collaborations reaffirm that

CHAITANYA K PRASAD

FOR INDIANS, THE Cannes Film Festival,
once a far-removed event, has become fa-
miliar terrain. In 1946, Neecha Nagar by
Chetan Anand won the Grand Prix, making
it the first Indian film to gain this recogni-
tion. Once the Cannes gates were opened for
India, there was no looking back.

Sinceits inception, the audience and jury
at Cannes have embraced Indian cinema for
itsdepth and artistry. With the Film Heritage
Foundation presenting, for the third consec-
utive year at Cannes, Shyam Benegal’s
Manthan and the recent nomination of Payal
Kapadia’s All We Imagine as Light, India’s
standing in the global cinematic landscape
is being reaffirmed.

Since the 1950s, Indian cinema has
adorned the Cannes red carpet. Satyajit Ray’s
Pather Panchali earned the Best Human
Document award in 1956. But India’s legacy
at Cannes extends beyond individual tri-
umphs. From Satyajit Ray’s golden era to
contemporary avant-garde narratives,
Indian filmmakers consistently showcase
innovation and diversity. Notable amongst
these are Mrinal Sen’s Kharij, whichwon the
Special Jury Prize in 1983, Mira Nair’s Salaam
Bombay! which was awarded the Caméra
d'Or in 1988, and Shaji N Karun’s Piravi,
which received the Caméra d’Or — Mention
Spéciale in 1989. In 1999, Murali Nair's
Marana Simhasanam (Throne of Death)
added to India’s success at Cannes, too.

Indian cinema, much like Indian cui-
sine, offers a tapestry of flavours, from
heartwarming dramas to exhilarating
spectacles and spicy twists, drawing inter-
national audiences with its kaleidoscope
of cultures and emotions. The Indian
Pavilion at Cannes has been a symbol and
story of the country’s evolving film indus-
try. It has become one of the hubs of the
festival where stakeholders discuss and de-
bate the Indian filmmaking landscape.

Previously, a diverse array of Indian
films — from Ritesh Batra’s poignant The
Lunchbox to Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s opu-
lent Devdas — set India apart from its global
contemporaries at the festival. R
Madhavan’s Rocketry: The Nambi Effect and
Ashutosh Gowariker’s epic, Lagaan, have
cultivated a deeper appreciation of Indian
cinema’s diversity in filmmaking.

The 66thand 75th editions of the Festival
were significant for India, coinciding with
monumental milestones in the nation’s cul-
tural and historical journey. To commemo-
rate 100 years of Indian cinema, India was
the Official Guest Country at the 66th edi-
tion. This reinforced its soft power and over-
arching influence on Cannes. The
Shehenshah of Hindi cinema, Amitabh
Bachchan, and his The Great Gatsby co-star
Leonardo DiCaprio declared the official kick-
off of the 66th edition. Bachchan address-
ing the global audience in his mother tongue
Hindi was a proud moment. The first
Incredible India Exhibition was also organ-
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ised to promote India as a filming destina-
tion, a joint venture by the Ministry of
Tourism and the Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting. For the first time, the stake-
holders at Cannes got a bird’s eye view of the
potential of filmmaking in India.

India also celebrated 75 years of diplo-
matic ties with France, which coincided with
the 75th anniversary of the Cannes. India
was felicitated as the Official Country of
Honour at the 2022 Cannes Marché du Film.
On the occasion, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi reinforced the potential of India to be-
come a global content hub.

The Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting has played a critical roleinen-
hancing the soft power reach of India at
Cannes. It actively manages India’s outreach
efforts, ensuring a strong presence for the
country’s film industry. Interestingly, the
International Film Festival of India (IFFI)
seems to be a lucky charm for foreign films
vying for international acclaim. Several films
that have been screened at IFFI have gone
on to win Oscars, including American Beauty
(1999) and Life is Beautiful (1997), Life of Pi
(2012), Parasite (2019),and The Power of The
Dog(2021). Additionally, notable films pre-
sented at Cannes are shown as a special
package at IFFI, proving a distinct eye for
great stories. Whether a springboard for
Indian films or a launchpad for Oscar con-
tenders, both Cannes and IFFI have estab-
lished a jugalbandi in weaving together the
best of cinema across the globe.

The Indian film fraternity has also been
a part of the esteemed Cannes jury, enrich-
ing the prestigious event with their expert-
ise. ilmmaker Mrinal Sen paved the way in
1982.Renowned directors like Mira Nair and
Shekhar Kapur offered unique perspectives,
while actresses including Aishwarya Rai
Bachchan, Sharmila Tagore, Vidya Balan,and
most recently, Deepika Padukone, con-
tributed to the selection of top international
films at the 75th edition.

According to a 2024 Media and
Entertainment report, ‘#Reinvent’, pub-
lished by Ernst & Young, the Indian film in-
dustry’s global influence is undeniable, with
339 Indian films released across 38 coun-
triesin 2023 alone. Indian productions have
notably surpassed the $100 million mark at
the international box office, propelled by in-
creasing collaborations with international
studios. Indian cinema’s presence at presti-
gious film festivals underscores its artistic
merit and global appeal while streaming
platforms have facilitated widespread dis-
tribution. With diverse genres and lan-
guages, including regional cinema, catering
to varied audiences, Indian talent is also
making waves in Hollywood and beyond.

Further, film tourism, driven by iconic lo-
cations featured in Indian films, contributes
significantly to India’s tourism sector. These
factors highlight the industry’s dynamicevo-
lution and enduring impact on the world
stage. India’s soft power will always remain
a critical aspect of world cinema being
showcased at Cannes even in its 77th edi-
tion. The journey has been an expression of
the creativity and excellence builtinto India’s
creative DNA.

The writer is former additional DG, DFF and
festival director, IFFI. Views are personal.
Inputs from Zoya Ahmad and

Vaishnavie Srinivasan

NEPOTISTIC & HOW

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A moral
failure’ (IE, May 4). The BJP ticket from
the Kaiserganj seat to Karan Bhushan
Singh, the son of Brij Bhushan Sharan
Singh, is its admission that the six-time
MPis a force to reckon with and it cannot
afford to antagonise him. This fact made
the party throw its weight behind the
man accused of sexual misconduct, de-
spite its tall claims of “nari shakti” and
“beti bachao, beti padhao”. This move
sends out a clear message across the na-
tion: Powerful men can get away with
sexual crimes against women. There is
little doubt that Karan's victory will
mean that Brij Bhushan will continue to
hold undeserving power. Is this not an
example of blatant pariwarvad?

S H Quadri, Bikaner

CURING THE VACCINE

THISREFERS TO the article, ‘Rarest of rare
cases’ (IE, May 4). AstraZeneca (AZ), a
leading pharmaceutical firm headquar-
tered in the UK, has admitted that its
Covid-19 vaccine can cause certain side
effectsin“veryrarecases”. Duringthe
pandemic, vaccine clinical trials were
fast-tracked due to the urgent need to
curb the virus’ spread and save lives. This
was driven by the overwhelming evi-
dence that the benefits of the vaccina-
tions far exceeded the risks posed by the

virus and the vaccines. However, the side
effects, even if rare, have put a question
mark over the safety of the AZ vaccine. It
is hoped thatanin-depthinquiry will be
carried out.

Khokan Das, Kolkata

BRING FACTS BACK

THISREFERS TO the article, ‘When social
media spares no one’ (IE, May 4).
Chonghao is right when he says most of
us behave in a clownish manner while
communicating in today’s day and age.
Many leaders and their followers profess
blatant lies. In this era of knowledge and
information, people come to know the
reality soon. Even senior politicians have
a penchant for engaging in behaviour
that don’t behove their titles when on-
line. We need checks and balances and
away to value fact checking again.
Subhash Vaid, New Delhi

ONLY FOR PLEASURE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Let them
eat bread’ (IE, May 3). Nowadays, there
are healthier alternatives available for the
most popular and unhealthy options.
Why does white bread need to be
“healthier”? It does disservice to the joy of
eating. The key to eating better is moder-
ation. Our scientists’ energies can be bet-
ter utilised elsewhere. Let bread be bread.

Anjali Sharma, Chennai
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Covid virus 1s still here. Why aren’t more people falling ill?

AMITABH SINHA

IT SEEMS like a distant memory now, but just
three years ago, India was in the midst of its
worst phase of the Covid-19 pandemic. The
month of May 2021 saw more than 1.2 lakh
deaths — around 20% of all deaths attributed
to Covid in the country so far. In the first three
weeks of that month, more than 3 lakh pos-
itive cases were detected every day on aver-
age. Daily detections peaked exactly three
years ago — on May 6, 2021 — when more
than 4.14 lakh positive cases were reported.

The crisis continued for at least two more
months, even though cases and deaths de-
clined steadily. Unlike many other countries,
India did not face any more deadly Covid-19
waves. The Omicron wave of January-February
2022 saw amassive surge ininfections, but not
too many severe cases or deaths. And although
afew cases continue to be reported even now
— there were 850 active cases as of Friday, ac-
cording to the Health Ministry — the pandemic
no longer presents a serious threat.

So, is the pandemic finally over?

OnMay 5,2023, the World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) announced that Covid-19 was
no longer a global public health emergency. It
was an acknowledgment that the uncontrolled
spread of the virus was over, it was notleading
toserious diseases, hospitalisations or deaths,
and was no longer stretching public health sys-
tems in most parts of the world. The declara-
tion was seen as aformal end to the pandemic.

SCIENCE

GOLDENE: A SHEET OF GOLD THAT
[SONLY ONEATOM THICK

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI,MAY 5

FOR the first time, researchers have cre-
ated a free-standing sheet of gold that is
only one atom thick. This makes gold the
first metal to be formulated into (free-
standing) 2D sheets — opening up a host
of exciting possibilities for the future.

Developing goldene

Creating ‘goldene’, as the one-atom
thick material has been named, was not
easy for the scientists behind the develop-
ment, from Sweden’s Linkdping
University.Itis not that such 2D materials
have not been created before.

Since the 2004 development of
graphene, the atom-thin material made of
carbon, scientists have identified hundreds

One atom in goldene is bonded to
six other gold atoms. lllustration/Nature

of 2D materials.
However, coming up with atom-thin

Developing goldene is not for the pur-

metallic sheets has been a challenge, due
tometals’ tendency to cluster together to
make nanoparticles instead. While sci-
entists have previously produced gold
sheets sandwiched between other ma-
terials, “goldene is the first free-standing
2D metal, to the best of our knowledge”,
Lars Hultman, part of the team behind
this project, told nature.com.

To create goldene, researchers first
sandwiched an atomic monolayer of sil-
icon between layers of titanium carbide.
When they deposited gold on top of this
sandwich structure, the gold atoms dif-
fused into the material and replaced the
silicon atoms, forming a trapped mono-
layer of gold atoms.

Subsequently, scientists etched away
the titanium carbide layers to create a
free-standing, one atom thick layer of
gold. This was done with the help of an
age-old Japanese technique used to forge
katanas and high-quality knives, using a
chemical popularly known as
Murakami’s reagent.

According to Hultman’s estimates,
these sheets of goldene are roughly 100
nanometres thick (a nanometre is a bil-
lionth of a metre), approximately 400
times thinner than the thinnest commer-
cially available gold leaf.

Many potential applications

poses of scientific curiosity alone — far
from it. Scientists believe that the super
thin, super light material can potentially
revolutionise the electronics industry.

“Goldene holds promise as a great cat-
alyst because it's much more economi-
cally viable than thicker, three-dimen-
sional  gold,” Hultman told
sciencenews.org. “You don’t need as many
gold atoms to get the same function,” he
said. This means that electronics, which
use gold due to its electrical conductivity,
can potentially use lesser amounts for the
same purpose.

Moreover, the technique used by the
scientists to create goldene can, in theory,
also be applicable to other metallic ob-
jects. Shun Kashiwaya, co-author of the
study and a materials scientist at
Linkoping University, said that the team
is already working to make 2D sheets of
iridium and platinum.

Lastly, goldene possibly also has some
special properties, like other previously
developed 2D materials. This is due to the
fact that each gold atom, in this case, has
only six neighbouring atoms, compared
to 12 in a three-dimensional crystal.
Scientists say that future applications
could include carbon dioxide conversion,
hydrogen-generating catalysis, selective
production of value-added chemicals, hy-
drogen production, water purification, etc.
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India had withdrawn all Covid-19-related
restrictions after March 31,2022 — shortly af-
ter the Omicron wave had dissipated — and
ceased the application of the provisions of the
Disaster Management Act. Subsequently, state
governments removed their mandates for
compulsory wearing of masks in public spaces.

However, SARS-CoV-2, the virus that
caused the Covid-19 disease, remains very
much in circulation — and con-
tinues to cause infections and
even some deaths. The domi-
nant variant causing the most
infections right nowisJN.1,a dis-

Zealand. About 3,000 cases were reported in
India. In this same period, about 3,400 deaths
have been attributed to Covid-19 — about
2,400 in the United States, and 53 in India.
Despite very little testing, India is still re-
porting cases in double digits — 50 cases were
detected on Thursday. There was even adeath
in Kerala. A few labs, including the National
Institute of Virology in Pune, Centre for
Cellular and Molecular Biology
inHyderabad, and Translational
Health Science and Technology
Institute in Faridabad, have been
tracking the circulation of the

tant descendant of Omicron.
JN.1isalittle more efficient at infecting people
thanits sister variants, but, like all descendants
of Omicron, does not cause severe disease.
WHO data show that in the four weeks
leading up to April 14, more than 2.42 lakh pos-
itive cases were reported across the world, over
two-thirds of which were in Russia and New

virus, mainly through waste-
water surveillance and samples from hospi-
tals. Wastewater surveillance has revealed the
presence of the JN.1 variant in India as well.

Why aren’t more people getting infected?
Detections may be low simply because
very few people are getting tested.

Luck, or chance, has had arole to play in
the way Covid-19 has ceased to be a major
health risk in the last couple of years. The
Omicron variant, which emerged at the end
of 2021, had enhanced capability to spread
and infect people, but it did not cause severe
disease. A large proportion of the world’s
population gained natural immunity after
being infected with Omicron. By the end of
2021, more than half the global population
had also received one or the other vaccine,
which strengthened their immunity.

The decline in the number of people
without immunity, either through natural
infection or vaccination, meant that the virus
had fewer opportunities to evolve rapidly
into newer variants.

However, neither natural infection nor vac-
cines provide permanent immunity. The ef-
fectof vaccines takenin 2021 and 2022 is most
likely over. Natural immunity also dissipates
after some time. The only reason there is no
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uncontrolled surge is that people are continu-
ing to get infected with relatively harmless vari-
ants, and getting their immunity renewed.

“Thatis exactly what seems to be happen-
ing. People are getting infected, possibly inlarge
numbers. We don’t know because not many
tests are being done. But in the process, their
natural immunity is getting refreshed and ex-
tended,” Anurag Agarwal, Dean of Biosciences
and Health Research at Trivedi School of
Biosciences at Ashoka University, said.

Meanwhile, the fact that the virus has not
mutated into a more dangerous variant, has
been very helpful. How long this situation
will continue is anyone’s guess. However, the
virus is no longer new to scientists and pub-
lic health experts, who now have a much bet-
ter understanding of it, and know what to
expect and how to deal with its spread. But
the circulating strains need to be constantly
monitored and tracked, so that timely inter-
ventions can be made.

Latin America’s dengue spike

Brazil and the region are going through a historic surge in dengue cases and deaths. Higher temperatures
and a proliferation of mosquito-breeding habitats is a key reason. An effective vaccine is urgently needed

ALIND CHAUHAN
NEW DELHI, MAY 5

DENGUE IS sweeping through Latin America.
In the four months from January to April
2024, more than 6 million cases have been
reported in the region that comprises South
America, Central America, Mexico, and the
Caribbean — over a third more than the 4.4
million reported in all of 2023. Some coun-
tries are witnessing a surge much before the
peak season for dengue; others are record-
ing severe outbreaks for the first time.

The spike in dengue comes as global tem-
peratures, including in the Latin American re-
gion, continue their upward march. Warmer
weather creates ideal conditions for mosqui-
toes, the vector that spreads dengue, to thrive.

Rising case numbers

The World Health Organisation (WHO)
recorded a 10-fold increase (from 500,000
to 5.2 million) in the number of cases world-
wide between 2000 and 2019, with an un-
precedented peak in the latter year.

There was a decline in reporting in the
Covid-19years of 2020-22, but last year saw
a global surge in cases, “characterised by a
significantincrease in the number, scale, and
simultaneous occurrence of multiple out-
breaks, spreading into previously unaffected
regions”, the WHO said in December 2023.

On April 23 this year, the WHO said that
since the beginning of the ongoing 2023
transmission, reported cases had crossed 6.5
million, with more than 7,300 deaths. The
WHO region of the Americas reported 4.5
million cases and 2,300 deaths in 2023.

While the fatality rate of dengue is low,
the disease can in some cases lead to “break-
down fever”, which causes severe joint pain,
haemorrhage and, sometimes, death. There s
no high-efficacy vaccine yet that can stop the
large-scale spread of dengue. (See box right)

Latin American surge

Brazil, the biggest country in the region, is
the worst affected. More than 4.2 million peo-
ple —around 1.8% of the country’s population
— were infected with dengue between
January 1 and April 23 this year, according to
Brazil's Health Ministry. More than 2,000 peo-
ple had died due to the disease in this period,
another record for a single year.

Several of Brazil’s 26 states have declared
astate of emergency. The army has set up field
hospitals in the capital, Brasilia, to accommo-
date patients who could not get medical at-
tention in packed hospitals. The countryis out
of mosquito repellents, and it is not clearwhen
new stocks will arrive, The Economist reported.

Peru and Puerto Rico too have declared a
state of emergency. While Puerto Rico had
reported 549 cases by March-end (compared

VACCINATION CHALLENGE

Four viral strains

Dengue is spread through bites of the
Aedes aegypti mosquito. There are four
strains of the virus, which makesita
daunting challenge to manufacture a
viable and effective vaccine. While
vaccines that protect against all four
strains do exist, they are expensive and
have serious limitations.

“Theissueis thatif a vaccine protects
you from one strain, you become more
susceptible to other strains. The biggest
challenge is to develop a vaccine which
works against all the strains,” Dr
Virander S Chauhan, president of the
Multi Vaccines Development Prog-
ramme at the International Centre for
Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology
(ICGEB) in New Delhi, said.

Available options

Qdenga: The Japanese-made vaccine
costs about $115 per dose in Europe and
$40in Indonesia. Brazil has bought in
bulk for $19; however, there will be
enough vaccines to fully vaccinate only
3.3 million of Brazil’s 220 million people
in 2024, according to areport published
on April 12 in The New York Times.

In February, Takeda Pharmaceuticals,
which makes Qdenga, said it has
partnered with Hyderabad-based
vaccine maker Biological E to produce up
to 50 million doses a year. This could
reduce the price, but regulatory approval
for BE to market Qdenga could take
several years, The NYT report said.

Dengvaxia: This vaccine,
manufactured by the French pharma
company Sanofi Pasteur, can be given
only to people who have already been
infected with dengue.

Brazilian researchers recently
announced that clinical trials of a new
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vaccine had shown strong immunity
against dengue. The single-shot vaccine
created by the US National Institutes of
Health (NIH) uses live, weakened forms
of all four strains of the virus. The vaccine
has been licensed for development by
the Instituto Butantan in Sao Paulo. But
again, it is unlikely to be rolled out
nationally in Brazil for at least a couple of
years, The NYTreport said.

Trials in India

Serum Institute of India (SIl)is
testing a dengue vaccine based on the
NIH’s research. SII has completed initial
phases of trial and will conduct alarge
phase 3 trial in children and teens ages 2-
18 in collaboration with the Indian
Council of Medical Research (ICMR).

Panacea Biotec is also conducting

trials of the NIH vaccine. Phase 1/2 trials
have been completed, and the company
is scaling up manufacturing for a larger

phase 3 trial in 18- to 80-year-olds.

Indian Immunologicals Ltd, a
Hyderabad-based biotech company, is
using the technology developed by NIH
for avaccine that is undergoing initial
phases of human trials.

Two other indigenous dengue vac-
cines are under development in India.
One, by ICGEB, is a sub-unit vaccine that
includes a piece of a pathogen (not the
whole organism), and does not contain
any live pathogens. No clinical trials have
been conducted so far. The other isa DNA
vaccine being developed by Tata Institute
of Fundamental Research (TIFR) and
Rajiv Gandhi Centre for Biotechnology.
This too is yet to be tested in humans.

with 1,293 in all of 2023), Peru witnessed
135,000 suspected cases and 117 deaths be-
tween January and early April (compared
with 33 deaths in the same period last year).

Argentina too, has recorded a large in-
crease in case numbers. Central American
countries and Mexico, which usually see
dengue cases rising towards the end of the
year, are witnessing unseasonal spikes.

For the first time, Uruguay and Chile are se-
riously affected. “We already have alarge num-
ber of cases this year... —even Uruguay and ar-
eas where there has been no transmission of
dengue for a century,” Pan American Health

Organisation (anarmof the UN)director Jarbas
Barbosa said in a press briefing in March.

What'’s happening and why

Over the past 30 years, the region has
warmed an average of 0.2 degree Celsius per
decade, according to the State of the Climate
in Latin America and the Caribbean 2022 re-
port. Warmer temperatures have increased
mosquito habitats and extended the length of
the active season, allowing for longer trans-
mission windows for vector-borne diseases.

The situation was exacerbated by the
2023 ElNifio, a weather pattern that leads to

abnormal warming of surface waters in the
equatorial Pacific Ocean, and increased tem-
peratures even more across the region.
Rising temperatures have also led to more
frequent and intense extreme weather
events. Untimely rainfall, storms, flooding,
and rising sea levels create shallow, stagnant
pools of water in many places that allow mos-
quito larvae to thrive. Droughts lead people
to collect and save water in containers that
provide breeding places for mosquitoes.
Rapid urbanisation and the rise of shanty-
towns with infrequent or ineffective garbage-
collection has been flagged as a factor as well.

What is artificial general intelligence & why are people worried about it?

BIJIN JOSE
NEW DELHI,MAY 5

IN A recent interview, OpenAl CEO Sam
Altman expressed his commitment to in-
vest billions of dollars towards the devel-
opment of artificial general intelligence
(AGI). Despite Altman’s repeated endorse-
ment of AGI, many in the global tech com-
munity are apprehensive about it.

What is artificial general intelligence?
AGl refers to a machine or software that
can emulate human cognitive abilities, such
thatit can performany task thatahumancan
do. This includes reasoning, common sense,
abstract thinking, background knowledge,
differentiating between cause and effect, etc.
Humans learn through their experiences
— by talking to people or observing things;
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by reading books, watching television, and
reading articles — which then shape our de-
cision-making (often subconsciously) to
solve any given problem, or come up witha
new one. AGI seeks to replicate this. Think
of a super intelligent robot friend, who can
understand everything that you say, learn
new things just the way you do, and even
think of problems to find solutions.

How is AGI different from the Al in use?
The maindifference between AGland the
more common form of Al, also known as
“narrow Al”, lies in their scope and capabili-
ties. Narrow Al performs specific tasks such
as image recognition, translation, or playing
games like chess — at which it can outdo hu-
mans — but it remains limited to its set pa-
rameters. AGI on the other hand, envisions a
broader, more generalised form of intelli-
gence that is not confined to any particular

task. This makes it more human-like.

This is also why AGl is currently the
summit of Al development, which has al-
ways been about broadening capabilities.
ChatGPT, launched in November 2022,
piqued global interest due to its ability to
come up with human-like text responses.
Since then, as billions of dollars have been
pumped in to fuel research in
the field, Al models have be-
come progressively better. The
creation of AGl s like the final
frontier in this development.

Al

without being detected as a machine, ac-
cording to the Turing test, it has demon-
strated human intelligence.

When Turing wrote this paper, Al was a
distant dream — even computers were in
their nascency. Yet, his work led towide-rang-
ing discussions about the possibility of such
machines, their potential benefits, and risks.

How can AGI help us?

In theory, AGI has innu-
merable benefits. For in-
stance, in healthcare, it can re-

How old is AGl as anidea?

The idea of AGI first emerged in 1950 in
a paper by Alan Turing, the father of theoret-
ical computer science and Al. In Computing
Machinery and Intelligence, he introduced
the so-called Turing test — if a machine can
engage in a conversation with a human

define diagnostics, treatment
planning, and personalised medicine by in-
tegrating and analysing vast datasets, far
beyond the capabilities of humans. In fi-
nance and business, AGI could automate
various processes and enhance overall de-
cision-making, offering real-time analytics
and market predictions with accuracy. AGI

could also transform adaptive learning sys-
tems that work towards the unique needs of
students, democratising access to person-
alised education worldwide.

In an interview given to The Wall Street
Journal, Altman said AGI would lead to a “lot
of productivity and economic value”, and
would have unprecedented “problem-solv-
ing capabilities and creative expression”.

So why is there scepticism about AGI?

Despite its promise, AGI continues to
fuel widespread apprehensions.

B The amount of computational power
required to develop AGI systems raises con-
cerns about its environmental impacts, in
terms of energy consumption and genera-
tion of e-waste.

M AGI could lead to massive job losses
and widespread socio-economic disparity.
Power would be concentrated in the hands

of those who control AGL

M It could introduce new security vul-
nerabilities, and outrun governments’ abil-
ities to come up with suitable regulations.

M If humans were to become dependent
on AGlI, it might in theory even lead to the
loss of basic human skills and capabilities.

B AGI can outdo human beings, making
its actions difficult to understand and pre-
dict. This could conceivably lead to a sci-fi
horror: AGI taking actions against human
well-being.

Al pioneers Yoshua Bengio, Geoffrey
Hinton, and Yann LeCun have often warned
about the catastrophic outcomes of creating
AGI, with Hinton even comparing AGI’s
dangers to that posed by nuclear weapons.

Today, most experts advocate stringent
regulations to ensure that the development
of AGl is in line with human values and
safety standards.
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

NIJJAR CASE ARRESTS AND
NEED FOR UNIVERSAL
DEFINITION OF TERROR

— HE recent arrest of three members of a hit squad in Can-
ada trended because they were charged with the murder
of Khalistani separatist Hardeep Singh Nijjar outside a
gurdwara in Surrey, British Columbia, on June 18, 2023.
Nijjar had a Canadian passport. The global interest was
on whether the trio was tied to the Indian security establish-
ment. The news break came days after the Washington Post
claimed to have outed an R&AW operative as the handler of a
botched attempt to bump off another Khalistani radical in the
US, Gurpatwant Singh Pannun. However, the Canadian police
gave little away, merely claiming a larger ring was under the
scanner and they were looking into their Indian establishment
linkage. They refused to share the nature of the evidence and
motive. What’s known at present is the three people under ar-
rest are Indian nationals who lived in Edmonton for three to five
years. They are speculated to have entered Canada on student
visas. The trio played different roles as shooters, drivers and
spotters on the day Nijjar was killed. Canada is yet to share any
information with India, foreign minister S Jaishankar said.
Bilateral relations hit an all-time low after Canadian PM Jus-
tin Trudeau flagged the Nijjar case in his talks with PM Naren-
dra Modi on the sidelines of the G20 summit in New Delhi with-
out sharing an iota of evidence. Jaishankar accused Trudeau
of doing vote bank politics by giving political legitimacy to Kha-
listani elements because his party is in a minority. He went on
to rub it in, adding Canada deserved a strong leader like Modi.
An interim report of an independent investigation released
in Canada accused India of ‘not differentiating between lawful
pro-Khalistani political advocacy and the relatively small Can-
ada-based Khalistani violent extremism’. “It views anyone
aligned with Khalistani separatism as a seditious threat,” the
report said. Apparently, the 1985 bombing of an Air India flight
with 329 passengers, mostly Canadian Sikhs, by Khalistani radi-
cals isnot even a blip in its national memory. Had Canada acted
upon the violent elements, like the Nijjars, chances are the mid-
air terror attack could have been avoided. Besides, as many as
25 Indian requests for extradition of Khalistanis are yet to be
acted upon. Canada’s intransigence re-emphasises the need for
a universal definition on terror that is binding on all nations.

UGCBID TOGIVETEETHTO
ANTI-RAGGING MEASURES

HAT happened with Aman Kachroo in 2009 in a medi-

cal college in Himachal Pradesh’s Kangra was repeat-

ed with J S Siddarthan in a veterinary college in Waya-

nad in 2023. While Kachroo was beaten to death,

Siddarthan was bullied, assaulted and driven to sui-
cide. Many more students have endured ragging, which contin-
ues to cast its shadow on campuses. In this scenario, it is hoped
the University Grants Commission (UGC)’s latest guidelines for
higher education institutions will curb such delinquent behav-
iour. The UGC has already up drawn up a number of commend-
able initiatives, including a round-the-clock toll-free helpline
and dedicated email ID for students to complain. It has now
asked states to set up district-level committees to monitor insti-
tutions; the committees will include the district magistrate, ad-
ditional district magistrate, university head, superintendent of
police, local media and student organisations—a robust setup
that brings together a number of public stakeholders which
will, hopefully, prevent and even eliminate this evil. The UGC
also suggests regular counselling, identification of troublemak-
ers, surprise inspections of hostels, besides infrastructure like
CCTYV cameras and posters to raise awareness.

Regrettably, it has taken the UGC 15 years to comply with the
SC’s 2009 directive on setting up committees at the local level,
designed to give students a sense of security. The court’s direc-
tions were part of the judgment in the Aman Kachroo ragging
case of 2009, pursued by his father Dr Raj Kachroo. The SC rec-
ommended that every institution must have an Anti-Ragging
Committee and an Anti-Ragging Squad, and also sought to sen-
sitise all college staffers, be they administrative or contract la-
bour, to report any untoward incidents. There have been cases
of college authorities attempting to downplay ragging cases and
muffling student voices in a bid to protect the institution’s repu-
tation. Notably, ragging is an activity common among males—of
the 1,240 ragging cases reported in the past year, 82 percent in-
volved boys. Whether bullying as a form of socialisation is ac-
cepted among boys is moot, but when it crosses a certain line,
authorities should step in. Besides prevention, there should be
stringent punishment for students who attack vulnerable jun-
iors; criminal charges should be slapped, instead of limiting the
penalty to rustication. It is hoped these measures and doses of
counselling will eventually end this campus activity, and par-
ents will be spared the pain of losing young teenagers.
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JUST A TETE-A-TWEET

ARY Kasparov’s lighthearted jab at Rahul Gandhi’s com-
6 ment that he was good at political chess and idolised the Rus-

sian grandmaster caused a mini tweetstorm. Kasparov, now
ademocracy activist, replied on X that Rahul would first have to
win Rae Bareli. Things got so heated he had to clarify the téte-a-
tweet was made in jest. The Indian twitterati seem oblivious that
former world champion recently also called D Gukesh “the In-
dian earthquake” after the 17-year-old broke his record as the
youngest world championship challenger. Let’s focus on chess,
celebrate the win with gusto and support the sport in India.

EDITORIAL

YOI NS QISHOSNAONLZN THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

s India’s economic influence
continues to grow on Sri Lanka,
shards of mistrust resurface, re-
flecting the contentious nature
of India-Sri Lanka relations that
had seen highs and lows from
time to time. But the latest row,
a spat over Katchatheevu, an uninhibited
island lying between India and Sri Lanka,
clearly had one more reason besides politi-
cal expediency during election time.

The BJP recently hit out at the Congress
for handing over an important island half
a century ago, situated closer to Ram-
eswaram than to Sri Lanka’s Jaffna. While
looking to score political brownie points as
Tamil Nadu went to poll, the BJP also riled
Tamil Nadu’s DMK for not doing enough
to safeguard the rights of Tamils and
tweeted that DMK’s silence over Kat-
chatheevu was telling and their callous-
ness has harmed the interests of Tamil
Nadu’s fisherfolk. The Congress has ac-
cused the BJP of creating a false narrative
on the 1974 Indo-Sri Lanka Maritime
Agreement, through which Indira Gandhi
ceded the island to Colombo.

The island historically belonged to the
Ramnad Zamindari, established in 1605,
which altogether comprised 69 coastal vil-
lages and 11 islands, including Katchathee-
vu. Records claim the island was a revenue
source, thus establishing a historical
claim over the island. Sri Lanka’s claim
had been that the St Anthony’s church, the
only structure on the uninhabited island,
on the island belongs to the Jaffna Diocese
and since 1921, Katchatheevu was under
British Ceylon, strengthening its claim
over the island.

In 1976, when the maritime boundary
line in the Sethusamudram region was di-
vided between the two nations, the adjoin-
ing sea expanse including the disputed is-
land fell within Sri Lanka’s maritime
jurisdiction. Unlike the present day, when
every inch of land gives rise to a battle cry
or rhetoric, in the early 1970s when the is-
land was ceded, priority was accorded to
the maintenance of healthy relations with
a neighbour over creating a dispute over
territory. In turn, Indian fishermen con-
tinue to have the right to access and dry
their fishnets and each year; have access to
the island for two days of the year when a
religious festival to celebrate St Anthony,
the patron saint of fishing communities.

But such politics are rare today. Re-
sponding to Premier Modi’s rousing state-
ment over the island, Sri Lanka’s Foreign
Minister Ali Sabry said the matter was re-
solved fifty years ago and there was norea-
son to reopen the discussion.

While the immediate reason for rabble

While the immediate reason for rabble rousing over the island is
due to the polls, there are other factors at play, like the possible
threat of China using it to extend control in the Indian Ocean

KATCHATHEEVU IN
HEADLINES AGAIN
AFTER 5 DECADES

DILRUKSHI
HANDUNNETTI

rousing over Katchatheevu is due to the
elections, there are other reasons at play,
analysts say. Given half a chance, India
would still like to reacquire the island, not
simply to protect the fishing rights of the
Tamil Nadu fisher community but also to
extend Delhi’s writ over more landmass. It
canreduce the number of fishermen daily
getting arrested as well. There would be
definite political and reputational benefits
if the island was brought under Delhi’s
rule, but at this moment, Katchatheevu of-
fers an opportunity to get even with politi-
cal opponents in a state where the BJP
does not enjoy a significant support base.
What other reasons lie behind the im-
passioned statements? Besides access, Kat-
chatheevu is important to India for rea-
sons beyond politics. It has cultural,

Award-winning journalist and lawyer. Sheis a
founder and director of the Colombo-based
Center for Investigative Reporting (CIR)
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religious, geographical and geopolitical
significance. Indian fishermen also pray at
St Anthony’s shrine and seek his blessings.
Beyond the feel-good factors, analysts iden-
tify the foremost reason to redevelop an
interest in Katchatheevu is to contain Chi-
na’s expanding footprint in the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR). In this context, the lit-
tle island between Rameswaram and Jaff-
na assumes new strategic significance.

At present, India’s relations with the
Maldives, Nepal and Bangladesh remain
strained. Following the fiscal crisis in Sri
Lanka, India played a critical role in sup-
porting the nation, yet Colombo’s romance
with Beijing is far from over, even if it is
akin to a forced marriage now as the island
nation sinks into deeper debt. China has
strategic presence in many parts of Sri

People are trapped in |
history, @d history is James
trapped in them Baldwin

Lanka. The island’s economic vulnerabili-
ties stem from multiple reasons, including
corruption and government inefficiency,
but the business model of Chinese infra-
structure projects and the inflexibility in
debt restructuring are proof Colombo is go-
ing to be under Beijing’s sphere of influ-
ence for many years to come.

As many South Asian countries includ-
ing Sri Lanka gravitate towards China for
infrastructure funding, especially in the
IOR, Delhi’s discomfort continues to grow.
If left unopposed, there is an element of
fear that Katchatheevu area too could
come under China’s growing influence,
finding a base on SriLanka’s soil. This pos-
sibility is never too far off from the minds
of Tamil Nadu politicians, who fear Chi-
nese presence affecting the fishing activi-
ties of Indian fishers who have the right of
access to Katchatheevu.

What’s hardly explained is that Kat-
chatheevu was not handed over to SriLan-
ka on a platter, or made possible due to a
great friendship between the two women
who were leading India and Sri Lanka at
the time, Indira Gandhi and Sirimavo
Bandaranaike. The little island was ceded
50 years ago to settle a contentious mari-
time boundary. The India-Sri Lanka Inter-
national Maritime Boundary Line was
delineated in 1974, followed by a 1976 agree-
ment that demarcated the Gulf of Mannar
and the Bay of Bengal. Through the 1976
arrangement, the Wadge Bank, located
near Cape Comorin, fell within India’s Ex-
clusive Economic Zone, ensuring India
possibly got more out of these agreements
than Colombo did. At the same time, both
countries benefited from amicably settling
the maritime boundary, paving the way for
stronger India-Sri Lanka relations at the
time. The agreements also addressed a
range of rights includingfishing activities
between the two nations, in particular, pro-
tecting Indian fishers’ rights.

Besides the right to dry fishing nets and
visit Katchatheevu as pilgrims, there was
an agreement to allow free movement of
vessels in the Palk Strait. What fell into a
grey area was fishing rights, giving rise to
a continuing problem with Indian fishers
being arrested by Lankan authorities. The
1976 agreement barred Indian fishermen
from fishing in Sri Lankan waters, though
the maritime violations continue.

Yet, the BJP’s call for retrieval is not as
simple as protecting Tamil Nadu fishers’
rights. It is about the possibility of Kat-
chatheevu at some point of time being
used to exert China’s influence over the
Indian Ocean region.

(Views are personal)
(dilrukshi@cirlk)

THE SAINT BEHIND 30 PERCENT
OF KASHMIRI IDIOMS & PROVERBS

o take up from last week, I would
like to share stories about Lal
Ded, an outstanding figure in
Kashmiri tradition from the
mid-14th century. We are told ‘La-
11a’, meaning ‘seeker’, was mar-
ried off young, at the age of 12.

Cherished as Lalleshwari by Kashmiri
Pandits and as Lal Ded or Lalla Arifa by
Kashmiri Muslims, she is said to have been
born in 1355 CE at Pandrethan (Purana-
dhisthana), about 12 km southeast of Sri-
nagar, to a Kashmiri Pandit family. Lalla
fell into the classic ‘feeble husband-hostile
mother-in-law’ trap that unfortunately
needs no elaboration even today. As is still
the practice in some old-fashioned families,
Lalla was given a new name by her in-laws;
a total leaving behind of original identity.

‘Padmavati’ was made to do the hardest
work and not fed properly. The story goes
her mother-in-law would place a big stone
on Lalla’s plate and cover it with rice to
make it look like a heap of food. Lalla, who
ate last as the one with the least status,
would patiently wash the stone daily and
put it back in the kitchen. Her father-in-law
found out and reproved his wife, but it only
made things worse. The mother-in-law poi-
soned her son’s ears, and further unkind-
ness followed. The poor girl had to accept
the prospect of spending her life loveless.

But when Lalla was 26, some breaking
point was finally reached, for she just
walked away from her ‘family’. Like Ma-
hadevi Akka of Karnataka two hundred
years earlier, she wandered around naked.
She discovered a guru in the yogi Siddhi
Srikanth and kept the company of renunci-
ates and spiritual seekers. It is also said
Lalla was taught spiritual matters by Nund
Reshi, the influential Kashmiri saint who
was an embodiment of Hindu-Muslim con-
fluence. She eventually found meaning in
life through her love for Shiva.

Lalla patiently endured human cruelty,
pleaded to Shiva for relief and finally found
him in all creation, as her poems show. I
was helped in these translations back in
2000 by a Kashmiri Pandit friend who did
the literal translation, which I then edited,
amid her howls of mirth at my attempts to
pronounce Kashmiri. I have transliterated
here to share a sense of this faraway lan-
guage, and any mistakes are wholly mine.

Lalla’s vaakhs initially have a sorrowful,
accepting tone as in Tsaalun chu vuzmal
t’trattuh/ Tsaalun chu mandyin’yuh gattuh
kaar/Tsalun chu paan-panun kaddun
gratt’eh/Heytim 'meul santush vat’e pann’y,

RENUKA NARAYANAN

FAITHLINE

meaning ‘Endure the lightning and thun-
der/ Endure the darkness at noon/ Endure
the grinding millstone (of earthly life/ En-
dure, for He comes to you.’

It transforms into recognising ‘God-with-
in’ as in Tsal’ tsitt’ vwandas bay’ mo ber/
Chon tsinnth karaan paanuh Anaad/Ts’e
kawuh zaanyuh khyod hari kar/Kival t’sa
tsaandh’yuh taaruk naad, meaning ‘Fear
not, O vagrant mind/ Eternal God takes

Lalleshwari fell into the classic
‘feeble husband-hostile mother-
in-law’ trap once she was married
off at 12. She bore the abuse till
she turned 26, when she reached a
breaking point. She walked away
from her ‘family’ to live spiritually

care of you/ Cry then, to Him alone/ Cross
(the Sea of Samsara) by His Name alone.’

She appeals to this greater power with
Shiv yuh Keshav yuh Zin yuh/ Kamala-
Jjanaath namaadhaarin yuh/Meh abali
kaastan bhavaraoz/Su vuh su vuh su vuh
su, meaning ‘Shiva or Keshava or Jina? Or
the lotus-born lord, Brahma? Whatever be
his Name, Let him lift the world’s sickness
from me, Be it He, or He or He.’

She reaches a place of acceptance and
clarity with Mail vwandi zolum Jigar mo-
rum/Tel’ lal naav draam/Yel’uh dal’uh
treiv’mas tat’e, meaning ‘I burnt the dirt in
my soul, I killed my wayward heart, I spread
my beggar’s cloth to Him. And so is Lalla
known.’ She gradually attains the sensation
that ‘God is in all things and all things be-
long to God’ and says, A'ndariy aayas
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tsa’ndru’y gihraan/Gihraan aayas hiheyn
hih/ T’suh h’eu Naraan, t'suh h’'eu Naraan/
T’suh h’eu Naraan, yim kam vuh? Meaning
‘I searched within for the Moon (of Revela-
tion), As like seeks out like: This is God, this
is God, this is God, none else but God. What
are these many things (made by You)?’

This is further expressed in verses of se-
rene conviction like this: Shiv tsu'’y thali
thali rozan/Mo zan Hindu to Musalman/
Ruk ay chuk pan panun parzanav/ Soy chay
Shivas sati zaniy zan meaning ‘Shiva per-
vades every place and thing; Do not say this
is Hindu, that, Muslim; You are intelligent,
recognise yourself; That is true kinship
with God.” Soon after this realisation hap-
pens, Lalla goes about the countryside try-
ing to wean people away from the cruelty
of ossified religious practice to the liberat-
ing and kindly path of true spirituality.

My favourite is Lal b’ tsaayas swaman
baagabaras/ Vuchum Shivas-Shakth milith
t’vaah/ Tati lay karmas amritsaras/Zind’
maras t'me kari kyah? Meaning, ‘I, Lalla,
entered blooming garden of my own mind,
There I joyfully beheld Shiva united with
Shakti. There then did I merge in the Lake
of Nectar. Alive, I am unchained from birth
and death: What can the world do to me?’

This very Upanishadic vaakh goes: Ga-
gan tsu’y bhutal tsu’y/Tsu’y chuk deyn pa-
van ta raat/Arg tsandun posh poyni tsu’y/
Tsu’y chuk soruy ta lagizi kyah? Meaning
‘You are the sky, you are the earth, the air,
the hours, the sacrificial grain; You are the
water, the sandal paste and flowers; You are
already in everything. What shall I worship
youwith?’ It islike a prelude to Gagan mein
thaal rav chand deepak, which is Guru
Nanak’s similar, fabulous arati.

Finally, Lalla’s deeply Upanishadic mes-
sage sketches Eternity for us: As’suhs/
As’si/ T as’asav, meaning ‘We were, We
shall be, We have always been’. Her mes-
sage: ‘Eternally, the sun sets to rise, Eter-
nally, Shiva dissolves to create.’

Her precise date of death is unknown;
it’s said she died in Bijbehara. Over thirty
percent of Kashmiri idioms and proverbs
are said to derive from her vaakhs.

(Views are personal)
(shebaba09@gmail.com)
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Unbiased functioning

Ref: Partisanship makes ECl an election
omission (May 5). It is the onerous duty of the
ECI as per Article 324 of the Constitution to
oversee the election and ensure it is free and
fair. It is a gigantic task to conduct elections
for 100 crore people in a peaceful way, so it

is important to let the body functionin an
unbiased manner.

Haribandhu Panigrahi, Tarbha

Frank views

Tamil YouTuber ‘Savukku’ Shankar is known
for his free and frank views. His remarks were
always meant to bring the wrongdoings of the
government to public view. Instead of making
enquiries into the serious allegations pointed
out by him, arresting him on vague grounds of
‘remarks against cops’ shows the intentions
of the government. People will be afraid of
freely expressing their views.

S Retnaswamy, Chennai

Unfulfilled promises

West Bengal CM Mamata Banerjee’s remarks
against PM Narendra Modi that the promises
of “good days” made earlier are yet to be
fulfilled is right. | wonder on what basis he is
talking about the same guarantees when he
failed to fulfil them even after ten years.
Syed Amjad Ali, Secunderabad

Congress hypocrisy

In reference to Priyanka Gandhi asking why
PM Modi didn’t contest and get elected from
Gujarat, she seems to forget that he did get
elected from the state in 2014. Incidentally,

he has not run away from his constituency
after defeat like Rahul Gandhi. Did she ask her
brother why he contested from Wayanad?
Shreeram Paranjape, Bengaluru

Constituency cheated

Rahul Gandhi can avoid Amethi and contest
from Rae Bareli. After all, he has chosen the
place represented by his mother to prove
voters’ continued loyalty to his family. But
contesting from a second constituency without
taking Wayanad voters into confidence borders
on cheating the latter. It’s like promising one
girl to marry her, and subsequently entering
into a relationship with another!

Geetha B K, Kannur

Right message

The Telangana High Court’s emphasis that

the SBI needs to maintain parity in awarding
punishments to its delinquent staff highlights
avoidable chinks in the framework of the
bank’s disciplinary proceedings. The bank’s
primary object of punishment is to send the
right message to others to prevent a recurrence
of such events in the organisation.

DV Sankara Rao, Hyderabad
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Powering ahead

Rooftop solar sops welcome, but electricity sector needs
policy stimuli for investments across value chain

RIME MINISTER NARENDRA Modi’s overarching plan for the
energy sector has twobasic elements: consolidate India’s fledg-
ling status as a net electricity exporter, and make the best use
of the incipient electric vehicle (EV) revolution. Voluminous
imports of crude petroleum and natural gas (in liquefied form) make the
country a net energy importer by a wide margin, despite the fragile sur-
plusin electrical energy.With the country’s oil and gas sector showing no
great prospects, and its still-plentiful coal reserves being progressively
depleted, only a shift to renewable energy (RE) and electrical energy seems
plausible asalong-term solution. While articulating the national energy
strategy recently, the prime minister also talked about an aim to make
the household electricity bill zero, riding on the plank of a new, govern-
ment-assisted rooftop solar project — PM Surya Ghar: Muft Bijli Yojana.

Modi’s statement on zero power bill must have boosted expectations
among millions of households, but energy experts have welcomed it with
anelement of incredulity. Rooftop solar units aren’t feasible even for most
of India’s pucca houses, leave alone a sizeable section of population that
doesn’tyet have such domiciliary comfort.The cost of aworkable unit of 5
kilowatt foran ordinaryhome is pegged at ¥3-4 lakh,beyond the capacity
of vast majority. PM Surya Ghar offers “up to 300 units of free electricity
every month”to 10 million households, thanks to the subsidy that covers
up to 40% of panel costs. The scheme, considering the fiscal capacity of
the government,amounts to a largesse, and is seen to help save ¥70,000
crore annually as electricity costs. But it can’t alter India’s power-sector
economics substantially anytime soon— note that only 0.67 million of
India’s 300 million households have rooftop solar units at present, and
these accounted forjust 2.7% of installed power capacity in FY24.

Leave that aside, augmentation of rooftop solar capacity would still
have a major,complementaryrole in boosting electricity supplies in keep-
ing with fast-rising demand. The rooftop solar plan is also perfectly in
syncwith India’s pledge tobecome a net zero emitter by 2070. Pertinently,
it doesn’t involve any market distortion, while free power to farmersand
indigent households via the cross-subsidy route makes open-access
industrial consumers pay much higher tariffs than corresponding to the
cost of supplies to them, jacking up all-round costs in the economy.

The solar sector has surged from 8.5% of India’s installed power capac-
ityinFY20t015.8% by FY24,makingit the only segment that raised the
share in the period.It is projected by the Central Electricity Authority to
have a share of 40.5% by FY32,when coal-based power’s ground could
shrink from 47.7% now to 28.8%.That iswhen a doubling of the capac-
ityin the entire electricityvalue chain is being planned for the period (even
coal-based capacity is to rise by 50 to 260 gigawatts). The government’s
focus now must be to encourage capacity creation via private invest-
ments,while maintaining the focus on solar —where Indiahas one of the
lowest costs in theworld — and also exploring areas like green hydrogen.
Direct subsidies would be the rational way of making power affordable
to the poor, rather than inflating industrial tariffs via cross-subsidy sur-
charge.It’svital to catalyse credit flows to coal mining, thermal powerand
RE ventures, and stimulate investor interest in RE battery storage to
address the issue of supply intermittency.

The management guru who
knows why nothing works

IF STAFFORD BEER is remembered at all today, it’s for a luckless cameo trying to
help President Salvadore Allende run Chile’s newly nationalised industries in the
early 1970s.Back then, Beerwas the leading light of a movement known as man-
agement cybernetics, a math-heavy approach to studying self-regulation, feed-
back,and decision-making systems. He developed most of the theoryand its prac-
ticein the steelindustryof 1950s Britain and laterasa highly regarded consultant.

Fast forward to today, and Beer’s ideas deserve a second life. A new book, The
Unaccountability Machine: Why Big Systems Make Terrible Decisions — and How
the World Lost Its Mind by Dan Davies , makes a convincing case that this forgot-
ten guru’s analytical approach can help us understand a lot of the big problems
and small frustrations we see in companies, the economy,and society.

What we need is a better diagnosis of what causes our problems and an idea
about what to do about them. Davies argues Stafford Beer can help.

The book draws out two key lessons from Beer’s cybernetics. The first is that
complex social systems like companies and governments often create what Davies
calls “accountability sinks”. These are dead ends of responsibility,where a combi-
nation of policies, people powerless to change them and no way to communicate
with someone at a level above, results in decisions that
can’t be appealed or altered.

These sinks can be constructed deliberately — to
shield managers, bosses, or ministers from the com-
plaints of people subject to unpopular decisions — or

bk [ they can appear by accident as an unexpected outcome
- of a system’s behaviour. The latter is a malfunction that
\ could be fixed.

The second key lesson is best summed up in Davies’
axiom: “Any system which is set up to maximize a single
objective has the potential to go bonkers.” The more you
focus on controlling, measuring, or maximising one vari-
able (or,in corporate speak,a“key performance indicator”),
the more likely you are to ignore or lose control of some-
thing else that could prove damaging to your overall aim.

Foran example of this, Davies,a former Bank of England economist and equity
research analyst covering banks, picks the 2008 global financial crisis — or more
precisely the question of how most economists and central bankers failed to see it
coming.The short storyis this: Independent central banks focused on inflation tar-
geting became the fashion in the West in the 1980s and 1990s,because they were
seenas the bestwayto promote stable conditions forinvestment and growth with-
out political interference.

This goes back toaccountability sinks,too.The debt bubble fell outside the scope
of central banking concerns in the US, the UK,and Europe at the time.Therewas no
higher-level governing function to considerwhetheranissue thatwasn’t being dealt
withbythe system should be addressed. Sure,some investors,analysts,and journal-
ists made plenty of noise about the dangers of all this debt,but there was no person
orinstitution whose job it was to receive, consider,and act on this information.

So how can Stafford Beer help? One thing to grasp is that it doesn’t suggest look-
ing foranswers inside the mechanics of a central bank.What cybernetics does is look
atwhatasystemis meant todo,whatitactuallydoes,and whatitis failing todealwith,
orwhat might be festering in its blind spots.

The problems of blind spots and accountability sinks can be cured, if we wish,
mainly through better communication and feedback, although I’'m oversimpli-
fying somewhat. Beer’s description of management has multiple layered func-
tions. Each layer needs the capacity to comprehend and act on the exceptions or
malfunctions of the layer below. And the role of the highest layers is to have a
longer-term governing and almost philosophical function, scanning the horizon
and picking up on developments or dangers that might arise in the future. Lower
orders can pursue single or limited objectives,but higherlevels of governance need
to preserve the viability of the system overall.

PAULJ
DAVIES

Bloomberg

Opinion

NDIA-CHINA TRADE has under-

gonesignificantchangesinthelast

twodecades.Indiawent froma pos-

itive balance of trade with China at

the turn of the century to a heavily
negative trade balance a decade later,
which continues togrow.Inthelast three-
fouryears, trade and other relationships
have been tense, stemming from geopo-
litical tensions.Indiaimplemented Make
in India to reduce economic dependence
on China. Has it made a difference?

In 2011-12, the trade deficit with
China was about $39.4 billion. Yet the
manufacturing sector had grown,and so
did manufacturing employment from
10.5% to 12.8% (2004-2012). From
2015, when Make in India became an
official policy,oddly, things went south:
demonetisation, a badly designed GST,
no consistent industrial policy, no
change in R&D structure orvolume,and
increased inequality in the economy
resulted in India’s GDP growth rate to
gradually slow until Covid when itactu-
ally contracted at almost twice that of
the world economy. Manufacturing
share in gross value added (GVA) fell
from 17% to 13%,and manufacturing
employment also fell in absolute terms
for five years after 2016-17. Make in
India evidently did not take off also
because of aggressively priced Chinese
imports making inroads; manufactur-
ing employment fell in absolute terms
for five years from 2014 onwards, only
recovering in 2022. India’s goods
exportsalso fell from their peak of $318
billionin 2013-14 forfiveyears,and did
notrecovertothe samelevel until 2020.

Meanwhile, the bilateral trade in
2019-20was roughly $87 billion, with
India's exports to China accounting for
around $16.6 billionand importsatabout
$70.3 billion ($5 3 billion deficit).In 2022-
2023, India's trade deficit with Chinabal-
looned to $83.2 billion — about 32% of
India’s total merchandise trade deficit.

The main exports from India to China
are mineral products,chemical products,
and metals — raw materials. The main
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AATMANIRBHAR BHARAT?
MAKE IN INDIAWAS MEANT TO REDUCE DEPENDENCE ON CHINA, BUT THAT HASN'T BEEN THE CASE

Whither India-China trade?

SANTOSH MEHROTRA
SARTHI ACHARYA

Mehrotra is an independent economist; Acharya is
with the Institute of Human Development,

imports from China to India are
machines, electronics, chemicals, white
goods, textiles,and chemical products —
value-added finished products. China
discourages manufacturing exports from
India on one or the other technical
grounds. Efforts to address trade imbal-
ances, enhance market access, and pro-
mote mutual investments have been
ongoing. However, India decided not to
join the Regional Comprehensive Eco-
nomic Partnership precisely because it
was concernedabout China
getting even higher access
to India’s markets, and the
trade deficit worsening.
Several Indian indus-
tries have been impacted
by the rising Chinese
exports. For example,
China’s exports of solar
panels to Indiawas equiva-
lentto 2.3 gigawatt(2023),

Since 1991, the
structure of tariffs
have been at the
source of India’s
manufacturing
problems, and
de-industrialisation

China, essential components in medici-
nal formulations, though some of it
decreased in thelast twoyears dueto the
performance-linked incentive scheme.
Yet, nearly 70% of India's API needs are
met by imports, with 60% still from
China. India earlier had the capacity to
make APIs (especially in public enter-
prises), but due to aggressive price-cut-
ting by Chinese firms and minus an
industrial policy they could not survive.

Third,India claimsit has made strides
inmodern electronics. Sur-
prisingly  though, it
remains critically depen-
dent on China for several
products: electronic inte-
grated circuits and micro
assemblies; electrical
apparatus for line tele-
phony or telegraphy; tran-
sistors; semiconductor
devices; transmission

whichwasareductionover s apparatus for radiotele-

the previous year as India

imposed an import duty of 40%. How-
ever, Reuters now reports that India
might cutitsimport duties on solar pan-
els from 40% to 20% to meet its non-
conventional energy targets for 2030.
Thiswillagain provide ahuge advantage
to Chinese exports and a blow to the
fledging Indian manufacturers.

Next, India’s pharmaceutical sector
alsosignificantlyrelies on China for bulk
drugs and drug intermediates; they
form 43% of India's total pharma
imports. Moreover, India's dependency
on China for key starting material sur-
passes 50%. Also, India sources active
pharmaceutical ingredients (API) from

phony; televisions; and
many white goods. Another example is
mobile phone. While India has become
the second-largest handset makerby the
country of origin definition, 70-85% of
the main parts are sourced from China,
Korea, Japan and other countries.

All the sectors consistently suffered
from an inverted duty structure (IDS).
Since 1991, the structure of tariffs have
been at the source of India’s manufactur-
ing problems, and de-industrialisation.
Twentyyears ago, India signed a series of
free trade agreements with Korea, Japan,
and ASEAN.Asaresult, finished/consumer
goods tariffs were reduced, so imports
flooded in; but tariffs on raw

® HOLISTIC JUSTICE FOR JUVENILES
Chief Justice of India DY Chandrachud

When discussing juvenile justice, we have to

recognise the vulnerabilities and unique needs of
children embroiled in legal conflicts and ensure that our
justice systems respond with empathy, rehabilitation,
and opportunities for reintegration into society

materials/intermediates used as inputs
for domestic manufacture of the same
goods were higher — thus an IDS
emerged, reducing the effective rate of
protection (ERP) — which allowed fin-
ished goods toflood India’s markets.ERPs
show IDS existed for paper/paper prod-
ucts, chemical/chemical products,
pharma, computer, electronics and opti-
cal products, machinery and equipment,
and other transport equipment.

Onesectorthatdid not suffer fromIDS
was automobiles. As a result, India has
become one of top four global manufac-
turers of two-, three-, and four-wheelers,
and alsoan exporter. However,India’sauto
industry is dependent on China for auto
partswhich embed moreelectronics.Data
from trade and industry sources indicate
aninfluxofvariousauto parts from China,
includingbutlimited toengine parts, elec-
tronics, plastics,ion-lithium batteries,and
body components. This trend is particu-
larly pronounced in segments such as e-
vehicles: two-wheelers,and passengerand
commercial vehicles. The proportion of
Chinese imports in India-made cars is
estimated atabout 30% (~$20.3 billion).

In sum, in the absence of an explicit
industrial policy, the share of GVA con-
tributed by manufacturing, that stood
at 17%, fell from 2015 but has just
recovered. Three aspects stand out:

1) India spends 0.69% of GDP on
R&D compared to 4+% by China. Being
a five times larger economy, this trans-
lates to China spending 20-25 times
more on R&D than India does.

2) In the absence of indigenous
design capacity, innovation is still lim-
ited in India. Without a policy focus on
buildingboth design capacityand R&D,
industrial policy is incomplete.

3) Chinahasafar-reaching industrial
and trade policy,coupled with an aggres-
sive foreign policy to destroy others’
manufacturing capacities and make
them indebted to it.

Indian policies are short-sighted,
which thwart its industrial and thus
employment growth.

Enhancing agri-productivity

AS INDIA SETS sail towards its vision of a
developed nationby 2047,it standson the
cusp of comprehending, reassessing,and
charting a road map to grow at 8-9% for
the next three decades. This requires a
focus on improving the key competitive-
ness fundamentals, i.e. labour mobilisa-
tion and labour productivity. India must
enhance both to achieve upper middle-
incomestatus.Abig factorinfluencingthe
overall shifts in labour productivity and
employment is the structural shift from
agriculture to services and, to a lesser
extent,industry.While this transition has
been notable in terms of value-added, its
impactonemploymenthasbeenless pro-
nounced. Agriculture is the bedrock and
pivotal driver of Indian economyduetoits
unique composition.

The sector, estimated to constitute
18.97% of India’s gross value added
(GVA), employs around 4 3% of its work-
force and contributes significantly to
exports.Despite theadversities presented
by the Covid-19 pandemic and fluctua-
tions in climate patterns, the sector has
shown remarkable resilience and adapt-
ability, making substantial contributions
to India's economic resurgence. Over the
pastsixyears,India'sagricultureandallied
sectors have grown at 4.4% per annum,
with the countrybeingaleading producer
and exporter of commodities such as
spices, milk,and pulses. The sector has a
direct and indirect effect on allied activi-
ties,aswellas manufacturingand services.
It also holds the key to reducing India's
twinburden of malnutritionand overnu-

AMIT KAPOOR

Chair, Institute for Competitiveness and
ecturer, Stanford University

trition,which hasa direct impact on pub-
lichealth and workforce productivity.

At the start of the 1990s, the agricul-
ture sector embarked on a journey
marked byboth triumphsand challenges.
Thevalue-added and employment shares
in1990-91werearound 29.47 and 64%,
respectively, according to the KLEMS
database.This has gradually declined over
thelastthree decades,signallingadimin-
ishing role in the economic landscape.
Even though structural transformations
have led the sector to
account for less than
20% of all value added,
itsemployment shareis
still high. The years fol-
lowing 2018-19 wit-
nessed a subtle shift in
the tide. Both GVA and
employment shares
within agriculture expe-
rienced amodest uptick.

When we analysed

-,
Agriculture needs to be

sustainable and
productive to address
environmental changes
and market regulation
while also addressing
increasing farmer
distress, svicides,
and debts

A farmer-centric approach prioritising sustainability
is necessary for the future trajectory of India, as it
aspires to transition into a developed economy

the storm and maintain productivitylev-
els.However,the questionstillremains the
same: is this growth sustainable,and is it
going tobe enough?

The Centre has boosted the agricul-
turalbudget five times,from X1.37 trillion
in 2007-14toX7.27 trillion in 2014-25,
toprioritise farmer-centric projects,.Since
2015-16, it has provided assistance
through various schemes and policies.
Over the last decade, the Pradhan Mantri
Fasal Bima Yojana has grown to become
the world's biggest crop
insurance system. PM
Kisan Samman Yojana
offers direct financial
support to 11.8 crore
farmers per year, includ-
ing marginal and small
farmers, with about
%2.80 trillion received so
far.The Agriculture Infra-
structure Fund and the
Pradhan Mantri Kisan

the average wages I T e TT T Jampada Yojana are

agricultural products,

inputs, and services in India from 2017-
18 to 2021-22 using Periodic Labour
Force Survey (PLFS)data, it revealed sig-
nificantinsightsinto productivitytrends.
Over the last five-year period, the com-
pound annual growth rate stands at a
notable 7.28%, indicating a consistent
upward trajectoryin averagewageswithin
the sector. The fact that average wages
continued to increase during the Covid-
19yearof 2020-21 suggeststhat theagri-
cultural workforce managed to weather

THE EDITOR

Low voter turnout

The percentage of voter turnout in the
polling held so far is not encouraging
due to various factors. The burning
issues like unemployment, price rise,
livelihood plight of the poor, growing
economic inequality, national wealth
and income going in the hands of a
few selected families, burning
Manipur, and more are neither
elaborated nor touched upon.
Naturally, voters tend to treat this

election as an event where two
persons are trying to settle scores
among themselves rather than an
event to decide the course of the
nation. The prime minister is perhaps
trying hard to keep the attention of
the voters from the serious issues by
splashing false narrations. Above all,
voters seem to be feeling that whom
they vote is immaterial. The scorching
summer also is a deterrent. However,
voters have to remember that voting
means exercising their right to

being used to boost post-
harvest infrastructure investment in
order to increase productivity and effi-
ciency. Sustainable agricultural methods
andnatural farming promotion arealter-
ingagriculturebyincreasingitsresilience
and encouraging sustainable practices.
The PLFS data reveal a progressive
increaseinaveragewageswithinagricul-
ture. However, despite these positive
trends, there remains a pressing need for
India to enhance the productivity of its
agricultural sector to ensure sustained

choose based on sound reasoning
and proper analysis.
—AG Rajmohan, Anantapur

Rural distress

The contraction of real wages in rural
India is clearly reflected in the audited
results of many consumer product
companies. With contraction in
wages, demand is sluggish at best.
The expected pick-up due to election
spending has not happened and all
hopes now rest on a good monsoon.

growthand prosperity.Indianagriculture
has been grappling with issues such as
low yields, inadequate infrastructure,
limited access to modern technologies,
and fragmentedlandholdings.These fac-
tors have hindered the sector's ability to
compete effectivelyin both domesticand
international markets.

India needs to accelerate its agricul-
tural policies to boost productivity and
competitiveness,fosterthe food process-
ing industry, and boost other sectors.
Agriculture needs to be sustainable and
productive to address environmental
changesand market regulation whilealso
addressing increasing farmer distress,
suicides,and debts.Toachieve upper mid-
dle-income status, doubling farmers'
income, providingaccess toformal bank-
ing systems, and providing insurance
facilities for crop losses are crucial.

The future trajectory of India, as it
aspires to transition into a developed
economy by 2047, hinges significantly
on enhancing agricultural productivity.
However, this time, the emphasis must
beonafarmer-centricapproach that pri-
oritises sustainabilityand is propelled by
technological transformations.Indiacan
createanewera of inclusiveand sustain-
able agricultural development by har-
nessing digital technologies.Replicating
successful initiatives like the Unified
Payments Interfaceis crucial foragricul-
tural digitalisation, laying the founda-
tion fora prosperous future.

With inputs from Sheen Zutshi

Had it not been for MGNREGA, the
situation would have been worse. A
less-than-normal monsoon could
trigger a chain of events that derails
the economy further. The worst part is
that the government seems
unconcerned and appears to think
Mudra loans will solve problems. In
this scenario, can anybody explain
how a growth of 8.4% is possible?
—Anthony Henriques, Maharashtra
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Old King Coal Still
Chief Power Player

Transition challenges more political than economic

India has averted large power outages during peak sum-
mer demand by increasing its reliance on coal-fed elec-
tricity-generation capacity. Share of renewables isn’t
improving, partly on account of the intermittence of
supply from solar and wind energyv. Both thermal and re-
newablesface tepid investor interest because of uncerta-
inty over payments by distribution companies. The
Centre has had some success in nudging states to bring
down indebtednessof theirdistribution monopolies, but
not on a scale to inspire investing confidence by private
capital. The new generating capacity coming up is, thus,
skewed in favour of public-funded coal-fired plants.
Distribution holds the key to capacity build-up across the
electricity value chain. This is the only point in the chain
where revenue enters the system, and it remains because
political parties use it to price power totheir advantage. The
_immediate bottleneck, of discoms run-
@4 ningup huge bills with generating com-
panies that, in turn, was affecting pay-
ments to coal suppliers, has been cor-
rected substantially in the past two ve-
- ars partly by some smart persuasion.
' The way forward would be to break mo-
nopolies by allowing multiple distribu-
tors to share transmission infrastructure. Here, too, chal-
lenges aremore political than economic. More work alsone-
eds to be done to curb power theft through smart metering.
Tepid investment in power storage from RE sources
amplifies the problem of intermittence fosters overde-
pendence on coal. PLIs for domestic battery manufactu-
ring have not delivered substantially, but Gol is pitching
hard to foreign investors. Renewables offer India a path-
way to reduce its dependence on energy imports, apart
fromachieving self-imposed emissionreduction targets.
At this point, however, India will feed its economic
growth through energy from all sources, and significant
energy transition will be deferred. Thiscomesatacostin
terms of price of energy and climate mitigation. But In-
dia's growth through exports could pass some of this
costtothe rest of the world.

Legalise Cannabis,
America May Follow

The land that first made the world consider cannabisto bea
dangerous substance —in the1930s, filmslike Reefer Madness
even demonised therecreational use of ganjaasleadingtocri-
me, madness and murder — is finally coming around. The Bi-
den administration is moving ahead to reclassify marijuana
asa‘lessdangerousdrug’ onaparwith ketamine and anabolic
steroids from its earlier classification as a Schedule 1 drug
alongsidethelikesof heroinand LSD. This is welcome, especi-
ally from an *influencer’ country. While the move won’t legali-
se its recreational use throughout the US — which many sta-
tes have — it will recognise medical uses of cannabis and that
it has less potential for abuse than other drugs, including alco-
hol. India should use this changing view
of cannabis to dump its own anti-ganja
; £ gy law that can, and is, used for harassment.
= N Cannabis in India is regulated by the
, gl Narcotic Drugs and Psvchotropic Sub-
" : Ak stances (NDPS) Actof 1985. The law impo-
h J j ses a ban on extracting the resin and flo-
—— wers from the plant, while permitting
cannabis use for medicinal and scientific purposes. State go-
vernments are empowered to permit, control and regulate its
cultivation, production and transport. This law was foisted on
Indiaaspartof Ronald Reagan’s media-fuelled ‘war on drugs’,
despite the social acceptability of cannabisuse here.
Prohibition takes it underground, outside the purview of qu-
ality control with the potential of itsmisuse. Legalisingitalso
makes economic sense. The global ‘legal’ marijuanamarketis
valued at $21 bn in 2023. It’s projected to have a CAGR of 25.7%
over 2024-30. For India to take a toke of this market, and bring
it under commercial quality control, is an opportunity. Ame-
rica canone day follow suit.

£ JUST IN JEST

J Another human trait — self-medication
—may no longer be confined to humans

Dr Orang is Ready
To See Patients

Inthe lush interiors of Gunung Leuser National Park onthe
Indonesian island of Sumatra, humanity’s fondness for call-
ing itself a special species took another blow when Rakus,
anorangutan, became the unwitting star of hisownmedical
drama. Armed with nature’s pharmacy, Rakus demonstrat-
ed a savvy understanding of self-care that astonished even
the most seasoned scientists — putting into serious doubt
that humans are theonly speciescapableof self-medication.
Rakus, in his mid-30s, was nursing a fight-related facial in-
juryinJune 2022 when hetook mattersliterally intohisown
hands. He plucked leaves of the medicinal Akar Kuning
plant, rarely eaten by orangutans in the peat swamp forest,
and chewed them as Rx. The arboreal genius knew exactly
what to do next. With the deft touch of aseasoned med pro,
Rakus — ‘orangutan’ is derived from the Malay words for
‘orang’ (human)and ‘hutan’ (forest)—applied the plant’s jui-
ces directly to his wound, fashioning a makeshift bandage.

Previousresearch hasdocumented several speciesof apes
foragingformedicines inforeststoheal themselves. Butsci-
entists hadn’t previously seen an animal treat itself inthis
way: Photos showed Rakus’ wound closing within amonth.
Orangutans share over 97% of human DNA. Our 3% brag-
gingrights may require recalibrating.

RBI's independence from political pressures ensures economic stability during and after polls

Ring-feswcexd From Rt

s the world's two largest de-

/W mocracies, the US and India
[ % havemuch incommon. Their
o diverse populations —multi-
™ ethnic, multilingual, multi-
cultural, multi-religious — raucous-
ness that accompanies political cam-
paigning, increasing polarisation seen
of late, with the political right gaining
eround in both countries. Both also
face elections this vear We're in the
middle of ours, while the US will elect
its president in November:

But there is one thing that sets India
apart from the US: the respect the poli-
tical class in India, cutting across par-
ty lines, has for RBEIL. Unlike in the US,
where it’s not uncommon for politici-
ans, including Donald Trump, to take
potshots at the Fed head, here, onecan’'t
recall a single instance when an RBI
governor has been insulted. Certainly
not publicly

"We don't think about political even-
ts. Wedon't think about politics. We thi-
nkaboutwhat'stheright thingtodofor
theeconomy,’ said Jerome Powell in Dec
2023, when asked about the impact of
the US elections on the Fed’sactions. A
similar sentiment was voiced by RBI's
Shaktikanta Daswhenasked aboutthe
likely impact of electionson RBI'srate
action. Dassimply refused to be drawn
intoa discussion on the subject.

Everybody believes Das, few believe
Powell. Despite his denial regarding
political influence on Fed rate actions,
Powell has to constantly worry that
any action the Fed undertakes could be
misconstrued. If he cuts rates, Trump
and his supporters are likely to accuse
him of dressing up the economy for
Joe Biden. And if hedoesn't, Democra-
ts will say it’s holding back the econo-
my to help Trump.

Indeed, the Trump presidency vears
were marked by frequent skirmishes

To the extent RBI's actions almost
never figure in political debates

safe from heavy petting
between White House and Fed, with  these pressures...

Trump, onoccasion, threatening tofire
Powell. Ononeoccasion, he practically

accused him of being a traitor, saving, sistent long-term growth.’

the ‘Chinese president is kinder to US
economy’ than Powell.

Worse is in store for the Fed, Accord-
ing to a recent Wall Street Journal rep-
ort, Trump’s political advisers are put-
ting together a plan that would give him
‘unprecedented influence over the Fe-
deral Reserve, including a provision
that could make him an ‘acting’ cen-
tral bank board member’.

Ironically, Powell is a self-declared
Republican. He was appointed Fed

central bank inde-
pendence matters for price stability

— and price stability matters for con-  ted by the executive, The result is RBI,

In practice, of course, all central
banks face pressure from governme-
nts to do their bidding, as revealed by
former RBIgovernor DSubbaraoinhis  the run-up to elections — no one, least

latest book, Just a Mercenary? Notes  of all the political class, is likely to qu-
From My Life and Career. Remember,

we had a finance minister who, miffed  for political motives.
at Subbarao’s refusal to cut interest ra-

tes at his bidding, threatened to ‘walk  poordination between fiscal and mone-

means it's free to do 'whatever it
takes inthe best interests of the
country’s long-term stability

gquite unlike the Fed, is in a sweet spot.
Unlike the US central bank, whose de-
cisions are, invariably, scrutinised for
political undertones — especially in

estion RBI's intentions on rate actions

The economy and GDP ‘depend on

alone’. But for the rest, RBI guvs have  tary policy’, said Narendra Modi add-

chair in 2018 by a Republican president  political class,

— Trump — though he was appointed
to the Fed board by a Democrat presi-
dent, Barack Obama, in 2012, As ——
for Das, noneof nsisany wiser /’/f_*"
regardinghis political prefer- /
ences. And thank godforthat, &
Central banks must be |

able to frame policy with an || W
eve on the long haul, unlike
elected governments always
subject to the pulls and pres- %
sures of electoral politics. As
IMF head KEristalina Geor-
gievawrote in March, ‘Ris-
ks of political interferen-
ce in banks’ decision ma-

Yet, on the face of it, the Fed should
be seen as far more apolitical. Appo-
intment of the Fed chairisdo-  in, there will bealotof work tobedone.”
ne by the US president, but

must be approved by the

senate. In contrast, the readiness. In the period after elections
REI governor is appoin-

Despite his issworn in—when one of the twopron-

been treated with respect. Credit for ressing inviteesat RBI's 90th anniversa-
this must go equally to RBI and to the 1y celebrations in Mumbai in April, ad-

ding, ‘I'm busy with the elections for the
next100days. You takethetimetoprepa-
renow. From theday after the swearing-

It’s not only for the initial davs of a
new government that RBI must be in

are announced, till a new government

gsof economic policy, fiscal policy isin

denial regarding ; siate of suspended animation — the
political influence

on Fed rate
actions, Powell
has to constantly

onus to steer the economy safely falls
overwhelmingly on the central bank.
Yes, fiscal dominance of monetary
policy means much of RBI'swork iscir-
cumscribed by fiscal policy Neverthe-
less, to the extent RBI's actions almost

king and personnel ap-
pointments are rising.
Governments and cen-
tral bankers must resist

worry that any
action the Fed
undertakes could
be misconstrued

never figure in political debates means
it is free to do "whatever it takes’ in the
best interestsof the country’slong-term
stability We are in safe hands.

In Pakistan, they've
introduced yogda,

So, I Hd&ﬂﬂs are cheering
e it’s a saga.

But isn’t it the wrong
Like thinking Christians
own cricket?

But that’s how we are from
here to Saratoga:

emissions. Taking a cruise ship,
flying domestically, and driving
alone are some of the most
carbon-intensive travel modes,
according to Visual Capitalist,
which analysed data from various
sources’. The accompanying table

travel modes measured in grams
of carbon dioXide equivalent
(COze) emitted per person to
travel one Kilometre...

TRAVEL CARBON FOOTPRINT

ChatGPT
S H AI R | Transport accounts for nearly
one-quarter of global energy-
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What was the turning
point in your life, boss?

For Clear Air, Go Nuclear

Amit Garg, Saritha
Sudharmma Vishwanathan
& R B Grover

Globally, nuclear energy will play an im-
portant role in decarbonising and achi-
eving net-zero targets. Under the 2015
Paris Agreement, 14 countries have assi-
gned a significant role to nuclear energy
in their nationally determined contri-
butions (NDC), and 20 countries have
included nuclear power in their long-
term strategies (LTS). Also, 30 countries
are considering commencing nuclear
power programmes, while ancther 20
have expressed interest in initiating
nuclear programmes.

According to the International Energy
Agency report, ‘Renewables 2022: Ana-
lvsis and Forecasts to 2027, nuclear en-
ergy would play a significant role in pro-
viding stable base-load powerto India’s
future energy mix toward achieving net-
zeroemissions, India, with its indige-
nous nuclear programme, is poised to
significantly increase its nuclear capa-
city Gol has demonstrated its commit-
ment tothis growth.

However, due to trade bans on uranium
Imports prior to 2008, and shortage of
indigenous uranium, momentum for
energy production from nuclear sour-
ces was hindered. Relaxation of guideli-
nes by Nuclear Suppliers Group regar-
ding nuclear trade with India has chan-
opd this scenario.

India’s LTS now estimate a threefold
increase in installed nuclear capacity
by 2042, with plans to explore a greater
role for nuclear energy and increase sup-
port for R&D. An April 2024 [TM Ahmed-
abad study;, ‘Synchronising Energy
Transitions Towards Possible Net-Zero
for India: Affordable and Clean Energy
for All’, hasexplored India’s pathways
under three economic growth scenarios
and four net-zero scenarios (at a medi-

um growth rate) to achieve clean and
affordable electricity

Eiach of thefirst three net-zero scena-
rios emphasises the thrust on nuclear
power (NZ1), fossil fuels with carbon
capture and utilisation (NZ2), RE(NZ3),
and the fourth is an integrated scenario
(NZ4). Nuclear generation capacity can
save 240-550 MT'CO2e (million tonnes of
COZ-equivalent) under NDC scenarios,
and about 605-1,995 MtCO2 under net-
ZET0 SCENArios.

Nuclear generation capacity in 2070
will be in the 78-331 GW range (with a
share in the supply mix of around
12-50% ). Nominal levelised cost of
electricity —ameasureof averagenet
present cost of electricity generation for
a generator over its lifetime —for NZ1
2070 stabilises around 40 % below that
for 2020 NDC medium growth scenario
at ¥2.76/kWh.

Simultaneously, investment needs for
NZ1 are lower than the other three NZ
scenarios. However, additional invest-
ments required in NZ1 are about 43%
above those in NDC medium-growth
scenario, but could be partly met throu-
eh carbon markets,

Economies of scale could provide fur-
ther savings. Its variable costs are low,
as compared to fossil with carbon cap-
ture, utilisation and storage, or RE with
storage technologies. So, nuclear ener-
gy could be the winner with almost zero
GHG emissions, and the lowest landed
price of electricity for the end consumer:

Asaviablealternative to coal and gas,

Atomise and breathe

nuclear energy offers a host of benefits:
P Provides grid stability:

#» Reduces air pollution.

P Diversifies fuel sources.

P Creates new, well-paying jobs.

P Requires less land compared to RE
SOUTCes.

Tofully harness these benefits, India
needs to develop a strategy to build nu-
clear capacity, including a strategic res-
erve of nuclear fuel toensure a steady
supply over the lifetime of its reactors.

While this will help strengthen energy
security, scaling up required nuclear
capacity and generation in the next cou-
ple of decades will be challenging. Des-
pite having the lowest investment needs
among all net-zero scenarios, the nuclear
option is perceived as a high-cost option
due to the prevailing narrative that looks
at costs only at the generator end.

Barriers include investment required
todevelop nuclear facilities and social
challenges, such as the not in my back-
vard’ viewpoint. Despite India pursuing
aclosed fuel eycle that gives rise to the
lowest waste per unitof electricity gen-
erated, the narrative from countries
pursuing an open-cvcle approach is
thought to apply to India.

India has adeclared strategic program-

me and follows stringent rule-based ex-
port controls. Proliferation concerns
from expansion of nuclear energy is not
an issue. India has mastered pressurised
heavy water reactor technology and is
about todeplov its first indigenously
developed fast breeder reactor. Consci-
ous of itsfuel resource profile, India con-
tinues to develop advanced concepts to
ensure that nuclear can play an import-
antrole in India's net-zero scenarios for
along time.

Financing nuclear growth will become
crucial for achieving net-zero targets.
Scaling up nuclear energy will require
investments, and further evolution of
policies and regulations. India needs to
include nuclear energy in its sustain-
able finance taxonomy to mobilise
financial flows.

Garg is professorn, ITM Ahmedabad,
Vishwanathan is assistant professor; Kyoto
University Japan, and Grover is menber,
Atomic Energy Commission, Gol
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Meet Na Mila
Re Mann Ka

R D Burman, Majrooh
Sterltenpuri, Kishore Kumar

This song starts with the hap-
piestof guitar strumsandan
infectious scratch of the gliiro.
Then comes the cheery hum
and *hey hey’, and you think,
‘Oh my; this is a cheerful song?”
And, then, you hear Kishore
Kumar's carefree, resonating
voice: Meet na/ mila/ re mann
ka'. As RD Burman's melody
from Hrishikesh Mukherjee's
1973 Amitabh-Jaya-starring
film, Abhimaan, trips along,
vou wonder how such asong
solively ‘sing’ words sosad —
Tstill) haven't met a compa-
nionof my mind’.
Melded to Majrooh Sultan-
purilong-

iggl}’ricﬁ,
. the music
Abhimaan ol
ing are
contra-
puntal —
the very
opposite
mmds heighten the tragedy:
of thesinger's downright
despair innot beingable to
find someone to share his
thoughts with.
When Kishore comes to the

lines, ‘Mann mera dharti par/
Aur kabhiambar mein/ Usko
dhunda/ harnagar me/ har
dagar me/ Gali gali dekha/
nayvan uthayve..." (Mymind is
on the ground/ Sometimes in
the skv/ I search for that some-
one/ in every town in every
path/ [ see every lane/ with
my gaze lifted. ..), we sense
desperation.

Here's a sad song camoufla-
ged inmerriment. Or, per-
haps, a happy song drenched
insadness.

THE SPEAKING TREE

Lifeand
Letters

NARAYANIGANESH

Reading books is a good habit, we
aretold. You can get information
on facts, figures and opinions, on
everything and all subjects, and
alsoenjoy creative storvtelling
viafiction. Is bookish ‘knowled-
ge’ sufficient tosee us through?
Mot at all, according to mytholo-
gist Joseph Campbell and many
other thinkers. naletterto HK
Stone, Campbell wrote: “The thou-
oht of growing intoa professor
gives me the creeps. A lifetime to
be spent, trving to kid myself and
my pupils into believing that the
thing that we are looking for, is
in books! I don't know where it is
— but I feel pretty sure that it
isn't in books.’

A story is told of how legendary
editorof The Times of India, lit-
erary criticand famous column-
ist, Sham Lal, would be engross-
ed in ascholarly tome on pover-
ty, while beggars and peddlers
knocked on his car window at
thered light.

This does not take away from
the fact that Lal was an intellec-
tual, soerudite, knowledgeable
and deeply respected, but some-
times, the experiential world out
there may be bursting with a dif-
ferent kind of knowledge that
may help us know even more than
what books have to offer:

Campbell’s words remind us
that there is a ‘felt reality’ around
us, ‘transcending the capacities
of books to articulate what we
need to know'. Kristina Dryza,
expanding on Campbell’s thou-
ehits writes, “The reality around
and within us is just too expansi-
veand too subtle to be captured
by books and their words....”

_Chat Room |

Taking Diplomatic
Bull by the Horns

Apropos ET Roundtable, “India
Not Xenophobic, But One of the
Most Welcoming Nations™ (May
4), S Jaishankar articulates well
the foreign policy of the Modi
government. He never minces
words to put things in perspecti-
ve. Today, India is on the thresh-
old of another major transform-
ation. From being the fifth-larg-
est economy; India is fast mov-
ing towards becoming the third
largest, This 1s an appropriate
time for India to present its grow-
th story, and project its strength
in the international forum, and
who better than the astute diplo-
mat Jaishankar himself todoso.

SRINIVASAN UMASHANKAR
Nagpur

Risk aSide Effect
Of Life-Saver Jab

This refersto AZ Vaccine Side
Effect Rare, Oceurs Withina
Month of Getting Jab: Ex-ICMR
Scientist’ by Teena Thacker (May
3). The maker of the widelv used
Covishield vaccine, developed in
record time in collaboration with
Oxford University, has acknow-
ledged potential rare side effects,
including fatal blood clotting in
averysmall
percentage of
recipients. Such
OCCUrTences,
while concern-
ing, undersco-
re the inherent
margin of er-
e i) seientific
endeavours. The urgent global
need fora Covid-19 vaccine led
toswift R&D, with various ap-
proaches explored, including
mRNA technology Its wide-
spread administration was
instrumental in mitigating the
devastating toll of the pande-
mic. It's essential to weigh the
risks against the benefits.

AMARJEET KUMAR
Hazaribagh, Jharkhand

For Inner and
External Peace

Apropos “The Real Issue of Ris-
ing Zenophobia’ (Just In Jest,
May 4), silence may be golden but
most of us have become addict-
ed to noise, and the media and
the entertainment industry are
dependent on this addiction for
their revenues. Problems arise
when arguments and even elec-
tions are won based on which side
can outshout the opposite views.
MNoise gets the upper hand in de-
bates in legislatures and even in
mediadiscussions. The trend
needs to be reversed if sanity is
to be restored in governance,
and administration of justice.

M GWARRIER
Mumbai

qum to the editor may be addressed m
editet@timesgroup.com
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| have no axe to grind; only my thoughts to burnish
- GEORGE SANTAYANA

Mantri For Emigration

(:lobal demographic trends are creating a huge opportunity
for our workers. GOI needs a full-time minister to tap it

ndia topped the remittance global chart in 2023 with an inflow of
I$125 billion, or 3.4% of GDP. That was adirect boost tothe income of

millions of families. Asareportin TOI(The Great Indian Outplace-
ment, May 5) showed, a number of families that benefitted from it
would have tothank children who are engaged in blue-collar work. People
areour greatest asset, if govts take steps to harness this resource.

Structural driver | We are in a century of demographic transfor-
mation. Wealthier countries are aging rapidly, leading to labour
shortages. There's no way to offset this problem except through
immigration. This is where India scores. Our median age is around
29 and we are home tomillions of eager young people who are willing
to fill the gaps in the labour market for blue-collar work. Kerala alone
has people working in 182 countries, which is just 11 short of the full
membershipof the UN general assembly.

States take the initiative | Blue-collar workers are vulnerable to
exploitation by agents because theylack
the means to gather adequate information
on potential emplovers. Many states
have stepped in to fill that gap, for which
they deserve praise. Kerala has a long
tradition of doing so, but the initiative
of states such as Telangana, Harvana
and Jharkhand is impressive as it's a
purposeful way of matching the needs
of overseas employers with job aspirants
in many areas, including skilling.

GOI can be a force multiplier | In
future, all states will do well to have an emigration minister. However,
given the structural factors shaping the global labour market, GOI
needs to play a far more proactive role.

Emigration minister | The next govt should have a standalone
minister for emigration. This cannot be an ornamental post. Given
the paramount importance of jobs, this ministry will be at the heart
of India’s economic policy. It will have to liaise with MEA, skill
development ministry and states. Tomake it effective, it will need the
full backing of the PM.

Robotics and Al are crunching labour demand in manufacturing.
Services are an alternative growing in importance. To realise this
potential, economic policy needs to use govt’s reach to plug gaps between
individual aspirants and potential employers everywhere. It's not just
about ensuring the safety of workers. Appropriate skilling through
agencies such as NSDC will provide yvoung Indians a competitive edge.
Coordinatingall this should be the job of the emigration minister.

Dodgytal

TN Police portal breach highlights the need for greater
accountability on those storing sensitive personal data

The bigdatabreach thathit Tamil Nadu Police last week isanother

demonstration of weak data security infra in the countryv. Hackers
were not only able to access the department’s Facial Recognition
Software portal - which contains more than 60lakh records of indivi-
duals, including photos, names, FIR numbers and details of police
officers - but have also reportedly put the data on sale on the dark web.
Protecting data goldmine | Given India’s huge population and
crowing digitisation, govt departments are increasingly storing
massive volumes of data. This is also precisely why India is a big target
for cybercriminals. Over the last couple of years there have been multi-
ple data breaches, especially targeting the Indian healtheare sector.
Last vear, a server breach in ICMR compromised personal information
of about 81 crore Indians who had taken Covid
vaccines. In 2022, a ransomware attack at
- AIIMS-Delhi crippled e-hospital services.
3 National security threat | Apart from
potential harm to people whose data is being
pilfered, there's a clear national security risk
here. We already have reports of Chinese
data processing farms potentially collecting
gigantic volumes of data from across the
world, including India. Sensitive information
of political leaders and VIPs falling into the
hands of a strategic rival can be dangerous. North Korea is another
known source of ransomware attacks. These need to be countered.
Greater accountability | India’s cybersecurity infra includes
agencies like the India Computer Emergency Response Team (CERT-IN).
But most breaches are actually reported by foreign entities. We need
to be far more proactive. Plus, there’s little accountability for data
breaches. India’s data protection law gives sweeping exemptions to
govt entities. But no one is penalised or fined when massive data
hacks take place at their servers. A system of penalties needs to be
instituted if evbersecurity infra is found wanting. That’s the only
way to keep our defences tight.

Treacly friends

Literally and happily in each other’s hair until...
Bikram Vohra

Expats tend to cobble their friendships at a frenetic pace.
Pretty much like airport lounge bonding when strangers
become confidantes till the flight lands and one is united with
one's luggage, then it's goodbye Columbus see yvou never,

In the interim we tend to invade each other’s homes since

: beinginthe same boat becomes the operative sentiment. Wives
Columnist based are close, children closer, weekends spent together, literally
in Dubai and happily in each other’s hair and sharing evervthing.
including our innermost secrets. The temporary texture
allows for it. Then, as is this transient nature of expat relations, one family
returnstotheirnative land and there ismuch fond and emotional farewell with
fervent promises of never letting the rope go.

S0 on a trip to Hong Kong where one such friend now resided, with milk of hu-
man Kindness sloshing about inside me and fond ideas of recalling yesterday, I was
all zungho. We had worked together;, played together, partied together and now here
Iwasin hisneck of the woods, full of giftsribboned in the memories of another day.

I called. He answered. [ said, hello, hello can yvou believe it, l am actually here.

. There was a long treacly silence. Followed by another hesitation.
G‘Z];) Hesaid, sorry who is that? Chilled water on my excited expectations. I
L -
-

said, heyit'sme. Moresilence. Icould visualise him saying tohis wife,

hiss, hiss it's that guy from Dubai, he is here. I said, are yvou on the
ling, can’t hear you. He faked enthusiasm, telling me haltingly what a pleasant
surpriseitwashearing me (aspleasant asbeing stungby a nettle). Then he asked
me the pivotal question, which is how long will you be staying? It is a wriggle
room question because once yvou know the timeframe of this potential guest’s
presence on your turf you can formulate your get out of the corner plan.

I'said Monday evening. He injected great relief and regret inakind of pastiche
of both sentiments and said oh great we are off to Vietnam today for a break
but back Sunday evening, so must catch up Monday, will call vou. All this
accompanied by much gushing and asking how the lovely lady was. Lovely
lady who made you great Indian meals and vou vummed yummed all the way
through them. Our togetherness was okay in expatland, another time, another
place, not in Hong Kong. So the unsung, unopened gifts, like felled chess pieces,
were placed one by one back in the suitcase because I knew it would be Monday
and rainy days but no call would ever come,
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QUESTION ON THE MARGIN

Modi’s home state is likely to deliver big for BJP again, despite Rajput angst
& Congress retrying KHAM. But will the wins be as big as 2019

Bharat Hun

dropped out of the race at the last
minute. A number of Independent
candidates followed suit, rushing to
=] withdraw from the competition,

I leaving BJP with a Lok Sabha win
without contest. A prominent Congress candidate
from Ahmedabad quit the party tojoin BJP.

BIP juggernaut marches on | Since 1989, BJP has domi-
nated every parliamentary election in Gujarat. In 2014
and 2019, it won all 26 seats. This vear seems no
different, perhaps its strongest wave vet. The party’'s
2022 victory will be remembered as one of the biggest
wins by any party in the history of

India’s assembly elections. Cong-

ress is claiming opposition
candidates are dropping
out because there 1s no
democracy in Gujarat,
calling BJP ‘lokshahi ni
hatvari’, democracy’s
killer. But chai shops are
filled with gossip that
candidates are dropping
out  because they're
unwilling to be the political
‘bali ka bakra’ - sacrificial
goat — destined for a loss by a
humiliating margin.

KHAM 2.0? | In the mid-1980s Congress enjoyed a brief
resurgence in Gujarat under the steam of the formidable
KHAM (Kshatriyva, Harijan, Adivasi, Muslim)alliance,
gathered around an anti-reservation agenda. In recent
elections Congress has tried to resuscitate KHAM,
but with little success. A recent remark by junior
Union minister Parshottam Rupala, however, renewed

Patidar consolidation and more | In a bid to revive
KHAM, Rahul Gandhi wielded a copy of the Constitu-
tion during his speech in Patan, warning his SC/S8T
audience that BJP is poised to change the Constitution
and dissolve its provision of reservations. Modi
retorted withaclaim that Congressaimstoturnthe SC,
ST, and OBC reservations over to Muslims. Reservation
duels aside, Rupala’s comments and Rajput protests
have consolidated the Patidars, Gujarat’'s biggest
dominant caste, from which Rupala hails, around BJE,
Patidars, once among BJP’s fiercest opponents, are
now openly rallying in its support.

With most votes inhand in Gujarat, BJP continues
to wrest ST votes into its “inclusive Hindu” fold. As
part of the truculent Hinduisation of tribals, which
the Sangh Parivar has long pursued in Gujarat,

recently four tribal ascetics were initiated into a
Hinduakharaasits Mahamandleshwars, or spiritual
leaders.

Gujarati asmita | Gujarati identity has been another
trump card for BJE While Congress, headed by
Shaktisinh Gohil, is banking on caste and reservation

Congress’s hope of a KHAM revival.
Rupala said, “Rajput kings and states
married their daughters instrumens-

POLLITICS

issues, BJP is invoking linguistic
and regional identity, with writer
Narmad's “Jav Jay Garavi Gujarat”

tally to British rulers (roti-beti na

Special Series on Elections

as its slogan. Congress, conversely,

vvavahar).” A tsunami of Rajput
protests crashed against Rupala's parliamentary
candidacy, but BJP still decided to field him, sayving he
has apologised. As a result, many of KHAM's Kand M
(Kshatriva and Muslim) voters will now support
Congress, which will try toride the wave to consolidate
the H and A (Harijans and Adivasis).

seems to have got this completely
wrong in its campaign. Accusing Amit Shah of LIC
and bank fraud in late March, INDIA coalition leader
Tejashwi Yadavremarked last vear inapress meeting
that “only a Gujarati can be a thug as only they get
away with fraud.” Congress also accused Gujarat of
being an unfair recipient of BJP perks, like the

Uday Deb

Tata-Airbus aircraft manufacturing unitfor IAF, and
of snatching resources away from Maharashtra.
Congress comments against the moving of the bull
statue from Bombay Stock Exchange to Gujarat’s
new International Finance Tec-City (GIFT City)
infuriated many in Gujarat.

Urbanisation advantage | Gujarat’s aggressive urbani-
sation also plays into BJP's hand. According to a 2021
Niti Aayogreport, 40% of Gujarat isnow urban. And in
Gujarat’s cities BJP has no competition. The state’s
urban middle classes have taken to Modi's blend of
development and Hindutva, and the many migrants in
cities (estimated at 10% ) tend to support BJP's develop-
ment policies. It's not that urban Gujaratis are altogether
content with the way their state isrun. Talk of multiple
problems (“samasyva to bahut che™)
fromsanitation todrinking water
and unplanned development,
is a common refrain. Wide-
spread discontent with life
in Gujarati cities conti-
nues to drive wave after
wave of migration to
Western countries. But
the opposition is failing
to capitalise on this
disaffection, leavinglittle
political choice.

Getting the votes out | On May
7, the people of Gujarat will
decide whether the state will be a
clean sweep again for BJP. The party’'s dazzling 2022
performance makes many believe that it may well do.
But it will depend on the degree of enthusiasm that BJP
has managed to generate among its voters. Slumping
voter turnouts in the first two phases of the elections
suggests that a mixture of smugness and ennui may be
setting in.

The widespread belief that BJP will sweep the
elections will do little to make voters, especially from
the comfortable urban classes, wish to stand in long
gueues in the summer heat. As an old pastoralist
said, “ani baar ras nathi” (this time [the election] is not
interesting). But is this merely boredom or a red flag of
India’sslackening democratic drive?

The writer isa social anthropologist

Gujarat (26 seats) votes on May 7 forits
single-phase LS election

Is “The West’ Worth Saving? Is The Idea Delusional?

There’s hand-wringing on everything from Ukraine to Israel. A realistic take would show where
others see hypocrisy, Western countries perceive virtue. That won’t work anymore

Rashmee Roshan Lall

It’s not often these days that a British
PM, particularly the current ethnic
Indian incumbent, gets kudos for
renewing the West's pioneering cred
in the same month he is slammed for
setting a bad example to the rest of
Columnist based the world.

in London In mid-April, Rishi “nofilter” Sunak
pushed through the toughest anti-
smoking law in the world, hailed by many as a likely
global template for public health legislation. When up
and running, it would impose a lifelong restriction on
cigarette sales to anyone born after 2009 and living in
UK, thereby protecting the youngest membersof GenZ
from the number one preventable cause of death,
disability and ill health.

Barely 10 days later, Sunak managed the passage
through parliament of another tough piece of legisla-
tion, this time a deportation law that will outsource
uninvited refugees to Rwanda. In the disapproving
words of UN, it “hinders the rule of law™ and “sets a
perilous precedent globally™.

Global benchmark?

Theweight given tothesetwo piecesof British legis-
lation is in line with the expansive idea long advanced
by western politicians and policy wonks that their
laws make or unmake global standards. Or as Samuel
Huntington once put it, “the notion that the culture of
the West is and ought to be the culture of the world™.

This partly explains the West's intense disappoint-
ment that most non-western nations don’t seem to share
the same outrage over Russia’s invasion of Ukraine,
norseeitasasignof collapsing international norms.

China's X1 Jinping dismisses “the so-called universal
values of the West” as anew form of imperialism.

Just what is “the West"?
The West often takes the evident geopolitical gap as
a sign that the rest don’t care for international rules

and that the West is the last defence of civilisation as
we know it.

Cue the tendency almost every other dav for
politicians in Europe or America to invoke “*the West”
asanendangered entity. Thelatest is Britain’sshortest-
serving PM Liz Truss, whose
solipsistic polemic on her 49
days in office is titled Ten
Years to Save the West.

But just what is the
West, considering non-
western hemisphere countries
like Australia and New

% .
.
o

Zealand (and often, even PA D
Israel) are part of the /4 ’ﬁ"
in-group? And is it '
worth saving? ’

We know some-
thing about the West,
which busily exported
mercenaries, missionaries,
colonialists, language and
legal systems worldwide in the last
millennium. By many accounts,
the West came into being in 480 BC,
when the Athenians defeated a massi-
ve attempt by the Persians to militarily subdue Greece,

then a geographical expression for a patchwork of

city states,

Their victory allowed Athenians to develop their
democratic culture, proto-Greece’'s legacy was
inherited by Rome and passed on to modern Europe,
creating the entity known as “the West"”. In the age
of 1mperialism., Greek, Roman and Christian
cultures were taken together as a solid block and
labelled “western™ civilisation, which was said
to boast such exalted “classical” virtues as
rationality, justice and democracy,

Two sides of the same coin?
If the West now feels fragile and in need of
saving, that’s because the rest of the world is
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increasingly prone to quote historian Roger Osborne’s
rueful observation: “...for every Leonardo there is a
Mussolini, for every Beethoven symphony a concentra-
tion camp, for every Chrysler Building a My Lai
massacre”.

And then there is the West's self-serving defence of
theso-called international order. There is the perceived
hypocrisy on Israel’s war on Gaza, even as students on
American university campuses are arrested simply for
protesting against nearly seven months of the brutal
collective punishment of a whole people.

At a recent lecture in Washington, DC, the beating

heart of today's West, Brazilian international
relations professor Matias Spektor suggested
that the only way forward was for
western governments to change the
incantatory refrain around the
rules-based order. He said that
instead of “fictionalising the
differences betweenanenlighte-
ned West and a backwards rest
around a ‘standard of civilisa-
tionn’, should we not be
pushing for a universal
‘standard of truth’ instead?”
Spektor was having a
dig at western civilisational
standards, the detritus
that still remains in our
decolonising world and
which deems certain
(western or western-lea-
ning) cultures as better
biological vectors of values
such as democracy and
human rights, That said, a
universal standard of truth
would be a compelling
opening gambit for a long
overdue real conversation
between the West and
the rest.
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Sacredspace

There is nothing
mind can do
that cannot be
better done
in the mind’s
immaobility and
thought-free stiliness. When
mind is still, then truth gets her
chance to be heard in the purity
of the silence.

Sri Aurobindo

The Inescapable Presence Of Absence

Jug Suraiya

following the release of his latest
book, Knife: Meditationsonan
Attempted Murder, which narratesthe
near-fatal assault he suffered two years
ago and which left him blinded in one
eve, inresponse to a question regarding
theroleof art in society, Salman
Rushdiereplied, “Imagine a world
without art. Imagine a world without
books, music, painting, and film.
What a barren world that would be.”
Elaborating onthe theme of
imagined absence, he recalled an episode
from his early career in advertising.
Workingon acampaign foraglass
manufacturer, Rushdie’s team used the
elogquence of absence to showcase the
importance of glass ineveryday life,
The campaign used photographs in
which glass was made conspicuous by

In arecent interview with TOI

not being there. “It said imagine a world
without glass. So there were walls with
no windows, and tables with no glasses
to drink from. It was a brilliant idea.
Just take away the thing that is
important, and show its importance

by itsabsence.”

In his Being and
Nothingness, Sartre
dramatically illustrated
the overwhelming
presence that absence can
create. Hewalked intoa
café where he was expec-
ting to meet hisfriend.

The cafée was full, but his friend was
not there. The not-thereness of the friend
filled the crowded room; in absentia the
friend was more present in the cafethan
the people who were actually there.

Rushdie’s missing glass, and Sartre’s
missing friend, highlight the power of
absence to make us see anew the

projected non-existence.

accustomed, the things, and situations,
and people, that we take for granted and
whose importance is often minimised or
overlooked by us through consciousness
made cursory and careless.

Absence can help to recreate our
world for us, a world blurred by
familiarity which is suddenly

sna]:-pr::d intosharp focus by

= theemphaticexclusionof a

amgle element in it which, like

the metaphoric elephant in

the room, or lonesco's Rhino-
THE SPEAKING TREE ¢€ros, gets spotlit by its lack of
acknowledged presence.

Absence can be a reawakening from

the humdrum of the everyday, from
what Tagore called “the sands of dead
habit”, to heighten perception of that
which exists ordinarily through the
extraordinary perspective of its

What is most often overlooked - or

looked through without being noticed
in itself, like Rushdie’s glass —is the fact
of life itself, the incredible realness, the
here and now, of our existence.

As John Lennon put it, “Life is what
happens while we are busy making
plans.” We take our life, like our health,
asagiven. It is only when, like Rushdie,
we face a life-threatening situation, or
suffer illness, that the value of both
becomes real tous through their what-if
abzsence,

“Andtheend of all our exploring/
Will be toarrive where we started/ And
know the place forthe first time,” wrote
TS Eliot.

There are many forms and ways of
exploration. Were we to close our eves
and, sightless, mentally minus our-
selves from where we are, when we open
them would we, coming back to the
same place, really see it for thefirst
time, in wonderment?




@~ NEW DELHI | MONDAY | MAY 6, 2024

www.dailypioneer.com
facebook.com/dailypioneer | @TheDailyPioneer | instagram.com/dailypioneer/

PAPER WITH PASSION

Nepal plays the hardball

Nepal is flexing its muscles by depicting Indian
territories on its currency notes

tain disputed territories in its new currency notes. The move not only challenges

| n a recent development that has stirred regional tensions, Nepal has included cer-

India’s sovereignty claims but also signals a significant alignment shift towards
its northern neighbour, China. This seemingly innocuous act of updating currency
notes has escalated into a diplomatic standoff and the growing influence of exter-
nal powers in the region. The inclusion of the disputed territories, namely Lipulekh,
Kalapani and Limpiyadhura, has sparked outrage in India, with officials condemn-
ing Nepal’s actions as a violation of bilateral agreements and provocative steps that
can further deteriorate the relations between the two countries. India has urged Nepal
to respect sovereignty, return to dialogue and refrain from unjustified assertions. Earlierm
the relationship between New Delhi and Kathmandu became strained following Nepal's
release of a political map in mid-May 2020, which incorporated territories like Lipulekh,

Kalapani and Limpiyadhura, previously depicted in
India’s November 2019 map. At the heart of the dis-
pute lies historical ambiguity and differing interpre-
tations of border demarcations. While Nepal claims
that the territories rightfully belong to it based on his-
torical treaties and cartographic evidence, India main-
tains control over these regions, citing its historical
precedents and strategic imperatives. The dispute
has simmered for decades, occasionally flaring up
but never fully resolved.

The present move by Nepal has a lot to do with its
new political leadership which is deliberately lever-
aging its proximity with China to browbeat India.

Besides, many other issues have also cropped up which have been a cause of con-
cern for Kathmandu. India’s Agniveer policy has also not gone down well with Nepal.
What makes Nepal’s move particularly noteworthy is its perceived alignment with
China. Over the past few years, Nepal-China relations have strengthened consider-
ably, fuelled by mutual economic interests and strategic cooperation. China has invest-
ed heavily in Nepal’s infrastructure projects, including roads and telecommunica-
tions networks, enhancing connectivity between the two countries. Furthermore, Nepal’s
participation in China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has deepened its economic depen-
dence on Beijing, providing an alternative to traditional ties with India. Against this
backdrop, Nepal’s decision to incorporate disputed territories in its currency notes
could be interpreted as a strategic gesture signalling its independence from Indian
influence. It is indeed a reason to set off alarm bells in New Delhi and it should take
some immediate steps to stop the drifting away of Nepal and becoming part of Chinese
hegemony. It would be India’s loss if Nepal also walked the Maldives’ path. It is time
to leverage historical India-Nepal ties and convince the new leadership that China is
only going to use Nepal and suck it dry as it did many other nations.

9 !
Anganvadi workers take part in a voting awareness campaign ahead of the polling for Lok Sabha elections, in Jalaun ~ PTI

Delhi school bomb

hoax reflects rancor

PRAFULL GORADIA

The extremists might be unaware that their malicious actions could jeopardise the safety of their
community. It falls upon the responsible segment of the community to rein in the extremists

he bomb hoax received

by up to 285 schools in

and around Delhi,

reflects the burning

anger among extrem-
ists. Although the threatening
message from a Quranic text was
dispatched from a Russian elec-
tronic source, evidentially, the
email identities were sent from
Delhi, most probably from
Indians. The email was most
offensive to quote; “Did you real
think that there would be no
answer for all the evil you have
done? Since childhood, the fire of
jihad has been lit in our hearts, we
have become this fire, Inshallah
who preside over just retribution’.
The extremists may not realise
that their nefarious activity can
endanger the safety of their com-
munity. It is for the responsible
section or the community to
control the extremists. If they
think that it is for the law-and-
order authorities only to deal with
such mischief, they are mistaken.
The police and others can do so
only much and no more. In
short, it is not their function to
protect the goodwill of the
responsible section of the minor-
ity. If they do not do so, the Indian
people almost would gain the
impression the responsible sec-
tion is also somewhat sympathet-
ic towards the extremists’ activi-

Remember Partition is not a for-
gotten chapter of India’s recent
history. Pakistan and Bangladesh
are standing minarets of
Muhammad Ali Jinnahs Two
Nation Theory whereby Hindus
and Muslims cannot coexist in the
same country. Hardly any Hindus
have been allowed to remain in
Pakistan, wherein Bangladesh
non-Muslims are reducing in
numbers by the week. Mohandas
Gandhi told Dr Syama Prasad
Mookherjee and Rajkumari
Amrit Kaur the day before he was
assassinated that India was a sec-
ular country because the division
was a territorial and not religious
one. This may have been a kind
human gesture to protect the
minority, but it was not the truth.
Most Hindus, do not believe that
it was not a division based on reli-
gion. The Hindu heart believes
that it was the final settlement
between Hindus and Muslims.
Yes, Jawaharlal Nehru, Gandhi

and their followers are free to
hold their views but that era
has passed and a new age has
dawned in India.

Following in step with the
moving train of time is wise
and not getting stuck in the
mud of the past. Here, it is also
wise to remember that Europe
no longer welcomes emigrants
and the USA is reportedly slow
and shows of much reluc-
tance. The only open space
appears to be Africa. One of
the loud messages of the Israel-
Hamas war in Gaza is that
emigrants are no longer wel-
come even in a West Asian
country, whether Egypt,
Jordan or any other. No neigh-
bour has lifted their fingers
toward the trigger for saving
the Gaza Heights. One
reminded of the ghazal by
Talat Mahmood “Jayein to
Jayein Kahan”

Mughal emperor Akbar
understood clearly even as a
boy it could be easy to rule
India if he made Hindus who
were 95 per cent of his empire
safe, happy and well-treated.
As a sign of his impartiality
between religions, he went, for
Muslims to the extreme extent
of not performing sunnat or
circumcision on his son Salim
who rose to become Jahangir,

LETTERS KNy}

PARTITION IS NOT A
FORGOTTEN
CHAPTER OF INDIA'S
RECENT HISTORY.
PAKISTAN AND
BANGLADESH ARE
STANDING MINARETS
OF MUHAMMAD ALI
JINNAH’S TWO
NATION THEORY,
WHEREBY HINDUS
AND MUSLIMS
CANNOT COEXIST IN
THE SAME COUNTRY
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the future emperor. This
Islamic king, if he were not
emperor, would have been
accused of being a murtad; or
apoState, fit for the death
penalty. His eventual innova-
tion was called Din-e-Ilahi. By
implication, he was replacing
Islam with a synthetic religion
that would include people of all
faiths. In practice, not a great
deal happened but it was a ges-
ture especially to the Hindus,
how much he was prepared to
go forward to placate their sen-
timents. This was not the end
of his vision but in a way only
the beginning. He abolished
the vexatious; jaziya tax which
Hindus had to pay to receive
protection from the State.
Whenever he conquered a
Rajput territory Akbar offered
the Hindu prince his territory
back under the Mughal
suzerainty, provided the prince
was prepared to align with and
even fight for the empire. That
indeed was a generous gesture
by not dispossessing the Rajput
of the kingdom completely and
ensuring him of a place in the
empire. He often offered to
marry a princess of the prin-
cipality. It his hand was accept-
ed, he did not ask the lady to
convert to Islam. There was no
better way of touching the

Mastering self-leadership

during work from home

As work dynamics evolve towards multi-location, knowledge-driven
autonomy, employees’ proactive task management 1s essential

hile some suggest
Wthat work from
home (WFH) offers

greater autonomy, leading to
increased family time and
reduced commuting, others
argue that it blurs the bound-
aries between work and
home, potentially diminish-
ing productivity. The co-loca-
tion of work and home dur-
ing WFH blurs the tradition-
al separation between the
workplace and the family
domain. This integration can
exacerbate conflicts between
work and home responsibil-
ities, resulting in heightened
levels of job dissatisfaction,
anxiety and disengagement
from work.

As individuals possess finite
personal resources such as
energy and attention, focus-
ing on one role often depletes
resources for another. For
instance, individuals working
from home full-time may
frequently transition between
work responsibilities and
home duties, such as pausing
work to attend to childcare or
household tasks. These tran-
sitions can further strain indi-
viduals’ capacity to effective-
ly manage both work and per-
sonal responsibilities.
Boundary theory has become

increasingly relevant in the
context of WFH. Expanding
upon this theory, it is
observed that employees are
more likely to transition
between different roles on
days when they are telecom-
muting compared to when
they are physically present in
the office. When employees
work from home, both their
work and home roles con-
verge within the same phys-
ical space, creating a unique
dynamic.

According to boundary the-
ory, the nature of these role
transitions can significantly
impact conflicts between
work and home domains.
Certain types of role transi-
tions may facilitate the blend-
ing of work and home
responsibilities. For exam-
ple, interrupting work to
attend to familial duties, such
as picking up children from

school, can lead to conflicts
arising from the home
encroaching upon work time
(home-work conflict).
Subsequently, resuming work
after attending to such
responsibilities may trigger
conflicts stemming from
work encroaching upon
home life (work-home con-
flict).

Organisations play a pivotal
role in supporting employees
by offering flexibility, partic-
ularly on days when they
work from home, thereby
assisting them in managing
conflicts that arise when their
work and home roles inter-
sect. However, relying solely
on organisational support
may not offer a comprehen-
sive solution.

The concept of self-leadership
becomes invaluable during
periods when employees face
challenges arising from the
blurred boundaries between
work and home, particularly
on remote workdays. The
considerable expansion of
remote and hybrid work in
the aftermath of the pandem-
ic underscores the impor-
tance for employees to proac-
tively manage their responsi-
bilities. Although remote
work was not unprecedented,
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hearts of the Rajputs. In
recorded history, no Muslim
conqueror was this generous.
In contrast, Aurangzeb was the
opposite. He went down to
desecrating and demolishing
Hindu temples like Vrindavan,
Mathura and Banaras.
Humiliating Hindus and
breaking their hearts was the
preferred point in his agenda.
To many, it would seem that
being emperor and ruling
Hindu India was merely his
pastime.
Alamgir Aurangzeb’s vicarious
cruelties extended much
beyond the demolition of tem-
ples. When he brought down
the Kashi Vishwanath temple
at Banaras, he left the western
gate of the Hindu edifice as it
was, so that every worshipper
would be reminded of what
the Mughals had done. When
he desecrated the Govind Dev
temple at Vrindavan, he
demolished the top two floors
only, leaving the bottom two
for the Hindus to see and feel
the humiliation. What benefit
could such conduct bring to a
ruler? Only Aurangzeb could
have known.
(The writer is a well-known
columnist, an author and a
former member of the Rajya
Sabha; views are personal)

TAVLEEN KAUR

its widespread adoption dur-
ing and following the pan-
demic has been unmistakable.
Evidence suggests that diverse
remote work arrangements,
encompassing hybrid models
and full-time remote setups,
are poised to remain promi-
nent in the future of work.
While remote work has
revealed advantages such as
increased flexibility and job
satisfaction, its implementa-
tion has also presented new
hurdles. These include dimin-
ished managerial support,
which can dampen profes-
sional creativity, hinder the
willingness to share new ideas
and diminish confidence.
The complexities of remote
work, ranging from varying
locations and home working
conditions to frequent inter-
ruptions and diminished
focus, emphasise the impor-
tance of self-leadership in
today’s professional realm.
Moreover, in the remote work
setting, there is a heightened
need for adaptability and the
ability to navigate challenges
independently, which har-
monises with the fundamen-
tal tenets of self-leadership.
(The writer is associated
professor, HR&OB, FIIB;
views are personal)

Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Modi’s advice to RaGa: ‘Daro mat,
bhaago mat’ “ published on May 5, this
is my response. Contesting from
Wayanad as well as Rae Bareli is “cow-
ardice” of ‘Shehzada’ indeed. Still, con-
testing from Vadodara as well as
Varanasi was an act of “supreme brav-
ery” by a certain “Hindu Hriday
Samrat’! Relentless stalking of the
much-maligned “Pappu” and consistent
character assassination of him provide
direct testimony of who is in relentless
fear of Rahul Gandhi!
If Sonia Gandhi’s adoption of the Rajya
Sabha route proves her “escapist” mind-
set; hope this very same formula applies
to S.Jaishankars to Ashwini Vaishnaws
also! Lots of thanks for shedding a del-
uge of tears for the “atrocities” upon
women in Sandeshkhali; but please let
at least a single teardrop make an
appearance for the spine-chilling gan-
grape murder and forced cremation of
the Dalit girl in Hathras, murder of the
little Kathua girl after gangrape and tor-
ture for days within a temple, mass gan-
grape and murder of women in 2002
Gujarat and gangrape and murder of
Kuki women in Manipur after getting
paraded naked! A Constitutional repre-
sentative claimed that Hindus are “sec-
ond class citizens” in Bengal, implying
which community is “first class.” This
is blatant communalism in our diverse
democracy.

Kajal Chatterjee | Kolkata

RAHUL’S STRATEGY

Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Rae Bareli Rahul’s new battlefield,” pub-
lished on May 4, this is my response.
Gandhis have ended weeks of suspense
with a twist and chose Rae Bareli over
Amethi for Rahul Gandhi, there is no
doubt Rae Bareli is a safer seat than
Amethi in the current electoral context.
Putting Kishori Lal Sharma in Amethi,
who is an old Congress loyalist and
served both Amethi and RaeBareli in

en Govt: Modi, “ The Pioneer, May 3, this

is my response. Whatever may be the polit-
ical rhetoric of PM Modi linking the Congress
party to Pakistan, the fact is that the latter des-
perately wants the Modi-led NDA Government to
lose in the ongoing elections for many reasons.
In contrast to the Congress party’s soft approach
against terrorism sponsored by Pakistan, the

Apropos, “Pak wants Rahul as PM to weak-

Gandhi’s absence, has in a sense provid-
ed a cakewalk to the Smiriti Irani.
It will be after 25 years that there are no
Gandhis in the fray from Amethi.
Gandhis not contesting from either of
these seats would have been a bad polit-
ical message and would have shattered
the confidence of Congress workers.
In the eventuality of Rahul Gandhi win-
ning both Wayanad and Rae Bareli, he
has to leave either of the two and it
would be better if he retains Wayanad
to concentrate on the 2026 Kerala
assembly elections and leave Rae Bareli
for his sister Priaynka Vadhra to con-
test in the by-poll. With this strategy,
Gandhi would be able to revive the
Congress in Uttar Pradesh because,
without any Gandhi at the helm,
Congress could not expect to revive
itself in the State.

Bal Govind | Noida

ALLEGATION RESPONSE

Madam — Apropos to news report,
“Woman staffer files complaint against
Bengal Governor,” published on May 3,

Modi Government’s zero-tolerance stance has
triggered the surgical strike on the Balakot, the
den of terrorists, in retaliation to the Pulwama
attack in 2019. The abrogation of Article 370 in
Jammu and Kashmir by the Modi Government
has rattled Pakistan and it even failed to garner
the support from the international community on
the matter.
Add to this, the NDA Government’s categorical
stand to not initiate the talks to break the log-
jam between India and Pakistan as long as the
latter aids and finances the terrorists to target
India has put Pakistan in a disadvantageous posi-
tion, even as it is embroiled in the economic tur-
moil - while it badly needs the trade with India.
In these contexts, Pakistan strongly believes the
BJP Government under Modi has severely jeop-
ardised its machinations to target India and its
interests as well.

N Sadhasiva Reddy | Bengaluru

Pakistan on Indian elections

this is my response. A Raj Bhavan
employee who works in the telephone
room and stays at the residential quar-
ters on the campus itself, complained of
molestation against West Bengal (WB)
governor C V Ananda Bose on Thursday
evening, introducing an element of the
unprecedented in Bengal politics and
pitting the Trinamool Government and
the governor’s office in direct conflict in
the middle of an election season. Its
important to investigate the allegations
against Bose carefully.
A central agency should investigate
under a Supreme Court judge. If the
TMC Government is found to be try-
ing to defame him, it should be
scrapped. If there is any truth to the alle-
gations, the Governor should also be
punished. The truth must be revealed
and the innocent must be treated with
full dignity.
Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee |
Faridabad

Send your feedback to;
letterstopioneer@gmail.com
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SUDARSHAN KRIYA: A KEY
TO A PEACEFUL LIFE

A transformative path overcoming
addiction with redemption

| e L
RAVI VALLURI

Some years ago, while | was posted at Gorakhpur, an Art of Living

devotee happened to read my maiden book, The Matter of the Mind,
wherein | narrated the efficacy of the Sudarshan Kriya technique
and how it extricated me from the cesspool of alcoholism.
Today by the grace of Sri Sri Ravi Shankar and the breathing technique
of Sudarshan Kriya | am sober. The devotee connected me to a psychi-
atrist and soon along with two other faculty members, we began con-
ducting courses for alcoholics and drug addicts at a rehab centre.
They were around 40 and we were three. Some looked menacing, oth-
ers disenchanted, a few engulfed by ennui. But in our arsenal was the
potent cassette of Sudarshan Kriya enveloped with the divine benedic-
tion of Gurudev.
We began with gentle warm-ups. This was followed by pranayama and
finally Sudarshan Kriya. A few hardened addicts attempted to derail the
Kriya. But the febrile minds gradually settled as the rhythms of Soham
resonated in the dingy hall.
Meaning of Sudarshan Kriya
The unique breathing technique of Sudarshan Kriya is the fulcrum of the
Happiness Programme of the Art of Living. Su means proper, Darshan
implies vision and Kriya is a purifying action.
Through the actions of our breath, we appreciate a proper vision of who
we are. It is momentous to understand that nature runs on a rhythm.
For instance, the sun rises and sets at a particular time, similarly, sea-
sons arrive and exit at predetermined times.
Our emotions, feelings and thoughts are all cast in the symphony of rhythm.
We are unable to distinguish between cacophony and symphony in this
frenetic pace of life which is cannonaded by innumerable thoughts. When
sounds are harmonised by the syllable of Soham we can term it as mag-
ical music.

-1

Enlightenment is not accruing anything providential but harmonising our
whole being rhythmically. During the breathing process participants feel
varied sensations, emotions, laughter and weeping among others.
Chanting “Soham” to match one’s breath with a Guru’s guidance is a
relaxation technique that releases stress and promotes relaxation. Studies
show that it can improve heart rate, cognitive function, breathing pat-
terns and calmness in both mind and body. It may also have positive
impacts on the endocrine system and potentially prevent Alzheimer’s
disease. This technique increases the body’s energy levels.
This wonderful knowledge and wisdom have triggered humaneness to
blossom. Every cell and particle of the body overflows with jollity and
life is abundant with the glow of love and the body becomes the wick.
Love and belongingness become a natural process of our inner being
if practised unfailingly.
Several practitioners feel they can practice the breathing technique at
home. But that is only walking half the path. It is indispensable and para-
mount that one must practice the technique daily and attend the follow-
up once a week, where a certified Art of Living teacher plays the chant
of Soham in Gurudev’s voice as it reinvigorates the body and mind.
One should also be wary of imitations available on YouTube these days.
Breath is the very kernel of our very existence.
(The writer is the CEQ of Chhattisgarh East Railway Ltd. and
Chhattisgarh East West Railway Ltd. He is a faculty of the Art of
Living; views are personal)
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Consequences of

1llusionary conspiracy 4=

"The wounds from the Easter Sunday Massacre linger, but within Sri L.ankans’
resilience lies a beacon of hope, illuminating a path forward amidst profound despair

fter the Easter attack tragedy, :
there arose a chorus, delving :
into the search for a “master- :
mind” behind the barbaric :
attack. Known as the Easter :
Sunday Massacre, on 21st April 2019, eight :
suicide bombers detonated themselves, tar- :
geting selected places in Colombo and :
Batticaloa, resulting in the deaths of over :

260 innocent people and injuring hundreds

more. A former Attorney General, a key fig-
ure in this discourse, ignited speculation :
by suggesting a possible hidden agenda. :
However, his evasion of the court and :
avoidance of investigators seeking clarifi- :
cation on his previous Statements only :
intensified suspicions. Politicians, social :
activists, journalists and even ordinary cit- :
izens unwittingly propagated a conspira- :
cy theory based on prejudices and unver- :

itied media reports.

From my perspective, this conspiracy the-
ory inadvertently served a unique purpose :
amid the chaos and irregularities. It acted :
as a temporary balm, diluting the rising tide
of animosity against Muslims and briefly
restoring social equilibrium. Without it, the
nation risked a recurrence of the 1983 eth- :
nic riots, albeit on a larger scale. Yet, as the
conspiracy theory gained traction, it :
altered the societal psyche, fostering nor- :
malcy among diverse ethnic groups, albeit
with attempts by some to exploit the situ- :
ation. What remains lamentable is that this :
theory misled the public and squandered :
an opportunity to establish a socio-legal
framework for preventing future occur- :

rences.

During my conversation with Malith
Jayathillake, former National List Member :
of Parliament and head of the Sectoral :
Oversight Committee on National Security
appointed by then-President Maithripala :
Sirisena, the overlooked reality became :
stark. The report he presented in February :
2020 outlined proposals for formulating :
and implementing laws to ensure nation- :
al security, eradicate new terrorism and :
extremism by fostering unity among races :
and religions. Regrettably, this invaluable :
contribution by lawmakers was largely :
ignored. Jayathillake dismisses the notion :
of a conspiracy behind the attacks, recog- :
nising instead a meticulously planned :
suicide mission inspired by the ideology of :

the Islamic State.

Concurrently, Dr Ameer Ali from :
Murdoch University’s School of Business
and Governance dispels conspiracy :
notions, attributing the attack to subsequent :
political manipulation. Yet, in probing the

roots of extremism, he identifies a turnin

point in 1977 when the country embraced :
the free market. Within certain segments :
of the Muslim communities, exclusivism :
emerged, alienating inclusivism and sow- :
ing the seeds for the proliferation of :

extreme ideas within the societal fabric.

In the aftermath of the tragedy, about a :
month later, I engaged in an interview with :
Jonah Blank, a Principal Investigator and
Senior Political Scientist for RAND
Corporation. Blank astutely highlighted :

two critical aspects of the Easter Sunday
bombings in Sri Lanka. Firstly, he empha-

sised that the attack was a result of politi- :
cal negligence rather than being solely clas- :
sified as an intelligence failure by various :
parties. Secondly, Blank pointed out that :
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) did :
not choose Sri Lanka; rather, Sri Lankan :

extremists opted for allegiance to ISIS.

Addressing the ongoing political crisis in :
the country, Blank remarked, “When the

: nation’s two top officials are locked
¢ in open conflict, they can’t cooper-
: ate to ensure the safety of the citi-
i zens” Despite my interview with
¢ Blank becoming a talking point in
¢ various media circles and social
i groups, rational arguments and
¢ factual information struggled to
i counter the persistence of conspir-
i acy theories.

i Complicating matters further, a full
¢ four years following the tragic inci-
i dent, a British television channel
¢ not only fuelled baseless speculation
¢ but later begrudgingly admitted to
i a shocking lack of substantial evi-
i dence backing the allegations.
i These unfounded claims stemmed
¢ from a lone source purportedly

AMID TH|S recruited by a United Nations

agency, casting a dark shadow over

TURBULENT the entire narrative.

PERIO D, : Amidst the discourse, I observed a

i political theatre unfolding, over-

THE FIFTH shadowing the much-needed soci-

. etal discussion. Those involved

ANNIVE RSA RY seemed rﬁore fo}cluse(}11 on accusirig
i one another rather than earnestly
OF THE EASTER seeking the truth. In the last five

M ASSACRE years since this barbaric attack,

committees appointed by the

SERVES AS A Prezidentd and Parliament gave
: conducted investigations, produc-
DISTRESSING . inglengthy reports. However, there
REMINDER: is a noticeable absence of dialogue

i about future threats and the poten-

OF TH E tial aftermath.
CO LLECT'VE The tragic events unfolded against

i the backdrop of a nation grappling

RESPONSIBIL |'|'Y with its political identity and lead-

. ership struggles. Blanks insights

TO LEARN FROM into political negligerﬁ:e shed lighé
i on a systemic issue that extende
THE PAST AND beyond intelligence failures. Sri

FORTIFY THE Lanka’s socio-political terrain,

marred by internal conflicts and

NATION AGA”\IST power struggles, created an envi-
POTENTIAL. ronment ripe for extremist ideolo-

i gies to take root. The intricate web

THREATS of political discord, coupled with a

i failure to prioritise national secu-
: rity, laid the groundwork for the
i devastating Easter Sunday attacks.
i As the media frenzy surrounding
i conspiracy theories intensified,
i genuine efforts to understand the

root causes of the attack were
drowned out. Blank’s observations
about the political crisis resonated
deeply, underscoring the impor-
tance of unity among leaders dur-
ing times of national peril. However,
the cacophony of blame-shifting
and finger-pointing persisted, hin-
dering the nation’ ability to address
the multifaceted challenges posed
by this emerging social phenome-
non.

Amid this turbulent period, the fifth
anniversary of the Easter massacre
serves as a distressing reminder of
the collective responsibility to learn
from the past and fortify the nation
against potential threats. The com-
mittees’ findings, though crucial,
must be more than backdated
analyses; they should serve as a
foundation for proactive measures
and policies to safeguard Sri Lankas
future. The narrative must evolve
beyond the immediate aftermath to
address the lingering societal scars
and instil a renewed sense of
resilience and preparedness.

After spending nearly five years
immersing myself in a myriad of
materials and conducting extensive
interviews with numerous sources
on this heinous crime, I am com-
pelled to acknowledge the absence
of any substantive facts supporting
conspiracy theories. Instead, what
emerges is the chilling reality of
negligence and deliberate igno-
rance in addressing extremism and
the imperative need for robust de-
radicalisation efforts. I opt to accen-
tuate the triumph of our adver-
saries—a triumph exacerbated by
the gross negligence and underes-
timation displayed by defenders of
national security and political sta-
bility.

Our genuine focus must now pivot
resolutely towards preventing the
recurrence of such crimes and
sculpting a secure future for our
nation, a nation that has too often
lived amidst violence rather than
peace, grappling with both internal
and external threats. The repercus-
sions of the Easter massacre extend

far beyond the economic sphere,
infiltrating into an unprecedented
degeneration of societal values.
Regrettably, as we mark the fifth
anniversary of the attacks, a press-
ing and profound necessity emerges
for a narrative shift—one that
moves beyond unsubstantiated
accusations aimed at specific indi-
viduals. We must transcend the
cycle of blame and retrospective
scrutiny, opting instead for thor-
ough approaches that delve into the
underlying causes of extremism,
fanaticism and terrorism regardless
of ethnic or religious affiliations.
This calls for a holistic approach,
encompassing not only the rein-
forcement of intelligence and secu-
rity protocols but also the fostering
of a society that celebrates inclusiv-
ity, empathy and constructive dis-
course.
The journey toward healing and
rebuilding necessitates a sincere
effort from all corners of society.
Ultimately, the aftermath of the
Easter Sunday bombings under-
scores the resilience of the Sri
Lankan people in the face of
immense adversity. Looking for-
ward, it is paramount to harness
this collective strength and channel
it into comprehensive strategies.
These must not only confront
immediate threats but also lay the
foundations for a future charac-
terised by security and harmony.
The lessons distilled from this
tragedy should propel the nation
towards a collective commitment—
a commitment to unity, under-
standing and the prevention of
recurring horrors. Otherwise, in a
society where the majority lan-
guishes in a deep slumber,
indulging in unproven conspiracies
and scapegoating a select few, we
will only rouse from our stupor
when the next tragedy inevitably
befalls us.
This ts the second part of the arti-
cle on five years of Easter attack in
Sri Lanka. concluded
(The writer is a Sri Lankan jour-
nalist. Views are personal)

Pakistani You'lubers: The art of subtle propaganda

As consumers of digital content, it is crucial to discern between genuine discourse and agenda-driven narratives

oday’s warfare is
I increasingly charac-
terised by information
warfare tactics. Social media
serves as an ideal weapon for
conducting modern conflicts
where the battle for narratives
and perceptions plays a crucial
role in shaping outcomes. In
this digital context, the emer-
gence of Pakistani YouTubers
has garnered significant atten-
tion in India over the past five
years. Their channels span
various genres from reaction
videos to those featuring inter-
actions with common people
in Pakistan and podcasts and
discussions on geopolitics.
However, a closer look reveals
a subtle yet concerning trend
in their content.
Initially, these YouTubers
sought to attract Indian view-
ership by praising India

SULAGNA MOHANTY

unabashedly. They lauded
India’s policies and economic
growth and even expressed
admiration for Prime Minister
Modi and the BJP. Their nar-
ratives echoed sentiments of
unity and regret over the par-
tition, portraying India’s eco-
nomic liberalisation in the
1990s as a commendable
move. This strategic approach
garnered them millions of
Indian subscribers. Even edu-

cated Indians appreciated such
rare, seemingly sane views
and analyses from Pakistani
youth.

At first, it was perplexing to
witness the sudden change in
tune from Pakistan, a country
historically marred by animos-
ity towards India. Suddenly,
Pakistani YouTubers were
singing praises for Jawaharlal
Nehru as the best Prime
Minister and socialism as the
ideal policy for India. This
abrupt shift raised eyebrows,
especially  considering
Pakistan’s track record of hos-
tility towards India over the
past 70 years. So, it begged the
question how was it that
Pakistanis have only now dis-
covered virtues in Indian lead-
ers and policies that they pre-
viously overlooked or active-
ly opposed? But still, these

YouTubers were embraced by
Indians with open arms, evi-
dent from the predominance
of views and comments on
their videos from India.
However, as time passed, their
mask began to unravel.
Channels focusing on geopol-
itics gradually began to push
their agenda  subtly.
Considering Pakistan’s pre-
carious economic situation,
these YouTubers advocated
for the resumption of trade
with India which was halted
by their Prime Minister Imran
Khan in 2019 as a protest
against India’s decision to
revoke Article 370 in Kashmir.
They openly criticised Imran
Khan’s decision, labelling it as
foolish given the adverse
impact it had had on Pakistan’s
economy.

However, recently when the

Indian Government did not
reciprocate to the India-Pak
trade agenda, these
YouTubers’ tones shifted dra-
matically towards anti-India
and pro-China propaganda.
Suddenly, they started paint-
ing India as a regressive Hindu
country with an authoritarian
Government where minorities
as well as the democracy are
allegedly in grave danger.
Now, they consistently invite
guests onto their channel pro-
viding them with a platform to
perpetuate anti-India and anti-
Indian narratives.

It is striking how these
Pakistani YouTubers seldom
address the pressing issues
within their own country.
They seem conspicuously
silent on the plight of minori-
ties particularly the violence
perpetrated against them.

While they are quick to pro-
duce videos condemning
alleged injustices against
Muslims in Palestine and
India, they conveniently over-
look similar atrocities within
Pakistan.

Some YouTubers remain
silent on the oppression of
Muslims in China, despite evi-
dence of human rights abus-
es against Uighur Muslims in
Xinjiang. This raises questions
about the sincerity of their
activism and suggests geopo-
litical influences on their nar-
rative.

Furthermore, it is noteworthy
that these Pakistani YouTubers
also openly criticise their
Government and army;, a rar-
ity in Pakistan where dissent
against the establishment is
often met with severe reper-
cussions. This raises suspi-

cions about their affiliations,
true intentions and ulterior
motives behind their digital
presence. One cannot help but
wonder if these YouTubers are
planted by some foreign agen-
cies to serve as mouthpieces
for their agenda.

Here, the concern is that many
Indian youths, unaware of
this shift, continue to consume
their content, inadvertently
perpetuating the agenda.
Many Indian intellectuals and
geopolitical experts have
begun to criticise these
YouTubers for their manipu-
lative tactics. Interestingly,
this manipulation is not only
limited to India but has been
extended to Bangladesh too as
these podcasters churn out
videos portraying the 1971
war as a mistake. They label
West Pakistan’s attempt to

suppress and colonise East
Pakistan as evil and this new
narrative aims to attract
Bangladeshi viewers first and
subtly push their agenda later.
In the era of information,
overload critical thinking is
our best defence against
manipulation.
Hence, it is imperative to
recognise and address this
subtle propaganda and analyse
the content the Indians con-
sume. As consumers of digi-
tal content, it is crucial to dis-
cern between genuine dis-
course and agenda-driven nar-
ratives.
Everyone needs to realise and
understand that India stands
for peace and brotherhood but
not at the expense of its
national security.

(The writer is an academi-

cian; views are personal)
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Rakingupxenophobia

Biden's potshots at India, Japan out of place

President Joe Biden's bracketing of

allies India and Japan with Russia and

China in a campaign speech could be

attributed to political expediency. Speak-

ing ata fundraiser lastweek, Biden sought

to bring new immigrants into the party fold by praising

their decision to opt for America. He also tried toplacate

the cynics within the party over the recent unabated

immigration that has overwhelmed America’s barder

with Mexico. Biden may have succeeded in neither

attempt when he alleged that there was a direct ink

between the Taltering economies’ of the four countries
and their ‘xenophobic’ attitude towards immigration.,

Other countries can speak for themselves, but it ig
a stretch to call India xenophobic or pathologically
averse to foreigners. Post-Independence India has
had no refugee policy; political calculations have
decided the kind of reception given to those fleeing
persecution or an economic meltdown, as is the case
in the US. The Citizenship Amendment Act, cited by
Foreign Minister S Jaishankar to counter Biden's
comment, 15 limited in scope and intent. But migrants
since ages have found a happy home here, though it
was crowded, complex and competitive.

From a foreign policy standpoint, Biden was tarring
countries that are vital American partners at a time
when the Great Power rivalry 18 back and there is no
longer any undisputed superpower Both India and
Japan, whom he called xenophobic, are part of the Quad
that offers strategic and economic competition to Chi-
na. The ceaseless hounding of the Indian government
by the masters of black operations in the Gurpatwant
Singh Panmun case is also ill-timed. Tb remain ontop of
the perch in an evolving world order, the US must bol-
gter its network of regional alliances and institutions.

Toxicwaste disposal

Extinguish the suffocating fumes in Nuh

HE incessant burning of toxic industrial
waste at Khori Khurd and Khori Kalan vil-
lages of Nuh in Harvana, bordering
Rajasthan's industrial town of Bhiwadi,
paints a grim picture of environmental
degradation and human suffering. Sadly, for over a
decade, despite complaints to the authorities, the near-
Iy 2,500 households of the twin villages have been
enduring the suffocating fumes emanating from chem-
icals that are illegally disposed of, turning their homes
into a hazardous gas chamber as hundreds of tonnes of
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Taking on mighty Jewish lobby in US

Protesting students want their rich alma maters to disinvest from Israel-linked companies

KP NAYAR
STRATEGIC ANALYST

HE course of Ismel's

nearly seven-month-

old war on Gaza is

not the reason for the

protests that are now
convulsing campuses in the TS,
It iz only a symptom, not the dis-
ease. The disease 15 the strangle-
hold that Ismel and the near
omnipotent Jewish lobby in the
US have systematically devel-
oped and put on almost every
important aspect of American
life over many decades, Young
Americans finally want to
break free from the wice-like
grip of the Jewish lobby, which
makes a mockeryvofthe choices
and freedom that they are
taught in schools to be embed-
ded in the soul of the US.

For Indian readers to under
stand this state of affairs, take the
case of Amun Gandhi, grandson
of the Father of the Nation. He
moved to the US in 1987 to do
research at the University of Mis-
sissippi. In 2001, he founded the
ME Gandhi Institute for Nonvio-
lence, intially at a university in
Memphis, Tennessee, where
Martin Luther KingJr was assas-
sinated. The institute later shift-
ed when the Unmversity of
Rochester in New York State
offered to house it on its campus.
In 2008, Gandhi wrote an article
in the ‘On Faith' section of The
Washington Post, in which he
perspieaciously foretold some of
what 15 now going on in Ismel.
The American-Jewish loblw was
unforgiving. It got the University
of Rochester to extract Gandhi's
resignation from the mstitute he
founded. Hundreds of Jews,
mostly Amencan, trolled himon
The Woshington Post website,
where the modermtors ofthe *On
Faith' section had to grovel and

apologise to save their own skin
and close the matter Gandhi
never wrote for this newspaper
again. Other U3 newspapers
attacked Gandhi in a mediatnal
deady influenced by the Jewish
lobby. He pmfusely apologised
for his initial post, but the Amer-
ican Jewish Commuittee said his
apologies were inadequate, The
redoubtable committes called
his views ‘reprehensible’, as if
he were a neo-Nazi, though he
had only written a fraction of
what today’s campus pmotesters
are saying about Israel

The end result was that Gand-
hi's career in the USwas finished.
Ebr successive vears, he had been
feted in state Capitols, at the icon-
i John F Kennedy Library and
Museum in Boston, and became
associated with the Padiament of
the World's Religions, first heldin
Chicapo in 1893, when 1t was
addres sed by Swami Vivekanan-
da. But once the American Jews
turned on Gandhi, no one in the
US could stand up totheirlobby.
After several attempts to sal-
vage his legacy, he returned to
India and died a broken man in
Kolhapur last year.

shornof the flood of disinforma-
tion, what are the US students
demanding? Firstly, they want

chemical waste are brought to these zites and set afire
every night. Their plight reflects the apathy of the
authorities. The distressing accounts of a surge in
chronic thoracie, pulmonary and ophthalmie ailments
among children and elders underscore the urgent need
to intervene. The adverse consequences extend to
wildlife and erops, amplifying the ecological erisis.

Haryana has been at loggerheads with Rajasthan
over the illegal discharge of industrial waste into Nubh.
The failure to enforce regulations and curb illegal
dumping activities points to a systemic disregard for
the welfare of marginalised communities. The Central
Government, along with state and local authorities,
must take steps to shut down the illegal disposal units,
impose stringent penalties on the violators and imple-
ment comprehensive remedial measures to mitigate
the long-term effects of contamination.

The National Green Tribunal’s (NGT) interven-
fion could be crucial in ensuring accountability and
a swift resolution of this problem. By taking suo
motu cognisance of the matter, the NGT can
mobilise resources and expertise to expedite correc-
tive efforts and provide much-needed relief to the
affected people. The special medical camps organ-
ised following the Nuh District and Sessions Court's
order tothe health authorities to assess the impact of
waste fires are a welcome initiative,

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO
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Swarajya Party programme

SINCE the meeting of the Executive Council of the Swarajva Party
was held recently at Bombay, some doubt has ansen in the mind of
the publbc as to theexact position of the party and the change, if any,
in its pedicy and programme, No statement of an authoritative kind
has vet been made as to theresults of the Juhu discussions orof the
subsequent Bombay meeting ofthe Swarajists; and their continued
reticence in this respect has created the mpression, nghtly or
wrongly that the results of these proceedings are not altogether sat-
isfactory Some light, hewever, has been thrown an the question in
the nterview pranted lastweek by Mr A RangaswamiIvengar, Pres-
ident of the Tamil Nadu Swarmjva Party to a representative of The
Himndu. He admitted that vanous conflicting rumaours were circulat-
edregarding Mahatma Gandhi's atitude to the coundl-entry ques-
tion and some of those who started them did so for sensational pur-
poses rather than for promoting commeon understanding and plan
of wirk forthe national cause. He was notat iberty to disclose what
precsdy took place at the meetings and conferences or what may
be expected finally on the question of council entry, “So far as the
Swarajya Party is concemed,” he said, “their arpaety is to appeal to
Mahatma Gandhi'’s goodwill and sympathy, as wellas support and
sanction to whatever extent it may be possible They are eager to
convinee that on most of the tems of thar progrmamme, they have
tied to the best of their lights to frame and carry out according to
ther conceptions the prinaples of nonCo-operation to the extent to
which they are commutted to it in the Congress, apart from the gen-
eral theory or philosophy of non-violence and non-co-operation.”
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ON THE WARPATH: Historically, US students have been harbingers of change. arsn

JoeBidens bravado
against students is

beginning to sound
hollow after Brown
Universitys
compromise with
the protesters.

ther nch alma maters, like
Columbia University in New York
— home to Wall Street — to disin-
vest from companies which profit
from Israd's war against the peo-
ple of Gaza. It 15 a legitimate
demand. In such activism, thestu-
dents are merely taking a leaf out
of stmilar campus agtations in the
19805 demanding that TS compa-
nies stop investing in macst South
Afriea. Those countrywide stu-
dent protests forced the US Con-
gress to sanction White-ruled
south Africa under its Compre-
hensive Anti-Apartheid Act. The
student protests subsequently
spread o Europe and forced conti-

nental conglomemtes to stop
investing in countres that prac-

tised apartheid Secondly, they
want Columbia’s prosperous uni-
versity endowments to be trans-
parent about their investments —
a fair demand. Thirdly, they call
for amnesty for all students and
Bieulty who have participated in
protests. Agitators in other U3
carmpuses have similar demands.

Last week, students at Brown
University, an Ivy Leapue msti-
tution I Providence, Rhode
Island, ended their protests after
the university's governing bod v
agreed to vote on a proposal to
divest its 36, 6-billion endowment
from companies with any affilia-
tion to Israel. US President Joe
Biden's bravado against US stu-
dents 15 beginning to sound hol-
krw after Brown University's
compromise with the protesters,
which mayvwell be a precedent in
ending the ongoing campus agi-
tations. Histoneally, from racial
segregation thmough the Viet-
nam quapmire and the more
recent Irag war US students
have been harbingers of chanpe.
However, taking on the Jewish
lobby and Israel will be a more
formidable task than anything
that they have done before.

In 1985, the US govemment
had arrested Israel's most valu-
able spy to date. Jonathan Pollard

was first an emplovee of the Cen-
tral Intellipence Agency (CLA)
and laterworked for an important
unit of the TS Naval Intelligence
Command. Over the vears, Pol-
lard =old to Israel several vol-
umes of the National Secunty
Agency's manuals on America's
intelligence-gathenng  process.
He also compromised the safety
of thousands of people who coop-
erated with the CIA worldwide by
giving their names and other
details to Israel. Pollard pleaded
puilty in courtand was sentenced
to life imprisonment in 1987
Such is the audacity of the Jew-
ish-American lobby and Israel
that shortly after Pollard was sen-
tenced, they began a campaign
within the US for his release. In
2011, they managed to enlist the
support of former US National
sSecunty Adviser and Secretary
of State Henry Eissinger, who
wrote to then President Bamck
Obama. seelking commutation of
Pollard's sentence. Kissinger
was a Jewish emigré fmm Ger-
many to the US. Nearly 40 Jew-
ish-American Congressmen
sought demency for the man
who other Americans viewed as
an unforgmvable traitor in their
midst,. Prominent non-Jews,
mduding half a dozen former Us
Defence Secretanes, were aghast
and opposed demency. As Vice-
President, Biden opposed com-
mutation of Pollard's sentence,
Noonecould stand in the Jewish
lobby's way Atthe end of 2015, the
convicted Ismaell spy was released
on parole. While he was in jail,
Israel pranted Polland atizenship.
Three-and-a-half vears apo, he
emigrated o Ismel, flown to Tel
HAiv likea heroon the private jetof
a Jewish-Amencan billionaire,
Unlike older Jewish-Amen-
cans, who have memories of the
Holocaust, therr new generation
15 more American than Ismeli —
like the younger Cuban-Amen-
cans in Miami who are not mim-
wal to a Communist Havana.
That explains the large presence
of Jewish students in the ongo-
ing protests. It is a good augury
for the US and the future of the
Jewish community in America.
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Whiledemocracyinthe longnun is the most stable form ofgovernment inthe shortrun,itisamong the most fragile — Madelane Albright

Marx, Darwin and
[.ondons museums

MAHABIR S JAGLAN

Natural History Museum and the British Museum

gave me an insight into the connection between
two legendary thinkers, Charles Darwin and Karl Marx,
At the history museum. I saw a life-sized statue of a man
sitting on a pedestal — it was Darwin, who wrote one of
the most celebrated scientific treatises, On the Orngun of
Species, in 1339, The impact of this book was not confined
to natural sciences; it also influenced the methodology
and themes of studies in social sciences.

The relevance of Darwin's work to scientific social
thinkers was brought to the notice of Marx by his friend,
Friedrich Engels, who was one of the earliest readers of
this book. Engels told Marx that Darwin's thesis on evo-
lution represented a radical break from the dominant
idea of that period that the universe, including the
human world, was the creation of a supernatural power.
It exploded the teleological myth that Homo sapiens
and various species of organisms were the creations of
the Almighty. After going through Darwin's work, Marx
called it ‘epoch-making’.

During a walk around London, I noticed a poster of the
‘Karl Marx Walking Tour'; instantly, I asked my son to
buy its tickets. We joined this tour at Piccadilly Circus and
traversed through Soho and adjoining areas of the city to
witness the places and buildings associated with the life
and works of Marx. The tour guide, Heiko Khoo, told us
about the hardships of Marx's life and the political events
associated with him, such as the 1848 revolution and the
dramatic and bloody events of the 1871 Paris Commune,
Ourtroupe of about 35 persons was taken to Red Line Pub
in Soho, where German exiles formed a communist asso-
ciation, and Marx and Engels lectured and wrote the path-
breaking work The Communist Manifesto in 1848 at the
behest of the Communist League. Marx lived in different
houses 1in Soho and areas around it between 1849 and
1833; four of his seven children died in London, including
three in infancy, primarily due to poor living conditions.

At 28, Dean Street, Soho, a blue plagque mstalled by the
Greater London Council on a building reads, ‘Karl Marx
lived here 1851-56". The final destination of our walking
tour was the British Museum, which I had visited two days
previously and taken a special interest in the sections on
the history and culture of India and China. We were led to
the reading room, in particular to the desk where Marx
pennedone ofthe most celebrated , inspiring and impactful
books of human history, Das Kapital. Marx, who was born
on May 5, 1818, continues to be regarded as a colossus of
social, political and economic thought.

DURIH{] a recent trip to London, my visits to the
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Lack of level playing field
Apropos of ‘Politics of new and old dynasts’
{(Nows Indica), though various political parties
are responsible forthe rise of dynastic politics,
it 15 the grand old party that 1s mostly target-
ed for it. But it is important to acknowledge
that dynastic politics 15 not that bad an dea.
The scioms of a poltical family have the
advantage of experience, and they know the
tricks and nuances of politics better than an
outsider. But a candidate belonging to a fami-
Iy of politimans must also have the will to
serve the public, besides a dean image. The
downside of dynastic palitics is thelack of a
level playing field in elections.

RAVI SHARMA, DHARIWAL

Scourge of dynastic politics
With reference to ‘Politics of new and old
dynasts’ (Nows I'ndica), t was a thought-pro-
voking read. The author has rightly pointed
out howdynastic politics has been dominating
the electoral scene. Though political parties
often point fingers at one another for promaot-
ing dynastic politics, not one of them is above
it. From the Abdullahs in Jammu and Kashmir
to the Yadavs in Bihar to the Thackerays in
Maharashtra, there is no stopping it. The fact
that Bri) Bhushan Shamn Singh, a controver-
s1al MP managed a ticket for his son reflects
the sad state of affairs. Only those leaders who
can contribute to the development of the coun-
try should be fielded as candidates.

SUBHASH C TANEJA, GURUGRAM

A year filled with strife
Refer tothe editorial ‘Manipur's ordeal’; a
vear has passed since the eruption of an
ethnic conflagration in the northeastern
state. It is concerning that violence is still
continuing unabated there. The threat of
another outbreak of violence is looming as
the differences between the Kukis and the
Meiteis have only grown bigger The Centre
must do mare to bring an end to the crisis.
Restoring peace in the state will need
greater sagacity than what the political
leadership has shown so far It 1s a shame
that when PM Narendra Modi finally spoke
on the crisis, he put the blame on the Con-
gress instead of taking responsibility.
GREGORY FERMANDES, MUMBAI

Pro-Palestine supporters vilified
Major demonstrations have been held

across the US over Israel’s response to the
October T Hamas attack last vear Universi-
ties have taken a serious view of the demon-
strations. Students protesting in support of
Palestine on campus have been suspended.
several pro-Palestine student protesters at
Columbia University who had occuped
campus buildings were arrested by the
police. The action is disproportionate, The
drastic measures taken against the demaon-
strators have rightly sparked protests across
the country by other students and faculty
members, It is just some powerful pro-
[srael voices, right-wing politicians and the
media that have been trying to smear the
protests as anti-Israel and pro-Hamas.

PL SINGH, BY MAIL

Middle class bears the brunt
Refer to the article ‘Middle elass facing a
massive squeeze’; the Indian middle class
has been the most exploited segment. Eas-
ily swayed by emotional pitches appealing
to religion and patriotism, 1t is made to pay
for the freebies offered to the poor as well
as the shenanigans of those belonging to
the business class, many of whom don't
even repay their loans to banks and leave
for foreign lands. Too honest to steal and
too proud to beg, the middle class contin-
uesto be squeezed from all quarters.
ANTHONY HENRIQUES, MUMBAI

Risks of Covid vaccine
British firm AstmZeneca has admitted that its
Covid-19 vaccane, which is known as Cov-
ishield in India, causes thmombosis with
thrombocytopenia syndrome in some cases.
The fact is a testament to the complex nature
of medical saence. The admission has caused
concern among the recipients of Covishield,
which is produced by the Serum Institute of
India in the country. Reassurances from doe-
tors that there is no need to panie are comfort-
ing. But the development underscores the fact
that all medical interventions carry potential
risks. It is mportant to stay informed and
ensure rigorous monitoring of vacanes to
reduce the nsk of side effects.

SAHIBPREET SINGH, MOHALI

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200+word limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letiers@tribunemall.com
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Blinken's

recent talks

with his Chi-
nese counterpart, Wang Yi,
and Chinese President Xi
Jinping ended in sharp
recriminations, The Chinese
side dismissed the US con-
cerns about the Dragon's
assistance to Russia in the
Ukraine war and its massive
exports of electric vehides
(EVs), batteries and solar
panels to America. Blinken
repeated the famihar TS
refrain on Tawan sidestep-
ping China's objection to its
military aid. But despite
their differences, China
agreed to not only continue
but expand its dialogue with
the US on artificial intelli-
gence, climate change and
consular and people-to-peo-
ple exchanges, signalling
that bilateral cooperation
Was nereasing.

There are several reasons
behind the chanpe in Bei
jing's attitude. First, China
has realised that a modicum
of decent relations with the
USisa mustto get American
private mvestments, which
bring along new technologies

MAJ GEN ASHOK K MEHTA (RETD)
MILITARY COMMENTATOR

HE BJIF's election

manifesto covers

several aspects of

defence and

national security,
albeit in a fmgmented man-
ner The government's
achievements and pledges
feature largely in the section
named ‘Modi ki Guorantee
For Surakshit Bhamt'. The
party dlaims that there have
been  ‘zero major  termor
attacks inany ety since 2014°
The word ‘eity’ 15 used tacti-
cally to justify the omission of
the attacks in 2016 (Pathan kot
airbase and Urn) and 2019
{Pubwama). The imphication is
that there has been no inci-
dent in the past decade that
can be compared to the Mum-
i termor strikes of 2008.

Also mentwned are the
impact of the revocation of
Article 370 on the situation in
Jammu and EKashmir, 52 per
cent reduction in left-wing
extremism-related violence

and 71 per cent reduction in
insurgency-linked violence in
the North East. Reaffirming its
zem tolerance to termrism, the
manifesto describes the surgi-
cal stnkes of 2016 and the air
strikees of 2019 as “examples of

and greater market access
and reduce China'sisolation.
Many Amencan. European
and other companies are
guided by the state of the
mrelations between the two
nations in expanding their
presence and committing
new investments in China.
Even Chinese private compa-
nies are not keen on making
new investments in China
unless they see a preater
demand coming from the
West, Some Chinese compa-
nies have moved to Mexdoo,
Hungary, Vietnam, Malaysia
and other countnes to supphy
to the US and other markets,
but these mvestments do not
create jobs in China. The eco-
NOMIC recovery requires a
penod of sustained good ties
with the TS to promote
exports to the West and sub-
stitute the mvestmentsinthe
property sector with high-val-
ue preen items,

Second, several countries in
South and East Asia — such
as Japan, South Korea and the
Philippines — are establish-
ing closer political and
defence ties with the USs.
Japan has conveyed its
resobve to expand its military
capabibities and export to oth-
er countries in the region. The
ties among Amenca, Japan,
the Philippines and Australia
have warmed up. There is talk
of Japan joining the AUKUS
alliance. In this ervimonment,
a good working relationship
with the US would provide
China with the necessary
elbowroom to focus on its eco-
nomie revival, on which con-

our dedicated efforts towands
countenng termorism.”

The BJP has vowed to
accelerate the development
of robust infrastructure along
the Indo-China, Indo-Pak-
istan and Indo-Myanmarbor-
ders and introduce techno-
logical solutions to make
fencing smarter. However,
there is no mention of the
troubled border state of
Manipur, which has been on
the boil for the past year.

In the section ‘Mod: ki
Guarantee for Global Manu-
Sfocturing Hub', 1t's written
under the sub-head ‘Promot-
mg Defence Manufacturing '
“We will wvastly expand
domestic defence manufac-
turing and exports of Made in
Bharat equipment. This
effort will be facilitated by
accelerating  indigemisation
in major air and land equip-
ment platforms.” Last year,
on completing nine yvears in
power, the BJP had high-
lighted its achievements by
produang a booklet in which
a chapter was titled ‘Nation
First: Foreign Policy and
National Security’.

In the Congress manifesto,
defence, extemal secunty
and intemal security are
reviewed separately. It high-
lights the perceived loss of
2,000 sq km of terntory and
26 of 60 patrolling points in
Ladakh. The party has prom-
ised to unveil the National
security  Strategy (NSS);
revise the Defence Minis-
ter's Operational Directive
last msued in 2000; institu-
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hina rivalry
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[lﬂ.{'ﬁl..lE LESECE:Er}'-DfStEtEAnbrr_-.' Blinken lsft met Chinese Foregn Minister Warg i in Bejiing recenthy. FIELI'I'EFE..

silerable  pessimism  is
spreading m the West,

Thind, only st months are
left until the US presidential
elections. A Trump come-
back with his America First
policy could provide new
opportunaties for China to
sow fissures between the US
and its European and Asian
allies, weaken the US global
leadership and accelerate its
relative decline and China's
ascent. Beping is hoping
that there may be reduced
American support for Tai-
wan as Trump's views on
the US global commitments
are markedly different from
those of Biden. President Xi
15 touring France, Hungary
and Serbia this month to
position China suitably in
Europe so that these coun-

A Trump comeback
could provide new
opportunities for
China tosow
fissures between the
USandits allies.

tries could prevent a transat-
laptic consensus emerging
on the imposition of any
anti-dumping duties by the
EU against it.

During the talks, Blinken
oomplained that China had
provided Moscow with semi-
conductors, drones and other
materials that fill eritical gaps
in the Russian supply chains,
and Russia would struggle to
sustain its assault on Ukramne
without China's assistance.
Bepging held Washington
responsible  for  “pouring
munitions  into  Ukraine”
while blaming China's nor-
mal trade with Russia and
said it would not allow Amer-
ica to interfere or disrupt its
nght to have nomal econom-
i ties with Russia and other
countres. Simidarly, on the

———

GODAL: The governmentis keen toexpand domestic defence manufacturing. s

tionalise and make transpar-
ent the process of appointing
the Chief of Defence Staff
(CD&); reverse the dedine m
defence spending while allo-
cating adequate funds; scrap
the Agnipath scheme; bring
the National Security Coun-
vl and the office of the
National Security Adviser
(N=A) under parliamentary
oversight; secure global sup-
ply chains for strategic
materiel; rectify anomalies m
the implementation of the
OROP (one rank, one pen-
sion); and restore tax-free dis-
ability pension. The internal
security provisions focus on
eliminating hate speech and
hate erime and preventing
communal disaffection. The

The flagship
atmanirbharta
project has been in
focus forits greater
emphasis on
self-reliance than
on state-of-the-art
equipment

party has promised to opera-
tionahse’ the National Intel-
ligence Grid (NATGRID)and
the National CounterTerror-
ism Centre within a vear. I
think the Congress scores
over the BJP in the intent
and content of its defence
and security objectives.
What 15 most surprising in
the defence sector is the
sub-2 per cent allocation,
even as the GDP is steadily
mereasing. Capability devel-
opment and efforts to cateh
up with China have suf-
fered, even though capital
expenditure has been inte-
grated for the Services. The
government's magic
mantra to have more funds
for modernisation through

1ssue of its overcapacity, Che-
nese leaders said the Dragon
only exported 12 per cent of
its EVs against Germany's
export of 30 per cent of its
automobile production,
Japan's 50 per cent and
Ameneca’s 20 per cent. It was
not a market-driven argu-
ment; it reflected “an amciety
due to the lack of confidence
and smears against China™,

Beljing complamed that
Washington was “saying nice
things while continuing
harmful actions”. The US
had adopted an “endless
stream of measures to sup-
press China's  economy,
trade, scence and technolo-
gy’ and hurt the latter’'s
interests  through mecent
measures in the South China
Sea and Tamwan {a reference
to the US military exercses
with Japan and the Philip-
pines and America's military
aid to Taiwan). The TS was
continuing to strengthen its
alliances and  sanctions
directed against China. Ber
ang rejected the US daim of
‘interference’ in its presi
dential election.

At a press conference,
Blinken vowed that the US
would take strong action if
“China failed to heed the US
warnings about its support
for Russia's war in
Ukmmne”. Chinaquickly dis-
missed Bhinken's remarks
as “influenced by domestic
political considerations and
an attempt to present a
tough and uncompromising
mmage toward China”. It is
quite clear that the détente

the skewed  Apnipath
scheme will take adecade or
more to fructify. In 2022-23,
the pension bill due to
OROP arrears exceeded the
modernisation budget,
which BJP decided to
redress by rightsizing the
armed forees. This has
resulted in deficiencies in
the combat strength of fight-
ing units. In 2022, the per-
sonnel shortfall was 1.18
lakh in the Army alone; this
will grow exponentially as
the retirement rate outpaces
the recruitment intake
because 75 per cent of the
Apniveers will be demo-
bilised after four vears. One
must pray that ‘this is not
an era of war' (a Modi apho-
rism) would be true for the
region, even though two
wars (in Ukraine and Gaza)
are raging on.

The government's flagship
atmanirbharta project has
been in forus for its preater
emphasis on self-reliance
than on state-ofthe-art
equipment, as the late CDS
Gen Bipin Rawat had pre-
dicted . The L1 tender system
15 one of the culprits for inad-
equacy in quality Defence
exports have shot up, with
the povemment giving lines
of credit to friendly coun-
tries, which are buying main-
Iy non-lethal equipment. The
Defence Planning Commit-
tee consisting of the serice
chiefs and the NSA has vetto
bring out the long-awaited
NS5, which is one of the rea-
sons for theaterisation being

_ despite talks

between the two countries,
claimed in a section of the
Flobal media, is superficial,
and their relationship is
underpinned by confheting
interests. America, which
does not consider the Drag-
on even its equal, is working
to weaken the latter's eco-
nomic, technological and
military progress by isolat-
ing it, containing its influ-
ence and retarding its
progress through the
strengthening of alliances
and the appheation of sance
tions and tariffs.

The Chinese Communist
Party continues to harbour
imperial and expansionist’
ambitions about the revival of
the “Middle EKingdom
through national rejuvena-
tion” and would continue to
strive for a wordd-class mili-
tary equal to or even exceed-
ingthat of the US. These aspi-
rations may be cloaked at
times in conciliatory over
tures or tactical moves to seek
détente or improved ties. But
China — with its allies like
Russia, Imin and North Korea
— will use every opportunity
toweaken the US global lead-
ership, its international
standing and the America-led
global order. In pursuit of
these conflicting ambitions,
the rivalry between the two
countries would continue for
a long time, marked by peri-
ods of varying intensity, with
the avordance of a full-scale
conflict as much as possible,
as that would be devastating
for both countries and the
rest of the world.

held up. A draft of the NSS
wias given to N3A Ajit Doval
by the Integrated Defence
Staff'in 202 1; this will require
updating. Shedding the colo-
niallegacy is proving to be an
avoidable diversion for the
armed forces, which must
spend time on enhancing
combat capabilities rather
than on refashioning the
military apparel.

The most critical issue for
the fighting forces 15 the
resource crunch — and the
ability to spend the capital
allocation — which in the
past decade has not crossed
2 per cent of the GDP
despite the threat magnifi-
cation. The mid/late 1980s
were the hevday of national
defence. The first tri-service
15-vear defence plan was
produced in 1988 and men-
tioned in Parliament.

The: BJP has appointed five
defence ministers i 10
years, one of whom was the
Finance Mimster but twice
held the additional charge of
defence. The Modi govern-
ment appointed 5 Jais-
hankar, a former Foreign
Secretary, as Foreign Minis-
ter, and he has transformed
India's international image.
Defence of the realm war
rants similar political and
praofessional attention. The
new Defence Minister or
MoS for defence must be
endowed with  military
expertise. That will ratchet
up decision-making and curb
time and cost overruns for
achieving atmanirbharta.

BJP Cong manitestos highlight national security in contrastingways
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