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I
n the fourth phase of the Lok Sabha election
2024, 96 constituencies voted on Monday.
With this, the voting process in 23 States and

Union Territories has been completed. So far, 379
constituencies have voted, which include all 25
seats in Andhra Pradesh and all 17 seats in Telan-
gana on Monday. Polls were also held in the si-
multaneous Assembly elections in Andhra Pra-
desh, for all 175 seats and in Odisha, in 28 of 147.
In these States, the BJP has had a blow hot, blow
cold rivalry with ruling regional parties — the
YSRCP in Andhra Pradesh and BJD in Odisha, in
its elaborate plans to make some gains. Of the 96
seats up for the take in this phase, the BJP had
won 42 in 2019, while the YSR Congress had won
22 in Andhra Pradesh, and the BRS nine in Telan-
gana. The Congress held six. With no overarching
theme de�ning the ongoing campaign in this gen-
eral election, parties and leaders have been test-
ing various slogans to rally voters around. Mean-
while, the Election Commission of India (ECI)
and the principal Opposition party had an unsa-
voury exchange. Responding to Congress presi-
dent Mallikarjun Kharge’s questioning of the de-
lay in the release of voter turnout data, the ECI
said people held such doubts in “contempt”. Mr.
Kharge hit back saying it was “puzzling” that the
ECI was not acting on “communal and casteist”
statements by the Prime Minister and the BJP.

The BJP and the Congress have continued to
mobilise voters largely around questions of reli-
gious and caste identities, respectively. A mis-
chievous presentation of the demographic trends
in the country by a government adviser came in
handy for the BJP to make insinuations about
Muslims with the aim of polarisation. The BJP
continued to accuse the Congress of favouring
Muslims. The Congress created trouble for itself
as one of its advisers used racist vocabulary to de-
scribe India’s diversity. While aspersions against
Muslims by the BJP about their population share
were dressed up as a concern for their well-be-
ing, the Congress’s proclamation about diversity
landed as racism. The interim bail given to Delhi
Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal by the Supreme
Court of India facilitated his return to the cam-
paign trail. Quick on his feet, Mr. Kejriwal has
dragged the BJP into explaining that Narendra
Modi would remain the PM even after completing
75 years of age in September next year. Mr. Kejri-
wal has claimed for himself the central position
in the Opposition beyond the 2024 election, by
putting forth a list of nationwide welfare guaran-
tees. This has added to the tensions in the Oppo-
sition space, where a delicate, dynamic equilibri-
um holds together ideologically disparate forces. 

Towards the endgame  
Opposition parties are getting better

with their tactics  

I
t is a matter of some consolation that the two
men who shot dead Narendra Dabholkar, ra-
tionalist and anti-superstition activist, have

been sentenced to life imprisonment by a Ses-
sions Court in Pune. At the same time, it is regret-
table that it took over 10 years since the August
2013 assassination for them to be brought to jus-
tice. It is disquieting that the Central Bureau of In-
vestigation failed to prove the conspiracy behind
the killing, leading to the acquittal of the man ar-
raigned as the main conspirator. It is a setback to
the conclusion of investigators in Maharashtra
and Karnataka that a right-wing organisation
called Sanatan Sanstha was behind the heinous
murder of ideological adversaries between 2013
and 2017, although the question is still alive in
three other ongoing murder trials. Virendrasinh
Tawde, an otolaryngologist associated with the
Sanstha’s activities, is the one acquitted of the
conspiracy charge. He was an outspoken antago-
nist of Dabholkar and his Andhashraddha Nir-
moolan Samiti Maharashtra, an organisation
campaigning against superstitions. Despite the
court �nding that Sachin Andure and Sharad Ka-
laskar, young men associated with the Sanstha,
were the ones who shot dead the 69-year-old
Dabholkar in Pune, it criticised the failure to “un-
mask the masterminds”. This meant that the role
of the Sanatan Sanstha is yet to be legally esta-
blished, although the court has noted the man-
ner in which the defence lawyers sought to tar-
nish the image of Dabholkar and his activities. 

Additional Sessions Judge P.P. Yadav’s 171-page
judgment rightly points out that the existence of
a motive will be insu�cient to prove a conspira-
cy, and that reliable and direct evidence is re-
quired to show that the accused had acted on the
motive. However, he does �nd it strange that the
defence was seeking to establish during cross-ex-
amination of witnesses that the victim was “anti-
Hindu”. The Sanatan Sanstha’s role, according to
investigators in Maharashtra and Karnataka, was
seen in the murders of Govind Pansare, a leftist
leader at Kolhapur in Maharashtra (2015), aca-
demician M.M. Kalburgi (Dharwad, 2015) and
journalist Gauri Lankesh (Bengaluru, 2017). In
fact, it was a ballistics analysis of the gun used to
kill Lankesh that disclosed that it was the same
weapon used in the murder of Kalburgi. Several
common features in the four murders have so far
been unearthed, leading the police to conclude
that a single syndicate has been active in seeking
to eliminate adversaries. The governments in
Maharashtra and Karnataka must show greater
political will in combating such threats to inde-
pendent thinkers and activists. The �rst step in
this regard is to expedite ongoing trials and focus
on proving the conspiracy, motivated by religious
extremism, in its entirety.

Murder and motive 
Dabholkar’s killers get life term, but
failure to unearth plot is concerning 

I
n Nepal, there is a palpable sense of
restlessness, dissatisfaction and
uncertainty in the air these days because of
the overall political and economic

environment. While the transition to a
full-�edged democracy underpinned by credible
political institutions seems to be an unending
one, there is also confusion about the direction in
which it is headed.

And, there are a lot of questions. Was it
premature for Nepal to have decided through a
Constitution (which was rushed through and
barely debated) that it should be transformed
instantaneously into a secular federal democratic
republic? This when as a young democracy it had
just battled one upheaval after another, and was
in dire need of leaders, experience and
institutions capable of handling daunting
challenges? Should Nepal, which had a wonderful
tradition of being deeply religious but with a
secular and tolerant ethos, revert to its Hindu
identity which it had lost when political parties
were negotiating with the Maoists for an end to
their 10-year insurgency? Should the monarchy
be restored for want of institutions which could
make sure that red lines were respected in the
interests of safeguarding democracy? Was a
genuine federal setup not an invitation for Nepal’s
disunity? How can Nepal survive in the
post-COVID-19 world when corruption and
misgovernance are so rampant?

The new government in New Delhi in June will
have its hands full handling its foreign policy
priorities. One of them will continue to be China.
And for that reason alone, a high level of
attention being paid to Nepal is certain, especially
in view of recent developments there and the
high probability that political certainty will
continue there in the months ahead.

Changes under China’s shadow
One reason for attention is the recent dramatic
change in the coalition partners of the incumbent
Prime Minister, Maoist leader Pushpa Kamal
Dahal ‘Prachanda’, which saw the largest party in
Parliament, the centrist Nepali Congress (NC),
being replaced by the second largest party led by
K.P. Sharma Oli, who when Prime Minister in the
past, had gained the reputation of being
pro-China and anti-India.

The Chinese were the �rst to o�cially welcome
the renewed alliance between the two major left
parties, which they have been urging for long,
sometimes publicly, and clumsily.

This time around they managed to avoid public
controversy and allow the revival of the
partnership to look as if it was a purely internal
matter. Yet, they would have relished the
readiness of the new left government to ignore
Indian sensitivities. Nepal’s Foreign Minister
departed from convention by making his �rst

o�cial foreign visit to Beijing rather than New
Delhi, and, despite domestic warnings of falling
into a Sri Lanka-like debt trap, agreed to revive
cooperation on China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI).

There have also been high-level military visits
where new understandings have reportedly been
reached. China’s intentions are very clear: to
expand its in�uence in Nepal at the cost of
India’s. Interestingly, the revival of the far left is
being accompanied by a strong clamour from
forces on the far right, which include calls for the
restoration of the institution of monarchy and
Nepal’s Hindu identity. 

Nepal, which was once the world’s only Hindu
kingdom, was converted by its Parliament into a
secular federal republic shortly after the Maoist
insurgency ended and the Maoists agreed to be
mainstreamed into the country’s democratic
polity a few years ago.

Both sets of forces have the reputation of being
ultra-nationalistic, pro-China and anti-India. Even
otherwise, continuing political instability and
malgovernance could invite a proliferation of
India-directed mischief from Nepal by third
countries and their non-o�cial partners — the
‘nexus’ of smuggling and terrorism in Pakistan
that India’s External A�airs Minister S. Jaishankar
recently described as an ‘industry’.

During the last phase of the King Birendra
years, political instability accompanied by
frequent changes of government (a result of
political opportunism), facilitated the spread of a
Maoist insurgency within Nepal which later
established its headquarters in a jungle hideout in
India. In parallel, there was an escalation of the
smuggling of drugs, arms and terrorist-related
cross-border activities masterminded from
Pakistan against India, from Nepalese soil. The
latter culminated in the hijacking of �ight IC 814
in December 1999.

The redeeming feature then was a stable
relationship between India and Nepal under
Nepal’s ‘twin pillar’ policy of supporting the king
and multi-party democracy, which resulted in
India’s discreet cooperation and good relations
across the political spectrum. It also saw Indian
and Nepalese intelligence agencies working to
expose Pakistani involvement.

Eventually, the situation quickly developed
into a multi-faceted crisis, causing upheavals and
transformations in Nepal and new questions
about the quality of its bilateral ties with India.

Unlike in the past, China is now proactively
working against India in Nepal. No longer does it
have a low pro�le. It would probably be openly
supportive of any cross-border instigation of
terrorist activities in India — which, for China,
would come under the category of “good
terrorism”. It suits Pakistan to do its bit too as it
knows that it can rely on China for support when

needed. Theoretically, India is not alone. It has
the Quad (Australia, India, Japan, the United
States), Indo-Paci�c and other groupings keeping
a close watch on China’s moves to expand its
in�uence through fair means and foul. However,
it would be risky to assume that these would be of
help if a Great Game 2.0 begins in a shaky Nepal.

India’s stand
India has been playing its cards reasonably well,
keeping a low pro�le and avoiding controversy by
staying out of Nepal’s internal a�airs. However,
pressure from some Nepali quarters to give
“advice”, or the temptation by some in India to
give it in at least two important matters can be
anticipated. Should Nepal revert to its old identity
as a Hindu nation? And, should the calls for
restoration of monarchy be encouraged given
rising frustration with a democracy without
strong institutional underpinnings?

India (whether at the level of central, State or
civil society) will have to give careful answers. In
Nepal, opinions are often over-interpreted and
confusion caused as a result of ‘mixed signals’
from India. It is for the Nepalese to decide on
such issues. India could consider o�ering a new
and holistic development road map which would
excite public imagination and attract cross-party
political consensus. 

For example, there could be a transformative,
sustainable development agenda aimed at
improving the quality of life of its people.
Innovative approaches in sectors such as health,
education, food and nutrition, child
development, gender and jobs, will ensure that
the BRI and other Chinese pet projects are not a
priority.

High-level Indian attention could inject a sense
of optimism, stimulate investment in key sectors,
and promote cross-party consensus on major
projects. This will ensure that there is continuity
and time-bound results even in the midst of
instability, foster new inter-linkages between
industries in both countries, address the
demographic dividend, respond to the yearning
in Nepal for a sense of equality and sovereign
space, and build on the foundation of common
civilisational assets which make the India-Nepal
relationship so unique. India should also never
forget that for the big brother-small brother
syndrome to be overcome, the onus lies on the
big brother — the style of diplomacy matters as
much as the substance in relations between the
two countries.

With regard to Nepal, the many concerns
complicating the India-Nepal relationship need
not be an insoluble migraine. The new
government in New Delhi in June this year has its
work cut out.

The views expressed are personal

Stabilising India-Nepal ties in changing times 

K.V. Rajan

is India’s former
Ambassador to Nepal.
He is the author of a
recently published
book, ‘Kathmandu
Chronicle: Reclaiming
India-Nepal Relations’

The new
government in
India in June
this year could
consider
o�ering Nepal a
new and
holistic
development
road map
which would
excite public
imagination
and enable
cross-party
political
consensus
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I
n an era dominated by judicial backlog and
prolonged litigation, the emphatic directive
from the Chief Justice of India, Justice D.Y.

Chandrachud, in April 2024, to “mediate, not
litigate”, echoes with increasing urgency. The
Mediation Act, 2023, noti�ed on September 15,
2023, promises a transformative shift towards
alternative dispute resolution. This legislation not
only formalises mediation but also provides a
comprehensive de�nition that includes
pre-litigation and court-annexed mediation,
online platforms, and community mediation
among its forms, all aimed at facilitating amicable
settlements through the intervention of a neutral
mediator.

The re�ections of the former Supreme Court of
India judge, Justice S.K. Kaul, further illuminate
the nuanced role of mediation. Speaking at a
recent event, he recognised the evolution of
mediation from a concept met with scepticism to
one that is now warmly embraced by the legal
community. Justice Kaul underscored that
mediation should not be seen as a replacement
for established legal procedures such as the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (“IBC”), but
rather as a synergistic approach.

Echoing the ethos of Mahatma Gandhi, who
saw the true role of a lawyer not in litigation but
in uniting parties in dispute, mediation reorients
the focus from adversarial confrontation to
reconciling di�erences and healing relationships.
As peacemakers, mediators foster a democratic
space for open dialogue, allowing individuals to
express their emotions and grievances freely,
thereby paving the way for mutual understanding
and the restoration of balance.

This narrative not only showcases the
expanding scope of mediation but also
emphasises its critical role in streamlining both
legal and economic dispute resolutions. It
underscores our collective need to integrate
mediation more deeply into our dispute
resolution framework and, more importantly,
cultivate a new generation of mediators.

Barriers to skill development
To ensure the e�ectiveness of mediation, it is

critical to recognise certain �aws which may
hinder the successful on-ground implementation
of the Mediation Act, 2023. While the legislation
sets a strong foundation, the true e�cacy of
mediation relies equally on practical on-ground
implementation and further improvements in the
legislation.

Under current guidelines, aspiring mediators
are required to have 15 years of professional
experience in their �eld before they qualify to
practise as mediators. This experience equips
mediators with a deep understanding of the
nuanced dynamics necessary to e�ectively guide
disputing parties toward resolution.

However, the path from initial basic mediation
understanding in law school to becoming a
practising mediator involves signi�cant
challenges. Law students are typically and
speci�cally trained to advocate strongly from
their client’s perspective, a necessary skill in
litigation but one that contrasts sharply with the
mediator’s role, which emphasises neutrality,
impartiality, and an unbiased commitment to the
mediation process rather than to a speci�c
outcome.

This bifurcated approach — where one must
unlearn mediation to practise advocacy and then,
years later, unlearn advocacy to return to
mediation — underscores a deeper disconnect in
our legal education and practice. It suggests a
need for continuous, integrated learning that
allows legal professionals to wear multiple hats,
switching from advocate to mediator with �uidity
rather than viewing these roles as mutually
exclusive stages of their career. Such an
integrated approach would not only maintain the
mediator’s skill set throughout their career but
also enhance their overall e�ectiveness by
combining deep legal knowledge with core
mediation competencies.

Fostering the next generation of mediators
To elevate the e�ectiveness of mediation, it is
essential to recognise the distinct skill sets
required beyond traditional legal expertise.
Innovative training methods such as co-mediation
and shadow mediation should be incorporated

under the Mediation Act 2023 for young lawyers.
Co-mediation pairs novice mediators with
experienced counterparts in actual mediation
sessions, facilitating a dynamic learning
environment where skills can be actively
observed and practised. Concurrently, shadow
mediation o�ers novices a chance to observe
these sessions without direct involvement,
providing them with insights into the subtleties of
the mediation process and various con�ict
resolution strategies. By merging direct
participation and observational learning, these
training methods equip emerging mediators with
a deeper understanding and practical
experience, crucial for handling complex
disputes e�ectively and con�dently. This dual
approach ensures a comprehensive learning
experience, paving the way for well-rounded
professional development in the �eld of
mediation.

Such practical exposure will ensure that
emerging mediators develop the nuanced skills
and the con�dence necessary for mediating
complex disputes e�ectively.

Additionally, embedding a structured
mediation training module within the law school
curriculum is vital. Introducing law students early
to mediation training can ignite their interest and
equip them with critical skills for resolving
disputes empathetically and e�ciently, setting
the stage for a new generation of adept
mediators.

Adoption of these strategic enhancements will
not only tweak existing frameworks but also
spearhead a signi�cant evolution in the legal
landscape.

These changes shall promise to transform the
Mediation Act, 2023, from statute to a dynamic
catalyst for growth and innovation in dispute
resolution across India.

By empowering the next generation of
mediators with the tools to succeed, we will be
setting the stage for a more harmonious, e�cient,
and just society. Let us seize this opportunity to
foster a robust culture of mediation, ensuring that
every mediator not only learns the craft but also
masters the art of peace making.

Adopting a transformative vision for mediation 

Vaibhavi Khuthia 
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There is a need
to integrate
mediation more
deeply into
India’s dispute
resolution
framework and
also foster a
new generation
of mediators

The state of politics

The case of the Member of
Parliament from Hassan,
who is alleged to be
involved in the rape of and
assault on several women
and the recording of explicit
videos, is a metamorphosis
of the deterioration of the
Indian electoral process

Singh, who bowled
exceedingly well, deserves
special praise. One hopes
that CSK does well.

S. Ramakrishnasayee,
Chennai

At Chepauk

When push comes to shove,
CSK delivers. Its victory, by
five wickets, against
Rajasthan Royals at the M.A.
Chidambaram Stadium on
Sunday is a case in point.
Restricting Rajasthan Royals
to 141 runs in 20 overs was
no easy task. Simarjeet

India should ensure that the
MP is brought back and
made to face justice. It is
ironic that it is the same MP
who was a part of the Lok
Sabha which passed
legislation for the women’s
reservation Bill.

Bal Govind,
Noida, Uttar Pradesh

and the electoral process
purged of criminals.
Buddha Jagdish Rao,
Visakhapatnam

The bigger concern is the
plight of the survivors.
Political parties should not
play games in this sensitive
matter. The Government of

(‘Ground Zero’ page, “Power
play, politics, and
perversion” May 11). It is
shocking that political
parties nominate
candidates with a criminal
bent of mind as money and
muscle power are the
factors that count.
There needs to be justice
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Beirut, May 16: Waves of Israeli war planes
bombed, rocketed and strafed Palestinian
refugee camps in Lebanon to-day and �rst
reports said 15 were killed. 

The 20 minute air strike came less than 24
hours after a terrorist attack on a school in
northern Israel that left nearly 100 killed and
wounded.

A Lebanese Defence Ministry communique
said a total of 36 Israeli jets took part in the
attack on four refugee camps and three border
villages in Southern and Central Lebanon.

In Tel Aviv the Israeli Military Command
con�rmed the raids but a spokesman claimed
that it was a “purely military operation and
refugee camps were not deliberately hit.”

In Cairo, according to a DPA message, the
Egyptian Foreign Minister, Mr. Ismail Fahmy,
and the leader of the Palestinian Liberation
Organisation, Mr. Yasser Arafat, had a one hour
talk on the “latest events” in West Asia.

In Washington, the White House voiced
criticism of the Israeli air raid as well as the Arab
terrorist attack on Maalot.

Meanwhile a military communique
announced in Damascus that Israeli artillery
to-day bombarded the Syrian village of Bkaasam
in the Mount Hermon region damaging several
houses.

The U.S. Secretary of State, Dr. Kissinger, had
an hour of private talks with the Israeli Premier,
Mrs. Golda Meir, in Jerusalem to-day in his
continuing bid to disengage Israeli and Syrian
forces on the Golan Heights. — AP and AFP. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 14, 1974

Israeli planes bomb
Lebanon refugee camps 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

London, May 12: In the Commons, Col. Meyler
drew attention to the circular authorising
advance pay to Government Servants in India to
cover the passage money of those wishing to
visit England. He suggested that as the advance
had been refused to Government servants who
were Asiatics the matter Government of India
with a view to abolishing such discrimination
between members of di�erent races in the
employ of the same Government. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 14, 1924

Passage money for Govt.
servants 

T
he release of the fact
sheet of the Household
Consumption
Expenditure Survey for

2022-23 (HCES) by the National
Sample Survey O�ce (NSSO) led to
estimations of poverty and
inequality trends by many
researchers. Some of these studies
also discussed comparability of
data and measurement issues.

Trends in poverty, inequality
Some argue that in the absence of
unit-level data, the estimates
based on the fact sheet are
provisional. While unit-level data
provide more accurate estimates
than the averages given by deciles
in the fact sheet, the poverty
numbers based on the fact sheet
data may not di�er too much from
those of unit-level data. So, we can
estimate poverty and inequality
with the fact sheet data.

The estimated poverty ratios
declined from 29.5% in 2011-12 to
10% in 2022-23 (1.77% points per
year) based on the Rangarajan
Committee’s poverty lines and
from 21.9% in 2011-12 to 3% in
2022-23 (1.72% points per year)
based on the Tendulkar
Committee’s poverty lines. If we
consider at the earlier period, the
poverty estimates based on the
Tendulkar Committee’s poverty
lines declined from 37.2% in
2004-05 to 21.9% in 2011-12 (2.18%
points per year).

According to the estimates on
inequality provided by
Subramanian, between 2011-12
and 2022-23, the Gini coe�cient
declined from 0.278 to 0.269 for
rural areas (0.009-point decline);
and from 0.358 to 0.318 for urban
areas (0.04-point decline). Bansal
et al also show that the Gini
coe�cient for rural areas declined
from 0.284 to 0.266; for urban
areas, it declined from 0.363 to
0.315 between 2011-12 to 2022-23.

This means poverty declined
signi�cantly between 2011-12 and
2022-23, though the rate of decline
was lower compared to the
2004-05 to 2011-12 period.
Inequality declined between
2011-12 and 2022-23 particularly in
urban areas. It is to be noted that
all these estimates depend on

where the poverty line is drawn.
The NSSO has changed the

reference or recall period of data
collection over time to improve
the reporting of consumption.
Three estimates of consumption
are available depending upon the
recall period of di�erent types of
expenditure: uniform reference
period (URP); mixed reference
period (MRP); and modi�ed mixed
reference period (MMRP).

Experts say the varying
reference periods for di�erent
items underlying the MMRP
estimates may be expected to
yield estimates that are closer to
their true value. The Tendulkar
Committee estimated poverty
ratios on the basis of MRP for
1993-94 and 2004-05. The
Planning Commission used the
same methodology and MRP to
estimate poverty ratios for
2009-10 and 2011-12. So, the
estimates on poverty for 2022-23
(based on MMRP) are not strictly
comparable with those of earlier
years. However, the Rangarajan
Committee used MMRP for
estimating poverty ratios for
2009-10 and 2011-12. These
estimates are comparable with
those of 2022-23. For the sake of
comparability, we cannot give up
what is considered to be the
appropriate mix of the recall
periods. We may have to live with
this problem if we are comparing
periods over a long-time period.

For the 2002-23 data, there
were changes in methodology
such as coverage of more items,
multiple visits, etc. Changes may
provide better estimates, but the
problem of comparability arises.

Measurement issues
There has also been some
discussion on measurement issues
relating to poverty lines. Mohanan
and Kundu say “the Tendulkar
Committee was clear that a calorie
norm-based poverty line is no
longer appropriate”. The Expert
Group (Tendulkar) did not
construct a poverty line. It
adopted the o�cially measured
urban poverty line of 2004-05
based on the Expert Group
(Lakdawala) methodology and
converted this poverty line, which

is URP-consumption based, into
MRP-consumption. It took the
urban poverty line as derived from
the Lakdawala line as given and
derived from it the rural poverty
line. The urban poverty line used
by the Lakdawala Committee had
calorie norms and so, the
Tendulkar Committee also
indirectly used these norms.

In de�ning the new
consumption basket separating
the poor from the rest, the Expert
Group (Rangarajan) said that it
should contain a food component
that addresses the capability to be
adequately nourished and some
normative level of consumption
expenditure for essential non-food
item groups besides a residual set
of behaviourally determined
non-food expenditure. The Group
estimated afresh the poverty
basket and did not simply update
an old basket with new prices.

The poverty line is based on
private consumption expenditure.
If we take into account public
expenditure, the actual well being
of the household will be higher
than what is indicated by the
poverty line. The HCES 2022-23
tried to get imputed values for
some items of public expenditure.
The value �gures for items
received free entirely or at low
prices by the households have
been imputed using an
appropriate method. However, a
look at the average monthly per
capita expenditure (MPCE) shows
it captured little of the total public
expenditure on subsidised and
free items given to the households.
The average MPCE with
imputation as compared to MPCE
without imputation was only 2.3%
higher for rural areas and 0.96%
for urban. We need to capture
these values better as public
expenditure on these items is
substantial.

Thus, there has been a decline
in poverty. The inequality in
consumption expenditure has
come down a bit. Usually, income
inequality is higher than
inequality in consumption
expenditure. There is no unique
way of measuring poverty. The
higher the poverty cut o�, the
more will be the number of poor.

Declining poverty ratio: a continuing trend 
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There has been
a decline in
poverty. The
inequality in
consumption
expenditure has
come down a
bit. 
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STATE OF PLAY

O
n May 9, a 16-year-old
girl in Kumbaragadige
village in Somwarpet

taluk in the hilly district of Ko-
dagu in Karnataka got her
Class 10 results. She was the
only girl to pass the exam from
her school and had got good
marks too. The same day, she
got engaged to a 33-year-old
man called Prakash Omkarap-
pa. The District Child Protec-
tion Unit intervened in the ce-
remony, following an
anonymous call, and made
her parents promise that she
would not be married o� until
she turned 18. Many hours la-
ter, the angry groom turned
up at her house, dragged her
out, beheaded her, and �ed
with her head. The ghastly in-
cident sent shock waves
through the State. The police
tracked him down and arrest-
ed him the next day.

This incident occurred a
few weeks after Neha Hire-
math, a �rst year Masters stu-
dent of Computer Applica-
tions (MCA) and the daughter
of a Congress municipal coun-
cillor, was killed by her former
classmate Fayaz Khondunaik
in in Hubballi in north Karna-
taka. She had gone to college
to attend an exam on April 18.
As she was getting ready to
leave the college campus in
the afternoon, she was repeat-
edly stabbed to death on cam-
pus by Fayaz. Neha was alleg-
edly close to Fayaz earlier, but
had distanced herself from
him.

Just hours before Neha’s
death, a double murder
rocked the State’s capital Ben-
galuru. In a park in JP Nagar, a
posh locality of the city, Su-
resh, 46, who is married with
children, stabbed his 25-year-
old colleague at an event man-
agement company to death.

The two were reportedly in a
relationship, but she had bro-
ken it o� recently. The mother
of the victim, in an attempt to
rescue her daughter, bludge-
oned him to death with a
stone, the police said.

The common thread in all
the three cases is that a man
killed a girl or woman after
she shunned his advances,
broke up with him, or dis-
tanced herself from him.
Clearly, this is toxic masculini-
ty at play. Girls or women
were killed by men who could
not stomach the fact that they
had been rejected. Studies
have shown that those who
endorse the masculine ho-
nour ideal are more likely to
feel insulted if a woman re-
jects them and respond with
aggression. This is the same
logic that is behind several
acid attacks on women too.

Not surprisingly, the case
that drew the most outrage
from political parties and larg-
er society was Neha’s murder.
As the incident happened just
before Karnataka went to vote
in the Lok Sabha elections, the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
gave it a communal colour.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
took to direct scaremongering
over “appeasement politics of
the Congress towards the Mus-
lim community.” Minutes after
the murder, local BJP leaders
dubbed it a case of “love ji-
had” — a conspiracy theory
propounded by Hindutva
groups which claim that Mus-
lim men are luring Hindu wo-
men into marriage on false

pretences, in order to convert
them to Islam. Union Minister
and the Hubballi-Dharwad MP
for four terms, Pralhad Joshi,
who is seeking re-election, too
called it “love jihad” and
blamed the Congress govern-
ment for the turn of events.

All this happened despite
the Ministry of Home A�airs
saying in 2020 in the Lok Sab-
ha that “the term ‘love jihad’ is
not de�ned under the extant
laws. No case of ‘love jihad’
has been reported by any of
the Central agencies.”

Such incidents have built
immense pressure on the Mus-
lim community to go an extra
mile to distance themselves
from the incident. For in-
stance, in Hubballi-Dharwad,
only Muslim traders and shop-
keepers observed a voluntary
bandh on April 22, condemn-
ing the murder.

However, there have been
no statements condemning
either the beheading of the 16-
year-old girl in Kodagu or the
25-year-old in Bengaluru.
There were no candle light vi-
gils or protests. The only state-
ments condemning the be-
heading of the Kodagu girl
came from women’s activists.
Besides the obvious fact of re-
ligion and how it served a pol-
itical purpose, it is also in-
structive that while the two
other murder victims came
from poorer sections of socie-
ty, Neha was the daughter of a
municipal councillor and an
MCA student.

While political parties
make various attempts during
election time to woo women,
who hold sway now more
than ever before, issues such
as the lack of freedom to
choose their partners or the
lack of safety never become
election points independent-
ly. They always seem to be
subservient to other identities
such as class, caste and reli-
gion, as the recent three cases
illustrate.

A case of selective outrage 
Women’s safety seems to take centre stage only when it serves a political purpose 

K.V. Aditya Bharadwaj
adhitya.bharadwaj@thehindu.co.in

I
n the last 50 years, the lives of
about 150 million children
have been saved due to vacci-

nations against di�erent diseases.
Of these, measles vaccination
alone accounts for saving 60% of
lives. These are some of the �nd-
ings from a new study published in
The Lancet.

The decrease in deaths due to
vaccine-preventable diseases can
be attributed to the large-scale ex-
pansion of immunisation pro-
grammes across the globe. For in-
stance, the measles vaccination
rate increased from less than 20%
in 2000 to 70% by 2021, world-
wide. A similar pattern was ob-
served in the case of vaccination
against diphtheria, pertussis, and
tetanus (DTP3) too. The signi�-
cance of vaccinations has been
particularly pronounced in reduc-
ing infant mortality rates from
around 10% in 1974 to 3% in 2024.
The researchers estimate that 40%
of this decline is due to vaccines.

Chart 1 shows the number of
lives saved by various vaccinations
from 1974 to 2024 across the
world. Measles vaccination has
had the most impact, with 94 mil-
lion individuals bene�ting from
the vaccine, followed by tetanus
(27.9 million), whooping cough-
pertussis (13.17 million) and tuber-
culosis (10.87 million) vaccine.

Chart 2 shows the region-wise
share of children fully vaccinated
against measles, according to the
World Health Organization
(WHO). The Western Paci�c region
saw the most drastic increase in
vaccination coverage from 2% in
2000 to 91% in 2021. Rising from
15% in 2010 to nearly 80% in 2021,
Southeast Asia also showed signi�-
cant advancement in measles vac-
cination rates over the last decade.

Chart 3 shows the share of one-
year-old children vaccinated

against DTP3. In 2021, more than
80% of infants received the third
dose of the DTP3 vaccine. Here
too, the Western Paci�c region
showed high progress, from less
than 10% in 1980 to 90% in 2021. 

The progress in vaccination
rates is noteworthy because 50
years ago, vaccination coverage
outside of Europe and North
America was almost negligible.
For instance, less than 5% of in-
fants received the DTP3 vaccine.
But in 1974, the World Health As-
sembly, the decision-making body
of the WHO, formed the Essential
Programme on Immunization. Va-
rious vaccination programmes
were initiated across the world,
which aimed to eradicate vaccine-
preventable diseases. This led to a
signi�cant rise in vaccination
rates. 

But by 2000, progress was stall-
ing, and many of the world’s poor-
est infants were still being left be-
hind, especially in Africa and Asia.
The formation of Gavi, the Vaccine
Alliance — a partnership between
the Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion, the WHO, Unicef, and the
World Bank — has since helped
close the gaps by ensuring that
vaccination programmes were
available for all. While the world-
wide progress in vaccination rate
is commendable, millions still con-
tinue to lose their lives due to in-
su�cient vaccination coverage.

Chart 4 shows the estimated
number of deaths caused by va-
rious vaccine-preventable diseases
across years. Every year, tubercu-
losis claims the lives of over a mil-
lion people, while hundreds of
thousands still die due to measles,
tetanus, whooping cough, menin-
gitis, and hepatitis B. 

Thus, we need to push for un-
iversal vaccine coverage. This will
require increased investment and
coordination from governments to
provide universal immunisation
programmes. It is also imperative
to address scepticism and the fear
towards vaccination. 

The impact of 50 years of vaccination on children worldwide
Measles vaccination has had the most impact in saving lives, with 94 million individuals bene�ting from the vaccine

Hannah Ritchie
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Children wrongly
incarcerated in adult
prisons in India

9,600
A new study

by a legal

rights body

has found that more than 9,600 children

were wrongly incarcerated in adult prisons

between 2016 and December 31, 2021. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Arrests made during
campus protests in U.S.
over Israel-Hamas war

2,900
Protests over

the

Israel-Hamas

war have spread across U.S. universities

and college campuses in recent weeks,

leading to disruptions and arrests. AP

Share of northeastern
States in total mutual
fund assets 

40,323
In ₹ crore.

A report

by ICRA

Analytics said that the share of the north-

east in mutual fund assets in the country

more than doubled in last four years. PTI

The rise in India’s
imports from FTA
partners 

38
In percentage. According to

GTRI, India’s import of goods

from countries with which it

has a free trade agreement like the UAE,

South Korea, and Australia grew during

2019-24 fiscal years to $187.92 billion. PTI

The number of
Ukrainian refugees in
Ireland since 2022

1
In lakh. The country’s Prime Minister

Simon Harris said that Ireland will

consider making cuts to state support

for asylum seekers and refugees, including

to those who arrived from Ukraine. REUTERS

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far: 

T
he Smart Cities Mission (SCM),
a �agship programme of the
NDA-1 government, has taken a
back seat in this year’s list of

poll promises and achievements. 

What are smart cities?
The term ‘Smart City’ has been used
widely ever since 2009, after the great
�nancial crash. Smart cities were de�ned
by urban practitioners as new Silicon
Valleys built with a strong integration of a
network of airports, highways, and other
types of communications, a so-called
intellectual city with advanced ICT. 

The NDA-1 government wanted to
adapt to these global changes, already
happening through the Jawaharlal Nehru
National Urban Renewal Mission
( JNNURM). It went ahead with a major
�agship programme and thus, the SCM
was announced in June 2015. Hundred
cities were selected for �ve years under
the mission. However, the mission did not
clearly de�ne a smart city. It stated,
“there is no universally accepted
de�nition of a Smart City.... The
conceptualisation of Smart City... varies
from city to city and country to country,
depending on the level of development,
willingness to change and reform,
resources and aspirations of the city
residents. A Smart City would have a
di�erent connotation in India than, say,
Europe. Even in India, there is no one
way of de�ning a Smart City.” 

What was the SCM?
The SCM had two main aspects:
area-based development consisting of
three components — redevelopment (city
renewal), retro�tting (city improvement),
and green �eld projects (city extension);
and pan-city solutions based on ICT.
These further comprised some six
categories that would include

e-governance, waste management, water
management, energy management, urban
mobility, and skill development. Around
₹2 lakh crore was kept aside for the
mission, with public-private partnerships
(PPP) an important driver of the same. 

The mission that was to be completed
in 2020, was given two extensions till June
2024. Additionally, to make the mission
e�ective, a business model of governance
was adopted bypassing the existing
models of city governance in the country.
An SPV (special purpose vehicle) led by a
bureaucrat or a representative of an MNC,
and other major stakeholders was created
and registered under the Companies Act.
The elected council, thus, had little role in
the governance structure.

What is the status of the SCM? 
The Urban Ministry’s dashboard as of

April 26, exhibits that 8,033 projects
sanctioned under the SCM have seen a fall
in the total outlay from the expected ₹2
lakh crore to ₹1,67,875 crore, which is 16%
less than the projected capital �ow in 100
cities. The dashboard also states that the
SCM grant funded 5,533 projects worth
₹65,063 crore that have been completed,
while 921 projects worth ₹21,000 crore
are still ongoing. 

As many as 400 projects being
undertaken by about 10 cities under the
Mission are unlikely to meet the extended
deadline of June 2024. 

Interestingly, the funding pattern
shows that not more than 5% has come
through the PPP route. 

Where did the SCM falter?
The selection of 100 cities on a
competitive basis was �awed due to the

diversity in existing urban realities. The
scheme was divorced from the ground
realities of urban India — the urbanisation
here is dynamic and not static like the
West. 

The SCM became an exclusionary
scheme wherein not more than 1% of a
city’s geographical area was selected for
development. For example, Chandigarh
which received ₹196 crore in the �rst
tranche under the SCM spent it on smart
water meters, a Wi-Fi zone, and solid
waste management programmes all
ploughed into one pocket-sector 43.

According to two major reports by
McKinsey, to make Indian cities liveable, a
capital expenditure of $1.2 trillion is
required by 2030. In this context,
₹1,67,875 crore is less than $20 billion in
nine years. This comes to around 0.027 %
of the total requirement in urban India.
Hence, there was little traction for this
scheme. 

Additionally, the SPV model designed
for smart cities was not aligned with the
74th Constitutional Amendment, which
led to many cities objecting to the
governance structure. The design,
according to critics, was too top-bottom.
A hilly town that had an annual budget of
less than ₹100 crore claimed projects
worth more than ₹2,500 crore. This was
incongruent to the demands of the
residents of the town.

Urban India, according to the World
Bank has more than 49% of the
population living in slums. In the name of
executing smart city projects, there was
displacement of people living in poorer
localities. Street vendors, for example,
were displaced and urban commons were
disrupted. 

Another major consequence of the
SCM has been enhanced urban �ooding.
Some of the towns which have historically
never been �ooded were made vulnerable
because of infrastructure development
projects that spoiled or dismantled the
water channels and contours.

Tikender Singh Panwar is former Deputy
Mayor, Shimla, and Member, Kerala Urban
Commission.

An overview of the Smart Cities Mission
How are smart cities de�ned by the government? What are the two major aspects of the Smart Cities Mission? Why is the mission considered to be exclusionary

to many? Did the SCM override the 74th Constitutional Amendment?

Still in the dark: The Cochin Smart Mission Limited has installed LED lights on the Katrikadavu Bridge

and on the Kaloor-Kadavanthra Road, in Kochi. H. VIBHU

Tikender Panwar
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Smart cities were defined by
urban practitioners as new
Silicon Valleys built with a
strong integration of a network
of airports, highways, and
other types of
communications, a so-called
intellectual city with advanced
ICT.

�

The Urban Ministry’s
dashboard as of April 26,
exhibits that 8,033 projects
sanctioned under the SCM
have seen a fall in the total
outlay from the expected ₹2
lakh crore to ₹1,67,875 crore,
which is 16% less than the
projected capital flow in 100
cities.

�

The SCM became an
exclusionary scheme wherein
not more than 1% of a city’s
geographical area was selected
for development. The scheme
was divorced from ground
realities of urban India.

The story so far:

T
he Lucknow bench of the
Allahabad High Court stated
earlier this month that a
Muslim cannot claim rights in a

live-in relationship when he or she has a
living spouse. A two judge Bench of
Justices A.R. Masoodi and A.K. Srivastava
called such a relationship against the
tenets of Islam while hearing a writ
petition by Sneha Devi and Mohammed
Shadab Khan. Ms. Devi and Mr. Khan had
sought protection from police action after
the woman’s parents �led a kidnapping
case against Mr. Khan.

What happened?
The couple had told the court they were
adults in a live-in relationship and that
they sought protection under Article 21 of
the Constitution (protection of life and
personal liberty). The judges, however,
stated, “Islamic tenets do not permit
live-in relationships during the subsisting

marriage. The position may be di�erent if
the two persons are unmarried and the
parties being major choose to lead their
lives in a way of their own.” Incidentally,
Mr. Khan was married to one Farida
Khatoon since 2020. 

“The constitutional morality may come
to the rescue of such a couple and the
social morality settled through the
customs and usages over ages may give
way to the constitutional morality and
protection under Article 21 of the
Constitution of India may step in to
protect the cause. The case before us is,
however, di�erent,” the court said,
adding, “The constitutional protection
under Article 21 of the Constitution of
India would not lend an un-canalised
support to such a right.”

What have been previous orders? 
Live-in relationships with variables of
marital status of the partners, their
possibly di�erent faiths, birth of children
and even separation have occupied the
attention of the judiciary at various levels

in recent years. If in the case of Ms. Devi
and Mr. Khan, only the latter was
married, in another case last year, both
partners were married but involved in a
live-in relationship away from wedlock.

In November last year, the Supreme
Court stayed orders passed by lower
courts and the Gujarat High Court
awarding maintenance to a woman from
the man she had been living with. The top
court order came after a Surat-based man
challenged the High Court order arguing
that their relationship could not be
termed a domestic relationship as they
were both married to other people at the
time of cohabitation. While their
respective marriages subsisted, they lived
together in 2012 and had a daughter too a
couple of years later. The woman had
approached the judiciary as the live-in
relationship did not work out, and sought
relief under the Protection of Women
from Domestic Violence Act, 2005. She
sought maintenance too. 

Interestingly in the same month, the
Punjab and Haryana High Court stated

that a couple living together without
obtaining a divorce from their previous
spouse cannot be classi�ed as being in a
“live-in relationship” or being in a union
similar to marriage. The court even felt
that such an arrangement would amount
to the o�ence of bigamy under Sections
494/495 of the Indian Penal Code. In this
case, the man was already married. The
court refused to provide protection to the
couple, stating, “The male partner is
engaging in a lustful and adulterous life
with the female partner without obtaining
a valid divorce from his previous spouse.”

What have the Courts said about
live-in relationships?
India does not have any laws that directly
address a live-in partnership. As per the
top Court, for a man and a woman to live
together is part of ‘the right to life’;
therefore, a live-in relationship is no
longer an o�ence. The Supreme Court in
its various judgments has stated that a
man and a woman living like a husband
and a wife in a long-term relationship, and
even have children, the judiciary will
presume that the two were married and
that the same laws would be applicable to
them and their relationship. The concept
of a live-in relationship was recognised in
Payal Sharma versus Nari Niketan by the
Allahabad High Court, where the judges
felt, “A man and a woman, even without
getting married, can live together if they
wish to. This may be regarded as immoral
by society, but it is not illegal. There is a
di�erence between law and morality.”

What is the legal position on
live-in relationships?
What did the Allahabad High Court state with respect to Muslims and live-in relationships?

Ziya Us Salam

THE GIST

�

The Lucknow bench of the
Allahabad High Court stated
earlier this month that a
Muslim cannot claim rights in a
live-in relationship when they
have a living spouse.

�

The Punjab and Haryana High
Court stated that a couple
living together without
obtaining a divorce from their
previous spouse cannot be
classified as being in a “live-in
relationship” or being in a
union similar to marriage.

�

India does not have any laws
that directly address a live-in
partnership.
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In this article, dated August 12, 2020,
Sonalde Desai analyses projections about
India’s demographic future.

A
new study, published in the
highly regarded journal, The
Lancet, and prepared by the
Seattle-based Institute for

Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME),
has shaken up the world of population
policy. It argues that while India is
destined to be the largest country in the
world, its population will peak by
mid-century. And as the 21st century
closes, its ultimate population will be far
smaller than anyone could have
anticipated, about 1.09 billion instead of
approximately 1.35 billion today. It could
even be as low as 724 million.

Readers who follow COVID-19
projections will remember that in March
2020, the IHME projected U.S. deaths
from COVID-19 to be around 81,000 by
August. Deaths in the U.S. today are more
than twice that number. The underlying
assumptions for the initial model were
not borne out. The IHME population
projections are also subject to underlying
assumptions that deserve careful scrutiny.
They predict that by the year 2100, on
average, Indian women will have 1.29
children. Since each woman must have
two children to replace herself and her
husband, this will result in a sharp
population decline. Contrast this
predicted fertility rate of 1.29 for India
with the projected cohort fertility of 1.53
for the United States and 1.78 for France
in the same model. It is di�cult to believe
that Indian parents could be less
committed to childbearing than American
or French parents.

Until 2050, the IHME projections are
almost identical to widely-used United

Nations projections. The UN projects that
India’s population will be 1.64 billion by
2050, the IHME projects 1.61 billion by
2048. It is only in the second half of the
century that the two projections diverge
with the UN predicting a population of
1.45 billion by 2100, and the IHME, 1.09
billion.

Part of this divergence may come from
IHME model’s excessive reliance on data
regarding current contraceptive use in the
National Family Health Survey (NFHS)
and potential for increasing contraceptive
use. Research at the National Council of
Applied Economic Research (NCAER)
National Data Innovation Centre by
Santanu Pramanik and colleagues shows
that contraceptive use in the NFHS is
poorly estimated, and as a result, unmet
need for contraception may be lower than
that estimated by the IHME model,
generating implausibly low fertility
projections for 2100.

Fertility decline
Regardless of whether we subscribe to the
UN’s projections, or the IHME
projections, India’s demographic future
contains a peaking and subsequently
declining population driven by a sharp
reduction in fertility. In the 1950s, India’s
Total fertility rate (TFR) was nearly six
children per woman; today it is 2.2.
Ironically, the massive push for family
planning coupled with forced sterilisation
during the Emergency barely led to a 17%
decline in TFR from 5.9 in 1960 to 4.9 in
1980. However, between 1992 and 2015, it
had fallen by 35% from 3.4 to 2.2.

What happened to accelerate fertility
decline to a level where 18 States and
Union Territories have a TFR below 2, the
replacement level? One might attribute it
to the success of the family planning
programme but family planning has long
lost its primacy in the Indian policy

discourse. Between 1975 and 1994, family
planning workers had targets they were
expected to meet regarding sterilisations,
condom distribution and intrauterine
device (IUD) insertion. Often these targets
led to explicit or implicit coercion.
Following the Cairo conference on
Population and Development in 1994,
these targets were abandoned.

If carrots have been dropped, the stick
of policies designed to punish people with
large families has been largely ine�ective.
Punitive policies include denial of
maternity leave for third and subsequent
births, limiting bene�ts of maternity
schemes and ineligibility to contest in
local body elections for individuals with
large families. However, as Nirmala Buch,
former Chief Secretary of Madhya
Pradesh, wrote, these policies were
mostly ignored in practice.

Aspirational revolution
If public policies to encourage the small
family norm or to provide contraception
have been lackadaisical, what led couples
to abandon the ideal of large families? It
seems highly probable that the
socioeconomic transformation of India
since the 1990s has played an important
role. Over this period, agriculture became
an increasingly smaller part of the Indian
economy, school and college enrolment
grew sharply and individuals lucky
enough to �nd a job in government,
multinationals or software services
companies reaped tremendous �nancial
bene�ts. Not surprisingly, parents began
to rethink their family-building strategies.
Where farmers used to see more workers
when they saw their children, the new
aspirational parents see enrolment in
coaching classes as a ticket to success.

The literature on fertility decline in
western countries attributes the decline
in fertility to retreat from the family;

Indian parents seem to demonstrate
increased rather than decreased
commitment to family by reducing the
number of children and investing more in
each child. My research with
demographer Alaka Basu at Cornell
University compares families of di�erent
size at the same income level and �nds
that small and large families do not di�er
in their leisure activities, women’s
participation in the workforce or how
many material goods they purchase.
However, smaller families invest more
money in their children by sending them
to private schools and coaching classes. It
is not aspirations for self but that for
children that seems to drive fertility
decline.

In language of the past
Ironically, even in the face of this sharp
fertility decline among all segments of
Indian society, the public discourse is still
rooted in the language of the 1970s and
on supposedly high fertility rate,
particularly in some areas such as Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar or among some groups
such as women with low levels of
education or Muslims. This periodically
results in politicians proposing remedies
that would force these ostensibly ignorant
or uncaring parents to have fewer
children.

Demographic data suggest that the
aspirational revolution is already under
way. What we need to hasten the fertility
decline is to ensure that the health and
family welfare system is up to this
challenge and provides contraception and
sexual and reproductive health services
that allow individuals to have only as
many children as they want.

Sonalde Desai is Professor of Sociology
at the University of Maryland and Centre
Director, NCAER National Data Innovation
Centre. The views expressed are personal

India’s population data and a tale of
projections and predictions
The UN projects that India’s population will be 1.64 billion by 2050, the IHME projects 1.61 billion by 2048. The country’s demographic future will see

peaking and then declining numbers driven by a sharp fertility reduction
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X

QUESTION 1

What was unique about
Imtiaz Jaleel’s victory in
Aurangabad in Maharashtra
in the 2019 Lok Sabha
elections? 
X

QUESTION 2

What is the claim to fame (or
notoriety) of this candidate
Akshay Kanti Bam of Indore?
Name the party that he was
supposed to represent. 
X

QUESTION 3

The Rashtriya Janata Dal
candidate in Munger in Bihar,
Anita Devi Mahato is married
to a person named Ashok
Mahto who was arrested
after the notorious Nawada

prison breakout case in 2002
and released in 2023. A crime
thriller written by Neeraj
Pandey, based on the gang
led by Ashok Mahto,
premiered on Netflix in
November 2022. Name the
series. 
X

QUESTION 4

Name the constituency from
Andhra Pradesh where former
Prime Minister Narasimha Rao
won a bypoll with a record
margin, earning him an entry
in the Guinness Book of World
Records. 
X

QUESTION 5

Name the former Indian
cricketer who is contesting
the elections in Baharampur
in West Bengal. Name the
party he is representing.

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. The place where the inaugural race
was held and its winner. Ans: The first World

championship race took place at Silverstone

Circuit with Giuseppe Farina taking the honours

2. This circuit hosted the most World Championship
races. Ans: The Autodromo Nazionale Monza

3. This racer holds the record for most podium
finishes with 197 and counting. Ans: Lewis

Hamilton

4. This two-time champion holds the record with
383 career starts. Ans: Fernando Alonso

5. Name the Australian driver who claimed the
honours in 1966 in a car designed by him. Ans: Jack

Brabham

6. The unique distinction Jochen Rindt holds. Ans:

He won the World Championship posthumously

7. This champion holds the record for the youngest
driver to start a Formula One race at 17 years and
166 days. Ans: Max Verstappen

Visual: The place where one can see this statue.
Ans: Autodromo Enzo e Dino Ferrari

Early Birds: Vineet Giri| Rajmohan.V| Jyot Prakash
Gulati| Sunil Kannada| Saheni George

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on personalities and places that went to polls in Phase 4 of Lok Sabha elections

X

Visual question:

Identify this prominent leader, next to Mayawati, originally from Punjab who
represented the Etawah constituency in Uttar Pradesh in 1991. THE HINDU

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Srinivasan Ramani

Harrington, Emma and Matthew Kahn,
“Has the Rise of Work-from-Home
Reduced the Motherhood Penalty in the
Labor Market?”, University of Virginia
Working paper, October 2023

A
signi�cant number of working
women leave the workforce after
they become pregnant as they

focus their e�orts on raising a family. This
has traditionally been called the
“motherhood penalty” and has been used
to explain women’s low labour force
participation rate in many countries. The
motherhood penalty has also been found
to be higher in professions such as �nance
that are considered to be rigid and
unfriendly towards those wanting to focus
on their families. In “Has the Rise of
Work-from-Home Reduced the
Motherhood Penalty in the Labor
Market?,” Emma Harrington and Matthew
E. Kahn look into whether
work-from-home (WFH) arrangements,
which make work more �exible for
women could help reduce the
motherhood penalty by allowing mothers
to successfully juggle work and family.

Impact on employers and employees
The researchers studied the impact of
WFH arrangements during the 10 years
before the pandemic on mothers’
participation in the workforce of di�erent
�elds. They found that in �elds such as
�nance and marketing, which are
unfriendly towards families but where a
lot of work can be delivered from home,
there was a relative rise in the
employment of mothers compared to
other women when there was a rise in
WFH arrangements. To be precise, a 10%
rise in WFH arrangements was found to
cause a 0.78 percentage point rise in the
employment of mothers in these �elds
when compared to other women,
according to the researchers. Similar
positive e�ects, however, were not
observed in other �elds such as education
and pharmacy, which are considered to
be quite family-friendly already and
where the physical presence of workers in
the workplace is considered to be crucial.
WFH arrangements can thus help
economies retain more women, and
perhaps even men, in the workforce by
o�ering more work �exibility and
work-life balance. 

WFH arrangements became widely
adopted during the pandemic as
employers could not get their workers to
come to o�ce during lockdowns. And
importantly, it also helped many
employers save money on rent and other
costs of running their business from a
traditional o�ce space, thus boosting
their �nancial returns. The concept of
co-working spaces became very popular
as businesses �gured out that they could
pay for space based on actual usage
rather than investing huge amounts in
large o�ces. But since the end of the
pandemic, many employers have
increasingly urged their workers to return
to o�ce. Some researchers believe that
the push by corporate executives to get
workers back to o�ce may have little to
do with improving the productivity of
workers. They argue that it may be the
case that bosses simply want to reassert
control over workers. 

Does WFH
bene�t working
mothers? 

Prashanth Perumal
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I
n a recent circular, the Insurance Regulatory
and Development Authority of India (IRDAI)
has mandated life and general insurers to

extend individual cover in certain identified gram
panchayats. A similar exercise is expected to be
taken up by the General Insurance Council.
According to the National Family Health Survey,
over two-fifths of households have at least one
member covered under health insurance, which in
turn corresponds with other estimates of just over
50 crore people being covered.

Of this, the bottom half is being
serviced by publicly-funded health
insurance (PFHI) schemes such as
Ayushman Bharat Pradhan Mantri Jan
Arogya Yojana (PMJAY) under which
approximately 21.9 crore beneficiaries
have been verified. In sum, two-thirds of
the population has no insurance cover,
while most of those covered are the
non-poor. While insurance coverage
among the poor leaves much to be desired,
the key issue is whether it has worked well
for the insured poor by curbing their
out-of-pocket expenditure (OOPE). Let
us take the case of PMJAY or Ayushman
Bharat. PMJAY mainly covers inpatient
care. It provides services by empanelling
private and public hospitals and the
services are designed to be cashless and
completely free for enrolled households. 

Various States, such as Haryana, have
enhanced the income limits for which
cover is available, while southern States
have their own schemes. However, studies
suggest that enrolment in PFHI schemes
is ine�ective in ensuring financial
protection. Reshmi et al (BMJ 2021) show
that PMJAY did not enhance financial risk
protection of the beneficiaries. In another
study done in Chhattisgarh, it emerged
that private hospitals empanelled under
PMJAY charged patients in a big way while
also claiming reimbursement from the
government. Therefore, publicly-funded
health insurance schemes are ine�ective
in controlling OOPE. It can be safely
assumed that more than half of all health
spending in India is still met by patients. 

According to a PIB release on January
31, 2023, OOPE as a proportion of total
health expenditure (which would include
spending by government, insurance
companies, organisations and
individuals) was 48.2 per cent in FY19,
which is likely to have increased with
Covid despite the introduction of PMJAY
in September 2018. What is required is a
policy shift where resources are allocated
less for health coverage through
insurance, and towards more
publicly-funded institutions that ensure
health for all. The overall pie too must
increase. Central and State health
spending as a percentage of GDP
increased from 1.4 per cent in FY20 to 2.1
per cent in FY23, but that was because of
Covid. It must go up much further.
Universal care rather than insurance
coverage should be the required goal.

Health for all 
Publicly-funded insurance schemes are no panacea 

TUESDAY - MAY 14, 2024

Project finance
This refers to ‘Draft project finance
norms: FinMin to take up infra
lenders’ woes with RBI’ (May 13). The
RBI’s proposed stage-wise increase
in provisioning from the current 0.4
per cent to 5 per cent represents a
well-considered response to the
array of risks inherent in project
finance, encompassing legal,
political, regulatory, environmental,
and social factors, which have the
potential to gradually erode the
credit portfolio and asset quality of
banks over time. 
Given the prolonged nature of
project finance and its exposure to
significant upside risks, the RBI’s
directive to incrementally raise
provisioning to 5 per cent is a

prudent approach, aligning with the
broader objective of fortifying
resilience and stability within the
banking sector. Moreover,
complementary measures, such as
the ongoing monitoring of stress
signals throughout the lifespan of
such loans and the stipulation of
yearly provisioning based on such
stress factors will further enhance
clarity and adherence to the
proposed project finance guidelines. 
Srinivasan Velamur
Chennai

Vaccine testing
This refers to the editorial ‘Vaccine
lessons’ (May 13). When Covid-19
was in full swing claiming millions of
lives and the people were frantically

looking for a way out, di�erent
brands of hurriedly invented
vaccines were introduced. These
were accepted and administered
even before they could complete all
their protocols of human trials. India
doesn’t have a foolproof structure
with stringent norms to study a
product before granting approval
and maintain follow-up reports with
details of improvement or adverse
e�ects post administration. 
AG Rajmohan
Anantapur, AP

Bane of bureaucracy
This refers to ‘Rein in the
bureaucracy’ (May 13). Adoption of
the principle ‘the best management
is that which manages the least’ has

been tremendously successful in the
development of countries like Japan,
China, etc. Unfortunately in our
democracy, it is has been ‘least
management and least development’
for many years . The main causes for
this are vague rules, creating room
for bribe-taking and, with absolutely
no accountability in many
departments, right from the lowest
to the highest levels.
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao
Hyderabad

Health e�ects
The findings of the class action suit in
the UK opened up a much-needed
probe relating to the e�cacy of the
vaccine administered during Covid
time, considering its ill-e�ects and

serous health-hazards in some cases.
Even at the first stage of vaccination,
lots of apprehensions were raised
regarding possible side-e�ects such
as blood clots that could lead to
heart ailments, especially in persons
su�ering from co-morbidities. As
rightly suggested, unmindful of the
consequences foreseen in the long
run, the Health Ministry should
consider a no-fault compensation
protocol in keeping with WHO
norms. Also, a notification may be
released by the ministry about the
outcome of the legal case and its
impact on the health of citizens so as
to put to rest all the related
apprehensions.
Sitaram Popuri
Bengaluru

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

B
uoyed up by the success of
Digital Public Infrastructure
(DPI) in India, Nandan
Nilekani teamed up with
Agustin Carstens of BIS

(Bank for International Settlement) to
prepare a blueprint for a new digital
global financial system and they
christened it — FINTERNET (Financial
Internet). This is designed to be
user-centric, universal and unified.

This attempts to unite the
foundations of economics, finance and
commerce with technological
innovation. Multiple ecosystems would
be connected so as to deliver universal
and unified access to high quality
financial services. 

At a higher level they would like the
proposed financial system/asset
transfers to be as easy as making a phone
call to anyone across the globe
irrespective of device, network or
service provider. And much like booking
accommodation or renting a cab across
the globe. They seek to remove friction
and make transfers less costly, faster,
instantaneous and secure and make the
system more e�cient. On the face of it,
the project looks ambitious, if not
audacious. This is a planet scale project
that is touted to touch 8 billion-plus
people.

HOW IT WORKS

Tokenisation and unified programmable
ledgers are the twin pillars of the

technology architecture of
FINTERNET. All the financial assets
including bank deposits, stocks, mutual
fund units, all kinds of securities and
physical assets (land, cars, works of art,
etc) would be tokenised and reside on
programmable unified ledgers. 

The tokens may represent assets
whether registered/ unregistered,
attested/ unattested, regulated/
unregulated, fungible/non-fungible,
bearer/non bearer, block chain
enabling/non-enabling. Thus, it is tech
and asset agnostic platform. These
tokens are transferable on unified ledger
and programmable platforms
instantaneously and in a secure manner.
It is beyond portability.

These tokens, digital representation
of assets, will contain information like
ownership, rules and logic governing
transfer. This will avoid lengthy
messaging system between institutions
and stakeholders. The clearing and
settlement system may be compressed
or eliminated. This will reduce costs and
transfers would be faster and secure and
even instantaneous. 

The collaborators of the project have
made some smart moves to gain

acceptance by the regulators and
incumbent institutions. Firstly, central
bank governors of Brazil, South Korea
and Brazil were roped in as panellists in
the first round of conference on
FINTERNET and some of them may
emerge as partners. Secondly, to get
acceptance from incumbent
institutions, assurance has been given
that the project will not disturb or
demolish their intermediary role and
structure. The high-performance
transaction engine comprising tokens
and unified ledgers would be
‘airdropped’ — that is, without
disturbing the existing institutional
structure. But banks have to redefine
their business/operating models.

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES

Many digital lenders/apps have designed
products and processes to remove
frictions and make borrowing easy and
faster. But this has pushed many
small-time borrowers to over-leverage
and the RBI raised the red flag. It is not
hard to see similar unintended
consequences in social media and even
concentration in UPI. We need to be
mindful of unintended consequences.

Trust is very important. A
well-functioning real-time grievance
redressal and dispute resolution
mechanism is a key element that
inspires trust. So also, the need to
mitigate ever increasing cyber security
threats/frauds. This needs new
governance mechanisms and laws.
Regulators and supervisors need to
write new rule books. 

WAY FORWARD

India is not new to successfully and
securely operating large-scale

platforms. As the global financial
regulator (BIS) is the collaborator, it
opens the doors at several places
globally. Now the ball is set rolling, it is
party time for high impact
citizen-centric fintech innovations at
various layers of the new architecture. It
is a once-in-a-life-time opportunity and
some unicorns may emerge. 

Use cases is a critical success factor. It
would be interesting to see response of
other stakeholders, particularly
regulators in legislating enabling laws
and regulations. Over 100 central banks
have already initiated, or are operating,
projects to tokenise their fiat currencies.
BIS innovation hub is super active with
several cross-border payment use cases
through tokens. This combined with
tokenisation of commercial bank money
augurs well for the FINTERNET. 

A big bang approach would be di�cult
and it may find its own legs as
experience and benefits evolve. Look for
low-hanging fruits. Turf wars are sure to
flare up and need to be doused.

Will it amplify or attenuate the next
global financial crisis or financial
instability. Will it alter macro financial
theories? One may not be faulted to
assume that with involvement of global
regulator BIS, these issues would receive
greater attention and scrutiny.

The government may constitute a
FINTERNET council with majority
participation of the private sector. 

Bill Gates had predicted that agents
will replace apps. This could emerge as
an important element in FINTERNET.
Will India bite the bullet and showcase
to the world, a la UPI?

The writer is a former chairman of a commercial bank,
and Director and CEO, IDRBT.

Making of
universal digital
financial system

All the financial assets
including bank deposits,
stocks, mutual fund units,
all kinds of securities 
and physical assets (land,
cars, works of art, etc)
would be tokenised and
reside on programmable
unified ledgers.

IN THE WORKS. By using tokens and unified
programmable ledgers, FINTERNET seeks to
connect multiple ecosystems to deliver quality
financial services faster, cheaper and securely

B SAMBAMURTHY
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T
he Supreme Court recently asked
a group of MSME industry
associations to petition the High

Courts regarding Section 43B(h) of the
Income Tax Act, 1961. It may seem
counter-intuitive that the clause,
inserted in the FY24 Budget to promote
timely payment to MSMEs, has been
challenged by MSMEs themselves. The
section mandates that expenses in this
regard are deductible in the relevant
financial year upon actual payment, not
when due, starting from assessment year
2024-25. However, this provision faces
challenges stemming from unintended
consequences and practical realities.
Many MSMEs have experienced
avoidance of purchases from them. To
safeguard their sales, some of them have
changed their status to traders while
others cancelled their Udyam
registration.

Historically, leniency in penal interest
on delayed payments to MSMEs under
the MSMED Act 2006 persists due to
MSMEs’ reluctance to demand it, fearing
a disruption in business relationships.
Contrary to 45 days upper limit, buyers
can even now significantly extend
payment periods with impunity as in
practice very little penal interest is paid
on delayed payments and the Section
43B(h) applies only to year-end
outstanding overdue to MSMEs.

The extended period can be anywhere
between 364 days and 46 days for

purchases made between April 1 and
mid-February, respectively, and settled
by the year-end. The year-end MSME
payments bunching creates
asymmetrical payment flows, bank credit
utilisation, and overall business
operations across firms.

Timely repayment is the lynchpin of
sustainable lending and a thriving credit
ecosystem. However, MSMEs
continually grapple with payment delays,
defaults, and backlog of receivables
despite a long history of well-intended
legal and regulatory safeguards,
disclosure mandates (dating back to 1993
and 2006) and initiatives like Samadhan,
TReDS, and RBI advisories to address the
issue. A Dun & Bradstreet survey (May
2022) estimated that ₹8.6 trillion is
annually struck in delayed payments to
MSMEs. Brickworks Ratings [June 2020]
reported ₹3.3 trillion delayed payments
to MSMEs by the 760 largest corporates
by market capitalisation.

WAY OUT

The asymmetrical power equation
between buyers and MSMEs
disadvantages smaller suppliers,
necessitating an integrated
market-driven payment discipline
mechanism with real-time monitoring of
late payments. Leveraging the GSTN
network as a data-sharing platform for
B2B credit sales and repayments enables
this. This requires:

Incorporation of payment due date
and payment receipt date fields in the
GSTN portal.

Auto-graded red-flagging of trade
debtors’ GST accounts on the 11th, 21st,
31st, and 61st days for overdue
payments, categorised as 1st, 2nd, 3rd,
and 4th red-flag, respectively. Late
payments after 60 days incur monetary
penalties, with a risk of GST account
suspension after 90 days.

The third red-flagging triggers digital
credit default report’s auto-transmission
to CIBIL, concerned banks, Ministry of
Corporate A�airs, and stock exchanges.
This impacts the perception of a firm’s
credibility and reputation with market,
credit rating agencies, investors, bankers
and vendors. Real-time engagement of
these multiple stakeholders enhances
oversight, enforcement e�ciency, and
market discipline in payments.

Implementing the proposed strategy
in stages, starting with firms with annual
turnovers exceeding ₹500 crore,
followed by those exceeding ₹300 crore,

₹100 crore, and eventually extending to
all GSTN-registered firms, provides
adjustment time for smaller firms and
enhanced liquidity circulation.

Regarding trade credit tenure, it
could be gradually decreased from 120
days. However, prioritising the assurance
and reliability of timely payments over
arbitrarily shortening the payment
period is a better idea. Certainty in timely
payments fosters bill discounting, credit
sales, and e�cient funds planning.
Intense competition to discount bills of
vendors of top-rated companies
underscores how assured timely
payments can boost bills discounting in
general.

Timely realisation of receivables
enhance its collateral value, reducing the
need for asset collateral. These bolster
cash flow-based lending and bill
discounting. These boost transaction
volume, liquidity circulation, and credit
velocity and lower receivable
management costs, while minimising
business failure risks. Streamlined
repayments benefit business operations,
while helping real-time detection of
financial distress can aid in improving
NPA and banking credit fraud
management, and potentially reducing
NCLT workload as majority of the NCLT
cases relate to operational creditors.

Exploring alternatives to current
MSME payment regulations, particularly
within the GSTN digital framework, is
crucial.

The writer is former DGM, SIDBI

How to deal with delayed payments to MSMEs

BL Chandak

PAYMENTS. A concern for MSMEs

Leverage GSTN network for data sharing, and prioritise timely payments rather than arbitrarily shorten the payment period
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I
nterest in India’s almost unique
success as a services exporter in
global markets persists. India’s
services export receipts rose
from $95.8 billion in post-crisis

year 2009-10 to $341.1 billion in
2023-24. 

Close to one half (47 per cent) of
those exports were exports of software
services, with business services
accounting for another 24 per cent. Led
by those sectors, India’s share in global
exports of commercial services has risen
from 3 per cent in 2010 to 4.7 per cent in
2023. India has indeed done well in this
area.

Charts 1 and 2 illustrate how the
increase in global exports share has
made a significant di�erence to India’s
performance as an exporter of services.
Chart 1 tracks the revenues from the
exports of commercial services in the
case of India and the world, showing the
degree to which India’s services export
growth has exceeded that of the world. 

Chart 2 shows what India’s
performance (relative to actual) would
have been if its share had remained at
the 3 per cent level it recorded in 2010.
The ability to win larger shares of the
global market, by retaining its
competitive advantage, has been crucial
to India’s success.

GROWTH PATH

But that does not necessarily justify the
view that this success in services export
is driving India’s GDP growth in a way
that makes its development trajectory
unique. 

The criticism that the share of
manufacturing in India’s GDP has been
(and remains) disappointingly low is
discounted in this assessment, since the
country is seen as pioneering an
altogether di�erent road to
developmental success, in which labour
absorbing services serve as the growth
drivers.

However, as of now, in a country
where services contribute more than 50
per cent of GDP, net revenues from
services exports amounted to just 3.4
per cent of GDP in 2022.

Thus, the direct contribution to GDP
of the 22 per cent increase in net
services exports in 2021-22, for example,
would have been just three-fourths of a
percentage point.

Moreover, the service sectors that
account for the rapid export expansion
do not seem to be as labour absorbing as
they are presumed to be. While services
account for more than 50 per cent of
GDP, they provide only around 30 per
cent of all jobs. Most of those jobs are in
the retail and wholesale trade sector and
in other informal services. 

While overall employment is
estimated at around 510 million and that
in services is placed at around 160
million persons, the contribution of the
information technology and business
process management industries, which
yields much of the export revenue, is
estimated by one source at just 5.4
million. 

This means that the IT-related sectors
that are responsible for around 7.5 per
cent of GDP contribute only around one
per cent of total employment and 3.4 per
cent of services employment. This
implies in turn that the multiplier
e�ects on aggregate income of the
services export boom cannot be too
high.

FOREX BOOST

The real benefit that the services export
boom provides is the foreign exchange
earnings it delivers. These reduce India’s
balance of payments vulnerability and
increase the policy flexibility that the
government enjoys. 

Foreign exchange receipts related to
software exports and business process
outsourcing are larger if we include
remittances of savings of workers
employed to provide onsite services to
clients abroad. 

Aggregate private transfers,
consisting mainly of remittances from
Indians working abroad, was at $102
billion, equal to 70 per cent of the

earnings from services exports. That
was the other important source of
balance of payments resilience, though
not all of these remittances came from
workers providing software or business
process outsourcing services onsite.

But here too, the role of the sector
should not be exaggerated. Foreign
exchange earned from net services
exports amounted to just 2.1 per cent of
the current account deficit recorded in
2023. The equivalent of more than a
third of those earnings in that year was
exhausted through net investment
income payments to foreign investors
repatriating surpluses from the country. 

The absence of caution with regard to
the balance of payments e�ects of
foreign direct investment, encouraged
in part by earnings from services
exports, erodes some of the benefit of
those earnings. The outflows of net
investment income payment seem to be
gathering momentum (Chart 3).

Meanwhile, India is beginning to pay a
price for its software success. Attracted
by the opportunity of emerging as a
software exporter, the government
decided to liberalise imports of
hardware from the 1980s. 

This was a departure from the
recommendation of the Homi Bhabha
committee of 1968 that India must
develop the capability to meet the
inevitable growth in demand for
computers other than mainframes, from
domestic production. The protection
a�orded to the hardware sector in
pursuit of this objective was dismantled
as part of liberalization.

The result is now visible in the
growing dependence on imports of
computer hardware and the growing
presence of assemblers of foreign
brands of computers in the country. The
import of computer hardware has more
than doubled from $6.89 billion in
financial year 2016-17 to $14.14 billion
in 2022-23. 

In the first quarter of 2023, foreign
brands like HP accounted for 33.8 per
cent of PC shipments in India, Lenovo
for 15.7 per cent, Dell for 13.9 per cent
and Acer for 12.3 per cent.

Recent e�orts at raising domestic
production with subsidies has not
helped. Among the 27 companies
cleared for support under the
production-linked incentive scheme are
HP, Dell and Lenovo, which between
them control much of the domestic
market. 

Such foreign players are more likely to
depend on imported components and to
repatriate profits, which would further

add to foreign exchange outflows of
investment income.

Finally, India is not an important
producer of software products, with the
Indian market being largely serviced by
the likes of Microsoft, Acrobat, Oracle
and SAP. As computerisation proceeds,
these tendencies would intensify,
leading to increased foreign exchange
leakages through imports, royalty
payments and profit repatriation.

Thus, as time goes by, a substantial
share of the foreign exchange realised
through services exports is likely to leak
out, eroding even the balance of
payments benefits that the services
exports currently o�er. It is time India
uses the benefit of these earnings to
diversify activity within and outside of
services, including into new export lines,
to retain the flexibility that foreign
exchange access ensures.

Services exports as
growth engine

Services export boom has
bumped up forex earnings.
But growing reliance on
hardware imports could
fritter away that advantage

The surge in services exports points to an alternative path to development. 
But the evidence presents a complex picture

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH
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I
t is clear that the way in
which regulators are looking
at the work being done by

accounting firms has changed
over the last two decades. 

In the US, the accounting firm
Arthur Andersen self-collapsed in
2002 thanks to their negligence
during the audits of Enron and
Worldcom. In 2024, the US
Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC) has shut
down the accounting firm BF
Borgers due to “massive fraud”,
“deliberate and systematic
failure” and running a “sham
audit mill”.

BF BORGERS CASE

SEC charged the firm, BF Borgers,
and its founder, Ben Borgers with
falsely representing to clients that
its audit work would comply with
US standards, and fabricating
documentation. It said Borgers,
one of the most prolific auditors
of US public companies, was
responsible for one of the largest
wholesale failures by gatekeepers
in our financial markets. Without
admitting or denying the SEC’s
findings, the firm has agreed to
pay a $12-million penalty and Ben
Borgers to pay $2 million. 

Borgers has expanded rapidly
to become auditor to hundreds of
small and microcap companies,
but the SEC said that
three-quarters of its audits were
faulty. The agency said it was
stepping in to permanently close
what it called a “massive fraud”
and “sham audit mill”, and it told
Borgers’ clients they would need
to check past financial statements
in case they contained errors. 

The firm’s deliberate and
systemic failure to meet
professional standards a�ected
more than 1,500 company filings,
the SEC said. Borgers built the
eighth-largest client list of any US
audit firm in just 15 years while
still operating out of a
single-storey building in a suburb
of Denver, Colorado. 

Its latest regulatory filing
showed it had just 50 sta�, 10 of
whom are certified public
accountants. Borgers himself
signed o� on more than 140 audit
opinions in the past year. 

His firm was found to have a
100 per cent deficiency rate in
audits inspected by the Public
Company Accounting Oversight
Board, the Colorado state board
of accountancy fined him $5,000
earlier this year for bad audits of
retirement plans and Canada’s
audit regulator barred BF Borgers
from operating in that country. 

The SEC’s order barring the

firm from public auditing leaves
more than 170 US public
companies searching for new
accountants. SEC said it would
monitor the situation and advised
companies they were entitled to
limited extensions for filing their
financial results if needed. The
SEC also stated that issuers
should consider whether their
filings may need to be amended to
address any reporting deficiencies
arising from the BF Borgers
engagement.

QUANTITY OVER QUALITY

A look into the order of the SEC
brings out the fact that the
auditor in question was focusing
only on quantity of audits and not
on the quality of audits. The firm
clearly did not have the resources
to handle a large number of audits
with only 50 sta� out of which
only 10 were CPAs. One can
expect many companies for which
Borgers was the auditor to restate
their financial statements in due
course.

In India, the National Financial
Reporting Authority (NFRA) has
been penalising auditors and
audit firms who have been
negligent in the discharge of their
duties. Rule 11(6) of the NFRA
Rules empowers NFRA to take no
action, impose a monetary
penalty, ban the auditor from
doing certain types of audits or
impose a penalty and ban the
auditor for a certain period of
time. Till date the NFRA has
issued more than 60 orders
imposing monetary fines on
auditors and/or banning them for
some time. 

The Code of Ethics and other
regulations from the Institute of
Chartered Accountants of India
limit the number of audits that
firms and their partners can do in
India. Due to this, one may not get
an audit firm running a sham
audit mill in India provided audit
firms ensure that the entities they
audit do not cross the line with
respect to compliances.

The writer is a chartered accountant

Curbing audit frauds

Mohan R Lavi

AUDIT FIRMS. Need for
accountability /ISTOCKPHOTO

The Borgers case in US is a cautionary tale
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Shell-shocked NDA coalition bows out
In an unexpected reversal of fortunes, the Congress and its allies and the Left
parties on Thursday handed out a severe drubbing to the BJP-led NDA coalition at
the Centre. Proving all the exit polls and political pundits wrong by a large margin,
the Congress combine, as per the latest trends and declared results, has emerged
as the single largest party and is all set to stake claim to form the next government. 

Vajpayee pledges to support the new govt
Shortly after resigning, the Prime Minister, A.B. Vajpayee, on Thursday said, “our
hand of cooperation”, would be extended to the new government in all its
endeavours that are in the interest of the nation and people. “We have given up
o�ce, but not our responsibility to serve the nation. We have lost an election, but
not our determination,” he said in an address to the nation. 

Markets rebound
The financial markets heaved a sigh of relief on Thursday as election results
erased uncertainties and fears over a hung Parliament. Prices of equities, currency
and bonds recovered as news of Congress leading ahead of NDA reached
markets. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Threw carelessly (5) 

04. Upholder of contrary 

belief (7) 

08. Trade association

members (9) 

09. Fellow (3) 

10. Made wide and thorough

search (7) 

12. Thin strip of wood (4) 

14. Drape (7) 

17. Fellow (4) 

18. Most warm (7) 

20. Hostelry (3) 

21. Singer (9) 

23. Item of wearing apparel (7) 

24. Kinds (5) 

DOWN 

01. Thoroughly

self-investigative (4-9) 

02. Complete 

agreement (6) 

03. Open-handed (8) 

04. Possesses (3) 

05. File (4) 

06. Move as small 

child (6) 

07. Buildings;

interpretations (13) 

11. Of the Netherlands (5) 

13. Films (8) 

15. Style (6) 

16. Below-ground 

storage (6) 

19. Pain (4) 

22. Louse-egg (3)

ACROSS 

01. Was a throw-away worn over the shoulder? (5) 

04. He doesn't hold the established view that the rice is 

wild (7) 

08. A French one on : is a back-street for card-carrying

members? (9) 

09. He's the fellow to put something on (3) 

10. Made a roving search and got cleaned out (7) 

12. The last to get the third ahead is long, thin and wooden (4) 

14. Final comedown in the theatre (7) 

17. A bloke who had a book that this man hawked around? (4) 

18. The very latest news, that one is least able to grasp? (7) 

20. Where refreshment may be got at the wicket, 

begin to negotiate (3) 

21. Singer opposed to a lot of change (9) 

23. What's worn by male customer getting arm in? (7) 

24. Categorises the athletic pursuits quietly excluded (5) 

DOWN 

01. Critical examination of black music looking for

something new? (4-9) 

02. Complete agreement achieved by us in no 

disagreement (6) 

03. Liberal transmitter of heredity with sour potential (8) 

04. Is not one of the have-nots involved in high 

aspirations? (3) 

05. File snake right ahead (4) 

06. Move a little way (6) 

07. Interpretations that may have been piled together (13) 

11. Sort of treat that's self-financing: double it? 

Nonsense! (5) 

13. Ancient inhabitant of our islands sure to change 

the images (8) 

15. Style of a girl taken in by a man's address (6) 

16. It may hold a lot of wine or a little salt (6) 

19. Stomach expanding may reveal something hurtful (4) 

22. Use needles, one hears, for what isn't wanted ahead (3)

EASY

ACROSS 2. Limit 5. Pipe 7. Flag 8. Nominate 9. Advocate 11. Soon 12. Octogenarians 15. Bone 17. Election 19. Contract 21. Bide 22. Crop 23. Tinge 

DOWN 1. Melodic 2. Log 3. Mania 4. Tempera 5. Pun 6. Patio 10. Ozone 11. Shift 13. Elegant 14. Noonday 16. Odour 18. Eaten 20. Top 21. Bee

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2438

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2437

NOT SO EASY

REUTERS

ht
tp

s:/
/t.

m
e/

AllN
ew

sP
ap

er
Paid



OPINION 9 
>  STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

T
he last financial year, 2023-24 (FY24), was good for private banks and 

excellent for public-sector banks (PSBs). Net interest income in aggregate 

expanded for all banks and net interest margins have been sustained for 

the most part. Non-interest income too has increased as banks have devel-

oped better cross-selling mechanisms and generated more fee income. Across the 

board, gross non-performing assets (GNPA) have reduced sharply. Net NPAs have 

also declined. Provisions have been reduced or reversed in many cases, as sticky 

loans have been recovered, resulting in higher profits and lower credit costs. Interest 

income has grown 38 per cent year-on-year (Y-o-Y) for private banks and 26 per 

cent Y-o-Y for PSBs in FY24 compared to FY23. 

NPAs have reduced both nominally and as a percentage of advances. Aggregate 

GNPAs for PSBs stood at ~3.4 trillion in March 2024, versus ~5.4 trillion in March 

2022. Net NPAs stood at ~72,544 crore in March 2024, versus ~1.54 trillion in March 

2022. GNPAs stood at ~1.24 trillion in March 2024 for private banks, versus ~1.74 

trillion two years ago. Net NPAs for private banks were around ~29,000 crore in 

March 2024, versus ~40,500 crore two years ago. Most banks have managed to keep 

net NPAs below 1 per cent while reducing provisions. As a result, most banks now 

boast stronger balance sheets. The stock market response in this context is worth 

analysing. The National Stock Exchange’s private bank index has returned 6 per 

cent in the last year, underperforming the benchmark Nifty 50 (up 20 per cent). The 

Bank Nifty, which includes both private banks and PSBs, while being overweight in 

private banks, returned 8.3 per cent. The PSB index returned 78 per cent. 

PSBs had much lower valuations and much more in the way of bad loans. 

Although private banks still receive higher valuation discounts and have better bal-

ance sheets, the dramatic improvement in PSB balance sheets has meant a positive 

re-rating for many of these. Outperformers with triple-digit returns include Bank of 

Maharashtra, Punjab National Bank, Indian Overseas Bank, Union Bank, and Central 

Bank. These were among the institutions with the largest GNPA and net NPA over-

hang. In contrast, State Bank of India, and Bank of Baroda, which are the two 

strongest and best-capitalised PSBs, have received less recognition from the stock 

market, though they have returned 40 per cent plus, which is objectively good. 

Among the private majors, HDFC Bank, for instance, has seen negative returns 

in the past year, with the market still uncertain about the impact of its amalgamation 

with HDFC. In many ways, banks seem to be looking at a positive future. They are 

anticipating strong demand for corporate credit as growth accelerates and also 

hoping for easing of monetary policy and rate cuts as and when the inflation rate 

declines to the legally mandated target. However, the central bank has raised risk 

weighting for several categories of unsecured loans and proposed increasing provi-

sioning for infrastructure-related loans in an apparent attempt to prevent overheating. 

Also, as credit-deposit ratios are tightening, banks are being forced to raise interest 

rates on deposits and this will impact interest margins. While tighter control by the 

Reserve Bank of India will affect profits in the near term, the sector is in good health. 

From the macroeconomic standpoint, the banking sector is now well placed to sup-

port the revival in private-sector capital expenditure.

The power gap
Battery storage systems can maximise RE

R
enewable energy (RE) is the key to achieving India’s commitment under 

the Paris Agreement. To this end, the government had set a challenging 

target of adding 500 Gigawatt (Gw) of RE power by 2030. So far, the 

installed capacity of RE power — mainly solar and wind — is 136 Gw as 

of March 2024, up from just 35 Gw in March 2014. But this relatively encouraging 

four-fold increase in RE installed capacity has never matched its actual contribution 

to electricity supply. Last financial year, for example, RE accounted for about a 

third of installed power-generating capacity. But it contributed to only about 13 

per cent of the electricity supply. Thermal power accounted for 76 per cent. 

This mismatch between the installed capacity in wind and solar power and 

supply has been a staple of the Indian power scene for some years now. It contrasts 

with the United States and European Union (EU), where wind and solar generate 

21-22 per cent of electricity. In some EU countries, RE accounts for more than half 

the power supply. The key reason for India’s sub-par RE performance is a technical 

reason that grid operators refer to as the “duck curve” of high supply and low 

demand. This trend is partly the result of shifts in peak demand. Earlier demand 

peaked during office hours; now growing electrification in urban and semi-rural 

India and an increasingly prosperous middle class owning air-conditioners and 

refrigerators have created a new peak in the evening hours. The problem is that RE 

generation is not by its nature in sync with peak demand patterns since it can be 

generated only when the sun shines or the wind is blowing. Thus, it is likely to be 

available mostly during daylight hours when the demand is not all that high but is 

unavailable during the evening-hour peak. Increasingly hot summers are likely to 

keep power demand on the boil — for instance, in March this year, peak power 

demand rose to 221 Gw, against 208 Gw in March 2023. With late snowfall expected 

to limit hydro power generation this summer, coal-fired plants will likely do the 

heavy lifting in terms of meeting demand. This situation is unlikely to help India 

reach even its admittedly distant Paris Agreement commitment of net zero by 2070. 

The key to integrating RE into a round-the-clock availability of power to 

cope with demand cycles is battery energy storage systems (BESS). But here, 

high capital costs have been a traditional deterrent. This issue is now being 

addressed by a flurry of recent policy initiatives. In September last year, the gov-

ernment endorsed viability gap funding for BESS. It aims to establish 4,000 

Mwh of BESS projects by 2030-31 and will provide financial assistance of up to 

40 per cent of the capital cost. Detailed guidelines were announced in March. In 

December, India became a member of the BESS Consortium, led by the Global 

Leadership Council of the Global Energy Alliance for People and Planet, which 

provides generous concessionary finance for BESS projects. These initiatives 

are in the early stages but urgently demand fast-tracking if RE is to become a 

meaningful component of India’s energy mix and underline the authenticity of 

India’s climate-change commitments.
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R
egardless of who wins the election, the new 
government’s primary focus will be imple-
menting what has been promised in its elec-

tion manifesto. Much of this will involve funding of 
new welfare schemes in the Budget, which will be 
presented in the middle of the year. However, the 
real need is for redesigning development strategy 
to bring us closer to the goal of growth with equity. 

There are some long-term deficiencies in our 
development performance and some shortfalls that 
recent data indicates, which require measures:  

(i) to stimulate the growth of private consumption 
and corporate investment; 

(ii) to promote the growth in productive jobs; 
and, related to this, a policy for small and medium 
industries that encourages them to grow; 

(iii) substantial improvements in education, skill 
development, and healthcare to make our labour 
force more suitable for newer occu-
pations; and 

(iv) connected with all this, greater 
respect for the need and the benefits 
of effective federalism. 

First, let’s consider the need to 
stimulate private consumption. The 
most recent National Accounts 
Statistics (NAS) show a drop in the 
annual rate of growth of consump-
tion from around 7 per cent between 
2011-12 and 2018-19 to a little over 4 
per cent in the past five years.(Table 
1.1 NAS 2024).  

In fact, the second advance estimate for 2023-24 
shows only a 3 per cent growth in private consump-
tion. In a large country like India, a slowdown in 
private consumption growth will affect corporate 
investment. That is why the recent NAS shows a 
drop in the annual rate of growth of private corporate 
investment from a little over 10 per cent between 
2011-12 and 2015-16 to under 5 per cent in the years 
since then until 2022-23. (Table 1.11 NAS2024). 

This may be due partly to the slowdown in 
exports of goods and services (as a percentage of 
gross value added, or GVA, down from 28 per cent 
in 2013-14 to 20 per cent in 2019-20 with some recov-
ery in the post-Covid year). However, except for a 
few sectors, corporate investment is driven by 

domestic demand growth, which is shaped by what 
happens to private consumption. 

What could the slowdown of growth in private 
consumption be due to? It is not higher savings, as 
the NAS (Table 1.14 NAS 2024) shows a decline in 
household savings as a percentage of household 
income from 29 per cent in 2011-12 to 23 per cent in 
2022-23. In my view, it is because of a shift in income 
to higher-income groups, reflected in the rising 
demand for higher-end durables and consumer 
products. The slower income growth of lower-
income groups probably is the main factor behind 
slow consumption growth.  

The assessment of income inequality in India is 
widely diverse, particularly in recent years, perhaps 
due to its political fallout and data deficiencies. But 
let me point out one obvious element in income dis-
tribution — the fact that according to the Periodic 

Labour Force Survey (PLFS) of 
2022-23, about 46 per cent of the 
workers are in agriculture, while 
the share of agriculture in the 
national level GVA is 18 per cent, 
with a significant part of it accruing 
as returns to land ownership.  

Add to this another group of 
widely exploited workers who are 
generally casual employees: The 
workers in construction, who were 
also badly affected by the Covid 
shutdown in March 2020. They 
account for 13 per cent of the work-

force and have access only to a part of the 8 per cent 
share of construction in GVA. One can add more to 
support the thesis of low bargaining strength of 
workers — the fact that only 21 per cent of those 
employed have regular wage/salary income and 18 
per cent are just helpers in a household enterprise 
(Statement 6, PLFS 2022-23). Note also that in the 
non-agricultural sector, 74 per cent of the workers 
are in proprietary and partnership enterprises 
(Statement 8, PLFS 2022-23), many of which are  
beyond the control of labour laws. 

Enforcing laws about worker’s rights does matter 
and should be done. But the key answer is a devel-
opment policy that aims at creating new productive 
jobs at a rate higher than the growth of the work-

ing-age population for about a decade.  
This will stimulate the shift of workers out of agri-

culture and improve the wage market environment 
for the bulk of workers. Such an effect can be seen in 
the earnings of workers in regions where productive 
job creation exceeds local working population growth 
or where social factors strengthen the bargaining power 
of labour. One example of this is the difference in the 
daily wages of male non-agricultural workers in Tamil 
Nadu relative to the national average. (~482 against 
~348). The difference is also large in other migration-
dependent states in the South and the North-West1. 
Migration can help and, according to the Census, this 
increased from 33 million workers in 2001 to 51 million 
workers in 2011. But migration is not a sufficient answer 
for the expected growth in the working-age population, 
particularly in the North. The key lies in accelerating 
the growth in productive jobs in the North. 

I believe a major factor is the dynamism of small 
enterprises. The more dynamic ones can be startups 
in new areas arising from demand growth and tech-
nology changes, either as  input suppliers or as initial 
final product suppliers for local demand. However, 
the policy incentives given to them, particularly by 
way of exemptions from control regulations, tend to 
persuade them to remain small. This should be avoid-
ed, and they should be encouraged to expand from 
small to medium and even medium to large.   

The other dimension of productive job creation 
is systematic attention to national value chains, 
which, with our steadily improving physical and 
digital infrastructure, can connect the northern 
states, where job creation is a more acute necessity, 
to the higher-growth southern and western states.  
The rapid emergence of e-commerce and digital 
payment systems can also help in this. 

Effective job creation requires the availability 
of adequately qualified workers. This will require a 
more effective system for skill development than 
what we have had so far. One can go a step further 
and work also to improve the quality of education 
and healthcare, which provide not just greater 
equality but also a better basis for the availability 
of an effective workforce.   

These measures can lead to a rise in incomes 
because of a higher rate of productive job creation, 
particularly in regions where the need for a shift from 
agriculture to manufacturing and services is more nec-
essary. It will stimulate consumption demand, and 
through that, investment and growth, benefitting all 
states. But one qualification is important. Most of the 
measures required will have to vary significantly from 
state to state. Hence, our national policies should really 
formulate just a broad strategy and leave sufficient 
financial and decision-making room for states to 
design and implement more specific measures.   

Therefore, my request to the new Union gov-
ernment is to fulfil your hand-out promises. But 
also, undertake the measures required to accelerate 
growth with equity and understand and respect 
the geographical variation of needs and possibili-
ties in the country. 

1. RBI, Handbook of Statistics of Indian States,  

2022-23, Table 113; desaind@icloud.com 

C
ompetitively priced electric air taxi rides 
can significantly change urban living, as 
well as real estate benchmarks. There is ris-

ing interest in this segment from the aviation 
industry, the automotive sector, and property 
developers, among others. 

“I think we are going to see interest from real 
estate operators accelerate over the next few years,” 
JoeBen Bevirt, founder and chief executive officer 
of Joby Aviation, told BloombergNEF. The 
California-headquartered Joby plans to launch elec-
tric air taxi services in 2025. It manufactures an elec-
tric vertical takeoff and landing, or 
eVTOL, aircraft — capable of carry-
ing four passengers in addition to 
the pilot — and will run the service.  

“Real estate is the world’s largest 
global asset class, and it is all about 
location, location, location. With 
eVTOLs, you can move seamlessly 
from one location to another,” he said. 

The electric air miles race includes 
other eVTOL companies like Lilium, 
which aims for the first piloted test 
flights later this year, Volocopter, and 
Archer Aviation. Eve Urban Air Mobility, a subsidiary 
of Brazil’s Embraer, holds orders for nearly 3,000 
eVTOLs, with the aircraft expected to enter into ser-
vice in 2026. Hyundai’s company, Supernal, aims to 
begin initial test flights of its electric air taxi by the 
end of the year and launch service in 2028. Japan’s 
SkyDrive began production in March at the plant 
owned by the official production partner — Suzuki 
Motor Company. Cumulative outstanding orders for 
eVTOLs already number over 10,000. 

Self-driven or autonomous eVTOLs would be 
next. “We believe the quickest way to bring eVTOL 
flight to the public is with a piloted aircraft, as cur-
rently regulatory agencies don’t have a path to certify 

fully autonomous aircraft,” Mr Bevirt said. 
In terms of emissions, they could beat battery-

powered cars. “Our target is to have lower grams of 
CO2 equivalent per passenger kilometre (or mile) — 
on a life-cycle basis — than riding an electric car on 
the ground, and yet you are able to get to your des-
tination more than five times faster,” Mr Bevirt said. 

India’s record auctions 

India awarded a record 20 gigawatts of capacity in 
clean energy auctions in the first quarter of 2024, 
compared with 1.2 Gigawatts (Gw) in the same period 

last year, according to the most 
recent update from BNEF. The top 
winners during the quarter were 
JSW Energy, Avaada and ReNew. 

The share of complex auctions 
— involving multiple technologies 
— has been rising, and dominated 
the first quarter awards, at 9.7 Gw. 
Standalone solar auctions totalled 
9.2 Gw, while wind projects added 
up to 1.2 Gw.  

In terms of cumulative renew-
ables capacity auctions (completed 

and announced), India is next only to China, accord-
ing to data compiled by BNEF, with Germany, 
Denmark and France rounding out the top five.  

India’s cumulative installed solar capacity has 
crossed 80 Gw, and accounts for almost a fifth of 
the total installed capacity of about 440 Gw. 

Energy storage 

Long-duration energy storage — defined by BNEF 
as energy storage that delivers more than six hours 
of charge and discharge — is a growing market. 

An advanced compressed air energy storage solu-
tion offered by Hydrostor looks fairly cost-compet-
itive. “The cost to add one hour of storage is about 

$50 per kilowatt-hour of storage capacity, which 
would compare to $200-300+ for a lithium-ion sys-
tem on a fully installed basis,” said Curtis 
VanWalleghem, CEO and co-founder of the compa-
ny. “When you look at the total value proposition: 
Low cost, long life, high performance, low impact, 
and easy to site and permit...we think it is a very 
compelling alternative.”  

Hydrostor has more than a dozen projects in the 
pipeline, with two projects at an advanced stage in 
Australia and in California. Key investors in the com-
pany include Goldman Sachs Asset Management 
and Canada Pension Plan Investment Board. 

Solar panel prices 

The price of solar panels has been falling and creat-
ing challenges for countries trying to seed a domestic 
manufacturing industry.  

The current slump is “irrational” and there’s only 
a small probability it will continue, Jinko Solar 
Chairman Li Xiande said in a joint presentation 
hosted by the Shanghai Stock Exchange. 

Chiming in, Trina Chairman Gao Jifan said: “The 
price of photovoltaic modules is currently at a low 
level, and there’s limited room for further decline.”  

Importing cheap panels enables ultra-competi-
tive solar power generation, but there is a tradeoff 
that leaves manufacturers and project developers 
standing on different sides of the fence. A group of 
solar manufacturers in the US have sought addi-
tional tariffs aimed at the solar supply chain in 
Southeast Asia. New tariffs may inflate module 
prices in the US to about three times the price paid 
on the global free market, BNEF estimates. This 
would increase the cost of building solar projects in 
the US and hurt solar developers. 

The writer is a New York-based senior editor – global policy 

for BloombergNEF, vgombar@bloomberg.net 

‘Affordable’ electric air taxis 

Improving bank balance sheet will support growth

Gaining strength

T
his book uses a nice mix of anec-
dotes plus data to look at the dark 
underbelly of Digital India. It goes 

on to examine demographic and socio-
logical trends that drive India’s fascina-
tion with the related areas of cryptocur-
rency, crimes involving crypto, and the 
deep Dark Web. 

The book also takes a mildly 
haphazard look at the policy space. The 
fact that the policy description is mildly 
haphazard is not the author’s fault. 
She’s done a good job in imposing some 
degree of coherence in her description 
of a policy environment that is actually 
very haphazard and chaotic. 

There’s a lot to unpack here so I will 

attempt to summarise what the reader 
will learn. One, as India has digitised, 
and created a structure for smooth 
electronic transfers of cash, it has 
become increasingly vulnerable to 
“faceless” cyber-scams. 

It has a large population of elderly 
non-tech savvy folks, who are shaky 
when it comes to digital security. It has 
corporations and government 
organisations that are casual about data 
security. It has been late in legislating 
laws to safeguard data privacy, and 
those laws have grey areas. People in law 
enforcement struggle to understand 
data security and cybercrime. The 
ambiguous policy attitude about crypto 
makes it even harder to police. 

Second, India also has a huge 
population of young, tech-savvy, 
unemployed people with access to 
smartphones and cheap data plans. It is 
easy for them to create, or to get sucked 
into get-rich-quick schemes. They 
naturally gravitate to crypto, and they’re 
amoral when it comes to shady 
practices since in many cases, they’re 

driven by desperate need. 
Unemployment, demonetisation, and 
the pandemic have all helped to 
turbocharge the move into crypto. 

Third, India has a large diaspora with 
a constant flow of inward and outwards 
remittances. It is much easier, quicker 
and cheaper to do transfers under the 
radar using crypto. This means a wider 
acceptance of crypto even among people 
who are otherwise techno-conservative. 

There’s a lot of masala in the book 
centred on young men (there is a gender 
skew in the space, though there are plenty 
of women traders) who have pulled off 
spectacular scams and hacks in the cyber 
realm. There’s plenty of entertaining 
characters portrayed in these tales of 
skulduggery. Those are the anecdotes. 

Hacking crypto wallets is one 
favourite game. Another route to quick 
money is the “rug pull” — this is the 
launch of new crypto coins, sales of 
which are followed up by 
disappearances, or by the coin dropping 
to zero. Setting up fraudulent exchanges 
(where one can list newly dreamt up 

coins) is a scale-up of this concept. 
Another popular scam is the offering of 
absurdly high returns in variations of 
ponzi schemes involving crypto. 

A fourth growth area is ransomware 
— all sorts of desi 
firms and institutions 
have been hacked 
with the data 
encrypted and 
decryption keys 
being made available 
on payment in 
crypto, of course. 
Selling data on the 
Dark Web, including 
readymade know 
your customer (KYC) 
kits that enable 
people to set up fake accounts, is 
another popular pastime. Drug deals 
done via the Dark Web is another target 
of opportunity. There are dark rumours 
in government circles of terror funding 
through this route. 

In addition to all this, there is the 
practice of cross-border transfers using 

crypto. Some of this activity is attached 
to money-laundering and round-
tripping. But a lot of the cross-border 
transfers consist of migrant workers 
sending small sums — $200 or $500 
equivalent — home to families through 
the quickest, cheapest route.  

At various times, the Reserve Bank of 
India has tried to cut off the bank 

financing of crypto 
trading but the 
Supreme Court 
stopped that. The 
Securities and 
Exchange Board of 
India doesn’t like 
cryptos either but it 
doesn’t have a 
framework for 
regulating either coins 
or crypto-exchanges. 
The government can’t 
decide how to classify 

these assets, but by imposing taxes it has 
effectively legitimised them.  

In the midst of all this, there are 
millions of Indians, maybe a hundred 
million Indians, regularly dabbling in 
crypto trading. Small towns and semi-
rural geographies are deeply penetrated 
by crypto culture. Many of these traders 

also surf the Dark Web. Some host 
websites there. According to one 
statistic cited in the book, about 26 per 
cent of Dark Web users are Indians. A 
large proportion of Dark Web users do 
normal stuff — chat, play games, and so 
on in an environment where they are 
not under surveillance by nanny states, 
or policed by their parents. 

But a minority are deeply involved in 
Dark Web markets that are the world’s go-
to places for drugs, weapons, malicious 
code, porn, and pirated content and data. 
Every Dark Web transaction involves the 
use of crypto currency, so practically 
anyone who uses the Dark Web has a 
crypto-trading profile. 

This is a meticulously researched, 
well-written book that lays out the state-
of-the-art across these connected spaces. 
It sources and cites data from multiple 
places. The author also conducted 
extended interviews of entrepreneurs 
(legit and criminal), law enforcement 
personnel, and influencers. The book 
explicates the ecosystem and presents 
the varying perspectives of people who 
operate in this environment without 
being judgmental. It is as good an 
overview of India’s love affair with crypto 
as you will find.

India’s clandestine love affair with crypto
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The increase in the Muslim population has taken place largely because of 
their poverty and illiteracy. resulting in high fertility HT PHOTO

I
ndia’s achievements in science and tech-
nology under Prime Minister (PM) Naren-
dra Modi is no exception to criticism from
the Left-liberal circles. However, there has

been significant progress in the Science and 
Technology (S&T) sector in the last 10 years. 
Long-term and sustainable financial commit-
ment to S&T is essential as most projects are of
a long gestation. Gross R&D expenditure has 
doubled from ₹ 60,000 crore in 2010-11 to ₹ 1.2
lakh crore last year. The total expenditure of 
Council of Scientific and Industrial Research 
(CSIR) has gone up from around ₹ 3,200 crore
in 2013-14 to ₹ 6,700 crore in 2021-22.

Several forward-looking policy decisions
were taken by the Modi government to foster 
this sector. For instance, the 2015 start-up pol-
icy has become a key driver of the rapid growth
of start-ups in India. Similarly, the recently 
announced National Research Foundation will
be an integrated funding agency (broadly based
on the National Science Founda-
tion, United States) with a sanc-
tioned financial outlay of ₹ 14,000 
crore over the next five years, or 2.5
times of the amount approved to its
previous avatar, Science and Engi-
neering Research Board. Last year,
14 autonomous biotechnology insti-
tutes under the department of bio-
technology were brought under one
apex body (Biotechnology Research
and Innovation Council), bringing about signif-
icant synergies.

Investment in S&T has resulted in signifi-
cant enhancement both in quality and quantity
of outcomes. In terms of the number of scien-
tific publications, India’s ranking went from 7th
in 2010 to 5th in 2015 and now 3rd in 2023, 
behind China and the US. In scientific research,
the quality of publications has more value than
their quantity. Even on this parameter, India’s
rank in the Global Innovation Index (based on
80 parameters by the World Intellectual Prop-
erty Organisation) jumped from 81 in 2013-14 to
40 in 2023.

There have been significant advancements
in protecting indigenous technologies in terms
of filing patents. India’s patent filing has grown
significantly in recent years — in 2022, it regis-
tered the largest increase of 22%. India is now 
ranked seventh in terms of resident patent fil-
ing. In 2022, 82,000 patent applications were 
filed in the Indian Patent Office and 34,000 pat-
ents were granted. The Indian Patent Office 
granted over 100,000 patents between March 
15, 2023, and March 14, 2024. The Centre has 
also announced significant concessions on cap-
ital gains tax if the intellectual property (IP) 
generated by Indian entities is monetised, fur-
ther encouraging commercialisation of IP. The

launch of the Quantum Computing Mission, 
Semiconductor Mission, India AI Mission, and
National Biopharma Mission, further proves 
India’s long-term commitment to cutting-edge
technologies.

India now figures in the global telecom stan-
dards map with indigenous IP incorporated 
into “5G and beyond” technologies. The pan-IIT
project on 5G has indigenously developed 5G 
systems and technology that has been trans-
ferred to the Tata group. Similarly, India’s suc-
cess in developing indigenous vaccines against
Covid-19 would not have been possible without
the active support of DBT.

As of April 2024, over 127,0000 start-ups had
been officially recognised — close to 30% more
than the number last year. The start-up ecosys-
tem received a boost from a sector-specific 
funding programme. For example, the number
of bio incubators (funded by Biotech Industry
Research Assistance Council, DBT) has gone up

from six in 2014 to 95 in 2024. Tech-
nologies developed with the sup-
port of BIRAC have resulted in the
launch of over 800 products in the
market. Atal Innovation Mission
(AIM) is another unique initiative of
the Modi government. From incul-
cating the spirit of innovation in
school students (Atal Tinkering
Labs) to funding start-ups, it has
created and supported an entire

innovation ecosystem. Since its inception, more
than 10,000 tinkering labs have been estab-
lished in schools. As of now, 86 incubators and
more than 4,000 start-ups are supported by 
AIM. The participation of women in R&D is 
also growing. There were 67,441 women scien-
tists in 2020-21 as compared to 42,000 in 
2014-15.

These are some examples of how the Modi
government inculcated a culture of scientific 
innovation and entrepreneurship in India. Of 
course, the demands and aspirations of the 
society are going to grow significantly. The 
average R&D spend (as a percentage of turn-
over) by Indian industry is still lower than in 
developed countries and there is a significant 
gap in the participation of Indian women in sci-
ence, technology, engineering and maths 
(STEM). Specific schemes have been launched
by the government to address both issues.

In the last 10 years, the Indian mindset has
become more entrepreneurial. India is not only
among the largest consumers of the latest tech-
nologies but also an inventor of world-class, 
safe, secure and affordable technologies. 

Vijay Chauthaiwale is in-charge,
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tion of our politicians have read this book.
It is for this reason that one can appreciate

the importance of the Preamble of the Consti-
tution. On one page, the Preamble lists out the
vision of the Constitution. In this sense, the
Preamble has rightly been called the spirit of
the Constitution. Although this image is
attractive, it is also problematic since it redu-
ces the complexity of reading a text to a few
core concepts. The meaning of these core con-
cepts in the Preamble such as democratic, jus-
tice, equality, fraternity and secular are also
deeply contested. Is the Preamble the spirit
only because it simplifies a complex text? 

We can read the Constitution as a text writ-
ten in a language and search for its meaning.
Or we can discover the meaning of this text
without entering into this analysis. The spirit
of the text is a way to understand something
of the text beyond the meanings associated
with the language of the text.

When we encounter a word, we
naturally search for its meaning. But
the meaning of these words are only
more words, and each of these words
also have meaning. A word such as
secular in the Preamble can be
understood linguistically or it can be
understood in its spirit. What this
means is that our understanding of
this term is not restricted to language
but to a feeling, to a sense of knowing

what it means. Thus, one way to understand
the spirit of language is to recognise a domain
of feeling and experiences associated with lan-
guage, not reducible to the meanings of words
and sentences. Spirit connotes a sense of
escaping from various constraints of meaning
when seen from the perspective of language
alone. 

The word equality can be understood not
only in terms of its meaning but also in terms
of how it is experienced. This word can evoke
a sense of fairness, justice, a feeling of com-
passion towards all those who are not as for-
tunate as each one of us. To feel what the text
is saying is to have an emotional relation to
the text. 

So how does one discover the spirit of the
Constitution? First of all, the Constitution is a
document that is equally applicable to all,
which means that the meaning of the words in
it have to apply to all equally. How can one
understand this collective meaning? It can
only be understood when each one of us tries
to imagine this meaning from the perspective
of others, of all other citizens under one Con-
stitution. It is this imagination of the collective
vision that is the spirit of the text. 

What is unique to the Indian Constitution is
that this vision of the collective is driven from
the perspective of those who are the worst-off
in a society. The spirit of the word justice can
be found when we think about justice not
from one’s own perspective but from the per-
spective of those who are denied basic justice
in the same society. The spirit of justice is not
the technical meaning of the word justice, but
the felt feeling when imagined from the per-
spective of those who are denied these quali-
ties.

So, those who claim that they will protect
the spirit of the Constitution will first have to
protect the collective vision of all the citizens
irrespective of class, caste, religion and gen-
der. 

Sundar Sarukkai’s recent books include The Social

Life of Democracy and a novel, Following a Prayer.
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centage shares over time can easily be
misleading if these shares are highly 
unequal across communities, or have
arbitrary base years. The media has 
reported a decline of 7.82% in the share
of Hindus in the population, while 
Muslims have recorded an increase of
43% during 1950-2015. If this sounds 
really alarming, it is because of the low
percentage of the Muslim population 
in the base year. A similar calculation
would show that the share of Bud-
dhists has grown by over 1,500%. 
While the Hindu population as per the
1951 Census was 304 million, which 
went up by 661 million during 1951-
2011, the Muslim population increased
by only 114 million during this period.

Furthermore, the change in the
share of minorities at two points in
time with a gap of 65 years is likely to
give erroneous signals since it may be
attributed to contemporary develop-
ments. The increase in the Muslim
population has taken place largely
because of their poverty and illiteracy.
resulting in high fertility. The growth
rate of the Muslim population during
1951-61 was as high as 33%. In the sub-
sequent two decades, it fell to 31% but
went up again to 33% during 1981-91.

The rate, thereafter, has fallen contin-
uously, reaching 25% in 2001-11. In
contrast, the population growth for
the Hindus was 22% during 1951-61
and rose to 24% in the following two
decades. The rate, here, too, has gone
down sharply — as low as 18% in
2001-11. 

The EAC study’s findings have been
amplified by the media and political
entities. However, the findings are not
new. The census data itself has shown
that the growth rates of the Muslim
population have been higher than
that of the Hindu population. Corre-
spondingly, the TFR for Muslims con-
tinues to be higher than that of Hin-
dus as well as the SC/ST population.
These, understandably, lead to an
increase in the share of Muslims in
the population. But, there has been a
sharp decline since 1991. There is a
clear trend of convergence, both in
terms of population growth rate and
TFR, now over the past three decades.

Amitabh Kundu is professor emeritus,

L J University, Ahmedabad and
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T
he Indian Constitution is in the news
in this election. Some parties have
claimed that this election is about
protecting the Constitution. The

Prime Minister had earlier proclaimed that
the spirit of the Constitution was the spirit of
India. Almost all legal scholars and judges
refer to the importance of the spirit of the
Constitution. 

The Constitution is a written document
that can be read by all. Does the notion of the
spirit invoke something not explicitly stated
in the document? Is it an interpretation by
some people? Why is it that so many people
are suddenly invoking both the spirit and the
text of the Constitution today? Does this mean
that the spirit is different from the words in
the text? 

The Constitution is the book of the people.
It belongs to each one of us. It impacts each
one of our lives, whatever our background. It
protects us as well as liberates us.
But it is not an easy text to read. How
many of us have, and can, actually
read that book? It runs to over 400
pages. It is filled with definitions,
qualifications and descriptions of
various acts. If this is a book of the
people and for the people, then
should it not be understandable to
all the citizens of the country? 

The language in it can be decep-
tively simple, as well as bureaucratically
dense. Consider the example of Fundamental
Rights. The first two rights under this are the
right to equality and the right against discrim-
ination by the State. It is not easy to under-
stand these concepts of equality and discrimi-
nation. Firstly, there is ambiguity in the
meaning of these words. Secondly, these
words are part of sentences and that structure
restricts their meanings. Thirdly, these sen-
tences do not seem to match the reality on the
ground for millions of citizens. Fourthly, what
follows these sentences are qualifications of
various kinds. 

For the Constitution to become opera-
tional, these words have to be interpreted by
specialists — lawyers, judges and scholars in
these fields. The meaning of words such as
equality, justice and discrimination cannot be
taken as the popular meaning people may
have of them. These become technical words
and scholars from different disciplines spend
a lot of time (and words!) trying to uncover
their meaning. 

If this is the case with two simple lines in
this book, imagine what it means to read the
whole book. Who actually reads it other than
lawyers and judges? Forget the person on the
street, it would be a surprise if even a frac-

{ OUR TAKE }

Preparing for 
La Nina days

Kathmandu shouldn’t 
politicise map dispute

T
he Nepal government’s decision to put a map 
showing disputed regions along the border with
India as Nepalese territory on new currency notes

has triggered a row in Kathmandu, with the president’s 
economic advisor being forced to quit over his remarks 
against the move. Chiranjivi Nepal, a noted economic 
export, had characterised the government’s move as 
“inappropriate” and flagged that political rhetoric 
should not be institutionalised by giving shape to it in 
the form of currency notes. The politics being played in 
Nepal with the map can have serious repercussions for 
bilateral ties, especially given that similar claims by the 
Himalayan country in 2020 soured ties. 

That year, Nepal’s Parliament passed a 
constitutional amendment to endorse a new political 
map that claimed the areas of Lipulekh, Kalapani and 
Limpiyadhura, which have for long been under 
India’s control. This was in response to the Indian side 
opening a strategic road connecting Dharchula and 
Lipulekh. The issue lingered like a dark cloud over 
bilateral relations till the two sides agreed to address 
the border issue through established mechanisms. 
The Indian side also made it clear that Nepal’s 
“artificial enlargement of claims” wasn’t based on 
historical fact and violated the existing understanding 
to address outstanding boundary issues through talks. 

Besides the disputes over two stretches at Kalapani
and Susta, the rest of the India-Nepal boundary has 
been settled. These boundary disputes ought to be 
discussed through existing mechanisms between the 
two governments and away from the public glare, so 
that contentious issues can be sorted out in a spirit of 
give and take. Unfortunately, that is not the direction 
in which Kathmandu appears to be moving. 

C
onditions have turned favourable for the La Nina
phenomenon in the next few months, according
to the Climate Prediction Centre of the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration of the

US. This holds both promise and warning for India. La 
Nina, historically, is associated with heavy rainfall 
during the southwest monsoon, which arrives in early 
June. The rains — the India Meteorological Department 
has already predicted an above-normal monsoon with 
estimated rainfall of 106% of the long period average — 
would be a welcome relief for the parched land in the 
Deccan, especially parts of Marathwada, which have 
faced drought-like conditions this year. Southern India 
and Uttarakhand have already started to receive pre-
monsoon showers. 

A good monsoon would also mean better crop 
yields, and, hopefully, relief from high food inflation. 
Last year’s El Nino saw a below-par monsoon (94.4% 
of long period average), which resulted in food grain 
production falling by 6% in the 2023-24 crop year 
over the preceding year, and caused retail food 
inflation to spike to 8.52% in February. The room for 
the central bank to ease rates narrowed significantly 
despite overall inflation remaining within its 
tolerance band, and the Union government opted for 
export bans and restrictions, which it relaxed a few 
days ago. Clearly, an abundant monsoon is likely to 
bring much relief to both farmers and consumers.

That said, the La Nina prediction is also a warning
to be prepared for disruptive rains, which have 
become frequent and potent with the advent of the 
climate crisis. Warming, many experts hold, has 
caused monsoon patterns to turn erratic, with large 
volumes of precipitation being concentrated over a 
short period and weeks of unseasonal dry weather. 
Landslides and floods in Himachal Pradesh last year, 
and the 2018 floods in Kerala are evidence of the 
devastating consequences of changing monsoon 
behaviour. State and local governments need to be 
prepared with contingency plans and drills. From 
assessment of disaster management readiness to 
audits of dams, flood signalling and early warning 
systems, they must contend with long task lists.

A different challenge awaits urban centres, which 
have faced the brunt of downpours in recent years. Cities 
including Delhi, Bengaluru, Chennai, and Mumbai, have 
all had their inadequate physical infrastructure exposed. 
Unplanned and illegal developments have resulted in 
encroachments on tanks, lakes and wetlands and 
destroyed natural drainage systems. Municipal 
governments need to recognise this and prepare now.

A
t an international confer-
ence in the early 1980s,
Bagicha Singh Minhas,
the newly appointed
chair of the National
Sample Survey Organisa-

tion, claimed that several global insti-
tutions often produce data on income
of countries without knowing their
population. The Prime Minister’s Eco-
nomic Advisory Council’s (EAC-PM)
analysis of the changing pattern of the
religious demography of 197 countries
over the period from 1950 to 2015,
without considering the changes in
religious denominations and geo-
graphical boundaries, is reminiscent
of this. EAC-PM uses dataset Version
2.0 RCS dm, supported by the Associ-
ation of Religion Data Archives,
which provides yearly data on 97 reli-
gious denominations for over two
centuries, tapping information from a
large number of sources that have
diverse scopes, different timeframes
and overlapping coverage, but whose
statistical robustness has not been
established in the domain of research.

The dataset used in the study,
“Share of Religious Minorities: A
Cross-Country Analysis (1950-2015)”,
unfortunately, does not belong to an
archive, maintained by any country or

the UN system. The purpose of the
study is a research paper, produced
by the creators of the dataset, which
through multiple statistical analyses
shows that “religious characteristics
are significant factors in explaining
the socio-political developments in
the contemporary world”. A few of
the issues of comparability and
authenticity of the data are noted by
the authors. Interestingly, this dataset
gives yearly figures for countries that
have had no population cen-
sus in the recent past. For
example, the set has yearly
data by religion for Afghani-
stan although the last census
there was conducted in the
seventies. Researchers must
be encouraged to probe
issues in unchartered terri-
tories when these have high
socio-political significance.
One can agree with the
authors that “religious char-
acteristics influence political
processes and outcomes far
more importantly than con-
ventionally understood”.
There is a need to probe
these even when the where-
withal is inadequate. 

The EAC-PM report
would not have become a matter of
political debate but for the strong
inferences it has drawn, which do not
clearly emerge from the global data.
The authors make a purposive depar-
ture from the original premise of
“abstracting away from the causes” in
the analysis of change. In 2020, a

Technical Group constituted by the
government gave macro projections
of the rural and urban population up
to 2036 — but without disaggregation
by religion. It was generally accepted
that there have been significant dips
in total fertility rate (TFR) for minor-
ity groups in recent years. The use of
global databases and unverifiable
assumptions would be acceptable for
academic research for answering lim-
ited research questions. However, an

Advisory Council presenting
such readings to the PM is a
matter of concern.

The key hypothesis of the
EAC report is that the rising
share of minorities in the
total population “is a good
proxy for the status of
minorities in a country over
time. … a society which cre-
ates a hostile environment
for minorities and/or denies
them access to public goods
and services is more likely to
witness a decrease in their
share of the overall total
population”. The authors
clearly ignore the differential
impact of economic well-be-
ing and access to public
goods and services on popu-

lation growth at different levels of
deprivation. One does not have to be
an expert demographer to see that
communities in most countries grow
at a sluggish pace due to their higher
levels of income, education, modern
values and access to technology. 

Statements on the growth in per-

Demography politics 
misses the big picture
Population growth and 
fertility rates have been 
falling among both 
Hindus and Muslims 
in India since 1991

A

{ S JAISHANKAR } EXTERNAL AFFAIRS MINISTER

P
An FTA with EU is the most 
complex FTA because there are 
lot of non-trade issues involved. 
My expectation is going into the 

next term... it would definitely 
be one of our trade priorities

Reading Constitution 
at the time of elections
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State and local government must be prepared 
to deal with heavy rainfall, possible flooding
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ASUSE data is deeply problematic. It defeats 
the very purpose of such an annual survey: 
providing timely data on the country’s  
informal sector to policymakers, investors, 
researchers, startups and ordinary citizens. 

It seems plausible that the pandemic hit 
small informal enterprises harder than large 
formal firms. But whether informal firms 
recovered faster or slower in the post-pan-
demic period can be known with certainty 
only once ASUSE results are revealed.

It is possible that the ASUSE data will be 
used for the next GDP base-year revision 
exercise. Releasing the data ahead of that 
exercise would give data users a chance to 
scrutinize this new data-set and provide 
national accountants important feedback 
ahead of the base revision. If it is withheld 
till then, data users could be in for a rude 
shock when the next base revision occurs.

Perhaps someday in the distant future, 
Mospi’s mandarins will deem it fit to release 
a quarterly series on the informal sector 
based on the ASUSE or similar surveys. And 
maybe that series will be incorporated in the 
estimation of quarterly GDP numbers. If so, 
we might get some sense of the dynamism 
and volatility of India’s dual-track economy. 
Till then, the informal sector will grow each 
quarter simply by assumption.

economists Amey Sapre and Aditya Sinha 
(‘Measuring India’s manufacturing sector 
remains a data challenge,’ Mint, 15 May 
2023). 

Speaking to The Economist recently, 
India’s former chief statistician Pronab Sen 
argued that the old GDP series (2004-05 
base year) may have captured real growth 
rates more accurately. In an earlier inter-
view to The Wire, Sen had argued that 
India’s recent growth numbers were likely 
to be overestimates because of how informal 
sector growth was being measured. Sen 
argued that the post-pandemic recovery 
had been slower for informal firms. But 
since the GDP numbers relied on formal-
sector proxies to estimate informal-sector 
activity, these were likely to be over-esti-
mates.

Another former chief statistician has 
expressed disagreement with Sen’s view. 
Writing in Mint, TCA Anant argued that the 
official growth figures may in fact be under-
estimating informal sector growth (‘India’s 
informal sector could be adding more value 
than we know,’ 13 December 2023). Anant 
marshalled wage data from the Periodic 
Labour Force Survey (PLFS) to suggest that 
the informal sector has been buoyant.

Two former officials of the ministry of sta-

B
arely a week goes by these days with-
out an economist or policy wonk 
debating India’s growth numbers. 

Establishment economists are seen to lam-
bast India’s economic statistics one day and 
defend them the next. Even statisticians 
have joined the debate, with some of them 
expressing doubts over the official growth 
figures. There are three key points of con-
tention: the use of an untested corporate 
database, the manner in which nominal 
growth rates are being deflated to arrive at 
real (inflation-adjusted) growth rates, and 
the assumptions used to estimate informal 
sector growth.

Problems arising from the new corporate 
database have been acknowledged by Bibek 
Debroy, chairman of the Economic Advi-
sory Council to the Prime Minister. “In com-
parison with the deficiencies of the ASI 
(Annual Survey of Industries), the MCA-21 
(the new corporate database) gave rise to 
significant measurement challenges,” wrote 
Debroy in an article co-authored with the 

vested stock options, etc, implying that 
those who could defer gratification 
were more valued by employers. It was 
broadly believed that success was 
squarely the responsibility of the indi-
vidual and her ability to defer gratifica-
tion. However, this interpretation over-
simplified the complexities of human 
behaviour by placing the entire onus on 
the individual, neglecting crucial socio-
economic and psychological factors 
that contextualize all decision-making.

The traditional interpretation of the 
marshmallow test assumed uniform 
backgrounds and similar ‘experienced 
beliefs’ among all participants. It pre-
supposed that the promise of future 
rewards is universally credible, which 
may not be true for kids from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds, and thus 
failed to appreciate disparities that can 
influence a child’s decision. Children 
from less well-off homes experience less 
stability and are less likely to trust that 
promised rewards will actually materi-
alize. Their reluctance is not a failure of 
self-control, but a rational response to 
their ‘lived experiences.’ This was cor-
roborated by variations of the test that 
first shaped the children’s trust by con-
sistently fulfilling or breaking promises. 
It was found that those who experi-
enced reliability were far likelier to wait 
for the second marshmallow, which 
suggests that trust is a crucial part of the 
decision to delay gratification.

There are other psychological and 
emotional aspects at play too. Children 
raised in nurturing environments 
where promises are consistently kept 
are more likely to develop the optimism 
and patience necessary to wait for 
greater rewards than those growing up 
in unpredictable environments.

These implications of experiences 
with trust or mistrust equally affect 
adult behaviour in the workplace. 
Employees who learn to mistrust prom-
ises will prefer immediate gratification, 
influencing their career choices and 
performance. This preference mani-
fests in a propensity for switching jobs 

that offer quick rewards instead of 
believing employer promises of long-
term benefits that require sustained 
effort, patience, and, most importantly, 
trust in the employer. This becomes 
especially important when dealing with 
a young workforce whose lived experi-
ences may have comprised broken 
promises. Broken by the doublespeak of 
politicians, for example, or by the 
duplicity of role models caught in 
scams, or by deceitful business interac-
tions or by unfortunate experiences as 
part of a broken family. When a child 
sees the two pillars of her world break 
their promise to each other, it is natural 
for them to be sceptical of promises.

This should propel organizations, 
especially those facing heavy attrition, 
to introspect and gauge the trust index 
of their leadership and organizational 
culture as a whole. If employees aren’t 
‘loyal’ or don’t seem to be reposing 
much faith in longer-term promises, 
then the question to be asked is not 
whether those promises are attractive 
enough, but whether the lived experi-
ences of employees play a role in their 
perceptions of assurances. If the organi-
zational culture fosters an environment 
of intimidation and punitive action, or 
places physical presence at work above 
emotional engagement, alignment over 
innovative action, hierarchy over capa-
bility and conformity with the status 
quo over contrarian thinking, then  
there would surely be some dissonance 
between what the organization pur-
ports and what it actually practices. A 
dissonance that erodes trust.

In re-evaluating the marshmallow 
test for today’s corporate environments, 
leaders ought to reflect on how they cul-
tivate trust and commitment. Success is 
not solely about promising future grati-
fication, but also ensuring that work 
environments have the consistency and 
reliability needed to make promises 
credible. If employees consistently 
seem to prefer a bird in hand to two in a 
bush, it’s a reflection of the trust index 
of the organization and its leadership.

I
n the 70s, Stanford professor Walter 
Mischel designed the famous marsh-
mallow test, which became synony-

mous with the relationship between 
one’s ability to delay gratification and 
long-term success. Two options were 
given to a group of children under the 
age of five. They could either eat a single 
marshmallow placed in front of them 
immediately, or choose to wait for 15 
minutes, after which they would get two 
instead of one treat. The idea was to see 
who was able to control the impulse of 
immediate gratification versus delaying 
it for a larger prize later. Over decades, 
follow-up studies on children appeared 
to confirm that those who waited 
tended to achieve higher educational 
attainment, better health and greater 
professional success. The results were 
compelling, suggesting that patience 
and self-control could predict higher 
scholastic test scores, better emotional 
well-being and superior social skills, 
supporting the belief that self-discipline 
is a key determinant of success.

This construct of deferred gratifica-
tion found its way into organizations 
too, suggesting, for example, that young 
graduates who valued rich experience 
over higher remuneration options in 
the early stages of their career would be 
more successful eventually. The con-
struct’s logic also seeped into the 
reward mechanisms of organizations in 
the form of variable pay, bonuses, 

A clear worker preference for instant rewards over deferred gratification should act as a warning  
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Why keep data on informal enterprises under wraps?
PRAMIT BHATTACHARYA

F
or efficiency, the form of an instru-
ment must follow its function. This 
logic applies to India’s defence too, 
which is why there is no valid argu-
ment against aligning our armed 
forces to focus on potential theatres 

of war. How well we fare could depend on how 
well we’re geared for hostilities on a particular 
front—be it western, northern or maritime. As 
a departure from the legacy of different forces 
armed and trained apart for land, air and sea 
combat, it may seem disruptive to go in for a 
theatre-focused overhaul, but a better fighting 
stance would be worth the effort. This rationale 
is well understood in policy and defence circles. 
Yet, the going has been slow. Nearly half a dec-
ade after the country appointed its first chief 
of defence staff (CDS) to oversee this project, 
reports recently surfaced of a concrete plan for 
integrated theatre commands (ITCs) to replace 
the old command system. As proposals go, it is 
inarguably pragmatic in terms of the leadership 
roles and command centres it envisages.

Apart from a CDS on top of an apex apparatus 
for defence, the reported plan would have a 
vice-CDS appointed of a general’s rank (or 
equivalent) to look after strategic planning, 
capability development and procurement 
matters. It also envisions a deputy CDS of a lieu-
tenant-general’s level to overlook operations, 
intelligence and asset allocations. For the idea 
of getting India’s Army, Navy and Air Force into 
joint formats for action in specific theatres to 
prove effective, how the chain of command will 
work is crucial. Under the plan, as reported, all 
forces assigned to the western theatre facing 
Pakistan will be under Jaipur’s army base as 
their command headquarters, those braced for 
China in the northern theatre will be placed 

under the Lucknow base, and India’s joint sea-
facing forces will be commanded by a base in 
Coimbatore. While the three existing service 
chiefs will continue to lead their three classic 
forces designed for land, air and sea warfare, 
combat operations will be led by top-bracket 
officers who have a strategic view of an entire 
theatre in all its satellite-scanned complexity. 
Who will perform which role is expected to be 
chalked out later, as also the details of how 
armaments and other resources will be carved 
up or shared to optimize their use.

While care must be taken to ensure no reck-
less moves are made that might expose chinks 
in our armour, the adoption of a defence shield 
based on task-oriented ITCs should not be pro-
longed beyond a point. Crucially, it must not 
distract our strategists from the challenge of an 
equipment upgrade and all that it would imply 
if our forces are pressed into action. The very 
concept of ‘military command’ is under debate, 
globally, and we must keep pace with evolving 
doctrines. This is not just about taking a posture 
on nuclear weapons that’s strictly in line with 
their stated purpose. Tech-enabled warfare has 
shrunk the old gaps between identifying a tar-
get, taking a decision, and acting upon it, as AI 
algorithms can do all three in a flash without 
any human restraint. This poses a dilemma. 
Studies on new technologies are usually kept 
under wraps, but the ‘collateral damage’ that 
autonomous weapons may cause is reason 
enough to deploy these with extreme caution. 
The extent to which we are ready to tolerate 
inaccurate AI-led strikes must have a consensus 
not only among military commanders, but 
among the rest of us as well. Let’s align forces 
to fend off threats the best way we can, but also 
aim for utmost accuracy in our use of firepower.

Theatre-focused armed 
forces: Speed up please
Integrated theatre commands should boost India’s defence preparedness. We must get the 

basics of this plan right even as we address the ‘command’ dilemma of tech-enabled warfare
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Equity prices continue
to defy gravity even 

though exit polls have 
often been wide off the 
mark. That’s the reason 
markets lurched wildly 
when the counting of votes 
ended in 2004 as well as 
2009. Neither is it any 
secret that the economy is 
facing strong headwinds 
such as high inflation, an 
investment collapse, 
overleveraged companies 
and a weak banking sector.

The NSE’s VIX index, 
based on the implied 
volatility of stock options, 
has risen since the 
beginning of April. It is 
often used as a gauge of 
fear in trading rooms. 

But it’s significant that 
even the VIX fell on 
Tuesday as investors seem 
to have taken a Narendra 
Modi victory for granted. 
Perhaps they are betting 
correctly; perhaps not.

The market gurus are 
already on television 
screens predicting a 
vertiginous rise in equity 
prices—the sort of message 
small investors lap up with 
glee. It is good that share 
prices are now in a new 
territory but it is a territory 
full of landmines.
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Floating 
on hope
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MANGALORE CHEMICALS

Poddar and 
Mallya launch 
counterbid

B Y  P . R .  S A N J A I  &  

M A N I S H  B A S U

·························
MUMBAI/KOLKATA

The battle for control of
Mangalore Chemicals
and Fertilizers Ltd took a

decisive turn on Tuesday after
UB group chairman Vijay Mallya
and Kolkata-based industrialist
Saroj Kumar Poddar announced
a joint counter-bid to take on
Deepak Fertilisers and Petro-
chemicals Corp. Ltd, which on
23 April launched a hostile bid
to seize majority ownership in
the farm input maker.

Capping months of negotia-
tions, the two finally  joined
forces to neutralize the threat
faced by Mangalore Chemicals,
a UB group firm, said a person
close to Poddar, asking not to be
named. The counter bid for 30.8
million shares, or 26% in Man-
galore Chemicals, priced at
`68.55 a share, is to be funded
by Poddar’s Adventz Group,
which, in turn, will get to “par-
ticipate” in the management of
the target company.

Poddar is “on the right side of
this takeover battle, unlike
Sailesh Mehta (Deepak Fertilis-
ers’ chairman)”, this person
added.

“We will examine the coun-
ter-bid and along with our in-
vestment bankers review our
options,” said a spokesperson
for Pune-based Deepak Fertilis-
ers.

The agreement between
Mallya and Poddar, struck on
Monday, could eventually lead
to the latter taking full control of
Mangalore Chemicals, but for
now he or one of his nominees
will be appointed director on

the board of the target compa-
ny. 

Mallya has a so-called put op-
tion on his 22% stake in Manga-
lore Chemicals, but it isn’t im-
mediately clear when he is go-
ing to cash out. “He can decide
for himself when he wants to
exit,” said the person cited
above.

UB group spokesperson Pra-
kash Mirpuri said it was “not in
a position to discuss anything
beyond what is stated in the
press note”. Mallya did not reply
to a Mint question seeking com-
ment on the possibility of exit-
ing from Mangalore Chemicals
at a later stage.

When Poddar started acquir-
ing equity in Mangalore Chemi-
cals a little over a year ago, he
was seen to have been brought
in as a white knight to ward off
other suitors such as Deepak
Fertilisers. Poddar has always
maintained that he wouldn’t
launch a hostile bid on Manga-
lore Chemicals,  describing
Mallya in interviews  as a
“friend”.

Mallya and Poddar jointly
own 38.4% of Mangalore Chem-
icals, according to regulatory fil-
ings. Because they need to se-
cure only about 12% more of the
company’s shares to get unas-
sailable control, the combine is
seen to be ahead in the race vis-
à-vis Deepak Fertilisers, which
has, over the past few months,
built a 25.3% stake in the com-
pany and has lately bid for 26%
more. Only about 36-37% of
Mangalore Chemicals’ shares
are widely held. The rest are
with the three entities vying for
control.

Both the bids are, however, at
a discount to the current market
price of Mangalore Chemicals’s
shares, which shot up to `75.45
each on BSE in early trade on
Tuesday, but eventually closed
at `70.55 each, up 10 paise or
0.14%, while the Sensex gained
1.36%. Compared with the
`68.55 offered by the Mallya-
Poddar combine, Deepak Ferti-
lisers’ bid is modest at `63—it
has already been raised once
from Rs61.75 for compliance
with takeover laws.

At current market price, 30.8
million shares—or a 26% stake
in the firm—are worth `217.4
crore.

In the light of the latest devel-
opment, Deepak Fertilisers is
unlikely to get into a “bidding
war”, said Ravi Shenoy, assistant
vice-president (mid-cap re-
search) at Motilal Oswal Securi-
ties Ltd, a broking firm. It may
weigh other options such as de-
manding a board berth on the
strength of what it already owns

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Joint bid, to be funded 
by Adventz Group, 
seeks to neutralize 
Deepak Fertilisers’ 
takeover attempt

Govt accepts 
proposal to 
loosen rules on 
sale of DRs

B Y  A S I T  R A N J A N  M I S H R A

asit.m@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The finance ministry has ac-
cepted the recommenda-

tions of a committee that pro-
posed a more liberal regime for
Indian companies to access
funds from overseas markets
through the sale of so-called de-
pository receipts (DRs).

The committee headed by
M.S. Sahoo, a former member of
the capital markets regulator Se-
curities and Exchange Board of
India (Sebi), had proposed al-
lowing the sale of DRs against
any underlying security—equity
or debt—by any issuer, whether
listed or unlisted. Only listed
companies have until now been
allowed to sell DRs and only
against underlying equity shares.

DRs are securities sold outside
of India by a foreign depository
on the back of underlying Indian
securities, deposited with an In-
dian custodian such as a com-
mercial bank. Companies are al-
lowed to raise capital abroad
through American depository re-
ceipts traded on the New York
Stock Exchange or global deposi-
tory receipts traded in financial
centres such as London, Luxem-
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The S&P BSE Sensex rose above 
24,000 points for the first time 
on Tuesday in intra-day trading 
after exit polls predicted that 
the Narendra Modi-led 
Bharatiya Janata Party is likely 
to form the next government. 
BSE’s 30-share Sensex gained 
as much as 2.2%, or 517.94 
points, to 24,068.94 

TOPPING
24,000

B Y  K A R T H I K  S H A S H I D H A R

feedback@livemint.com
·························

If there is one image that might
give opinion polling profes-

sionals nightmares, it would be 
that of former US President Harry
Truman holding up a copy of the
Chicago Tribune with the head-
line “Dewey defeats Truman”.
The Tribune had conducted a tel-
ephonic opinion poll during the
1948 presidential elections which
pointed to a resounding victory 
for Republican challenger Tho-
mas Dewey. The opinion poll re-
sults were so definitive that the 
Tribune decided to pre-empt the
actual counting of votes and de-
clare Dewey the winner. 

As it turned out, it was Truman
who had romped home to a mas-
sive victory in the polls, defeating
Dewey by a margin of 303 to 189
collegial seats, leading to massive
embarrassment for the Tribune. 
It was a case of textbook “sam-
pling bias”—in 1948, only the
most affluent Americans had tel-
ephone lines, and affluent voters
had voted overwhelmingly in fa-
vour of the Republican Dewey. It
was not the first known case of 
sampling bias, either.

TURN TO PAGE 6®

Exit polls: 
keep a pinch 
of salt handy

B Y  M A U L I K  P A T H A K

maulik.p@livemint.com
·························
AHMEDABAD

With exit polls clearly indi-
cating that Gujarat chief

minister Narendra Modi is the
odds-on favourite to be India’s
next prime minister, the buzz in
his citadel, Gandhinagar, has
now moved on to the composi-
tion of his Prime Minister’s Of-
fice (PMO). 

Modi’s close associate Amit
Shah, the architect behind the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP’s)
revival in Uttar Pradesh—if exit
polls are to be believed—and
Modi’s unofficial aide-de-camp
for years, will continue to play
the part in an official capacity in
the PMO, say people close to
Shah. 

None of them, like almost
everyone else Mint spoke to for
this article, wanted to be identi-
fied. 

The PMO, located in New
Delhi’s South Block, has always
been a centre of power. It usual-
ly comprises a minister (who
has a minister of state rank), an
advisor (who has the same
rank), the national security ad-
visor (also the same rank), a
principal secretary, a communi-
cations advisor and a secretary
and joint secretary. 

According to people in Gan-
dhinagar with knowledge of the
matter, K. Kailashnathan,

Modi’s chief principal secretary,
and A.K. Sharma, additional
principal secretary, may find
themselves in the PMO. 

KK, as Kailashnathan is pop-
ularly known, is considered the
second most powerful man in
Gujarat—reinforcing the per-
ception that most strong chief
ministers depend more on bu-
reaucrats than on their cabinet
of ministers. 

Over the past 35 years, he has

been chief executive officer
(CEO) of the Gujarat Maritime
Board, industries commissioner
and principal secretary of the
urban development depart-
ment. He retired as additional
chief secretary to the chief min-
ister in 2013 but was immedi-
ately appointed as chief princi-
pal secretary in the chief minis-
ter’s office. The post was spe-
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ON THE GROUND

Will this be Modi’s PMO team?

B Y  N I L A N J A N  

M U K H O P A D H Y A Y

feedback@livemint.com
·······················

That Narendra Modi, the
man who will likely be

India’s next prime minister,
enjoys a unique connection
with the masses is evident to
anyone who has attended
one of the man’s election
rallies. 

Modi seems to enjoy the
attention—which probably
dates back to his fondness
for theatre when he was
young. Back then, he often
played the role of Jogidas

Khuman, the Robin Hood-
type character popular in
Gujarati folklore.

Modi’s childhood pro-
vides other interesting clues
on how he grew up to be the
man he is. 

Why, for instance, did
Modi join the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)
as a child? As an eight-year-
old from a lower-middle
class, backward caste fami-
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The making of the 
political leader
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bers simply reflected the assumptions made 
by national accountants during the base-re-
vision exercise.

Recognizing this data gap, Mospi rolled 
out a new annual survey of informal enter-
prises in 2019. The first round of the Annual 
Survey on Unincorporated Sector Enter-

prises (ASUSE) was experi-
mental, and ran from Octo-
ber 2019 to March 2020. 
Since then, two full-
fledged ASUSE annual 
rounds (2021-22 and 
2022-23) have been com-
pleted and a third round is 
underway (2023-24), a 
Mospi official said in 
response to a right-to-in-
formation (RTI) query by 
this writer.

However, no ASUSE 
data has been released so 
far. While Mospi released a 

fact-sheet of the new consumer expenditure 
survey (HCES 2022-23) earlier this year, 
ASUSE numbers remain under wraps.  My 
queries on whether (and when) ASUSE fact-
sheets might be released elicited no 
response.

The ministry’s refusal to release the 

tistics and programme implementation 
(Mospi), Sanjay Kumar and N.K. Sharma 
challenged Anant’s conclusions, since they 
were based on nominal wages (without 
adjustments for inflation). Once nominal 
wages are adjusted for inflation, wage data 
indicates “stagnation” rather than buoy-
ancy, they wrote (‘The per-
formance of the informal 
sector demands in-depth 
analysis’, Mint, 24 Decem-
ber 2023). 

Till recently, India 
lacked an annual survey of 
informal firms. Other than 
agriculture—for which 
annual data is available—
estimates of informal sec-
tor output have typically 
relied on crude proxies or 
past trends. National 
accountants would derive 
the base-year estimates of 
value-addition in this sector based on the 
results of the most recent quinquennial sur-
vey of unincorporated enterprises. But 
growth estimates for subsequent years 
would be extrapolated from historical 
trends or proxy indicators. 

Hence, the informal-sector growth num-

The results of 

a new survey 

rolled out to 

plug a big gap in 

GDP estimation 

haven’t been 

released so far 

Organizations must foster trust 
to win employee commitment
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With youth on the rampage,

Flavoured condoms the rage.

Soaked in water, there is magic,

Because the drink gives a kick.

In Durgapur, this addiction is centre stage.

ht
tp

s:/
/t.

m
e/

AllN
ew

sP
ap

er
Paid



LIVEMINT.COM
VIEWS TuESDay, 14 May 2024

NEw DElhi 15

T
he Government of India’s decision to 
replace the minimum wage in the 
country with a scientifically calcu-
lated living wage by 2025, with 
expertise from the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO), is wel-

come. India’s National Floor Level Minimum 
Wage (NFLMW) of ₹176 ($2.1) per day, last 
updated in 2017, is one of the lowest in the Asia-
Pacific region, surpassed by China’s $11.9, Viet-
nam $6.5 and even Bangladesh’s $3.7. Brazil’s 
minimum wage of $47 per day is closer to the fig-
ure in developed economies like Australia ($14.8 
per hour), the UK ($14.1) and the US ($7.2). While 
India’s minimum wage remains unchanged, the 
government routinely updates its dearness allow-
ance (DA) for central government employees. As 
the name suggests, DA is meant to compensate for 
inflation and it was last increased by 4% in March 
2024, along with related allowances.

It’s time India aligns the floor minimum wage of 
₹176 per day with the cost of living and inflation, 
or replace it with a living wage considering 
expenses on food, transport, housing, education, 
healthcare, etc, as defined by ILO for a decent 
standard of living. 

Indian states have their own minimum wage 
mechanisms, usually exceeding the national floor, 
with larger states revising it annually. However, 
discrepancies remain across states for the same job 
role. This is on account of varying living costs, 
industrialization levels and labour availability. For 
example, the minimum wage for a security guard 
ranges from ₹521-580 per day in Karnataka and 
₹395 in Uttar Pradesh to as low as ₹176 in Nagaland.

The current monthly minimum wages ranging 
from ₹7,000 to ₹20,000 across states are not ade-
quate for a family to maintain a decent standard of 
living. The Household Consumption Expenditure 
Survey 2022-23 estimates the country’s average 
monthly per capita consumer expenditure at  
₹3,773 in rural India and ₹6,459 in urban areas, 
which indicates that the current state minimum 
wages fall short for a family of four, especially with 
5-6% inflation. With low female workforce partic-
ipation and most formal jobs offering mostly min-
imum wages to skilled/semi-skilled employees, 
while a few highly skilled workers earn above it, 
current wage norms impact the majority of India’s 
workforce and particularly households that rely 
on a single earner.

For social and economic reasons, there exists a 
strong case for increasing the minimum wage or 
transitioning to a living-wage policy. Socially, it 
could alleviate poverty, reduce inequality and 
improve living standards. Economically, 
increased incomes are likely to boost spending 
and stimulate the Indian economy. While initial 
savings may limit the immediate spending 

impact, sustained wage growth could eventually 
drive up demand, particularly for affordable 
housing, and lead to increased mortgage loans 
and home ownership over time.

Those who oppose minimum wage hikes worry 
about a potentially negative impact on hiring, 
especially by smaller enterprises that may be 
unable to absorb increased wage costs. 

What do studies say? One conducted in Indone-
sia found that wage hikes decreased work hours 
and formal employment, while a South African 
study on domestic workers showed that a wage 
increase had minimal impact on employment. 
With a lack of India-specific studies, it’s uncertain 
if minimum-wage hikes would hinder recruit-
ment in the formal sector, where much emphasis 
is placed on the value of human resources and 
larger firms have a greater capacity to pay more.

It’s time to raise minimum wages 
or adopt a living wage approach
Strict implementation could elevate standards of living across India and support economic growth by driving up demand 
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L
ike legions of disgruntled former 
employees who preceded him, How-
ard Schultz took to LinkedIn last week 

to complain about what had gone wrong at 
his old company. Without naming names, 
the former Starbucks CEO—who all but 
founded the coffee chain—slagged his suc-
cessor, writing that after such a significant 
quarterly earnings miss, “there must be 
contrition” and that the company should 
“own the shortcoming without the slight-
est semblance of an excuse.” 

Schultz has a point. The quarter was a 
disaster: Sales fell for the first time since 
2020 and earnings came in well below 
expectations, with William Blair analyst 
Sharon Zackfia calling the results a “stun-
ning across-the-board miss on all key met-
rics.” The company’s earnings call did not 
leave investors with a lot of confidence that 
it had the situation under control; shares 
plummeted as much as 16% the day after 
the company reported, the most since the 
early days of the pandemic.

But if Schultz really wants to see Star-
bucks turn around, the best thing for him 
to do at this point is butt out. The LinkedIn 
post was just the latest example in Schultz’s 
long history of meddling and backseat 
CEO-ing—tendencies that may very well 
have kept Starbucks from finding a 
stronger candidate to replace him. 

Any advice Schultz has to offer should 
come alongside a bit of that contrition he’s 
talking about. He conveniently omitted an 
important piece of context in his LinkedIn 
post—that he has only been off the Star-
bucks board since September and out of 
the CEO chair for just more than a year. It 
really is not possible for things to have gone 
this far sideways so quickly. Some of the 
company’s problems began on Schultz’s 
watch, chief among them setting expecta-
tions too high on his way out the door. 
Between the time Starbucks announced 
Laxman Narasimhan as the next CEO and 
when he started the job, Schultz intro-
duced an aggressive growth plan during 
the company’s biennial investor day. Since 
then, Narasimhan has had to lower gui-
dance several times.

Even if Schultz does think the new 
regime is fully at fault, he has only himself 
to blame for bringing Narasimhan on as his 
hand-picked successor. In an unusual 
arrangement, Narasimhan joined Star-
bucks as ‘incoming CEO’ in the fall of 2022 
and was supposed to work closely along-
side Schultz until he fully took over in 
March 2023. The move was meant to give 
Narasimhan, who was previously the CEO 
of British consumer goods company Reck-

itt, more retail experience. It is highly possi-
ble that Narasimhan, a relative unknown in 
the US market, was not the board’s first 
choice to replace Schultz. 

Running Starbucks looks great on paper, 
but a CEO or rising star at another com-
pany may have said no to the job because 
it’s not particularly fun or easy to step into 
the shoes of an iconic leader like Schultz. A 
2019 study from PricewaterhouseCoopers  
found that executives who followed long-
standing CEOs had annualized total share-
holder returns that were four percentage 
points lower than their predecessors. And 
the longer the predecessor was CEO, the 
worse the replacement performed. The 
successors were also much more likely to 
be ousted.

Schultz has made the job look even less 
desirable, twice boomeranging back into 
the CEO spot to displace the company’s lat-
est leader. He returned to Starbucks for the 
first time in 2008, replacing Jim Donald, 
and the second time in 2022, replacing 
Kevin Johnson. His returns have sent a 
message to CEO candidates that when 
times get tough, the board’s knee-jerk 
reaction is to bring back Schultz. One 
research firm has already said that it 
expects Schultz to be back as Starbucks 
CEO during the 2025 fiscal year.

Schultz has a history of undermining 
new leaders. He famously wrote in a Valen-
tine’s Day memo leaked while Donald was 
running the show that the company’s 
stores “no longer have the soul of the past.” 
And once he replaced Johnson, he had no 
problem throwing him under the bus. 
Schultz took employees’ attempts at 
unionization as a personal affront and cited 
it as one of the biggest reasons he returned 
as CEO yet again, saying that organizers 
showed up because the company “lost its 
way.” We can also assume that Schultz’s 
relationship with Narasimhan and the 
board has soured—otherwise he would 
have privately shared his advice rather 
than posting it publicly. 

With a financial quarter like the one he 
just had, Narasimhan could soon become 
a statistic: yet another ousted successor 
who followed a longtime CEO. 

If that happens and Schultz wants a 
strong replacement who can turn things 
around, the best thing he can do is delete 
his LinkedIn account. ©BLOOMBERG

Schultz should give Starbucks’ 
CEO space and time to deliver

The founder’s shadow could make the coffee chain difficult to run

Howard Schultz has a record of criticizing 

new leaders of Starbucks AP
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tors produce more accurate and engaging 
content by assisting with research, coming 
up with creative ideas and providing real-
time feedback. We need to veer towards 
these use cases instead of mindless videos.

To combat bad content, platform opera-
tors and developers should prioritize the 
development of algorithms that reward sub-
stance over sensationalism. This includes 
adjusting content promotion metrics from 
clicks to engagement metrics that reflect 
viewer retention and interaction quality. 
Plus, encouraging and promoting content 
verified for accuracy and depth could help 
elevate the standard of information on the 
internet. Even explicit material, for what-
ever it’s worth, could be improved.

Regulatory frameworks play a critical 
role. As GenAI evolves, so must our laws and 
regulations to ensure that content creation 
tools are used responsibly. Measures are 
needed to stop the spread of misinformation 
and protect copyrights so that creators get 
credit and compensation for their work.

While GenAI has the potential to revolu-
tionize content creation, its current trajec-
tory points towards a future cluttered with 
digital junk. We need government help; it is 
clear to me that Big Tech will regulate itself 
inadequately.

there seems to be little concern about the 
quality and utility of such content. The digi-
tal sphere, it seems, is increasingly littered 
with digital junk—clickbait videos and other 
posts that distract rather than inform or 
entertain us.

GenAI tools can create video, text and 
images from simple prompts. The idea is to 
‘democratize’ content creation (this word in 
the context of AI produces a visceral reaction 
in me, but that can wait for a future column). 
You no longer need to be a skilled videogra-
pher, writer or artist to produce content; AI 
does the heavy lifting. This has led to an 
explosion in content, often accompanied by 
a drastic drop in quality. The internet is fast 
becoming cluttered with what can only be 
described as useless content: videos that 
promise much but deliver little, articles that 
ramble on without offering insights, and 
images that catch the eye but not one’s imag-
ination.

The clickbait temptation is not new. Since 
the early days of print media, headlines have 
been crafted to attract readers, often at the 
expense of substance. GenAI has turbo-
charged this trend, enabling clickbait tactics 
to be used at scale. Such AI-generated pieces 
are frequently optimized for engagement 
rather than accuracy or depth. They lever-

T
he internet is already a dumping 
ground for all sorts of views and state-
ments with dubious claims to veracity. 

We bemoan echo chambers that feed people 
with misinformation and host content that’s 
not just blatantly false, but also likely to whip 
up a frenzy. Power mongers understand how 
‘mob mentality’ works online and use it to 
their advantage. The US under former presi-
dent Donald Trump’s incessant tweeting, 
right up to the attack on the Capitol complex 
in January 2020, is a shining example of how 
warped the digital world had become even 
before the rise of generative artificial intelli-
gence (GenAI).

Before GenAI, internet actors would use 
robot accounts to spew out questionable 
content. The phenomenon is worsening 
after GenAI burst upon the scene. We now 
contend with an AI-spewed deluge. How 
content is created and consumed is under-
going a shift. We marvel at the capability of 
new technologies to generate videos, write-
ups and more at an unprecedented pace, but 

Clickbait clutter: AI’s generating too much digital junk
SIDDHARTH PAI

is co-founder of Siana Capital, a 

venture fund manager.

inappropriate material) envisages loosening 
its usage policy to permit the generation of 
erotic content, or, more broadly, also to 
allow depictions of violence.

The impact on consumer trust is palpable. 
If intelligent users wade through irrelevant 
and misleading content, trust in digital plat-

forms begins to erode. 
This, in turn, can have 
broader implications for 
content creators and 
advertisers, who find it 
increasingly hard to engage 
sceptical and overwhelmed 
audiences.

Moreover, the rise of 
GenAI in content creation 
raises ethical questions. As 
AI tools lack the moral and 
ethical judgement of 
human creators, they can  
aid the spread of falsehoods, 
especially if guided by users 

with dubious intentions. If it could be done at 
scale, we need to ask ourselves: How much 
worse can it get?

On the flip side, the same technology that 
fuels the clickbait proliferation also holds 
the potential to enhance the quality of con-
tent. For instance, AI can help human crea-

age algorithms that prioritize clicks and 
views over quality. The result is a flood of 
content designed not to enlighten or inform, 
but to exploit weaknesses in human psychol-
ogy as much as the algorithms of search 
engines and social-media platforms.

Take the realm of video content. Plat-
forms like YouTube, Tik-
Tok and others are inun-
dated with AI-generated 
videos that often start with 
provocative titles or 
thumbnail images. Once 
clicked, these videos fre-
quently fail to deliver on 
their promise, offering 
superficial information 
stretched across several 
minutes to maximize 
engagement time and ad 
revenue. This wastes the 
viewer’s time and makes it 
harder to find meaningful 
content amid all the noise on the internet.

Speaking of titillation, OpenAI now says 
it’s searching for ways to ‘responsibly’ gen-
erate AI pornography (bit.ly/44DF5bO). 
Wired says it is unclear if OpenAI’s explora-
tion of how to make responsible ‘NSFW’ 
content (‘not safe for work,’ i.e., a term for 

Generative AI 

tools have led 

to a flood that 

regulation 

aimed at quality 

control might 

help abate 

In introducing a mandatory fair living wage, 
strict enforcement of wage regulations is crucial. 
Of India’s estimated 550-million-strong working 
population, only about a fifth are formally 
employed, with the rest being self-employed and 
casual labourers. Ensuring compliance across 
employee status, gender and skill level would 
pose a challenge. Government support, such as 
tax waivers, could ease the economic strain on 
smaller businesses during the initial phase of 
strict enforcement.

Additionally, enhanced minimum wages 
should not be accompanied by increased salary 
deductions for social-security benefits assured 
under provident fund and Employees’ State 
Insurance Corporation (ESIC) arrangements. 
Rather, the government must abolish ESIC con-
tributions by employees and reduce the 
employer’s ESIC contribution from 3.2% to 1.5%, 
which could be done easily because the ESIC has a 
₹65,000 crore surplus (which has been going up 
by ₹8,000-9,000 crore annually). 

For the Employees’ Provident Fund Organiza-
tion, the employee’s contribution should be 
reduced from 12% to 8% for monthly wages under 
₹15,000, while retaining 12% for those earning 
more, given that Indian workers display a prefer-
ence for higher take-home pay over social-security 
deductions, though this has been observed to be 
changing slowly.

Once established scientifically, the country’s 
minimum or living wage should be adjusted to 
inflation every two years. Strict implementation 
could help more individuals make the transition 
to formal employment, while raising living stan-
dards overall and supporting economic growth.

Wage variation
States like Delhi, Karnataka and Goa mandate the highest minimum wage in the country while 
Nagaland, Arunachal Pradesh and Rajasthan have set the lowest.

Note: Minimum wages in Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Telangana are classified differently, therefore, they are not included in this analysis. 

Indian states/Union territories with the highest minimum daily wage (in ₹) for unskilled and skilled workers and per 
capita income of these states (in �)

Source: Simpliance, RBI, MOSPI

State/UT  Skilled workers Unskilled workers Per capita income (2022-23)

816.00 

675.00 

639.00 

565.38 

535.00 

423.00

673.00 

581.00 

523.00 

503.42 

500.00 

490.00

444,768

219,518 

519,964

242,247

472,020

301,673

Delhi
(Effective 1 Oct 2023)

Karnataka
(Effective 1 Apr 2024)

Goa
(Effective 1 Oct 2023)

Maharashtra
(Effective 1 Jan 2024)

Sikkim
(Effective 11 Jul 2022)

Andhra Pradesh
(Effective 1 Oct 2023)

Indian states/Union territories with the lowest minimum daily wage (in ₹) for unskilled and skilled workers and per 
capita income of these states (in �)

State/UT  Skilled workers Unskilled workers Per capita income (2022-23)

235.00 

240.00 

283.00 

365.13 

483.00 

458.00

176.00 

220.00 

259.00 

297.00 

311.00 

378.00

142,363

141,373

136,771

159,419

156,149

205,645

Nagaland 
(Effective 14 Jun 2019)

Arunachal Pradesh 
(Effective 1 Apr 2016)

Rajasthan
(Effective 1 Jul 2021)

Tripura 
(Effective 1 Oct 2023)

Jammu and Kashmir 
(Effective 17 Oct 2022)

West Bengal
(Effective 1 Jan 2024)

SATISH KUMAR/MINT
MINT

AjIT IsAAc & T.V. MOhAndAs PAI
are, respectively, chairman of Quess Corp and 

chairman of 3One4 Capital. 
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ARS von Trier is one of   
the great auteurs of  this cen-
tury. His Melancholia (2011) is 
dedicated to Andrei Tarkovsky. 
It tells the story of  Justine 
(Kirsten Dunst), a young wom-
an suffering from acute mood 

swings and depression. She walks out of  
her marriage with a ‘nice’ young man 
before the wedding party is over. Through 
the party, Justine refuses to play  
the game. She makes love to a stranger, 
insults her boss—the head of  an adver-
tising firm who has just given her a  
promotion—estranges her loving sister, 
and generally busts the game. 

All of  it happens in one night. But it  
is a rather special night because a  
rogue planet, Melancholia, hitherto hid-
ing behind the sun, is approaching  
Earth and may collide with it. Until  
the last moment though, we are given to 
understand it might just drift by. 

Watching Trier’s movies is a visceral 
experience. Nothing is left to the  
imagination in his Antichrist or Nympho-
maniac, which along with Melancholia 
form a loose trilogy that tries to  
plumb the female unconscious. At the 
bottom, Trier appears to say that the fe-
male unconscious is as chaotic as the 
male one. His characters are proof  that 
he does not believe in game theory.

Game theory is a great invention of  
the mentally troubled mathematician 
John Nash. In application to social and 
political situations, it provides concep-
tual tools for the players, all of  whom  
are interdependent. The theory seeks to 
facilitate proportionate payoffs to  
every player. As a result of  this interde-
pendence, each player has to formulate 
his moves according to his/her payoffs. 
This probably works in a sporting  
event like football or even in a dire  
situation like war: a group working  
towards a goal. This is one reason  
Narendra Modi would like to forge his 
dream game of  One Nation, One Race.

In a new book—Reason To Be Happy: 
Why Logical Thinking is the Key to a Bet-
ter Life—which I have been reading in 
spells when Trier gets a bit too trying, 
economist Kaushik Basu makes the  
case for a wider application of  game the-
ory. Basu writes: “An exciting research 
agenda is to create a more sophisticated 
game theory where each player’s pay off  
function depends on other people’s pay-
off  functions. In such a ‘sophisticated 

game’, an equilibrium will require  
first locating a vector of  pay off  func-
tions, one for each player, such that they 
are mutually compatible… This is a re-
search problem that can… be fully solved 
and, if  that is done, it… will also  
help open up scope for research and anal-
ysis for creating agreements and conven-
tions for a better, kinder world.”

Basu’s entire book rather endearingly 
rests on the hope that homo sapiens is a 
rational animal species. Trier would not 
agree. But the very first chapter of  Basu’s 
book has a subsection called Melancho-
lia, a title Trier would approve. In it, Basu 
talks about a dark period when he was  
18, which lasted for over a year, never  
to return. He jells in with the world. 

Basu believes that collective behavior 
can be organised for the better if  game 
theory is sophisticated enough, and eve-
rybody gets their payoffs. On the other 
hand, Trier’s movies are about the rogue 
individual, the planet Melancholia. An 
individual who will not play by the rules 
of  the game, and so threatens the order. 

In the movie, the planet finally crashes 

into Earth. On a literal dimension,  
Trier is saying our entire existence, a 
blue speck spinning in a universe span-
ning 93 billion light years across, is en-
dangered. On another level, he is saying 
the melancholic (or the misfit true only 
to herself) will wreck the system as well 
as herself. Either way, game theory will 
not work for Trier, because insanity is 
the essence of  human brilliance.

If  we look around, Trier seems to  
be winning the argument. A few weeks 
ago the irrepressible Sam Pitroda men-
tioned the possibility of  bringing back 
an inheritance law to redistribute wealth. 
He was pilloried. The ‘invisible hand’ of  
the collective of  all persuasions was  
immediately at work. In a world intelli-
gently designed by, say, a Basu, the thing 
to do would be to come up with a game 
model of  inheritance and see if  the pay-
offs contribute to everyone’s happiness. 
But instead of  debating the issue, we dis-
missed it with the violence characteris-
tic of  homo sapiens, most of  it directed 
personally against Pitroda, the equiva-
lent of  Justine in the Trier movie. 

The system cannot co-opt such radical 
ideas because it cannot survive  
them. The group, always amorally sur-
vivalist, must always sacrifice the indi-
vidual. It is not as if  the world does not 
have the resources to solve the basic 
problems of  humanity; it is just that  
the system becomes meaningless in  
its present intentions.

The reason why Basu’s model of  the 
world will not work is that humans  
are not rational. In groups, they obses-
sively look for order in systems as a  
kind of  guarantee. Often, destruction in 
the form of  a war is the result. You see, 
the order itself  is not necessarily ration-
al. Or ethical. It is only what it is. 

Melancholia is not a planet. It is  
Justine. The Justines among us. The sys-
tem will always penalise her. Which is 
why she is on a collision course. Either 
way, in the long run, the game itself  is 
programmed to self-destruct.

(Views are personal)
(cpsurendran@gmail.com)
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Ray 
Bradbury

Don’t give people any slippery stuff like 
philosophy or sociology to tie things up 
with. That way lies melancholy

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

N the 25th anniversary of  the 
commencement of  Operation 
Vijay, I feel it’s time to energise 
the national conscience and in-
stitutionalise memories of  the 
eventful time. We are referring 
to the year 1999, when the Paki-

stan Army’s ambitions, out of  sync with 
reality and lacking any sense of  military 
clarity, led it to a catastrophic military 
operation. This was an attempt to capture 
some Indian territory in the high-altitude 
district of  Kargil to pressure the Indian 
Army to vacate Siachen glacier. It result-
ed in horrific casualties for both armies.

Such events tend to be forgotten by the 
following generations. Till an emotional 
connection exists, relatives and associ-
ates revel in the heroism of  our resist-
ance, the tenacious fight-back and un-
willingness to give up an inch of  national 
territory. Yet,  we are notorious for har-
bouring convenient memories. A quarter 
century later, not many will recall the 
events of  May to July 1999 and how India 
turned the tide after being initially sur-
prised by the rogue Pakistani action.

There are lessons from Kargil and oth-
er such Pakistani misadventures that 
need to be enshrined in such a way that 
Pakistan never risks them again. Under-
standing our adversaries is the key. There 
are some characteristics which the Paki-
stan Army and its leadership possess that 
may never change; the Indian public 
needs to be aware of  these. The Pakistan 
Army is an entity independent of  civilian 
control. The generals govern without be-
ing in government, thus remaining shorn 
of  responsibility for their actions. These 
actions may never be in consonance with 
national interests. They are often execut-
ed to satisfy personal ego and without 
‘thinking through’ the full impact and im-
plications of  their actions.

To take an example from the current 
situation, any intelligence analysis that 
takes Pakistan’s ongoing economic woes 
and impact of  climate change to draw con-
clusions on the near impossibility of  it 
triggering something of  a tactical, opera-
tional or strategic nature to gain some ad-
vantage over India would be unrealistic. 
Options drawn with application of  ration-
al military thinking fly in the face of  his-
torical irrationality, which has usually 
been the nature of  the Pakistani military 
doctrine. Yet, it may also be incorrect to 
imagine intrusions and occupations that 
are given the imaginary colour of  ‘Second 
Kargils’. This became an obsession with 
some senior commanders of  the Indian 
Army for many years, but is thankfully 
well behind us. We just need to be alert and 

our vigil needs to be professional at all 
times, not only in campaigning seasons.

By creating shadows of  intrusions and 
mass infiltration on the LoC, what Paki-
stani military commanders managed to 
temporarily achieve was a defensive ap-
proach in some Indian military minds. 
Even Jamaat-ud-Dawah leader Hafiz 
Saeed borrowed a leaf  from Pakistan’s 
disinformation when, in 2011, he directed 
his cadres to attempt mass infiltration 
into Kashmir in suicide mode, in an ef-
fort to impose caution on us and cow us 
down. Fortunately, this was quickly over-
come, but it’s a trend that can always re-
turn if  irrationality is applied by the Pa-
kistan Army once again. Quid pro quo of  
higher intensity against Pakistan Army 
action is what quiets the Pakistan Army, 

and the Indian Army must always cater 
to that. Lower levels of  creeping calibra-
tion as response rarely help.

As a practice, the Pakistan Army does 
not realistically document challenges at 
the LoC and lessons from Indian response, 
because it would reveal the reality of  its 
own irrational adventurism, the lack of  
professionalism and also unnecessary 
bravado that ends in no achievement. In 
the absence of  information, there is thus 
a propensity for future generations re-
maining ill informed, misled by misinfor-
mation relating to such bravado. The flip 
side is that it is also to our advantage, as 
subsequent generations of  Pakistani of-
ficers and soldiers will rarely be aware of  
the ferocity of  Indian responses at the 
LoC. Nothing, of  all that has happened on 

the LoC in the last 50 years and more, has 
been adequately documented on our side, 
too. Such documentation can act as a de-
terrence in the minds of  the adversary, 
projecting clearly the potential of  all ad-
venturism meeting inevitable doom.

General Pervez Musharraf  had a per-
sonal grudge about his abortive efforts at 
Siachen glacier in his capacity as the com-
mander of  the Pakistan Special Service 
Group and how the Indian Army neutral-
ised all his efforts in 1987-88, denying even 
a toehold on Saltoro Ridge. In 1999, as he 
planned his operations against the Indian 
Kargil Brigade, the Lahore Yatra came as 
a spoiler. His obsession about the Kargil-
Siachen link got the better of  him and he 
triggered the occupation of  the winter-
vacated positions of  the Indian Kargil 
Brigade. Fortunately, Pakistani authors 
such as Nasim Zehra and Air Commodore 
Kaiser Tufail of  the Pakistan Air Force 
have called his bluff  and adequately cas-
tigated him in the public domain.

What has been insufficiently docu-
mented and brought to notice of  the cur-
rent generation of  media and civil society 
in Pakistan is the great bluff  about the 
status of  Siachen glacier. It needs to be 
told and retold to the current generation 
of  Pakistan civil society how its army un-
necessarily triggered the crisis by at-
tempting cartographic aggression and 
sending patrols and mountaineering ex-
peditions into an area over which it clear-
ly did not have jurisdiction. When India 
put counter-claims to project the Saltoro 
watershed, a Pakistan military adventure 
was correctly anticipated by India. Dur-
ing 1978-84, claims and counter-claims 
flew until India obtained confirmed in-
formation that Pakistan was about to 
launch an occupation on or around April 
19, 1984. We beat Pakistan by six days, 
launching Operation Meghdoot on April 
13, 1984 and occupying the glacier and the 
Saltoro Ridge that virtually guards the 
glacier from the west and south.

The Pakistan Army ensured a percep-
tion that it still occupies Siachen. A  
second loss of  perceived territory after 
East Pakistan (Bangladesh) would  
not have made it very popular. It has 
stuck to the narrative and the people of  
Pakistan believe Siachen is in their 
hands. The Army makes films to show 
how it is occupying Siachen while being 
miles away from the landmark glacier.

In the end, it is all about information 
and getting it to the right quarters.  
The effect of  it will be even more telling 
50 years later.

(Views are personal)
(atahasnain@gmail.com)
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CAN RATIONALITY
CURE HUMAN ILLS?

LESSONS FROM 
KARGIL, A QUARTER 

CENTURY LATER

LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD)

Former Commander, Srinagar-based 15 Corps. 
Now Chancellor, Central University of Kashmir

Lars von Trier’s movie Melancholia 
suggests the female unconscious 
can be as chaotic as the male one. In 
contrast, economist Kaushik Basu’s 
latest book, Reason to be Happy, 
suggests using game theory to 
improve human lives. Trier might be 
winning the argument on rationality

There is a need to document the Pakistani Army’s 
misadventures along the Line of Control. Even today, it  
tells Pakistan’s citizens that it controls Siachen glacier

SOURAV ROY

C P SURENDRAN Poet, novelist, and screenplay writer. His latest 
novel is One Love and the Many Lives of Osip B

Political considerations
Ref: SC levels the playing field with interim 
bail  to Kejriwal (May 13). On the face of it, the 
release of Delhi CM Arvind Kejriwal as head 
of a party on interim bail  for electioneering 
looks like the SC is carrying out natural 
justice. There cannot be two opinions that 
the government has bungled in arresting 
him when polls were round the corner. But 
in the absence of any point of law, the SC’s 
enthusiasm in releasing him could also be 
seen as smacking of a political partisanship.   
P Mangalachandran, Kannur

Correct decision
The editorial is a befitting reply to the 
politicians who created confusion among 
the public. Even Home Minister Amit Shah 
twisted the matter and said Kejriwal asked for 
bail, which was not the case. The SC gave the 
correct decision to create a level playing field. 
V O Harindranathan, Chennai

Villainous qualities 
Ref: The most beloved villain among Indian 
epics (May 13). The character of Ravana is a mix 
of valour, devotion and obdurate viciousness, 
with womanising on the side. He didn’t learn 
anything from his defeats at the hands of Vali, 
the Vanara king. He inherited more qualities of 
an asura from his mother ’s side.
Ramalingeswara Rao, email 

Mental battleground
The article brings out the adorable qualities 
of Ravana. His devotion to Lord Shiva was 
incomparable. In the same person there are 
both devas, the good aspect, and asuras, 
the bad one. Sigmund Freud, a German 
psychologist, said ego is the battleground 
where the superego and the id constantly fight.
P Prema, Thanjavur
         
Market tremors
Ref: Don’t read too much into market volatility 
(May 13). The stock market is so sensitive that a 
statement from a politician can create tremors. 
The PM not talking about economic policies 
and focusing merely on an individual, his party 
and family in the background of the opposition 
talking more about employment and wealth 
redistribution is definitely a concern. 
A G Rajmohan, Chennai

Merging Kashmirs
Ref: Protests in PoK, posters demand merger 
with India (May 13). If  East Germany and West 
Germany could be united in 1989 by destroying 
the Berlin Wall after a peaceful revolution, 
why can’t Pakistan-occupied Kashmir be united 
with India by breaking the Line of Control? 
Obviously it cannot be done just like that since 
Pakistan won’t easily allow this proposal.
P Victor Selvaraj, Palayamkottai
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INCENTIVISE PARENTS TO 
KEEP GIRLS IN SCHOOL, 

AVOID CHILD MARRIAGES

I
N a horrific incident, a 32-year-old man allegedly beheaded 
a minor girl in Kodagu, Karnataka after their wedding 
was called off  as local authorities became aware of  it. The 
wedding had reportedly been arranged as the couple was 
“in love”, but both families agreed to postpone the mar-

riage till the girl turned 18 in two years. This angered the 
groom, who is alleged to have beheaded the girl and made 
off  with the severed head. The incident shines a light on the 
social acceptance of  child marriage and the entitlement 
bred into some Indian men, which can have fatal conse-
quences for women and girls. It also illuminates the treach-
erous path trod by social workers in convincing families not 
to marry off  a child while also ensuring the child’s safety.

A great deal of  awareness has been raised against child 
marriage in India, and there has been progress. A study of  
the latest National Family Health Survey shows that the 
prevalence of  child marriage has halved since 1993, when 
49.4 percent of  the respondents reported they had been mar-
ried before the age of  18. However, the progress has not been 
uniform. At present, five states alone—West Bengal, Uttar 
Pradesh, Bihar, Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh—ac-
count for over half  the child marriages in the country.

It is clear that economic stress has a clear role to play  
in exacerbating the crisis. Migration, poverty and even so-
cial concerns about children exploring relationships inter-
sect with patriarchal norms to make underage marriage 
appear to be the best way of  ensuring a girl child’s safety. 
However, child marriage is fraught with risk for the girl—it 
takes a toll on her health and that of  her children, as well as 
on her own education and economic wellbeing. New re-
search suggests that by intensifying poverty and other op-
pressive conditions, climate-related stressors such as  
heat waves can also push parents to marry off  their daugh-
ters young. A holistic approach is essential, one that targets 
the economic concerns of  parents by incentivising them to 
keep their girls in school, as has been attempted in a  
few states. It also needs to address structural issues such  
as the perilous lack of  girls’ and women’s safety, bonded 
labour and forced migration, which might force the parents 
towards an unfortunate choice.

INDIA WILL NEED ROHIT, 
HARDIK TO FLOURISH

M
ASTER and Commander: The Far Side of  the World. 
The content of  the film may not be remotely associ-
ated with Indian cricket, but the title does evoke 
some similarity with the two most talked-about per-
sons in Indian cricket now. As Team India embarks 

on a journey to the far side of  the world to erase the bitter 
memories of  loss at the final of  the 50-over World Cup at 
home last year, the duo will remain the talking point. The 
captain and his deputy are struggling with form, which 
doesn’t augur well for the team. As we approach the business 
end of  the Indian Premier League and with the first set of  
players and coaching staff  set to leave for the T20 World Cup 
in the US and the West Indies, things seem to be unstable at 
the top—literally and figuratively.

Captain Rohit Sharma does not look to be in good touch. 
After the quickfire starts he gave early in the season, the 
Mumbai Indians opener has struggled as the IPL has pro-
gressed. For an explosive and skilled batter like him, a string 
of  low scores usually reflects poorly on form. His last five 
scores are less than 20, including three in single digits. And 
Rohit’s deputy Hardik Pandya’s all-round miss-hit during 
the IPL adds to the woes. Pandya has had a forgettable sea-
son as Mumbai captain. He averages 18 with the bat and 32 
with the ball while going for 10.58 runs per over. What is 
more disconcerting are the reports of  negativity creeping 
into the camp. Though there were reports that Rohit sug-
gested Hardik as his deputy in the national team, there have 
been multiple reports suggesting not all was well between 
the two during the IPL. However, this remains unverified.

What’s heartening is that Virat Kohli, Jasprit Bumrah, 
Kuldeep Yadav and Suryakumar Yadav seem to be in good 
touch. Yet, to end India’s trophy drought, they will need their 
captain and vice-captain to flourish. India head coach Rahul 
Dravid might be on his last leg. With very little time between 
the IPL and the World Cup, the captain, vice-captain and the 
coach must focus on the future. The captain and vice-captain 
must start afresh—for India to succeed, all machines must 
be strong and well-oiled. For we will depend on the two to 
steer the ship home.

Q U I C K  TA K E

LET IT BE A SOLID PLAN

CALLING the mountains of  untreated solid waste in  
Delhi “horrifying”, the Supreme Court on Monday  
asked the central urban affairs ministry to meet with the 

capital territory’s municipal bodies and formulate a plan to 
tackle the problem at the earliest. We hope this will be a plan 
that other city and state governments, who are facing the 
same challenge, can learn from. In another indication of  its 
evolving climate jurisprudence, the court also reiterated 
that such a condition directly affected the fundamental  
right to live in a clean environment. The judiciary’s pressure 
on the legislature and the executive on this front is not show-
ing any sign of  abating.
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Elections, serving as the
cornerstone of democ-
racy, offer a platform for

citizens to voice their opin-
ions, hold leaders account-
able, and actively engage in
shaping the future of their
nation. In India, elections
transcend mere political pro-
ceedings; they evolve into
grand festivals, embodying
the collective will and aspira-
tions of over a billion people.
India's electoral odyssey,
marked by its vast scale,
diversity, and intricacy, has
been fortified by a series of
seminal legal rulings. These
decisions have been instru-
mental in shaping and rein-
forcing the democratic frame-
work of India, ensuring fair-
ness, transparency, and inclu-
sivity in the electoral process.
Among the plethora of cases
that demonstrate the
resilience of the legal system,
five stand out as pillars that
have fortified India's electoral
journey.
Fundamental Right to Vote: 
At the core of India's electoral
democracy lies the funda-
mental right to vote,
enshrined in the Constitution.
Over time, the judiciary has
steadfastly upheld and safe-
guarded this right through

various legal pronounce-
ments. In the landmark 1977
case of Mohinder Singh Gill
v. The Chief Election
Commissioner, the Supreme
Court of India unequivocal-
ly affirmed that the right to
vote is sacrosanct and any
arbitrary deprivation of this
right is unconstitutional.
The crux of this case revolved
around assessing the consti-
tutional validity of electoral
laws that might encroach
upon the fundamental right
to vote. 
Electoral Reforms and
Transparency: Ensuring
transparency and account-
ability in the electoral process
has been an ongoing endeav-
our, guided by judicial inter-
ventions aimed at curbing
malpractices and fostering
electoral integrity. The 2002
case of Association for
Democratic Reforms v. Union
of India marked a significant
milestone in this journey.
This case presented the chal-

lenge of reconciling the right
to privacy of political candi-
dates with the public's right to
information, necessitating a
delicate balance between
transparency in electoral
processes and individual pri-
vacy rights. 
Inclusive Representation
and Minority Rights: The
diverse social fabric of India
underscores the necessity for
inclusive representation and
safeguarding minority rights
in the electoral arena. Legal
judgments have played a piv-
otal role in upholding these
principles and ensuring equi-
table participation for all seg-
ments of society. The 1991
case of Indra Sawhney v.
Union of India, commonly
known as the Mandal
Commission case, stands as a
testament to this commit-
ment.
This case grappled with the
challenge of affirmative action
and reservation policies, strik-
ing a balance between equi-
table representation of mar-
ginalised communities and
the principles of meritocracy
enshrined in the Indian
Constitution. The landmark
judgment underscored the
commitment to inclusive rep-
resentation, empowering

marginalised communities
and fostering social justice in
the electoral process.
Effective Electoral Disputes
Resolution: Efficient resolu-
tion of electoral disputes is
indispensable for upholding
the sanctity of elections and
fostering public trust in the
democratic process. This
judgment bolstered the cred-
ibility of the electoral process,
ensuring expeditious and
impartial resolution of dis-
putes.
Safeguarding Electoral
Rights and Freedoms:
Preserving electoral rights
and freedoms is paramount
for the integrity of the elec-
toral process. Legal judg-
ments have been instrumen-
tal in protecting these rights
and holding authorities
accountable for any infringe-
ments. The 2015 case of
Mohd. Sattar v. State of
Rajasthan serves as a
poignant example.The judg-
ment reaffirmed the principle
of universal suffrage, ensur-
ing that every citizen's voice
is heard.
(The writer is corporate and
legal advisor and founder of
AU Corporate Advisory and

Legal Services; views are 
personal)
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ic, discriminatory, and tense event in its his-
tory. For this, we have to thank the secu-
rity personnel of Sweden and the officials
of Malmö city, who were ultimately suc-
cessful in bringing this event to its desti-
nation. As a result, Swiss singer Nemo was
declared the winner for his song 
'The Code'. Otherwise, as soon as people
came to know that Israeli singer Eden
Golan had also been included in this com-
petition, a round of protests started in the
venue.
It seemed as if Malmö, Sweden's third-
largest city, had been divided into two parts,
with 70 percent of people against Israel and
30 percent in favor of the Israeli singer. In
the context of the ongoing war in Gaza,
Dutch singer and contender Joost Klein
was expelled from the competition due to
a backstage dispute. 
The world seems to be deeply divided due
to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the
Russian attack on Ukraine. England's
daily 'The Telegraph' rightly ran the head-
line 'This is the most poisonous Eurovision
in history'.

Jang Bahadur Singh | Jamshedpur
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Madam — This is wtih reference to your
Editorial  "Wild card" (May 13). The
national convenor of the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) Arvind Kejriwal  will campaign in
favour of the Indian National
Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA)
candidates across the country, Sandeep
Pathak, the party's national general secre-
tary said in a statement on Sunday, 12 May.
Kejriwal will campaign in Lucknow on
May 15, in Jamshedpur on May 16 and in
Mumbai on May 17, he added. Kejriwal,
who came out of Tihar Jail earlier this week,
said he will work tirelessly and campaign
across the country to end the "dictatorship"
of the Modi government at the Centre.
All the INDIA bloc constituents want
Kejriwal to visit their states and campaign
for them.
The Supreme Court has granted interim
bail to the AAP leader to participate in the
Lok Sabha poll campaigning. 

Bhagwan Thadani | Mumbai
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Madam — This election season in India
is filled with a plethora of extended guar-
antees from different political parties and
their renowned leaders. Initially, it was only
PM Narendra Modi who extended oral
guarantees termed as 'Modi ki Guarantee'.
Now, to compete with him, recently
released Delhi CM Arvind Kejriwal has
also presented his list of 10 guarantees to
script a 'new India'. However, Mr. Arvind
made it clear that he didn't want to be the
Prime Minister of India. Nevertheless, his
support for the INDIA bloc has grown
stronger, especially after he was sentenced
to Tihar Jail by the apex court.
Elections have a historic relationship with
political guarantees and promises. But we
all already know how many of these guar-
antees are actually fulfilled. The irony is that
people don't need guarantees to survive and
ensure their well-being; instead, we need
commitment and actions for the actual
general welfare of every section of our soci-
ety.Since Mr. Kejriwal is on interim bail
until June 1st, considering the short dura-
tion of time he is outside the jail, he is try-
ing his best to reach out to the maximum
public with his statements, social media
posts, press conference conversations, and
other personal interactions with the coun-
trymen to challenge the BJP in general and
PM Modi in particular for his arrest dur-
ing this peculiar time of elections.Now that
it is a fight between the guarantees of the
two biggest political parties, it is up to the
people to decide whom they will choose
in the tough fight of the Lok Sabha elec-
tions. 

Kirti Wadhawan | Kanpur
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Madam — The Eurovision Western Music
Contest has been held in various countries
across Europe for the last 68 years. The
youth there enjoy this competition, and
spectators and music lovers are often seen
in a dancing mood throughout the event.
However, this year's event, which conclud-
ed late on Saturday night, can be termed
as the most political, controversial, chaot-
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getting former colleague and
lawmaker Ashok Rai to walk
away from Yadav with seven of
12 lawmakers. The inside story
is different: Yadav had plans to
overwhelm numerically the
Hill Nepalese with Madhesis in
the approaching party nation-
al convention. This upset the
Hill and Madhesis members
unhappy with Yadav. Rai
approached the Election
Commission and registered a
new party JSP sans N for
Nepal. Yadav has decided to
fight the Rai faction in court.
Rai has pledged support for
Prachanda. Reports about
Deuba’s deal vary: offering
Yadav Premiership and/or a
shared term with Madhav
Nepal. This deal too fizzled out
as Unified Socialists were
already divided between two
former PMs, Nepal and
Jhalanath Khanal. India fig-
ured in the regime change as
having backed
Deuba.Operation Topple
requires either RSP (21 law-
makers) or JSP(N) and Unified
Socialists together to desert the
ruling dispensation. The king-
maker for this great game is the
CPN Maoists with 31 lawmak-
ers that both NC and UML
would need to stay in power.
The threat to the Prachanda-
led coalition will lurk in the
nooks and corners of
Parliament posed by parties
with double-digit strength.
NC, the single-largest party is

licking its wounds but will not
declare a truce to infuse a
modicum of political stability.
It has been blocking parlia-
mentary proceedings for more
than a month over the coop-
erative fund fraud in which
Home Minister Rabi
Lamichhane, RSP is involved.
It has demanded a parliamen-
tary probe into the alleged
wrongdoings of Lamichhane.
Prachanda has agreed to an
enquiry in which others
involved in the scam are also
investigated. Parliament
resumed after a short recess
but NC is not allowing it to
function. The budget has to be
passed shortly and maybe the
government will be forced to
take the ordinance route.In
India too it is time for regime
change but through the world’s
longest election process. The
BJP excels in toppling opposi-
tion governments with
Operation Lotus. India has
played a pivotal role in intro-
ducing democracy and its
restoration in Nepal. Foreign
Minister Jaishankar who has
become a rock star in the elec-
tion campaign is sharing pearls
of wisdom on every conceiv-
able subject, especially India’s
Neighbourhood First Policy.
He said that politics may go up
or down in the neighbourhood
but India is regarded as a
friend by the people. Later, he
admitted that in diplomacy as
in business there are setbacks

– it's part of the game.
The latest setback in India-
Nepal relations is the resurfac-
ing of the festering border dis-
pute. Having incorporated it in
its state emblem the govern-
ment has ordered the new map
to be printed on Rs 100 bank
notes about which Jaishankar
observed that Nepal unilater-
ally took some measures but
they can’t change reality on the
ground, adding ‘discussions are
ongoing through an estab-
lished platform’. As far as is
known, no discussion has
taken place. For Prachanda
and Oli, nationalism is the
magic mantra. When
Prachanda came to India on an
official visit last June during
the joint press statement, PM
Modi said that the border dis-
pute would be resolved
through a joint mechanism.
Strangely this fact was not
mentioned in the press release
of the joint statement. Mind
games are regularly played in
both countries as unilateralism
has crept into neighbourhood
diplomacy. While Nepal has
done a tit-for-tat over the
map, China has unilaterally
changed the LAC with India

(The writer, a retired Major
General, was Commander,

IPKF South, Sri Lanka, and
founder member of the

Defence Planning Staff, cur-
rently the Integrated Defence

Staff. The views expressed are
personal)
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Nepal’s late Foreign
Minister Rishikesh
Shah would say that
Kathmandu is the
rumour capital of

the world and also the fount of
speculation. Our own Madhuri
Dikshit once hailed Nepal as a
beautiful country adding: “We’re
lucky it is part of India”. This cre-
ated a furore but the story
appeared with tasteful embellish-
ments in Nepal. Delhi’s Chief
Minister Madan Lal Khurana
waxed eloquent about the sterling
qualities of Nepalis working in
India and what great servants they
made. This led to fireworks in
Nepal and bush telegraphy pro-
duced several ugly distortions.
Hrithik Roshan never said he did
not like Nepalese but Indian
films were banned and other col-
lateral damage followed. India is
usually at the receiving end of
Nepal’s woes and wrath. 
China has begun to feature neg-
atively only recently. India-bash-
ing was at its peak following the
economic blockade in 2015 and
the rekindling of border dispute
when Kalapani, LipuLekh and
Limpiyadhura were incorporated
into Nepal’s map after India
included Kalapani in a new map.
Chinese Ambassador Hou Yanxi
who made her mark rough-shod-
ding Nepalese politicians was
targeted by the Indian media.
Yanxi became central to a duel
between Indian and Nepalese
media. How poorly informed
political class. celebrities and
even the media about Nepal were
apparent.This longish back-
grounder is a necessary prelude
to describe last week’s rumour
and speculation about another
attempt at regime change in
Nepal. The report about the split
in JSP (N) took place when its
supremo, Deputy Prime Minister
and Minister for Health and
Population Upendra Yadav was
visiting the US. The story goes
that NC leader Sher Bahadur
Deuba attempted to topple the
Left coalition led by Prachanda by
drawing out Yadav (12 lawmak-
ers) and Madhav Nepal of Unified
Socialists (10 lawmakers). 20 plus
lawmakers are necessary for the
NC-led Democratic Alliance to
make a comeback. The attempt
failed as UML’s KP Oli preempt-
ed the plan by splitting JSP(N) by
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Persons accused of criminal
cases getting arrested and the
courts granting them bail is
nothing new. Even if the per-
son happens to be the reign-
ing chief minister of a State or
a former union minister of
finance, the bail does not
absolve the accused of the
charges. The Supreme Court
order that released the Delhi
Chief Minister on bail from
the custody of the
Enforcement Directorate says
it is a provisional arrangement
so that he could participate in
the election campaign as the
Lok Sabha poll comes once in
five years.
So far, so good. But what
came after the Delhi Chief
Minister was released on bail
needs to be analyzed thread-
bare. On Saturday, he wor-
shipped at Lord Anjaneya

Temple and addressed a press
meeting.  What he said during
the press meeting is shocking
and capable of causing fear in
the minds of the people. He
said if the BJP wins the 2024
Lok Sabha election and comes
back to power, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi will send all
Opposition leaders to jail.
Kejriwal also claimed that
Amit Shah is being groomed
as the next Prime Minister as
Modi is likely to retire in 2025

when he turns 75. Yet anoth-
er disclosure made by the
Delhi Chief Minister was that
Yogi Adityanath would be
removed as chief minister of
Uttar Pradesh within two
months of the BJP coming
back to power.
The national and internation-
al media are celebrating
Kejriwal’s bail and his prophe-
cies. A major section of the
media forgot the fact that they
were the ones to give running
commentaries of Live events
without joining the game as
players. The media in Kerala
and Tamil Nadu are on Cloud
Nine reporting that there is
going to be a change of
Government at the Centre
after 4 June 2024. Well, let’s
leave it to the voters who are
in the process of electing their
representatives. It is good to see

that doubts about tampering
the electronic voting machines
have taken a stage and the
Opposition leaders have start-
ed working on the modalities
of Government formation.
Saturday’s press meeting by the
Delhi Chief Minister took one
to 2019 when the same had
claimed that if the BJP wins the
General Election and returns
to power, there would not be
any more elections in India.
“The 2019 General Election
would be the last poll the
country will see if Narendra
Modi returns to power,” these
were the words of Kejriwal in
2019. 
After the 2019 general election,
Narendra Modi returned to
power with a larger majority
and the country saw regular
elections to all the State assem-
blies that completed their

mandatory five-year tenure.
Though the claim fell flat on
all fours, neither the media that
flashed Kejriwal’s warning
about the “last” general elec-
tions nor our political pundits
remembered the same. 
Once the results were
announced and the BJP was
returned to power, that
became the news, and every-
thing else was forgotten (at
least till 2024).
Yet another battlefront has
been opened by the
Opposition and that is the One
Nation, One Leader concept,
the brand new slogan coined
by Kejriwal. Wasn’t it George
Santayana, the Spanish-
American philosopher who
said in 1863 that “those who
cannot remember the past are
condemned to repeat it”?
Narendra Modi, I am sure

does know this adage quite
well and hence there is no pos-
sibility of following the slogan
coined by Kejriwal.
The entire media in the coun-
try is unanimous in their
opinion that elections are the
festivals of democracy. But
the festivals will certainly lose
their charm if they are fueled
by half-lies and full lies. One
is at a loss to understand the
logic behind the claim by cer-
tain leaders that the BJP gov-
ernment would subvert the
Constitution! 
Who derailed the Constitution
much against the order of the
Supreme Court that the basic
structure of the Constitution
should never be tampered
with. It was in 1976 that then
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
altered the preamble of the
Constitution by incorporating

the words secularism, social-
ism etc. India survived as a
nation from 1947 to 1976
without the terms secularism
and socialism in its
Constitution. B R Ambedkar,
the architect of the
Constitution, was totally
against the inclusion of these
terms when it was drafted for
the first time. It was after the
introduction of these terms
that communal riots and ter-
rorism peaked in India.
Accusations and allegations are
fine because they add to the
intensity of the campaigning.
But baseless allegations rob the
beauty of the election process.
Interestingly, the leaders
named by the Delhi chief
minister as potential victims of
the Modi regime are not saints
or beatified ones. Reports
from Delhi say that Kejriwal

was summoned eight or nine
times by the ED for question-
ing in connection with money
laundering. The Chief
Minister chose to ignore the
same with contempt. He might
not know the truth that the
reigning Prime Minister coop-
erated with the Supreme
Court-appointed Special
Investigation Team under the
chairmanship of R K
Raghavan, a former CBI direc-
tor to grill him about the
Gujarat riots. For 19 hours, the
then Gujarat Chief Minister sat
through the grilling and
answered all the queries they
asked. That is what we call
honesty and integrity. People
still hope that Kejriwal too is
honest.

(The writer is special corre-
spondent with The Pioneer;

views are personal)
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ed from this process.
Most of these Kolam women work
as agricultural labourers, con-
struction labourers and other
low-wage activities due to which
it becomes very easy for the
traders and other outsiders to
abuse them physically. For exam-
ple, according to Deshpande
(2016) “border districts of
Maharashtra, such as Chandrapur,
Gadchiroli, Bhandara, Buldhana,
Amravati, Nagpur and Gondia too
have unwed mothers, the numbers
in Yavatmal are higher because of
its proximity to the chilli fields of
Telangana, where work (for the
poor) is available throughout the
year. A number of unwed moth-
ers say they were lured by neigh-
bouring state’s men who promise
marriage but left when they
became pregnant.”
Some of them get pregnant while
being a minor whereas others are
due to their backwardness.
Though in most tribal societies,
giving birth to a child is a biolog-
ical phenomenon and hence con-
sidered pious but yet due to the
assimilation with the convention-
al societies they are also recogniz-
ing childbirth as a structural
process where the consent of soci-
ety, kin and kith is necessary.
These structural changes are push-
ing unwed mothers toward vari-
ous other socio-cultural and eco-
nomic problems.
The most important among these
is that unwed mothers are not
accepted within the community
nor do they find any other groom,
as they are considered obscene. As
a result, for the entire period of
life, they serve as a single mother
due to which the pressure of
childbearing increases among
them. The problems are more seri-
ous as being unwed mothers they
often face disgrace in the newly
constructed norms of patriarchal
society. Sometimes they need to

leave the village and stay in the
outskirts whereas in many cases
the other women are not allowed
to talk to them or join them for
any occasion, as they are believed
to be malignant due to their pre-
marital physical relations. The
consequences are economic and
occupational also. As a daily wage
labourer, their leisure time is very
little but being single mothers they
need breaks for breastfeeding and
childcare due to which they face
pay cuts. Sometimes they need to
pay a fine to the panchayats also
for their “misconduct”.
These unknown pregnancies
among the women of Kolam are
a crucial issue. 
These indicate the lack of aware-
ness about contraceptive mea-
sures, education, economic weak-
ness and social vulnerability that
often attract these women to fake
marriage conversations and other
luring proposals. As per the report
of Sant Gadge Baba Amravati
University (2018-2019) in
Yavatmal, “28.84  per cent Kumari
Matas are in the age range of 26
to 30 years.36 per
centKumariMatas having educa-
tion up to Fourth standard, 67.30
per cent Kumari Matas are belong-
ing to ‘Kolam’ caste, 82.69  per cent
are homeless. 51.09  per cent are
pregnant due to outsiders, 82.07
per cent children of Kumari Matas
are admitted in the school by fur-
nishing the name of mother only,
92.30  per cent had delivery at
home,61.63 per cent getting help
from Government schemes”.
The subject is more critical as
many of them are uncounted
because most of them do not come
forward to speak due to socio-cul-
tural stigma and thus their stories
remain untold. This has again a
negative impact on them as their
complete family details are not
mentioned in the Government
records like ration cards, Aadhar

cards, etc. which deprives them of
getting the benefits of many
Government schemes that can
make their life easier. 
As per the report of Pune Times
Mirror, “a survey of such victims
is conducted every year by a
woman and child development
(WCD) officer with the help of
Anganwadi workers and a junior
protection officer at the taluka
level.” Further, the Anganwadi
workers help these unwed moth-
ers by teaching them the methods
of nutrition and hygiene. The
Bombay High Court has already
directed the state to the need for
the rehabilitation of young unwed
mothers among the Kolam tribe.
The Government of Kerala is also
running a similar kind of scheme
called “Snehasparsham” which
offers unwed mothers ?1000/-
per month to lessen the financial
burden of these economically vul-
nerable unwed mothers. The need
of the hour is to initiate some pro-
jects and schemes for them so the
Kumari Matas of Yavatmala can be
included in the parameters of
Government benefits at a large
scale. 
The infrastructural facilities like
schools and primary health care
centres, are the basic needs of
these regions. Endeavours should
also be taken to open basic schools
and training centres for vocation-
al courses like sewing, beautician,
etc. The awareness about Self-
Self-help groups can make them
financially independent through
various micro-level businesses
like horticulture, bee-keeping,
jelly-making etc. Further, docu-
mentation of unwed mothers can
give them a social identity and
make them live a life of dignity
and self-respect. 

(The writer is Vice Chancellor,
Central Tribal University of

Andhra Pradesh; views 
are personal)

Kolam, a Particularly
Vulnerable Tribal Group
(PVTG) of the Dravidian race
is known for its unique cul-
ture, language, indigenous

knowledge and matrilineal society.  They
reside predominantly in theYavatmal,
Chandrapur, some parts of Amravati,
Wardha and Nanded districts of
Maharashtra and in some parts of
Adilabad of Telangana. They have histor-
ical roots in Andhra Pradesh and later
migrated to the regions of Vidarbha and
Marathwada. This Proto- Australoid
tribe is often highlighted for its unwed
mothers. As per the reports of The
Indian Express, there are at least 45 reg-
istered unwed mothers and over 450
unregistered unwed mothers only in the
three blocks named Maregaon,
Pandarkawada and JhariJamini of
Yavatmal. Being a matriarchal society, the
Kolams of Yavatmalhave always celebrat-
ed womanhood. They celebrate the first
mensuration of girls; they worship
“Gabhuri”, the mother Goddess as their
main deity to uphold their matriarchal
societal roots.  
However, the situation is changing.
Though the unwed mothers have been
renamed as the “KumariMaata” due to
their assimilation with mainstream soci-
ety yet due to their rising inclination
towards the male-dominated society,
patriarchal tenets are growing in these tra-
ditions. Therefore, the position of women
is also declining consequently and those
unwed mothers who used to live a nor-
mal life previously are now considered
“Bad character women”. There are vari-
ous case studies and stories of women of
the Kolam tribe where the elite in the
society or financially stronger like con-
tractors, outsiders visit the areas for
work purposes, establish physical inter-
actions with the women in their commu-
nities and refuse to marry them when
they are expecting a child. Women are fre-
quently conned by marriage promises
because they are socially, emotionally and
economically vulnerable. The woman is
held liable for the premarital pregnancy,
whereas the responsible males are exclud-
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