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Towards the endgame

Opposition parties are getting better
with their tactics

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 defining 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.

Murder and motive

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

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 finding 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 insufficient 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 find 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 first step in
this regard is to expedite ongoing trials and focus
on proving the conspiracy, motivated by religious
extremism, in its entirety.
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Stabilising India-Nepal ties in changing times

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-fledged 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 first to officially 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 first
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official 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
(BRID).

There have also been high-level military visits
where new understandings have reportedly been
reached. China’s intentions are very clear: to
expand its influence 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-official partners — the
‘nexus’ of smuggling and terrorism in Pakistan
that India’s External Affairs 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 flight 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 profile. 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-Pacific and other groupings keeping
a close watch on China’s moves to expand its
influence 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 profile and avoiding controversy by
staying out of Nepal’s internal affairs. 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 offering 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

Adopting a transformative vision for mediation

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
Mediatien Act, 2023, notified on September 15,
2023, promises.a transformative shift towards
alternative dispute resolution. This legislation not
only formalises mediation but also provides a
comprehensive definition 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 reflections 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 differences 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.

l n an era dominated by judicial backlog and

Barriers to skill development
To ensure the effectiveness of mediation, it is
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critical to recognise certain flaws which may
hinder the successful on-ground implementation
of the Mediation Act, 2023. While the legislation
sets a strong foundation, the true efficacy 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 field before they qualify to
practise as mediators. This experience equips
mediators with a deep understanding of the
nuanced dynamics necessary to effectively guide
disputing parties toward resolution.

However, the path from initial basic mediation
understanding in law school to becoming a
practising mediator involves significant
challenges. Law students are typically and
specifically 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 specific
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 fluidity
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 effectiveness by
combining deep legal knowledge with core
mediation competencies.

Fostering the next generation of mediators
To elevate the effectiveness 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 offers novices a chance to observe
these sessions without direct involvement,
providing them with insights into the subtleties of
the mediation process and various conflict
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 effectively and confidently. This dual
approach ensures a comprehensive learning
experience, paving the way for well-rounded
professional development in the field of
mediation.

Such practical exposure will ensure that
emerging mediators develop the nuanced skills
and the confidence necessary for mediating
complex disputes effectively.

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 efficiently, 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 significant 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, efficient,
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.
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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

play, politics, and

parties nominate

factors that count.

(‘Ground Zero’ page, “Power

perversion” May 11). It is
shocking that political

candidates with a criminal
bent of mind as money and
muscle power are the

There needs to be justice

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

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

At Chepauk
When push comes to shove,
CSK delivers. Its victory, by

Sunday is a case in point.
Restricting Rajasthan Royals
to 141 runs in 20 overs was
no easy task. Simarjeet

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

five wickets, against that CSK does well.
Rajasthan Royals at the M.A. | s, Ramakrishnasayee,
Chidambaram Stadium on Chennai
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Declining poverty ratio: a continuing trend

he release of the fact
sheet of the Household
Consumption
Expenditure Survey for
2022-23 (HCES) by the National
Sample Survey Office (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 differ 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 coefficient
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
coefficient 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
significantly 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
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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 different types of
expenditure: uniform reference
period (URP); mixed reference
period (MRP); and modified mixed
reference period (MMRP).
Experts say the varying
reference periods for different
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 officially 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 defining 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 figures 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 adecline
in poverty. The inequalityin
consumption expenditure has
come down a bit. Usually, income
inequality isshigher than
inequality,in consumption
expenditure: There is no unique
way‘of measuring poverty. The
higher the'poverty cut off, the
more will be the number of poor.

A case of selective outrage

Women’s safety seems to take centre stage only when it serves a political purpose

STATE OF PLAY
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n May 9, a 16-year-old
0 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 off until
she turned 18. Many hours la-
ter, the angry groom turned
up at her house, dragged her
out, beheaded her, and fled
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 first year Masterssstu-
dent of Computer “Applica-
tions (MCA) and the.daughter
of a Congress municipalcoun-
cillor, was killed by herformer
classmate Fayaz Khondunaik
in in Hubballi in,north Karna-
taka. Sheshad 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.

Karnataka

The two were reportedly in a
relationship, but she had bro-
ken it off 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 Affairs
saying in 2020 in the Lok Sab-
ha that “the term ‘love jihad’ is
not defined 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.

The impact of 50 years of vaccination on children worldwide

Measles vaccination has had the most impact in saying lives, with 94 million individuals benefiting from the vaccine

DATA POINT

Hannah Ritchie

about 150 million children

have been saved due to vacci-
nations against different diseases.
Of these, measles vaccination
alone accounts for saving 60% of
lives. These are some of the find-
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 signifi-
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 benefiting 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 Pacific 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 signifi-
cant advancement in measles vac-
cination rates over the last decade.

Chart 3 shows the share of one-
year-old children vaccinated
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l n the last 50 years, the lives of

against DTP3. In 2021, more than
80% of infants received the/third
dose of the DTP3 vaccine. Here
too, the Western Pacific 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
significant 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-
sufficient 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.

Saving lives, one vaccine ata time

Hannah Ritchie (2024) - “Vaccines have saved 150 million children over the last 50 years”, published in Our World in Data

| Chart 2: The chart shows the region-wise share of children
fully vaccinated against measles (%)
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Chart 1: The chart shows the number of lives saved by
various vaccinations from 1974 to 2024 across the world

Chart 3: The chart shows the share of one-year-old children
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FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 14, 1974

Israeli planes bomb
Lebanon refugee camps

Beirut, May 16: Waves of Israeli war planes
bombed, rocketed and strafed Palestinian
refugee camps in Lebanon to-day and first
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
confirmed 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.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 14, 1924

Passage money for Govt.
servants

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 different races in the
employ of the same Government.
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Children wrongly
incarcerated in adult

The number of
Ukrainian refugees in

The rise in India’s
imports from FTA

Share of northeastern
States in total mutual

Arrests made during
campus protests in U.S.

prisons in India over Israel-Hamas war fund assets partners Ireland since 2022
A new study Protests over In X crore. In percentage. According to In lakh. The country’s Prime Minister
9 600 by a legal 2 900 the 40 323 A report 38 GTRI, India’s import of goods l Simon Harris said that Ireland will
’ rights body ’ Israel-Hamas ’ by ICRA from countries with which it consider making cuts to state support

has found that more than 9,600 children
were wrongly incarcerated in adult prisons
between 2016 and December 31, 2021. p1i

war have spread across U.S. universities
and college campuses in recent weeks,
leading to disruptions and arrests. ap

Analytics said that the share of the north-
east in mutual fund assets in the country
more than doubled in last four years. pmi

has a free trade agreement like the UAE,
South Korea, and Australia grew during
2019-24 fiscal years to $187.92 billion. e

for asylum seekers and refugees, including
to those who arrived from Ukraine. reuters
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An overview of the Smart Cities Mission

How are smart cities defined 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?

EXPLAINER

Tikender Panwar

The story so far:
he Smart Cities Mission (SCM),
a flagship 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 20009, after the great
financial crash. 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 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
flagship programme and thus, the SCM
was announced in June 2015. Hundred
cities were selected for five years under
the mission. However, the mission did not
clearly define a smart city. It stated,
“there is no universally accepted
definition 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
different connotation in India than, say,
Europe. Even in India, there is no one
way of defining a Smart City.”

What was the SCM?

The SCM had two main aspects:
area-based development consisting of
three components — redevelopment (city
renewal), retrofitting (city improvement),
and green field projects (city extension);
and pan-city solutions based on ICT.
These further comprised some six
categories that would include
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Stillin the dark: The Cochin Smart Mission,Limited has installed LED lights on the Katrikadavu Bridge
and on the Kaloor-Kadavanthra Road, in'Kocht. H. vIBHU

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.

Themission that was to be completed
in 2020, was given two extensions till June
2024. Additionally, to make the mission
effective, 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 32
lakh crore to %1,67,875 crore, which is 16%
less than the projected capital flow 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 321,000 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 flawed 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 first
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,
31,67,875 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 32,500 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 flooding.
Some of the towns which have historically
never been flooded 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.
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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.
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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 32
lakh crore to %1,67,875 crore,
which is 16% less than the
projected capital flow in 100
cities.
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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.

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 story so far:
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 filed 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
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marriage. The position may be different 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, different,” 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 different 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 classified 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 offence 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 offence. 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
difference between law and morality.”
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The Lucknow bench of the
Allahabad High Court stated
earlier this month that a
Muslim cannot claim rightsin a
live-in relationship when they
have a living spouse.
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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 beingin a
union similar to marriage.
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India does not have any laws
that directly address a live-in
partnership.
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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

Sonalde Desai

In this article, dated August 12, 2020,
Sonalde Desai analyses projections about
India’s demographic future.

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 difficult 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,wé'subscribe to the
UN’s projections, orthe 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 familiessas been largely ineffective.
Punitive policies include denial of
maternity leave for third and subsequent
births, limiting benefits of maternity
schemessand ineligibility to contest in
local bodyelections 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 find a job in government,
multinationals or software services
companies reaped tremendous financial
benefits. 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 different
size at the same income level and finds
that small and large families do not differ
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
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A quiz on personalities and places that went to polls in Phase 4 of Lok Sabha elections

Srinivasan Ramani

QUESTION 1

What was unique about
Imtiaz Jaleel’s victory in
Aurangabad in Maharashtra

in the 2019 Lok Sabha series.
elections? A

A QUESTION 4
QUESTION 2

notoriety) of this candidate

Name the party that he was
supposed to represent.

A Records.
QUESTION 3 A

The Rashtriya Janata Dal QUESTION 5

candidate in Munger in Bihar, | Name the former Indian
Anita Devi Mahato is married | cricketer who is contesting
the elections in Baharampur
in West Bengal. Name the
party he is representing.

to a person named Ashok
Mahto who was arrested
after the notorious Nawada
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prison breakout case in 2002
and released in 2023. A crime
A thriller written by Neeraj
Pandey, based on the gang
led by Ashok Mahto,
premiered on Netflix in
November 2022. Name the

Name the constituency from
What is the claim to fame (or | Andhra Pradesh where former
Prime Minister Narasimha Rao
Akshay Kanti Bam of Indore? | won a bypoll with a record
margin, earning him an entry
in the Guinness Book of World

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

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
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Does WFH
benefit working
mothers?

Prashanth Perumal

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

significant number of working
A women leave the workforce after

they become pregnant as they
focus their efforts 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 finance
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 flexible 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 different
fields. They found that in fields such as
finance 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 fields
when compared to other women,
according to the researchers. Similar
positive effects, however, were not
observed in other fields 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
offering more work flexibility and
work-life balance.

WFH arrangements became widely
adopted during the pandemic as
employers could not get their workers to
come to office during lockdowns. And
importantly, it also helped many
employers save money on rent and other
costs of running their business from a
traditional office space, thus boosting
their financial returns. The concept of
co-working spaces became very popular
as businesses figured out that they could
pay for space based on actual usage
rather than investing huge amounts in
large offices. But since the end of the
pandemic, many employers have
increasingly urged their workers to return
to office. Some researchers believe that
the push by corporate executives to get
workers back to office 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.

Word of the day

Canalise:
provide (a city) with a canal

Usage: The river has been canalised.

Pronunciation: bit.ly/canalisepro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /kan.s.laiz/
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Health for all

Publicly-funded insurance schemes are no panacea

narecent circular, the Insurance Regulatory

and Development Authority of India (IRDAT)

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 ineffective 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
PMIJAY charged patients in a big way while
also claiming reimbursement from the
government. Therefore, publicly-funded
health insurance schemes are ineffective
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, 00PE as a proportion of total
health expenditure (which would include
spending by government, insurance
companies, organisations and
individuals) was 48.2 per centin FY19,
which is likely to have increased with
Covid despite the introduction of PMJAY
in September 2018. What is required isa
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 centin FY20to 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.

POCKET

RAVIKANTH

== "Why can't we just watch the highlights Q
after the elections are all over?!”

Making of
universal digital 4

financial systemg’

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

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.

Atahigher 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 efficient. 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.
Itis 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

All the financial assets
including bank”depesits,
stocks, mutual fund units,
all kinds_of/securities

and physieal”assets (land,
carspwerks of art, etc)
would be tokenised and
reSide on programmable
unified ledgers.

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
productsand processes to remove
frictions andmake borrowing easy and
faster. Butthis 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 UPL. We need to be
mindful of unintended consequences.

Trustis veryimportant. A
well-functioning real-time grievance
redressal and dispute resolution
mechanism is akey 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
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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.

Abig bang approach would be difficult
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
animportant element in FINTERNET.
Will India bite the bullet and showcase
to the world, a la UPI?

The writer is aformer chairman of acommercial bank,
and Director and CEO, IDRBT.

How todeal with delayed payments to MSMEs

Leverage GSTNwnetwork for data sharing, and prioritise timely payments rather than arbitrarily shorten the payment period

|
BL Chandak

agroup of MSME industry

associations to petition the High
Gourtsregarding Section43B(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, hasbeen
challenged by MSMESs themselves. The
section mandates that expensesin this
regardare deductiblein the relevant
financial year uponactual payment, not
when due, starting from assessment year
2024-25. However, this provision faces
challenges stemming from unintended
consequences and practical realities.
ManyMSMEs 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, leniencyin penalinterest
ondelayed payments to MSMEs under
the MSMED Act 2006 persists due to
MSMESs’reluctance todemand it, fearing
adisruptioninbusiness relationships.
Contraryto45 daysupper limit, buyers
can even now significantlyextend
payment periods withimpunityasin
practiceverylittle penal interestis paid
ondelayed paymentsand the Section
43B(h) applies onlytoyear-end
outstanding overdue to MSMEs.

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

T he Supreme Courtrecentlyasked

purchases made between April 1 and
mid-February, respectively,and settled
bytheyear-end. Theyear-end MSME
payments bunching creates
asymmetrical payment flows, bank credit
utilisation,and overall business
operationsacrossfirms.

Timelyrepaymentis the lynchpin of
sustainable lendingand a thriving credit
ecosystem. However, MSMEs
continually grapple with payment delays,
defaults,and backlog of receivables
despite alonghistory of well-intended
legal and regulatory safeguards,
disclosure mandates (datingback to 1993
and 2006) and initiatives like Samadhan,
TReDS,and RBI advisoriestoaddressthe
issue. ADun & Bradstreet survey (May
2022) estimated thatX8.6 trillionis
annually struckin delayed payments to
MSME:s. Brickworks Ratings [June 2020]
reported %3.3 trillion delayed payments
to MSMEs by the 7601argest corporates
by market capitalisation.

WAY OUT
Theasymmetrical power equation
betweenbuyersand MSMEs
disadvantages smaller suppliers,
necessitatinganintegrated
market-driven payment discipline
mechanismwith real-time monitoring of
late payments. Leveragingthe GSTN
network asadata-sharing platform for
B2Bcredit sales and repayments enables
this. Thisrequires:

Incorporation of payment due date
and payment receipt date fieldsinthe
GSTN portal.
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PAYMENTS. A concern for MSMEs

Auto-gradedred-flaggingof trade
debtors’ GST accountsonthe 11th, 21st,
31st,and 61stdays for overdue
payments, categorised as 1st,2nd, 3rd,
and 4thred-flag, respectively. Late
paymentsafter 60 days incur monetary
penalties, witharisk of GST account
suspension after 90 days.

The third red-flagging triggers digital
creditdefaultreport’s auto-transmission
to CIBIL, concerned banks, Ministry of
Corporate Affairs, and stock exchanges.
Thisimpacts the perception of afirm’s
credibilityand reputation with market,
creditratingagencies, investors, bankers
andvendors. Real-time engagement of
these multiple stakeholders enhances
oversight, enforcement efficiency,and
marketdiscipline in payments.

Implementingthe proposed strategy
instages, startingwith firms withannual
turnovers exceedingI500 crore,
followed by those exceedingI300crore,

%100 crore,and eventuallyextending to
all GSTN-registered firms, provides
adjustment time for smaller firms and
enhanced liquidity circulation.

Regardingtrade credit tenure, it
could be gradually decreased from 120
days. However, prioritising the assurance
and reliability of timely payments over
arbitrarily shortening the payment
periodisabetteridea. Certaintyin timely
payments fosters bill discounting, credit
sales,and efficient funds planning.
Intense competition to discount bills of
vendors of top-rated companies
underscoreshow assured timely
payments canboost billsdiscountingin
general.

Timelyrealisation of receivables
enhanceits collateral value, reducing the
need forasset collateral. These bolster
cashflow-basedlendingand bill
discounting. These boost transaction
volume, liquidity circulation, and credit
velocityand lower receivable
management costs, while minimising
business failure risks. Streamlined
repayments benefit business operations,
while helpingreal-time detection of
financial distress canaid inimproving
NPA and banking credit fraud
management,and potentiallyreducing
NCLT workload as majority of the NCLT
casesrelate to operational creditors.

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

Thewriterisformer DGM, SIDBI
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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 centto 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
provisioningto 5 per centisa

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, different
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
effects post administration.

AG Rajmohan

Anantapur, AP

Bane of bureaucracy

This refers to ‘Reininthe
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
thisare 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 effects

The findings of the class action suit in
the UK opened up amuch-needed
probe relating to the efficacy of the
vaccine administered during Covid
time, considering its ill-effects and

serous health-hazards in some cases.
Even at the first stage of vaccination,
lots of apprehensions were raised
regarding possible side-effects such
as blood clots that could lead to
heart ailments, especially in persons
suffering from co-morbidities. As
rightly suggested, unmindful of the
consequences foreseen in the long
run, the Health Ministry should
consider a no-fault compensation
protocolin 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 restall the related
apprehensions.

Sitaram Popuri

Bengaluru
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Curbing audit frauds

The Borgers case in US is a cautionary tale

—
Mohan R Lavi

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”.

I tis clear that the way in

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
paya $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 affected
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 staff, 10 of
whom are certified public
accountants. Borgers himself
signed off 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

AUDIT FIRMS. Need for
accountability sstockeroro

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
Alook 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 staff 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 isa chartered accountant

thehindubusinessline.
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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
office, 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.
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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 1and 2 illustrate how the
increase in global exports share has
made a significant difference 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 different road to
developmental success, in which labour
absorbing services serve as the growth
drivers.

However, as of now, ina 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
donot 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 employmentis
estimated at around,510.million and that
in services is placed ataround 160
million persons, the.contribution of the
information technology and business
process management industries, which
yields muchof 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
effects 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

Services exports as
growth engine

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

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 thana
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 effects of
foreign direct investment, éncouraged
in part by earnings from services
exports, erodes some/0f 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 emergingasa
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
afforded 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 efforts 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

Services export boom has
bumped up forex earnings.
But growing reliance on
hardware imports could
fritter away that advantage
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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 offer. 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.
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EASY DOWN NOT SO EASY
01. Thoroughly
ACROSS self-investigative (4-9) ACROSS

01. Threw carelessly (5)
04. Upholder of contrary
belief (7)

08. Trade association

members (9) 05. File (4)

09. Fellow (3) 06. Move as small
10. Made wide and thorough child (6)
search (7) 07. Buildings;

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)

storage (6)
19. Pain (4)

02. Complete
agreement (6)

03. Open-handed (8)
04. Possesses (3)

interpretations (13)

11. Of the Netherlands (5)
13. Films (8)

15. Style (6)

16. Below-ground

22. Louse-egg (3)

01. Was a throw-away worn over the shoulder? (5)
04. He doesn't hold the established view that the rice is

wild (7)

members? (9)

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)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2437

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

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

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

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 usin no
disagreement (6)

03. Liberal transmitter of heredity with sour potential (8)
04.1s 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)
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Gaining strength
Improving bank balance sheet will support growth

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 34 trillion in March 2024, versus 354 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 329,000 crore in
March 2024, versus 340,500 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

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 problemisithat RE
generation is not by its nature in sync with peak demand patternssirce it can be
generated only when the sun shines or the wind is blowing. Thusit 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 thisyyear, 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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Priorities for the next govt

It must deliver on policies required for equitable growth

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

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

Regardless of who wins the election, the new

)

NITIN DESAI
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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 tolland ownership.

Add to thisyanother group of
widelyexploited workers who are
generally casual employees: The
workKers in construction, who were
also badly affected by the Covid
shutdown in March 2020. They

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 S 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 petcentage 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 ifivestment is driven by

‘Affordable’ electric air taxis

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 N
other eVTOL companies like Lilium,

C ompetitively priced electric air taxi rides

which aims for the first piloted test VANDANA GOMBAR

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
wotkers,—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-

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
uptol.2 Gw.

In terms of cumulative renew-

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

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

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
orwhere 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. (3482 against
%348). The difference is also large in other migration-
dependent states in the South and the North-West!.
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

$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.

Thewriteris a New York-based senior editor — global policy
for BloombergNEF, vgombar@bloomberg.net

alsosurfthe Dark Web. Some host

India’s clandestine love affair with crypto

BOOK REVIEW

DEVANGSHU DATTA

his book uses a nice mix of anec-
T 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.

Thebookalso takes a mildly
haphazardlookat the policy space. The
factthat the policy description is mildly
haphazard is not the author’s fault.
She’sdoneagoodjobinimposing some
degree of coherence in her description
ofapolicyenvironment that is actually
very haphazard and chaotic.

There’salot tounpack here so Iwill

attempt tosummarise 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.

Ithasalarge population of elderly
non-tech savvy folks, who are shaky
when it comes to digital security. It has
corporations and government
organisations thatare casual about data
security. Ithasbeen latein legislating
lawsto safeguard data privacy, and
those laws have grey areas. People in law
enforcement struggle tounderstand
datasecurity and cybercrime. The
ambiguous policy attitude about crypto
makes it even harder to police.

Second, Indiaalso hasahuge
population of young, tech-savvy,
unemployed people with accessto
smartphones and cheap dataplans. Itis
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 toshady
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 hasalarge diasporawith
aconstant flow of inward and outwards
remittances. Itis much easier, quicker
and cheapertodotransfersunderthe
radar using crypto. This meansawider
acceptance of crypto even among people
who are otherwise techno-conservative.
There’salotof masalainthebook
centred onyoung men (thereisagender
skew inthespace, though there are plenty
of women traders) who have pulled off
spectacularscamsand hacksinthecyber
realm. There’s plenty of entertaining
characters portrayed in these tales of
skulduggery. Those are the anecdotes.
Hacking crypto walletsisone
favourite game. Another route to quick
money is the “rug pull” —thisisthe
launch of new crypto coins, sales of
which are followed up by
disappearances, or by the coin dropping
tozero. Setting up fraudulent exchanges
(where one can list newly dreamt up

coins)isascale-up of this concept.
Another popular scam is the offering of
absurdly high returns in variations of
ponzischemes involving crypto.

Afourth growth areais ransomware
— allsorts of desi
firms and institutions
have been hacked
withthedata
encrypted and
decryption keys
being made available
on paymentin
crypto, of course.
Sellingdataonthe
Dark Web, including
readymade know
your customer (KYC)
kitsthatenable
peopletoset up fake accounts, is
another popular pastime. Drug deals
doneviathe Dark Web isanother target
of opportunity. There are dark rumours
ingovernmentcircles of terror funding
through thisroute.

Inaddition toall this, thereisthe
practice of cross-border transfers using

crypto. Some of this activity isattached
to money-laundering and round-
tripping. Butalot of the cross-border
transfers consist of migrant workers
sending small sums — $200 or $500
equivalent — home to families through
the quickest, cheapestroute.
Atvarioustimes, the Reserve Bank of
Indiahastried to cut off the bank

financing of crypto
CRYPTO CRIMES: tradingbutthe
Inside India’s  Supreme Court
best-kept stopped that. The
secret Securitiesand
.mian  ExchangeBoard of
mﬂ'ﬁg ;j':léta l Indiadoesn’tlike
. cryptoseitherbut it
Publisher: doesn’thavea
HarperCollins framework for
Pages: 336 regulating either coins
Price: 499 or crypto-exchanges.
The governmentcan’t
decide howto classify

these assets, but by imposing taxesit has
effectively legitimised them.

Inthe midstofall this, thereare
millions of Indians, maybe a hundred
million Indians, regularly dabblingin
cryptotrading. Small towns and semi-
rural geographies are deeply penetrated
by crypto culture. Many of these traders

websites there. Accordingtoone
statistic cited in the book, about 26 per
centof Dark Web users are Indians. A
large proportion of Dark Web users do
normal stuff — chat, play games, and so
oninanenvironment where they are
notunder surveillance by nanny states,
or policed by their parents.

Butaminority are deeply involved in
Dark Web markets that are the world’s go-
to places for drugs, weapons, malicious
code, porn, and pirated contentand data.
Every Dark Web transaction involves the
use of crypto currency, so practically
anyone whousesthe DarkWebhasa
crypto-trading profile.

Thisisameticulously researched,
well-written book thatlays out the state-
of-the-art across these connected spaces.
Itsourcesand cites data from multiple
places. The author also conducted
extended interviews of entrepreneurs
(legit and criminal), law enforcement
personnel, and influencers. The book
explicatesthe ecosystem and presents
the varying perspectives of people who
operate in this environment without
beingjudgmental.Itisasgood an
overview of India’s love affair with crypto
asyouwill find.
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Preparing for
La Nina days

State and local government must be prepared
to deal with heavy rainfall, possible flooding

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.
Lastyear’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.

Kathmandu shouldn’t
politicise map dispute

he Nepal government’s decision to puta map
Tshowing 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 toitin
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.

Thatyear, 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.

Demography politics
misses the big picture

Population growth and
fertility rates have been
falling among both
Hindus and Muslims

in India since 1991

tan 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-
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ventionally understood”. PC
Mohanan

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

Amitabh
Kundu

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
EACreport 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_publie
goods and services on' popu-
lation growth at different/levels of
deprivation. Onedoes not have to be
an expert demographer to see that
communities in‘most countries grow
ata sluggishpace due to their higher
levels of income, education, modern
valuesand,aceess to technology.

Statements on the growth in per-

The increase in the Muslim population has taken place largely because of

their poverty and illiteracy. resultingin

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.

high fertility HTPHOTO
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

PC Mohanan is former member,
National Statistical Commission.

The views expressed are personal

Reading Constitution
at the time of eléctions

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,ofithe
Constitution.

The Constitution is a written doeument
that can be read by all. Dogs'the notion of the
spirit invoke something not explicitly stated
in the document? s it an interpretation by
some people? Why is it that so many people
are suddenly invoking beth 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 belongsto each one of us. It impacts each
oneof our lives, whatever our background. It
protects us as well as liberates us.
Butit 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

tien.of our politicians have read this book.

Ttis forthis 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

various acts. If this is a book of the Sundar understood linguistically or it can be
people and for the people, then understood in its spirit. What this

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-

The Constitution is the book of the people.

It belongs to each one of us SHUTTERSTOCK

Sarukkai

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.
The views expressed are personal
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An Indian success story
in science and technology

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 2010-11to X 1.2
lakh crore last year. The total expenditure of
Council of Scientific and Industrial Research
(CSIR) has gone up from around X 3,200 crore
in 2013-14 to X 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, Vijay
Chauthaiwale

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 8l in 2013-14 to
40in 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 A 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,
foreign affairs department of the BJP.
The views expressed are personal
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Theatre-focused armed
forces: Speed up please

Integrated theatre commands should boost Indias defence preparedness. We must get the

basics of this plan right even as we address the command’ dilemma of tech-enabled warfare

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—Dbe it western, northern or maritime. As
adeparture from the legacy of different forces
armed and trained apart for land, air and sea
combat, it may seem disruptive to go in fora
theatre-focused overhaul, but a better fighting
stance would be worth the effort. This rationale
iswell understood in policy and defence circles.

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

LIVEMINT.COM

Organizations must foster trust
to win employee commitment

A clear worker preference for instant rewards over deferred gratification should act as a warning

is former CEO of the National Intelligence
Grid, distinguished fellow at Observer
Research Foundation and author of
‘Everyman’s War'.

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. Overdecades;
follow-up studies on childrenappeared
to confirm that those who waited
tended to achieve higher educational
attainment, better healthandgreater
professionalsuccess.The results were
compelling, suggesting that patience
and self-controleould predict higher
scholastictest scores, better emotional
well-being and superior social skills,
supporting the belief that self-discipline
isa 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 optionsin
the early stages of their career would be
more successful eventually. The con-
struct’s logic also seeped into 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 lesswell-off homes experience less
stability and are less likely to trust that
promisedrewards 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

that offer quick rewards instead of
believing employer promises of long-
term benefits that require sustained
effort, patience, and, most importantly,
trustin the employer. This becomes
especially important when dealing with
ayoung 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 abroken 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 asawhole. Ifemployees 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 arole 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.
Inre-evaluating the marshmallow
test for today’s corporate environments,
leaders ought to reflect on how they cul-
tivate trust and commitment. Successis
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 abird in hand totwoin a

Yet, the going has been slow. Nearly halfa dec-
ade after the country appointed its first chief

of defence staff (CDS) to oversee this project,
reportsrecently 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’slevel 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

based on task-oriented I'TCs should notbe 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’ isunder debate,
globally, and we must keep pace with evolving
doctrines. Thisis notjustabout taking a posture
on nuclear weaponsthat’s strictly in line with
their stated purpose.Tech-enabled warfare has
shrunk the eld gaps between identifying a tar-
get, taking a'decision, and acting upon it, as Al
algerithmsean 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 Al-led strikes must have a consensus
not only among military commanders, but
among the rest of us as well. Let’s align forces
tofend off threats the best way we can, but also
aim for utmost accuracy in our use of firepower.

reward mechanisms of organizations in

the form of variable pay, bonuses,

performance. This preference mani-
fests in a propensity for switching jobs
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Floating

bush, it’s a reflection of the trust index
of the organization and its leadership.

by Bibek Debroy

With you‘[h on the rampage,
Flavoured condoms the rage.
Soaked in water, there is magic,
Because the drink givesa kick.

In Durgapur, this addiction is centre stage.

Why keep data on informal enterprises under wraps?

PRAMIT BHATTACHARYA

is a Chennai-based journalist.

arely aweek 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

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’srecent growth numbers were likely
tobe 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-

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 mental, and ran from Octo-
sector demands in-depth The reSUIts Of ber 2019 to March 2020.
lysis’, Mint, 24D - i th t full-
bersozsy o ANEWSUPVRY i TS annual
tackedananmualsureyor  TONEA OULTO 20 e been com-
informlfims Ohrtin - plug a big gapin petetandati i
annual data is available— GDP estimation Mospi official said ’-in
estimates of informal sec- response to a right-to-in-
tor output have typically haven't been formation (RTI) query by
relied on crude proxies or this writer.
past trends. National released so far However, no ASUSE

accountantswould 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-

bers simply reflected the assumptions made
by national accountants during the base-re-
vision exercise.

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

prises (ASUSE) was experi-

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

ASUSE dataisdeeply 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.

Itis 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’smandarins 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.
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It's time to raise minimum wages
or adopt aliving wage approach

Strict implementation could elevate standards of living across India and support economic growth by driving up demand

are, respectively, chairman of Quess Corp and
chairman of 30ne4 Capital.

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 X176 ($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,
orreplace 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 3521-580 per day in Karnataka and
3395 in Uttar Pradesh to as low as X176 in Nagaland.

The current monthly minimum wages ranging
from X7,000 to 320,000 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 inrural India and 36,459 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
onasingle 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

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.

Indian states/Union territories with the highest minimum daily wage (in ) for unskilled and skilled workers and per

capita income of these states (in ¥)

State/UT Skilled workers | Unskilled workers

gfef:?tiive 10ct 2023) 816.00 673.00
:g:;z?/tea1k:pr 2024) 675.00 581.00
ggeactive 10ct 2023) 639.00 523.00
::If?e'::::ﬂ‘at:gow 565.38 503.42
(SEIfIf(e'f:ltrlce 11 Jul 2022) 535.00 500.00
(Eecve et 423.00 490.00

Per capita income (2022-23)

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 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)

(rgfafegcatilvaen:;I Jun 2019) 235.00 176.00
recmer oo | 240.00 22000
gfafgfitle‘?zn 2021) 283.00 259.00
-(Ig;:!:c'fll\’/: 10ct 2023) 365.13 297.00
ey oo | 48300 31.00
gffeesctafeﬁ'ff: 2024) 458.00 378.00

impact, sustained wage'growth«could eventually
drive up demand, particularly for affordable
housing, and leadtoiincreased mortgage loans
and home ownership over time.

Those who opposé 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 alack 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.

Souree: Simpliance, RBI, MOSPI

SATISH KUMAR/MINT

Inintroducing a mandatory fair living wage,
strict enforcementofwage regulationsis crucial.
Of India’sestimated 550-million-strong working
population;only about a fifth are formally
employedywith the rest being self-employed and
casual labourers. Ensuring compliance across
employee status, gender and skill level would
pose achallenge. 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
365,000 crore surplus (which has been going up
by 38,000-9,000 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.

Schultz should give Starbucks
CEO space and time to deliver

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

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
corporate America.

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 asignificant
quarterly:earnings miss, “there must be
contrition” and that the company should
“own the shortcoming without the slight-
estsemblance 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-
ningacross-the-board miss on all key met-
rics.” The company’s earnings call did not
leave investors with alot of confidence that
it had the situation under control; shares
plummeted as much as 16% the day after
the companyreported, 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
todoat this pointisbutt out. The LinkedIn
post wasjust 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, chiefamong 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
toblame for bringing Narasimhan on as his
hand-picked successor. In an unusual
arrangement, Narasimhan joined Star-
bucks as ‘incoming CEO’ in the fall 0of 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-

Howard Schultz has a record of criticizing
new leaders of Starbucks AP

itt, more retail experience. It is highly possi-
ble that Narasimhan, arelative unknown in
the US market, was not the board’s first
choice toreplace 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’snot particularly fun or easy to step into
the shoes of aniconicleader 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 hasmade the job look even less
desirable, twice boomeranging back into
the CEO spot to displace the company’s lat-
estleader. Hereturned 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 hereplaced Johnson, he had no
problem throwing him under the bus.
Schultz took employees’ attempts at
unionization as a personal affront and cited
itasone 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

Clickbait clutter: AI's generating too much digital junk

SIDDHARTH PAI

is co-founder of Siana Capital, a
venture fund manager.

he internet is already a dumping

ground for all sorts of views and state-

ments with dubious claims to veracity.
Webemoan echo chambers that feed people
with misinformation and host content that’s
notjust blatantly false, but also likely to whip
up afrenzy. 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
inJanuary 2020, is a shining example of how
warped the digital world had become even
before the rise of generative artificial intelli-
gence (GenAl).

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

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.

GenAl tools can create video, text and
images from simple prompts. Theideaisto
‘democratize’ content creation (thisword in
the context of Al produces a visceral reaction
inme, but that can wait for a future column).
Youno 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
adrasticdropin 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 isnot new. Since
the early days of print media, headlines have
been crafted to attract readers, often at the
expense of substance. GenAl has turbo-
charged this trend, enabling clickbait tactics
tobe used at scale. Such Al-generated pieces
are frequently optimized for engagement
rather than accuracy or depth. They lever-

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-

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.
Ifintelligent users wade through irrelevant
and misleading content, trust in digital plat-

forms begins to erode.

= This, in turn, can have
dated with Al-generated Generatlve AI broader implications for
brovocative. titles or  tOOIS haveled oo oo nd i
thymbnall images. Once toa ﬂOOd th at lncre;.lsmglyhardto engage
clicked, these videos fre- sceptical and overwhelmed
?}llleeirrltlgrf(;lrirllitsoede;if‘f/s;i(r)lg regUIation aulc\lflig?gsff.er the rise of
superficial in,formation aimed at quality GenAl in con’tent creation

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'ssearching for ways to ‘responsibly’ gen-
erate Al pornography (bit.ly/44DF5b0).
Wired saysitis unclearif OpenAl’s explora-
tion of how to make responsible ‘NSFW’
content (‘not safe for work,’ i.e., a term for

control might
help abate

raises ethical questions. As
Al tools lack the moral and
ethical judgement of
human creators, they can
aid the spread of falsehoods,
especially ifguided by users
with dubious intentions. Ifit 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. Forinstance, Al can help human crea-

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’sworth, could be improved.

Regulatory frameworks play a critical
role. As GenAl 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 GenAl 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.
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Real, fake or really fake

Circulation of deepfakes depends on
collapse of context and information overload
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PAUSE AND PIVOT

Food prices rise, but core inflation remains subdued. As
uncertainty persists, RBI is unlikely to pivot on rates

ETAIL INFLATION, AS measured by the consumer price index, eased mar-

ginally to 4.83 per cent in April, down from 4.85 per cent in March, as per

data released by the National Statistical Office. The decline was driven, in

part, by a softening of prices in the fuel and light segment. Core inflation
remained subdued, while food inflation edged upwards to 8.7 per cent, from 8.52 per
cent the month before. At a time when real interest rates are at levels that can be con-
sidered as “excessive”, this continuing divergence between food and core inflation
presents a dilemma for the monetary policy committee.

The disaggregated data shows that within the food category, inflation remained el-
evated across several segments such as cereals, meat and fish, eggs, vegetables and
pulses. There are, however, expectations of a good rainfall season this year — as per the
India Meteorological Department, the southwest monsoon is “most likely to be above
normal”. This would bode well for agricultural production, and also help keep a lid on
prices. In the non-food category, inflation remained subdued in most of the segments
such as clothing and footwear, household goods and services, recreation and amuse-
ment. The uncertainty over the trajectory of food inflation weighs heavily on the MPC
— food inflation has now been above 8 per cent for many months. In his comments fol-
lowing the last committee meeting, RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das had said that the
MPC must remain vigilant “as uncertainties in food prices continue to pose challenges.”
Arecent study by economists at the RBI has noted that “high food and fuel inflation can
get generalised in the system through inflation expectations,” and that if inflation expec-
tations are not anchored then the “impact of a food prices shock may not be transitory”.

Central banks in major developed economies across the world are yet to begin cut-
ting rates. However, recent events point towards the possibility of a divergence in pol-
icy across these countries. In its last meeting, the US Federal Reserve had noted a lack
of progress on the inflation front — in March, the consumer price index had edged up
to 3.5 per cent, from 3.2 per cent the month before. Commentary from the Fed has led
to areassessment of when the central bank will begin to cut rates and by how much this
year. Across the Atlantic, there are indications that the European Central Bank is likely
to begin cutting rates in June. And in the UK, recent comments from the Bank of England
also point towards the possibility of rate cuts this summer. In India, the RBI expects in-
flation at 4.5 per cent in 2024-25. However, as there remains considerable uncertainty
over food prices, the minutes of the last committee meeting indicate that a policy pivot
in the immediate future seems unlikely.

A STEP FORWARD

Framing of charges against Brij Bhushan Singh is welcome,
raises hope that the process of justice will take its course

ESPITE REPEATED INVOCATIONS of nari shakti, it sometimes seems that

this is no country for women. The inertia that for too long met the accu-

sations of sexual harassment against former Wrestling Federation

supremo Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh by some of India's top women ath-
letes last year, pointed to a sobering reality: The road to justice is pockmarked by for-
midable odds and many give up the fight halfway, bludgeoned into submission by the
unequal power equations. Now, however, the framing of charges against Singh under
Sections 354 and 354A of the IPC, by a trial court, raises hope that a step forward has
been taken. As wrestler Vinesh Phogat wrote in an article in this paper on Sunday,
“Today we can stand without fear, our head held high, look him in the eye, the man we
were afraid of for so many years. Brij Bhushan has got the message that we are not go-
ing anywhere until women wrestlers get justice”.

The framing of charges against Singh is, of course, only the first step of the wrestlers'
battle. The legal fight that lies ahead is likely to be arduous. Singh's political clout has
ensured that the Kaiserganj seat, from where he has represented the BJP five out of the
six times he has been elected to the Lok Sabha, remains in the family: His younger son
Karan is the candidate this time. But beyond that, it may be an important moment for
the global #MeToo movement whose hard-fought gains seem to have lost traction
since it took off in 2017. As with actor and comedian Bill Cosby in 2021, the overturn-
ing of the sex-crime conviction of Hollywood mogul Harvey Weinstein by the New
York Court of Appeals on a technicality last month was a significant setback. Change,
it appeared, would take its time to arrive.

That might well be true. But what gives hope is the persistence of female voices
that refuse to be stymied by deterrence, disappointment or intimidation. As with
Weinstein's case, where survivors have affirmed their intention to testify again, in India,
too, the women wrestlers have expressed their determination to see the case against
Singh through. In France, a secret list of male predators might well become the un-
likely curtain raiser at the Cannes Film Festival that is set to begin. If anything, each
wave of protesting voices sends out the message that despite its high cost, every tiny
dent on entrenched male privilege opens up valuable space in which demands for ac-
countability can be heard and addressed.

RAREFIED DINING

A meal in space for half a million
dollars.It’'s been in the making

HATWOULD A meal for the one per cent look like? If it’s taking place

aboard Spaceship Neptune, it might include, as Danish chef Rasmus

Munk has proposed, “an edible piece of space junk from a satellite.”

Munk, who has collaborated with a Florida-based space startup to
launch six diners at a time to 1,00,000 feet above sea level, promises an out-of-the-world
experience for $4,95,000 per ticket. Even by the standards of fine dining, the price
is stratospheric.

This latest attempt, whichis set to take off in late 2025, is very much in keeping with the
ever more extravagant turns that fine dining has been taking, with the actual food on the plate
starting to seem besides the point. From the eerie, flesh-coloured “ear” made of jello served
to those celebrating their birthday at the Michelin-starred Mugaritz in Spain to the 10-seat
Sukiyabashi Jiro in Tokyo which expects diners to follow strict rules while eating sushi (in-
cluding how to hold chopsticks and how much soy sauce to use), haute cuisine is not just
about pushing the boundaries of what people eat, but how many hoops they will jump
through in order to do so — and how much they are willing to pay for it. The logical next
step for this pursuit of more and more rarefied experiences could only be space.

While the less fortunate 99 per cent might wonder if paying half a million dollars,
even for a meal in space, is worth it, the brain behind the operation has a loftier-than-
10,000 ft goal in mind. “I want to highlight food as a common thread in our human exis-
tence, and it will be truly meaningful to serve it while gazing down at the Earth’s curva-
ture,” Munk said in a recent interview. From an earthbound perspective, that image is its

own caricature.
gpaper Qi => con .

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

WORDLY WISE
WE SINK TOO EASILY INTO STUPID AND OVERFED
SENSUALITY, OUR BODIES THICKENING EVEN MORE
QUICKLY THAN OUR MINDS. — M F K FISHER

NISHANT SHAH

WHILE I WAS growing up and forming my
political consciousness, one thing was re-
peated ad nauseam — you cannot trust
politicians. Across party lines and beliefs,
it was a truth universally acknowledged
that people contesting power will manip-
ulate information, make false promises,
slander their opponents, and engage in cor-
rupt information practices. As elections
drew near, various sources would also keep
reminding us to be aware of rumours, gos-
sip, and baseless information that would
often spread unchecked, inciting voters to-
wards certain decisions.

Given that this was an accepted state of
things, we have to start wondering why the
introduction of deepfakes in our ongoing
election cycle is causing so much anxiety.
Some of the answers are obvious. We might
be used to encountering doctored informa-
tion, but we had an innate trust in our ca-
pacity to sift the truth. There was a belief
that we could see through the manipula-
tions, and we had access to alternative
sources that could verify and corroborate
information that we were unsure about. We
also, to varying degrees, had trust in media
institutions and regulatory bodies to check,
contain, and confirm the truth value of the
information coming to us. We were famil-
iar with the media to know when things
were changed, edited, or revised. Lies and
fakes were a part of the information ecosys-
tem but we also felt confident about the
tools, strategies, and collective experience
we had, to examine and evaluate the truth
of these messages.

The biggest change that deepfakes have
introduced is not about the nature of infor-
mation but about our capability to trust our
own judgement of this information. Itis im-
portant to note that when faced with deep-
fakes, we are not just being fooled. That
would have been an easier thing to deal with
— because if we were being fooled, we would
find interventions to provide ourselves with
information, data, science, and proofs that
we can depend upon to verify the inforfira=

‘We are so saturated with
information that we have
given up trying to find
information on our own
terms. Information is given
to us. When we look for
sources to corroborate it,
those are also given to us. We
do not manage the sources or
the contexts of our media
consumption. We have
outsourced this to algerithins
that curate, maniptilate,
shape, and circulate
information based on pre-set
logics of profit and
engagement.‘I'he condition of
information overload also
nleans that we are consuming
information quickly and ata
speed that makes thoughtful
engagement difficult.

tion. We would have provided technological
solutions and apps to detect the possibility
of the fake and show its true nature.
Community interventions where people give
context, counter the information, and verify
and fact-check it — things that we are already
doing, would have evened out the terrain.
The current state of algorithmic
detectors would have sped up the process
of fact-checking.

With deepfakes, the focus is often on
managing the production, circulation and re-
ception of this information. But the real at-
tention has to be given to an extraordinary
condition that we have naturalised over
time: A condition where we are unable to
trust our own decision on whether some-
thing s true or not. Even when we have done
all the verifications and come up with an an-
swer, the question remains: Can I trust my
analysis of this information? Deepfakes are
obviously sophisticated technological wiz-
ardry that allow for non-real things to claim
reality. However, what is different in this mo-
ment from older histories of information fal-
sification is that we have lost the assurance
that what we believe is true.

Over the last couple of decades, the emer-
gence of social media as the default platform
for consuming information has resulted in
two things that have shaken our self-assur-
ance that if we see it, we can believe it. One,
is context collapse. It is important to note that
we trust information not only because of its
content but because of the context within
which we receive it. This is a dialogue. It is a
relationship. Something that your friend tells
you is more trustworthy than what a ran-
dom stranger shares with you. Somebody
whois a certified expert on something might
be more credible than a person expressing
their opinions. But the age of expertise has
collapsed with the flattened context of so-
cial-media interfaces. We consume every-
thing through the same interface, with very
little attention paid to the source. Even when
we know the source, we are not sure if the
information is something that they have

analysed or are merely passing along, cu-
rated by an algorithm of digital engagement.
When the context of our information col-
lapses, we can no longer know how to trust
thatinformation and it shakes our belief that
we have the ability to discern the fake from
the not fake.

The second thing that we have nor-
malised with digital platforms is informa-
tion overload. We are so saturated with too
much information that we have given up try-
ing to find information on our own terms.
Information is given to us. When we look for
sources to corroborate it, those sources are
also given to us. We do not manage either the
sources or the contexts of our media con-
sumption. We have outsourced this to algo-
rithms that curate, manipulate, shape, and
circulate information based on pre-set log-
ics of profit and engagement. The condition
of information overload also means that we
are consuming information quickly and ata
speed that makes thoughtful engagement
difficult. Things pass by in the blink of a scroll,
and we work largely on intuition and frag-
mented impressions, and depend on algo-
rithms of vested interests already defining
through headlines and information flows,
what the meaning of that information is
going to be.

Thus, when the Indian electoral processes
are worried about deepfakes, they need to
realise that deepfakes can be managed only
as long as there is clarity between what is
real, what is fake, and what is really fake. As
long as we keep on accepting the collapse of
context and information overload as our de-
fault modes of social media and digital en-
gagement, no amount of regulation is going
to stop the circulation of deepfakes. This is
because we are now living in an age of sus-
pended judgement, where everything is po-
tentially fake as long as it fools us.

The writer is professor of Global Media at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong and faculty
associate at the Berkman Klein Centre for
Internet & Society, Harvard University, USA

FAILURE BEHIND SUCCESS

With CBSE Class Xl results out, one must ask: Where is the joy of learning?

AVIIT PATHAK

THE RESULTS OF the CBSE Class XIl exams are
here. And once again, a group of achievers, |
am sure, will emerge as instant “stars”. Their
“miraculous” performance in, say, physics,
mathematics, chemistry and biology will be
talked about and widely circulated through
social media. Yet, these “success stories” do
not fascinate me. Instead,lam worried thata
hyper-competitive and exam-centric educa-
tion is normalised and allowed to negate the
very spirit of libertarian education. In this
context, let me raise three issues.

First, hereis a system of education that has
been corrupted by an unholy alliance of regi-
mented schools and utilitarian coaching cen-
tres. As tests and exams have acquired more
importance than a creatively nuanced critical
pedagogy, the joy of learning seems to have
disappeared from the classroom. Ask any good
pedagogue or educator, and you will likely be
told thata young student needs to have area-
sonably relaxed and dialogic space to reflect
on science and poetry or history and mathe-
matics. But then, when the system transforms
you into arestless warrior continually running
after “success” in an endless series of highly
problematic and mechanised exams —
weekly tests, monthly tests, Mathematics
Olympiad, Board exams and the much-hyped
standardised tests like [IT-JEE, NEET and CUET
—isthere any joy of learning? Or, is there any
creative surplus needed for deep enquiry and
exploration? Instead, the system tends to kill
the creativity of the young.

Hence, evenif the “topper” manages to get
499/500 in the Board exam, it does not nec-

In this age of inflated marks,
you begin to see yourself as a
‘failure’, even if you get 90
per cent. As social
Darwinism is normalised
and ‘success stories’ are
celebrated everywhere, it is
quite likely that those who
'fail' will be compelled to live
with shame and guilt.

essarily mean that she/he has celebrated and
internalised, say, a poem by Pablo Neruda, an
innovative experiment in the physics labora-
tory, or, for that matter, an episode from
Mahatma Gandhi’'s The Story of My
Experiments with Truth. Education is a deeply
qualitative experience. However, the neurotic
obsession with the quantification of what is
essentially qualitative seems to have killed the
joy of learning. No wonder, our “toppers” too
function like machines. From schools to coach-
ing centres; or from early morning to late night
— they are continually running like a horse.
Second, let us be honest enough to accept
that the minds of most of these achievers or
“toppers” have already been programmed.
Ask them: “What is your aim in life?” Quite
likely, most of them will give you a market-
driven/standardised answer: “ I wish to be-
come a computer engineer or a doctor or an
IAS officer”. Seldom do you find a “topper”
surprising you by saying that she/he wants
to become a filmmabker like Ritwik Ghatak,
asocial activist like Medha Patkar, a historian
like Romila Thapar, or a scientist like CV
Raman. Possibly, this homogenisation of as-
pirations among the “toppers” indicates how
the system is manufacturing a bunch of con-
formists. If education fails to ignite the mind
of the young, what do you do with a mark-
sheet like this — Physics: 99/100;
Mathematics: 100/100; Chemistry: 98/100;
Biology: 97/100; and English: 99/100?
Third, I am not very sure whether we are
capable of understanding those whose per-
formances in the Board exam are not so sat-

isfactory. In fact, in this age of inflated
marks, you begin to see yourself as a “fail-
ure”, even if you get 90 per cent. As social
Darwinism is normalised and “success sto-
ries” are celebrated everywhere, it is quite
likely that those who “fail” will be com-
pelled to live with shame and guilt. These
days, many middle-class parents love to see
their children as commodities with appro-
priate “placements and salary packages”.
they too would feel ashamed if their chil-
dren fail to acquire the “winning strategy”.

This is violence that manifests itself in
the form of mental agony and even suicidal
tendencies among those who fail to win this
rat race. It is high time we began to rethink
the purpose of education. Possibly, the fun-
damental objective of libertarian education
is to encourage the learner to know and un-
fold his/her unique traits and aptitudes, and
find joy and meaning in the domain of
work. However, when schools fail to see
anything beyond the official curriculum,
and want only standardised, market-
friendly and “disciplined” products, many
creative minds begin to see themselves as
“outsiders”. Possibly, some of the students
who have not done well in the Board exam
have immense potential in the domains
schools are not interested in — say, in cre-
ative art. However, a one-dimensional/bu-
reaucratized/dehumanised pattern of
schooling destroys many young minds and
kills many flowers.

Pathak writes on culture and education
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SHOOTOUT IN PUNJAB

ONE HOME GUARD personnel Gurmej Singh
was killed and two others, including a
Railway Protection Force constable, were in-
jured seriously in a shooting incident by three
terrorists in Amritsar. Meanwhile, the author-
ities in Punjab have geared up their law and
order machinery to meet the threat posed by
a call for a bandh in Haryana and the union
territories of Chandigarh and Delhi in protest
against the gruesome murder of Ramesh
Chander, editor-in-chief of the Hind
Samachar group of newspapers.

INDIAN AIRLINES STRIKE
SIX FLIGHTS OF the Indian Airlines in the east-

ern region were cancelled on account of the
wildcat strike resorted to by a section of the
cabin crew. Only 18 out of the usual 24 flights
were planned for the day, taking into consider-
ation the strike by the cabin crew, and the pas-
senger traffic. “We however expect to restore
normalcy in our operations and run all the 24
flights from tomorrow morning”, he said.

SIKKIM'S NEW CM

BHIM BAHADUR GURUNG, finance minister
in the outgoing Bhandari cabinet, was swornin
as the chief minister of Sikkim by the Governor,
Homi ] H Talyarkhan. Earlier, in the morning,
the governor dismissed the Bhandari ministry
and appointed Gurung as the chief minister.
Gurung said that his government would make

greater efforts in implementing the Prime
Minister’s 20-point programme. Three others
were Sworn in as ministers.

PLA HOSTAGES

IN A FRESH note addressed to Sri Lankan
President Junius Jayewardene, the People’s
Liberation Army repeated their threat to kill
the American couple they are holding hostage
unless their demands were met. The National
Security Minister, Lalit Athulathmudali, told
newsmen that the note was delivered at the
office of the assistant government agent.
Stanley and Mary Allen were seized from their
residence in Jaffna. PLA demanded a ransom
of $2.5 millionin gold and the release of 20 sus-
pected separatist guerrillas.
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The employment stories

Data tells many contradictory tales that
require careful analysis, not simplistic narratives

WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“After many years of complacency, a healthy momentum has finally built up in
national-level efforts to address climate change. It is time for that momentum to be
used to implement the Act in line with its vision. The costs of complacency can be
extremely high for a climate-vulnerable country like ours.” — DAWN, PAKISTAN

Bailin a
broken system

‘Bail not jail’ is the law of the land. In recent years,
this principle has been negotiated
away by draconian legislation

vention to remedy the situation. When
the issue of abuse of process is raised, we

1 - are told that abuse is no reason to deny
& % § Sils i;i 4 . the power to act and that individual cases
e Spoek drgit MMM ; A of abuse can be remedied. But when
AMARESH DUBEY = 4 i e SEEEE] SN o B, S o abuse reaches the level of policy, the
e _;;-_, B [ipesimiiinic i ‘ (b R i power itself needs to be denied by a con-
26 & EEae i 4 I %e3 i! EII: H e v a8 Ei}' "l stitutional court, which has no limitations

EMPLOYMENT NUMBERS HAVE always = . o et ; oty i pliiniiied AL on the power to do justice.
been surrounded by many disagreements; 583y ‘%;E?E';ﬁff 1 L (UHHES g .. wHE 4 B U INDIRA JATSING Evidence which is not gathered in sci-
perhaps more so in recent times as greater i B T NN Eiipbrenici: | ey SRR 13_ s lteayt oS .; entific and systemic investigation is sub-
research, rising complexity of work and . A7 s EE R ; A SYSTEM THAT works on exceptionalism  stituted by the presumption of guilt of the
economy, and poor data made consensus ' ' is broken. The order granting bail to  accused. Charges which cannotbe proven
and alignment difficult. The problem, at least Arvind Kejriwal raises the question: Isthe  are substituted with the charge of a “larger
in the public discourse, is that the ups or criminal justice system working as itis  conspiracy” which needs “further investi-
downs in employment figures are frequently intended to? gation”. Few investigations are ever closed,
and wrongly accompanied by opinions Welive under asystemthatsaysweare leaving open the case for “further investi-
rather than robust research that canidentify innocent until proven guilty. "Bail not jail"  gation” by filing an incomplete investiga-
the underlying causality. ] [ is the law of the land, we are told, for un-  tion to deny default bail. And now, all you

Using NSSO data from 1983 to 2023, we
focused on analysing employment figures and
their changing nature, as well as disaggregat-
ing and unpacking them. We find that since
1983 for every sub-period under considera-
tion, principal employment has grown. There
has been no period that has seen any jobless
growth. Principal employment measures
those working for the bulk of the year as op-
posed to subsidiary employment, which is
predominantly part-time, of shorter duration
and is in addition to the principal activity of a
person. We, therefore, do notincludeitin our
measure of employment atall and argue that
nor should anyone else.

In that period, the fastest increase in em-
ployment has been from 2017-18 to 2022-23
when about 80 million additional employ-
ment was reported. This translates to about
3.3 per cent growth annually, much higher
than population growth during the period.
We also find that this growth is very well
spread — rural and urban sectors, manufac-
turing, agriculture, construction and services,
age segments, women, etc.

Interestingly, the growth has been high-
est for women during this period, by more
than 8 per cent annually. Also, we find that
older citizens (age 60 plus) are entering em-
ployed status in larger numbers, at about 4.5
per cent annually. Why are greater numbers of
women and older people working? There
could be different arguments for this. The
most common argument we hearis that there
is increasing distress and women and older
people have no choice but to work. But there
are other possibilities as well. With falling fer-
tility rates, improved access to water, energy,
etc,, those involved in care- and home-related
work now have greater flexibility if they
choose to work. In the case of older cohorts,
we find that employment in this segment has
been growing since the 1980s and could also
be reflecting the greater lifespans.

Among economic sectors, though manu-
facturing and construction grew well at 3.4
and 5.9 per cent annually, higher growth has
been achieved in earlier years as well.
However, the greatest success has been in
agriculture and services. Within agriculture,
we obtain results that suggest it is not somuch
the cropping sector but livestock and fisheries
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that may have seen the greatest rise.

A characteristic of this growth, however,
is that of total growth in employment of 80
million, a large part or 44 million is for own
account workers and unpaid family work-
ers. These are typically self-employed and
this form of employment is not necessarily
seen as entrepreneurial but a fallback op-
tion for those who do not have any other av-
enues. But note that this is the same seg-
ment that was the beneficiary of the massive
PMMY scheme (Mudra) that disbursed
slightly less than Rs 23 lakh crore among 380
million accounts in the period starting 2015-
16 until the end of 2022. Therefore, if there
is growth in self-employment, some of it
presumably is due to the large government
transfers to this cohort. At the same time,
such alarge increase in Direct Cash Transfers
in this period may have also contributed to
greater employment opportunities.
Deciphering the underlying cause is key to
understanding whether growth in this seg-
ment is desirable or can be sustained.

We also find arelative stagnation in aggre-

The greatest suecess has been
in agricultureand services.
Within agticulture, we obtain
results that suggest it is
livestock and fisheries that
may have seen the greatest
rise. A characteristic of this
growth, however, is that of the
total growth in employment
of 80 million, a large part or 44
million is for own account
workers and unpaid

family workers.

gate wages and salaries in recent years. For the
period 2017-18 and 2022-23, the average an-
nual growth of salaries and wages is at 6.6 per
cent in nominal terms but barely 1.2 per cent
over five years after being corrected for infla-
tion. In other words, while in the aggregate we
don’t find any wage distress, we also do not
see a greatimprovement in living conditions.
This could be for many reasons —if such large
numbers enter the workforce, some damp-
ening of wages and salaries is to be expected.
Atthe same time, it could also reflect adeeper
issue of stagnating labour productivity.

Whether it is government welfare pro-
grammes, changing economic structure,
changing demographic structure, or distress
that is causing the surge in employment re-
quires more careful analysis. To us, itis evident
that there are many contradictory stories play-
ing out simultaneously where employment
growthis concerned. Simplistic narratives will
dousall adisservice.

The writers work with CSEP. The views
expressed are personal

What I said, what they heard

My party made me a nobody, now Modi-Shah have brought me centrestage

MANI SHANKAR AIYAR

TOBETARGETED in the lead editorial by The
Indian Express (‘A poor debate’, May 13) in
the midst of a hard-fought election, for a
video clip shot months ago in the context of
my recent books is, I suppose, a personal ho-
nour. Especially as the Congress has been
quick to distance itself totally from my re-
marks. The clip has been dredged up by the
BJP to give life to their faltering campaign,
with the sole intention of creating an issue
where there is none. And so respectable a
newspaper as this one has wasted its breath
condemning remarks that had nothing to
do with the present contest and by an indi-
vidual in his individual capacity, as the
Congress has made unambiguously clear by
not naming me as a candidate, by not giving
me any position in the party for a full decade
pastand by keeping me atarm’s length from
participating in any election campaign.
Indeed, the Congress has refused to let me
speak from any Congress platform for the
past 20 years. Why do I matter so much as to
attract editorial page condemnation?

Only because my consistent advocacy of
astructured dialogue with Pakistanis anim-
portant national issue. The rationale of my
argument cannot be compressed into a clip
of a few seconds and then distorted for ulte-
rior purposes. It has been set out atlengthin
numerous articles, my 1994 publication,
“Pakistan Papers”, many book reviews and
my two recent books, Memoirs of a Maverick,
whose very title emphasises that my views
are not conventional; and The Rajiv I Knew,
where I write of Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi’s breakthrough visits to Pakistan in
December 1988 and July 1989 and what he

epaper“ne'ss.cnm

had to say publicly about his vision for good
relations between the two countries.

Although my personal views on Pakistan
are my own, they accord in close measure
with two other distinguished Prime
Ministers of India — Atal Bihari Vajpayee and
Manmohan Singh. Indeed, it was Vajpayeeji
who posted me as India’s first consul-gen-
eral to Karachi (1978-82) and did me the
courtesy of invariably coming into the
House when I spoke on Pakistan. On one oc-
casion, he went so far as to

and eventually the president falling from
power. Nevertheless, and notwithstanding
the horrendous Mumbai terrorist attack on
26/11/08, not only did Manmohan Singh at-
tempt a resumption of the dialogue with the
new Pakistan PM but also continued to use
diplomatic channels to keep in contact.

[ had, therefore, welcomed PM Modi’s
invitation to Nawaz Sharif and the decision
to resume talks at the swearing-in of the
new Indian PM in May 2014. That invitation

isreferred to in the editorial,

wonder why [ was never DEAR EDITOR. - but it fails to mention that
included by the Congress > | those talks never took
when Congress teams I DISAGREE place because the new BJP
were sent to meet him on A column in which PM objected to his BJP
Pakistan. I applauded L. predecessor, Vajpayee ji,
Vajpayeeji’s persistence in we invite readers to having encouraged
seeking dialogue with tell us why, when they Pakistani envoys to bring
Pakistan despite Kargil, de- differ with the the Hurriyat into the loop,
spite the attack on editorial bositions or even to the extent of allow-
Parliament and despite the p ing a Hurriyat delegation to
disappointment of the news coverage of visit Pakistan. It was Modi’s
failed Agra summit. ‘The Indian Express’ sudden decision in the

Manmohan Singh was third week of August 2014

the first to admit that he

was building on Atalji’s initiative. He carried
forward the Vajpayee opening by creating a
secret back channel on which three years of
uninterrupted and uninterruptible dialogue
actually led to an agreement in principle on
the way forward in Kashmir and needed no
more than the final signature of the two
leaders. Our PM was scheduled to visit
Pakistan in March 2007 but earlier that
month, internal differences between the
Chief Justice of Pakistan and the Pakistan
president led to the visit being postponed

to not send the Foreign
Secretary for talks in Islamabad because
Pakistan’s Ambassador had the Hurriyat
round to tea that marked the end of any
diplomatic dialogue between India and
Pakistan by the new government — a halt
that has now lasted a dismal decade.
True, as the editorial says, Modi ji made
a dramatic stop in Raiwind on December
25, 2015, but while that might have sig-
nalled a thaw, ever since a terrorist attack
the following month, our relationship has
been in the deep freezer. There are many

reasons why the dialogue should be re-
sumed (as urged by all but one of our recent
ambassadors to Pakistan) — and, equally,
many reasons why it should not. But surely
the democratic way forward is first a dia-
logue in India between the Nay-sayers and
the Aye-sayers, and second, the resumption
of a dialogue with our neighbour whom we
cannot wish away.

Thatis the contextin which I referred in
the clip to Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal. It is a
fact. Nuclear deterrence to prevent nuclear
war arises out of dialogue between hostile
nuclear powers, as shown by the US and
Russia ever since the Soviet Union went nu-
clear. They have not childishly downgraded
their diplomatic relations or refused to talk.
What I said even in the clip was to point to
Pakistan possessing a nuclear arsenal. My
remarks have been distorted both by the BJP
and The Indian Express to suggest that [ was
recommending dialogue out of fear. On the
contrary, I have always recommended dia-
logue because we have the strength to be
self-confident in such a dialogue and persist
with discussion despite differences as the
sensible way of finding a via media.

In this election, my own party, the Indian
National Congress, had made me a Nobody.
Now, Modi/Shah and The Indian Express (and
the Congress spokesman) have brought me
centre-stage. I do not know whether I should
thank them for rescuing me from obscurity
or ignore them. I have concluded that I
should take the middle course by stating my
side of the story.

The writer is a former Union minister

dertrials. Another sacred non-negotiable
principle of the criminal justice system is
that the burden of proof of guilt is on the
prosecution, not the accused. In recent
years, these principles have been negoti-
ated away by draconian legislation in the
case of crimes considered “heinous” -- the
consumption of narcotic drugs, economic
offences and terrorism. Apart from saying
these offences are “heinous”, there is no
clarity on their actual definition, leaving it
toinvestigators, prosecutors and politicians
to make decisions about whether there is
reason to believe that an offence has been
committed before an arrest is made.

Add to this the conditions imposed on
judges who should ordinarily be free to
decide whether to grant bail or not based
on well-known principles of law — for ex-
ample flight risk and non-interference
with the investigation. These “heinous”
offences require that the court must be
convinced that prima facie no offence has
been committed. A person is put in a po-
sition of being guilty until proven inno-
cent. This deadly combination often
makes law enforcement agencies invoke
the UAPA when the offence is of causing a
riot, or the PMLA, when the offence is that
of corruption. The idea seems to be to in-
timidate judges into denying bail, espe-
cially at the level of special court judges,
compelling the accused to approach a
high court or the Supreme Court.

The most important legal and constitu-
tional issue of our time is the question of the
denial of the right to life and liberty by a bro-
ken criminal justice system. Some people
are prosecuted while others are given im-
munity from prosecution simply by de-op-
erationalising the lodging of an FIR against
achosen few. Itis the political identity of the
presumptive accused that seems to deter-
mine the decision to prosecute or not, to ar-
rest or not. No court has answered the ques-
tion: What is the threshold of satisfaction
required for the “reason to believe that an
offence has been committed”? In a system
in which there is no independent prosecu-
tion, this often ends up in prosecution that
is targeted rather than lawful.

Denial of liberty can only be justified
if there is fair investigation and prosecu-
tion, fair conditions of detention and ex-
peditious access to justice. None of these
preconditions have been shown to exist
and yet there has been no judicial inter-

need is the statement of an “ approver “as
the sole evidence of “reason to believe”
that an offence has been committed.
Prosecutors must show some con-
sciousness of the fact that our courts have
held that the rights of the incarcerated are
required to be protected by the state. A
state that incarcerates a person is duty-
bound to guarantee fair conditions of de-
tention, which includes respecting the
right to health of the accused. We have
seen the death of Father Stan Swamy who
was suffering from Parkinson's disease in
custody. The right to health is a guaranteed
fundamental right. Recognising this, the
Bombay High Court granted bail to
Varavara Rao in the Bhima Koregaon case.
This judgment was upheld by the Supreme
Court, following its own decisions to the
effect that all rights not inconsistent with
incarnation can be exercised behind bars.
It is time to consider granting prime
ministers and chief ministers immunity
from arrest while in office, similar to that
of governors, or, at least, to have a proper
screening process on the necessity to ar-
rest.Judges enjoy immunity from arrest -
to do so requires an elaborate procedure of
sanctions before any arrest can be made.
The right to form a political party and
to promote its agenda is guaranteed to
every citizen and is part of the fundamen-
tal right to associate and give expression to
political speech. Elections are also the time
when we exercise our right to dissent from
the manifesto of any party. Elections to
state assemblies and the Lok Sabha are at
the heart of the democratic process, which
is a basic feature of the Constitution. This
is what justifies the grant of interim bail to
sitting Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal. It en-
ables him to campaign on behalf of the
party he leads during the current phase of
the general elections. Kejriwal's case has
once again raised the question: When can
it be said that there is “reason to believe”
that an offence has been committed?
Kejriwal has got bail but the criminal
justice system continues to be broken. On
whom does the responsibility lie to fix the
system? The question awaits an answer
while many live in fear of persecution
even as others enjoy immunity. The bur-
den on the SCis high.

The writer is senior advocate, Supreme
Court and trustee, Lawyers Collective

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

TELANGANA FIGHT

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Three cor-
ners in Telangana’ (IE, May 13). The
Congress party’s resounding victory in
Telangana’s 2023 state elections has
been sparking debates on whether the
party canreplicate this success in the Lok
Sabha elections. However, the extrapo-
lation of state victories to national gains
is fraught with complexities, given the
multifaceted nature of voter behaviour
and regional political dynamics.The vul-
nerability of BRS does not automatically
translate into gains for Congress. It opens
abattleground for both Congress and the
BJP. If BRS’s traditional vote banks, par-
ticularly among Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes,and Muslims, find the
Congress’s state-level performance and
promises appealing, they might shift
their allegiance. Conversely,a weakened
BRS could see its residual vote share
swinging to the BJP, especially if the na-
tional narrative sways voter perception.

Khokan Das, Kolkata

DECORUM FIRST

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘India in the
world, a continuity’ (IE, May 13). Political
parties, when addressing the public,
should uphold decorum and focus on
outlining their plans for the citizens of
India. The language and allegations used
in election rallies nowadays often lack
maturity and respect. It’s important to
acknowledge and appreciate the contri-
butions of past prime ministers to the

nation’s growth. Development is a cu-
mulative process that spans decades,and
no single party can claim credit for all of
it. The ruling party’s achievements are
built upon the foundations laid by its
predecessors. Instead of dismantling past
contributions, parties should strive to
build upon them for the greater good of
the nation. All political parties should pri-
oritise serving the nation over pursuing
power and personal agendas.

Ajay Corriea, Vasai

DEMOCRACY WINS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Right to
campaign’ (IE, May 11). By granting in-
terim bail to Delhi CM Arvind Kejriwal,
the Supreme Court has helped in en-
suring a level playing field for the gen-
eral election. The arrest of a serving CM
and a key Opposition leader, amid the
election process, sent shock waves
among regional parties. The Court is
right in both citing the general election
as a good reason to grant interim bail
and inrejecting the ED’s argument that
it would be favourable treatment for
politicians. By applying the basic prin-
ciple of granting bail to those who are
unlikely to run from justice, with con-
ditions to counter their likely influence
over witnesses and to protect evidence,
orders granting bail wouldn’t call for
political reactions and doubts of politi-
cians being unduly favoured. For now,
the court has done right to put the in-
terests of democracy over other issues.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali
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XENOTRANSPLANTATION

Transplantation of living cells, tissues or organs from
one species to another

THE FIRST person to receive a pig kidney
has died two months after his surgery.
His family and doctors from the
Massachusetts General Hospital, where
the procedure took place, did not link his
death to the transplant.

What is xenotransplantation?

‘Xeno'’ is the Latin term for ‘foreign’ —
xenotransplantation, thus, is the trans-
plantation of living cells, tissues or organs
from one species to another. In context of
humans, “xenotransplantation is any pro-
cedure that involves the transplantation,
implantation or infusionintoa humanre-
cipient of either (a)live cells, tissues, or or-
gans from a nonhuman animal source, or
(b) human body fluids, cells, tissues or or-
gans that have had ex vivo contact with live
non-human animal cells, tissues or or-
gans,” according to the US Food and Drug
Administration (FDA). This includes trans-
plantation of animal organs (likea pigkid-
ney),or use of a pig liver for temporary per-
fusion during acute liver failure.

How does it work?

In practice, the actual surgery may not
be very different from a regular organ
transplant. But, the animal organ selected
has to undergo genetic modifications, so
that the human body does not reject it. A
report from the Harvard Medical School,
whose physicians were involved in
Slayman’s operation, said 69 genomic ed-
its were made to the pig kidney in his case.
Gene editing technology CRISPR-Cas9 was
employed to “remove certain pig genes
that produce sugars with antibodies our
immune systems react to” and “add cer-
tain human genes to improve the kidney’s
compatibility with humans”.

Why are pigs used for this procedure?

Pig heart valves have been used to re-
place damaged human heart valves for
over 50 years now. This is because pigs’
anatomical and physiological parameters
are similar to that of humans. They can be
easily,and in a cost-effective manner, bred
infarms. Avast variety in pig breeds, which
come indifferent sizes, alsomeans that har-

Richard Slayman, 62, passed away
on Saturday. Reuters

vested organs can be matched with the
specific needs of the human recipient. The
first xenotransplantation of a genetically-
modified pig heart was carried outin 2022,
but the patient died within two months.

What are the complications?

The biggest challenge with a xeno-
transplant (like a regular transplant)is to
ensure that the human body does not re-
ject the transplanted organ. Like in regu-
lar transplants, the patient is put on im-
munosuppressants, which leaves them
vulnerable to other diseases and compli-
cations. Transplanted organs themselves
may carry “recognised and unrecognised
infectious agents”, according to the FDA.
This can then lead to subsequent trans-
mission of diseases among humans, with
certain latent retroviruses potentially
causing disease “years after infection”.

What is the need for this procedure?
There is a significant gap between the
number of transplantations needed by pa-
tients and the availability of donor organs.
A 2024 article in Nature noted: “In the
United States alone, there are nearly 90,000
people waiting for a kidney transplant,and
more than 3,000 people die every year
while still waiting,” There is also some ev-
idence suggesting that animal cells and tis-
sues may be used to treat certain neurode-
generative disorders and diabetes.
EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE

AROUND AROCKY EXOPLANET, SPACE
TELESCOPE FINDSATMOSPHERE

THE JAMES Webb Space Telescope (JWST)
has detected evidence of an atmosphere
around exoplanet 55 Cancri e, one of the
most studied rocky planets outside the so-
lar system. The exoplanet, which is 41
light years away, orbits a Sun-
like star and is twice Earth’s
radius, and eight times as
heavy.

A mysterious planet
55 Cancri e was discov-
eredin 2004. At the time, sci-
entists thought that it was a
gas giant, similar to Jupiter or
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debunked, about exactly what its atmos-
phere was composed of.

Carbon-based atmosphere

The JWST data indicate that 55 Cancri
e’s atmosphere is probably
rich in carbon dioxide or car-
bon monoxide, and has a
thickness that is “up to a few
per cent” of the planet’s ra-
dius. Experts have said more
research is needed to deter-
mine the atmosphere’s full
and exact composition and
precise thickness.

Saturn. But in 2011, re-
searchers found thatitisalot

NEW RESEARCH

Nonetheless, the discov-
ery can have deep implica-

smaller and denser thana gas
giant, meaning it is a rocky exoplanet,
much like the Earth.

In 2016, scientists noticed that 55
Cancri e was cooler than what they ex-
pected for a planet so close toits star —its
daysideis still over 1,500 degree celsius —
indicating that it probably has an atmos-
phere. Multiple theories were floated, and

tions. Being able to spot such
atmospheres in Earth-like planets is an
important step in the search for life be-
yond the Solar System. While 55 Cancrie
cannot currently support life as we know
it, the presence of an atmosphere provides
cluesregarding Earth’s distant past, when
it too was hot and covered with magma
oceans. ENS
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India’s stakes in Chabahar

Signing of a long-term contract with Iran on the strategically located port is part of India’s strategic and
economic vision for Central Asia and beyond. However, the project has always faced multiple challenges

SHUBHAJIT ROY
NEW DELHI, MAY 13

INDIA AND Iran signed a 10-year contract on
Monday for the operation of a terminal at the
strategically important Chabahar portin Iran.

Chabahar is a deep water port in Iran’s
Sistan-Baluchistan province. It is the Iranian
port thatis the closest to India, and is located
in the open sea, providing easy and secure
access for large cargo ships.

Union Minister for Shipping, Ports and
Waterways Sarbananda Sonowal witnessed
the signing of the contract between India
Ports Global Ltd (IPGL) and Ports & Maritime
Organisation of Iran (PMO) in Tehran.

IPGL will invest approximately $120 mil-
lion to equip and operate the port for the du-
ration of the contract, and the two sides will
further extend their cooperation in Chabahar
thereafter. India has also offered a credit win-
dow inrupees equivalent to $250 million for
mutually identified projects to improve in-
frastructure related to the port.

Slow start to project

Modern Chabahar came into beingin the
1970s, and Tehran realised the strategic im-
portance of the port during the Iran-Iraq war
of the 1980s.

In2002, Hassan Rouhani, who was Iran’s
National Security Advisor under President
Syed Mohammad Khatami at the time, held
discussions with his Indian counterpart
Brajesh Mishra on developing the port, lo-
cated 72 km west of Pakistan’s Gwadar port.

In January 2003, President Khatami and
then Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee
signed off on an ambitious roadmap of
strategic cooperation. Among the key proj-
ects the two countries agreed on was
Chabahar, which held the potential to link
South Asia with the Persian Gulf,
Afghanistan, Central Asia, and Europe.

The New Delhi Declaration signed by the
two leaders recognised that the countries’
“growing strategic convergence need[ed] to
be underpinned with a strong economic rex
lationship”. For India, Chabahar held im=
mense strategic and economic signifieance,
asit provided a route to reach Afghanistan —
land access to which had been blocked by a
hostile Pakistan.

But the ambitious timelines-for the proj-
ect were undone by India’s growing relation-
ship with the UnitedStates under President

Wiy BJP ¢

DAMININATH
NEW DELHI,MAY 13

ASVOTES were being cast in the fourth phase
of the Lok Sabha election on Monday, the BJP
candidate in Hyderabad, Madhavi Latha, was
captured on video asking nigab-wearing
women voters to remove their face coverings
so she could verify their identities.

Hyderabad Police registered an FIR against
Latha under IPC sections pertaining to undue
influence at an election (171C), obstructing a
public servant (186), and intent to incite
(505(1)(c)), and Section 132 of The
Representation of the People Act, 1951 (mis-
conduct at the polling station).

Voters who cover their face

While face coverings have been increas-
ingly politicised of late, women who wear
ghoonghat or niqab have always voted in
India’s elections.

Before the first Lok Sabha electionin 1951-
52, the Election Commission of India (ECI)
worked hard to ensure women became full
participants in India’s democratic process —
however, many women refused to enrol with
theirnames, and instead asked to be identified
in relation to a male member of the family, as
the mother of so-and-so or wife of so-and-so.

“The reason...was that according to local
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The strategic and economic importance of Iran’s Chabahar port will be greatly
enhanced by its integration with the planned INSTC corridor (inred).

George W Bush. The US, which declared Iran
asone of the “axis of evil” along with Irag and
North Korea, pushed New Delhi to abandon
its strategic relationship with Tehran, and the
Chabahar project became a casualty.

Progress after 2015

While India spent about $100 million to
construct a 218-km road from Delaram in
western Afghanistan to Zaranj enthe Iran-
Afghan border to link with Chabahar, the port
projectitself progressedat a glacial pace. But
things started to change in 2015 after talks
between Iran and theP-5+1 bore fruit.

About three/weeks after Iran and the
world powers-announced their framework
deal on April 2, 2015, and committed to fi-
nalising'a comprehensive deal by the end of
June, then'‘Afghan President Ashraf Ghani
visited India and stressed the importance of
the Chabahar port.

During Ghani’s April 27-29, 2015 visit, he
and Prime Minister Narendra Modi agreed to
work closely with Iran to make the port proj-
ectareality,and to developit as a viable gate-
way to Afghanistan and Central Asia. They
agreed that routes additional to the existing
ones will provide a major impetus to Afghan-
istan’s economic reconstruction efforts.

Over the next one year, coordination be-
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tween the three countries led to the signing
of a Trilateral Agreement to establish the
International Transport and Transit Corridor
inMay 2016, when Prime Minister Modi vis-
ited Iran. Thereafter, India’s Shipping
Ministry worked at a brisk pace to develop
the project.

The attitude of the Donald Trump admin-
istration towards Iran complicated matters
after 2017, but South Block appeared deter-
mined to stay the course. New Delhi man-
aged to get a waiver from the US for the
Chabahar project, citing access to
Afghanistan as a reason.

India’s approach also stemmed from the
fact that China was aggressively pursuing
President Xi Jinping’s ambitious Belt and Road
Initiative for massive infrastructure develop-
ment across large parts of Asia and Africa.

Developments in recent years

India has so far supplied six mobile har-
bour cranes (two of 140-tonne and four of
100-tonne capacity) and other equipment
worth $25 million.

IPGL has been operating Chabahar port
through its wholly owned subsidiary, India
Ports Global Chabahar Free Zone (IPGCFZ),
since December 24, 2018. The port has han-
dled more than 90,000 twenty-foot-equiv-

Union Home Minister
Amit Shah with the
BJP’s Hyderabad
candidate Madhavi
Latha during aroad
show earlier this
month. P11

Identifying women

eas were averse to disclosing
their proper names to
strangers... Out of a total of
nearly 80 million votersin the
country, nearly 2.8 million
eventually failed to disclose
their proper names, and the
entries relating to them had
to be deleted from the rolls,”

DECISION
2024

in burga

Conducting free and fair
electionsis the ECI's mandate,
which includes ensuring no
bogus votes are cast. Polling
officers are required to verify
a voter’s appearance against
the photo on the voter card, if

Sukumar Sen, the first Chief
Election Commissioner, wrote in his report
on the election.

Following a sustained campaign by the
ECl over the years that followed, the numbers
of women increased steadily on voters'’ lists.
Today, women account for almost 49% of the
electorate.

needed.

To ensure this is done while also protect-
ing the privacy of the woman elector in
ghoonghat/ burqa/ niqab, the ECI has issued
standing instructions for Returning Officers
of constituencies and Presiding Officers of
polling stations:

“If sufficiently large number of ‘par-

alent units (TEUs) of container traffic and
more than 8.4 million metric tonnes (MMT)
of bulk and general cargo since then.

The port has also facilitated the supply
of humanitarian assistance, especially dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic. Till date, a total
of 2.5 million tonnes of wheat and 2,000
tonnes of pulses have been trans-shipped
from India to Afghanistan through Chabahar
port.In 2021, India supplied 40,000 litres of
the environment friendly pesticide
(malathion) through the port to Iran to fight
locust attacks.

In August 2023, Prime Minister Modi met
with President Ebrahim Raisi in
Johannesburg on the sidelines of the BRICS
Summit, and discussed the pending long-
term contract on Chabahar. The two leaders
gave a clear political direction to finalise and
sign the long-term contract.

Chabahar and INSTC

With the operationalisation of the long-
term investment, Chabahar could poten-
tially become an important hub to connect
India with the landlocked countries of
Central Asia and Afghanistan. However, to
better realise its commercial and strategic
potential, the development of the port must
be integrated with the larger connectivity
project of the International North South
Transport Corridor (INSTC).

The INSTC, which was initiated by Russia,
India, and Iran, is a multi-modal transporta-
tion route envisaged to link the Indian Ocean
and Persian Gulf to the Caspian Sea via Iran,
and onward to northern Europe via St
Petersburg in Russia.

The INSTC envisages the movement of
goods from Mumbai to Bandar Abbas in Iran
by sea; from Bandar Abbas to Bandar-e-
Anzali, an Iranian port on the Caspian Sea, by
road; from Bandar-e-Anzali to Astrakhan, a
Caspian port in the Russian Federation by
ship across the Caspian Sea; and onward to
other parts of the Russian Federation and
Europe by rail.

Phunchok Stobdan, a senior fellow at the
Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses
(IDSA) and a former Indian Ambassador to
Kyrgyzstan, wrote in an IDSA issue brief in
June 2017 that “INSTC and Chabahar Port will
complement each other for optimising Indian
connectivity with Russia and Eurasia”.
However, the war in Ukraine and the destruc-
tion of Europe’s relationship with Russia has
since complicated the future of this project.

andidate Latha has been booked

danashin’ (burqa-clad) women electors are
assigned to your Polling Station, you should
make special arrangements for their identifi-
cation and application of indelible ink on the
left index finger by a lady Polling Officerin a
separate enclosure having due regard to pri-
vacy, dignity, and decency.

“For such special enclosure you may use
locally available but inexpensive material,”
says the ECI's Handbook for Presiding Officers.

The ECI's Handbook for Returning Officers
says: “The availability of female polling per-
sonnel should be examined for appointing
Presiding/ Polling Officers in polling stations
set up exclusively for female voters or where
the number of female voters, especially, par-
danashin women is large, there must be at
least one lady-polling officer who may facil-
itate and identify the women electors.”

The action of Madhavi Latha

The responsibility and right to verify the
identity of voters lies with the ECI, not a con-
testing candidate. Candidates or their polling
agents are allowed access to polling stations
in the constituency, to ensure that the polling
process is conducted without interference.
However, they are not permitted to intervene
in the voting process.

Madhavi Latha’s action was viewed as in-
terference and, therefore, at the ECI's behest,
she was booked by the police.

Pain from Pak’s economic crisis: why are traders protesting in PoK?

RAVIDUTTAMISHRA
NEW DELHI, MAY 13

VIOLENT STREET protests in Pakistan
Occupied Kashmir (PoK) have left a police
officer dead and more than 90 injured since
Friday, Pakistani media reported.

The violence erupted after about 70 mem-
bers of the Joint Awami Action Committee,
an organisation led by traders in the region,
were arrested during a strike to protest the
rising costs of food, fuel, and utilities.
Pakistan’s economic crisis and high inflation
have resulted in hardships for its people, and
asection of traders have been additionally hit
by the stopping of trade with India.

The protests in PoK
The traders took to the streets on Friday
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to protest against high electricity and food
prices. There were similar protests against
high electricity bills in August 2023 as well.

A general strike halted Muzaffarabad,
the capital and largest city of PoK, as public
transport, shops, markets, and businesses
shut down. A large numbers of protesters
broke barricades and clashed with police in
the Mirpur and Muzaffarabad divisions.

On Sunday, the paramilitary Rangers
were called in to secure government build-
ings such as the legislative assembly and
the courts.

Pakistan’s economy has been witness-
ing extremely high inflation and dismal eco-
nomic growth for more than two years due
to rising energy costs. Consumer inflation
has been above 20% since May 2022, and
touched 38%in May 2023, the Dawn news-
paper reported.

Pak PM Shehbaz Sharif on Monday
approved a $23 billion grant to quell
the protests, Dawn reported. File

Alleged discrimination

Leaders in PoK have been protesting al-
leged discrimination by the governmentin

Islamabad in the distribution of power to
the area. Dawn reported on complaints by
the region’s premier Chaudhry Anwarul
Hag about not receiving their fair share of
the 2,600MW of hydropower produced by
the Neelum-Jhelum project.

Haq has also said that his request for re-
sources to increase salaries of government
employees in the recent budget was not ac-
cepted, and that he had been forced to di-
vert development funds to pay them.

Collapse of India trade

Traders in PoK were hit hard after India
raised customs duty to 200% on Pakistani
products such as dry dates, rock salt, ce-
ment, and gypsum following the Pulwama
terror attack of February 2019. As a result,
Pakistan's exports to India fell from an aver-
age of $45 million per month in 2018 to only

$2.5 million per month between March and
July 2019, Dawn reported.

The situation was made more difficult
after Pakistan stopped all trade following
the constitutional changes carried out by
India in Jammu and Kashmir in August
2019. India-Pakistan trade has shrunk to a
low of about $2 billion annu-
ally over the last five years, a
small fraction of the $37 bil-
lion trade potential estimated

GLOBAL

measures.
According to the State Bank of Pakistan,
the country’s forex reserves fell from a peak
of $20.1 billion in August 2021 to $2.9 bil-
lionin February 2023, enough to cover only
amonth’s imports. Pakistan imports nearly
40% of its total primary energy supply.
Pakistan’s largely aid-de-
pendent economy has an un-
derdeveloped private sector,
and its stock market has

by the World Bank.

Pakistan’s economic crisis

Pakistan’s foreign exchange reserves
have fallen drastically ever since global food
and fuel prices rose in the aftermath of the
Russia-Ukraine war. A similar balance of
payments crisis crippled Sri Lanka as well
in 2022-23, leading India to extend support

shown very little growth over
the years. The country’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) shrank by 0.17% during FY23.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) re-
cently said Pakistan needed gross financing
worth $123 billion over the next five years,
and that the country was expected to seek
$21 billion in the fiscal year 2024-25 and
$23 billion in 2025-26.
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Neighbourhood First blues

Besides the China factor, immediate neighbours
also seek more autonomy in dealing with India

NGAGING WITH THE neighbourhood has no doubt been a for-
eign policy priority of the Narendra Modi-led National Democ-
raticAlliance (NDA) since it first came to powerin 2014.Tenyears
later, as the ruling regime seeks a third term in office, the chal-
lenges of dealing with the South Asian region remain daunting. Besides
the growing role of China — whose trade with the region is two times
higherthanIndia’s — thereis the need toaddress the desire of neighbours
toseek more strategicautonomyin theirrelationship with India. Thiswas
underscored by the visit of Maldives’ foreign minister Moosa Zameer to
New Delhi during which his Indian counterpart, S Jaishankar, stated that
the relationship is based on mutual interests and reciprocal sensitivity.

India’s relationship with Maldives — a key maritime neighbourin the
Indian Oceanwith a special place initsvision for Security and Growth for
Allin the Region — is passing through testing times.Thereisa pro-China
regime change in that island nation with President Mohamed Muizzu
formallyrequesting India towithdrawits military presence from the Mal-
dives.The need for sensitivityis also felt in India’s relationship with Nepal.
The decision of the Pushpa Kamal Dahal or Prachanda-led government to
putamap showingareas of India ona 3100 currency note provoked Jais-
hankarto state that such“unilateral measures”by Kathmanduwould not
change the reality on the ground. The need obviously is to address this
festering border dispute through patient negotiations. India’s external
affairs minister stated that “discussions about our boundary matter (are
ongoing) through an established platform” but evidently Nepal is not
happywith their pace and progress.

Thisissue must be addressed expeditiously — much in the same spirit
with which the NDA regime resolved the land border question with
Bangladesh. A much bigger challenge pertains to normalising relations
with Pakistan which has been in deep freeze since 2019.There has been
a flurry of signals from Islamabad regarding the resumption of bilateral
tradebutanyresponseislikely only aftera new governmentisin office in
June.To shore up its influence in the region, India needs to make gener-
ousand non-reciprocal measures to ensure that neighbours have a greater
stake in its growth story. With Maldives, its foreign minister was earlier
appreciative of India’s decision to renew the quota to allow the export of
essential commodities while President Muizzu sought leniency for repay-
ment of loans taken by previous governments.India stood by Sri Lanka in
itshour of need and must do the same for Nepal and others that face bal-
ance of payments problems with reduced foreign exchange buffers to
purchase essential imports like food, fuel,and other items.

India cannot match Chinain cheque-book diplomacybut it can under-
take unilateral tradeliberalisation that ensures greater market access for
its neighbours. Doing so will blunt the edge of some of their resentment
of only registering massive trade deficits with India. The priority of the
new governmentin India mustbe to trade more with the neighbourhood
asitstwo-way trade declined by 7.6% to $27.9 billion or 2.7% of its global
tradein FY24 (up to February) from ayear earlier. The fact that Bangladesh
and Pakistan trade more with the dragon is a painful reminder of India’s
failure to engage more and integrate with the South Asian region.

The EU should burnish its
bonds for prime time

NOW THAT THE European Union has sold €513 billion ($550 billion) of debt, a
stockpile poised to reach at least €800 billion by 2026, the bloc should accelerate
plansto qualifyasafully-fledged government bond market. Building a proper pri-
mary dealer network, augmented by repurchase facilities and and futures con-
tracts,would enhanceliquidity,broaden demand from both euro zone and global
investors,and reduce borrowing costs for the bloc.

MSClI Inc.and Intercontinental Exchange Inc.have issued consultation papers
seeking views on the viability of reclassifying EU Commission issues as sovereign
debt rather than supranational bonds. That matters because the latter trade at
wider dealing spreads akin to corporate debt, while the former have a broader
worldwide investor audience. And while MSCI and ICE are second-tier providers
of the fixed-income benchmarks against which portfolio managers gauge per-
formance, such a move would set a precedent that more established index com-
pilers including Citigroup Inc., Bank of America Corp.and Bloomberg LP would
likely follow.

The EU had barely €50 billion of bonds outstanding before the pandemic
hit; the sudden requirement for massive funding to underpin the economy led
to a vast upscaling of borrowing by the commission. This kicked off with the
SURE job support programme in mid-2020,ramping up to the wider NextGen
€800 billion programme of loans and grants to member states — funded by
mutualised debt sales.

Qualifying as government debt would bump EU
bonds higher up the fixed-income hierarchy when
investors are considering where to put money to
work. And that wouldn’t just be an intra-euro area
dynamic; Mohit Kumar, chief Europe economist at
Jefferies Financial Group Inc.,reckons that demand
from Asian and Middle East sovereign wealth funds
would increase.

The EU has AAA grades from the major credit-
rating companies, yet trades at a modest yield pre-
mium to six euro nations — including France,which
is rated two notches lower at AA by Standard &
Poor’s Corp. So, it’s easy to see how the momentum
forlower borrowing costs for the bloc could build.

Recent comments from German Bundesbank President Joachim Nagel,
throwing up the usual roadblocks for increasing centralised EU borrowing,
suggest that machinations are afoot behind closed doors to expand its debt
programme. While the German constitutional court remains an impediment
to mutualised debt, the NextGen programme showed that it’s not unsurpass-
able. A firm German “nein” could become “maybe” if some guard rails are put
in place.

The EU debt stockpile risks becoming a stranded asset class, left to wither
into runoff. Investors tend not to focus on temporary debt programmes. That
would be awaste.The bloc needs to support Ukraine, fortify European defences,
and upscale its net zero climate-change initiatives — all existential require-
ments for the EU’s ongoing survival and relevance.

The NextGen platform provides a perfect template, and it’s hard to un-
invent such a creature. After the EU June elections, repurposing un-allocated
commitments from the initial programme with new monies and goals could be
the bedrock of the next Commission’s five-year term. It’s long been part of the
EU’s common currency project to cement monetary union with mutual debt
sales.Its chance of achieving that might be getting closer now that bond index
providers are ready to play ball — even before the supporting complementary
parts that most sovereign bond markets require are fully in place. The secret
sauce of the euro project has always been its adaptability in a crisis. The EU
should make good use of the bloc’s lengthening list of financial needs to
improve upon a half-built debt project rushed through during the pandemic.

=

=
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TTAINING GLOBALLY
COMPETITIVE scale of
enterprise in targeted sec-
tors will be imperative for
India to become a devel-
oped country by 2047. For India’s econ-
omy to sustain its growth trajectory, its
enterprises must become more globally
competitive,and enable furtheraccelera-
tion of trade without disproportionate
impact on domestic enterprises. Scale of
enterprise hasbeen aweaklink for India,
and while the government has recog-
nised the significance of scale as a factor
and worked towards enabling
easier/faster scaling through recalibra-
tionbyupto 50 times of micro,smalland
medium enterprise parameters, intro-
ducing performance-linked incentive
schemes in select sectors, streamlining a
myriad of labourlaws into four codes,and
even consolidating public sector banks,
progress hasyet to gain critical mass.The
recent momentum needs tobe sustained
for a prolonged period for a majority of
India’s most competitive enterprises to
attain globally competitive scale.

The Reserve Bank of India’s July 2023
bulletin projects the per-capita GDPlevel
of a high-income country to be $21,664
in 2047-48, assuming annual dollar
inflation of 2%. With per-capita GDP of
$2,410in 2022, India must target ~10x
increase to become a high-income coun-
try by 2047. India’s best performance
overa 25-year period has been per capita
GDPgrowing seven times between 1993
and 2017.Japan, Germany, South Korea,
China, and Vietnam have grown over 10
times within 25 years, with attaining
globally competitive scale of enterprisein
select sectors being a keyif nota primary
driver.Countries attaining globally com-
petitive scale in industries often implies
massive domestic concentration risks,
bothwithinasectoraswellasthesectoras
a proportion of the economy. But clearly
the benefits were thought to outweigh
risks by policy makers who enabledthe
rise of these enterprises globally:

These countries have smallerpopula-
tion than India, so the closest compara-

ECONOMIC AMBITION
BUILDING COMPETITIVE SCALE OF ENTERPRISE IN TARGETED SECTORS AMUST TO BECOME DEVELOPED NATION

Key to India’s 2047 target

AJIT PAI
GAURAY SHARMA

Respectively, lead strategy partner, and director,
EY GPS. Views are persona

ble is China. Just prior to India’s liberali-
sation, per capita GDP of China ($347)in
1990waslowerthan India’s($369).Inthe
next 25 years, China’s per capita GDP
grew more than 23 times while India’s
grew under 5 times. The International
Monetary Fund projects China’s per
capita GDP at $14,037 in 2025, likely
crossing the high-income country
threshold.Today,China’s dominant share
in the foundational blocks of global man-
ufacturing like steel,aluminium, APIs,
photovoltaic, semiconductor compo-
nents, automotive, and ship-building
havebeen driven by drasticallylower cost,
where scale of enterprise has been a key
factor.Indiaappears tobe the onlynation
with the size of economy, breadth and
depth oflabour pool,lowerincomelevels,
and diversity of resources that could
become a credible participant to de-risk
global supply chains.

Many are pointing to India’s com-
parative advantage in services exports
that it must maximise focus on and not
dissipate much of its resources'en man-
ufacturing, where it is not'asicompeti-

Max. growth|

Time

In per-capita period

GDP (25 yrs)

Country

o) o 54x | 1965-1989
® Japan 30x 1961-1988
o Vietnam 26x 1990-2014
:‘o China 24X 1991-2015
. 'e Germany 10x 1971-1995
i India 7x 1993-2017

Source: World Bank, EY Analysis

Yrs taken
for 10x
growth

tive.Thisline of thinking is shortsighted.
Firstly, growth of manufacturing need
not be at the expense of services in an
environment of abundant labour,
healthy credit growth, and foreign
investment. And secondly, de-risking
the world’s merchandise demand
requires amanufacturing participant of
sufficient scale to approach the leader.
Currently China has ~10 times the
capacity of the next economy in sectors
such as steel,aluminium, APIs, etc.

India’s manufacturing share of GDP
likely declined prematurely from a peak
of 17.9% in 1995 to 13.3% in 2022
(world average 16.2%),and significantly
lower than the highs of China (32.5%,
2006), South Korea (28.2%, 2011),
Japan (23.5%, 1995), and Germany
(24.8%,1991).Vietnam and India had
similar share of manufacturing in GDP
at17.1%in 2010.Subsequently,India’s
manufacturing share declined while
Vietnam’s increased to 24.8% in 2022
and could rise further.

Indian enterprises,and more impor-
tantly governmentatall tiers,must think

Strategies adopted
to boost growth

192 Focus on select sectors,
chaebols, debt leverage

14 Focus on select sectors,
innovation, keiretsu
Trade driven scale in

18
select sectors

16 Investment in foundational
sectors, rising up tech curve

ol Select sector focus, spurring
scale via SMEs in value chain

33 Liberalisation and gradual
globalisation
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@ REGULATING APPROPRIATELY

Union finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman

Regulation—whether it's for equity markets

or banks or corporate entities—can't be
fixated. A soft touch always results in better
response from the regulated

at a global scale. Thirty years ago, India
exported three times the value of apparel
that Bangladesh did. Today, Bangladesh
exports three times the value of apparel
that India does.Some of this relative per-
formance can be explained by
Bangladesh’simproved competitiveness
linked to its scale of enterprise, with its
typical apparel production unit having
1,500-2,000 workers relative to India’s
~70 workers. Consolidating workers of
20unitsintoasingle unit,and from over
a dozen owners to a single owner,would
generallyresultinincreasing disparityin
income and assets in the short term
while making the sector more competi-
tive and reducing the workers necessary
for the same output due to efficiencies.
Thus, the early stages of this much-
needed scaling of enterprise to improve
competitiveness should expectedly
resultin slowerjob growth and rising dis-
parityinitially.

There is roughly a lag of a couple of
yearsbetween improved competitiveness
and business order growth, and another
year’slagbetween order growth and GDP
growth. There will be an even longer lag
between rising demand for labour and
growth in unskilled/semiskilled wages as
over 40% of India’s workforce is still
engaged in agriculture, indicative of the
massive underemployment/disguised
unemployment. As India’s productivity
improves,demand foremployees is likely
to grow slower than GDP,and it is only by
accelerating growth sufficiently formore
than a couple of decades that we can
reduce the massive underemployment
and begin to see faster growth in wages.
Indiamustnotbe disheartened by these
aspects of scaling for competitiveness,
but instead focus on mitigating solu-
tions of accelerating capital expendi-
ture,continuing to provide cushionslike
MGNREGA, and improving credit flow
to more than offset rising productivity
until exportsrise sufficiently. Enhanced
competitivenesswillincrease the size of
the pie faster and will eventually and
more sustainablyresultinahigherstan-
dard of life for all citizens.

IFD Agreement: What lies ahead?

PREVIOUSLY IN THIS paper, on India’s
stance on plurilateral negotiations
(shorturl.at/dr]S7),including the Invest-
ment Facilitation for Development (IFD)
Agreement, we argued that the issues
raised in favour of India were to follow
the rigid path as in the World Trade
Organization (WTO) pacts. These cover
the WTO’s multilateral character,India’s
opposition to plurilateral agreements,
and its stance on investment issues at
the WTO. India needs to think through
these aspects carefully.

TheIFD Agreement,endorsed by 126-
odd, mostly developing, countries, seeks
to streamline bureaucratic processes,
enhance investment environment, and
promote foreign direct investment. It
aligns with India’s initiatives on ease of
doing business, such as the National Sin-
gle-Window System designed to simplify
approvals for investors and businesses.

Despite implementing a range of
domestic measures to attract and facil-
itate inward investment, and support
otherdeveloping countries,India’s non-
participationin IFD discussionsisrather
odd. Moreover, India’s stance appears
incongruent with its stated goal of
attracting more foreign investment,
potentially hindering economic growth.

Further,raising objections tothe IFD
outcome reflectsabroader dilemmafac-
ing India on the nature of agreements
negotiated outside the traditional mul-
tilateral framework.

Holding discussions
The practice of holding discussions

PRADEEP S MEHTA
SHRUTI MAHESHWARI

The authors work for CUTS International, a global
public policy research and advocacy group

attheWTO inless-than-multilateral for-
mats is neither new nor illegal. It is
widely acknowledged that such discus-
sions can occur, provided the outcomes
are agreed upon by consensus and sub-
sequently incorporated into the WTO
framework. However, a point of con-
tentionariseswhenagroup of members
begins discussions without a multilat-
eral mandate and subsequently seeks to
include the outcomes as plurilateral
agreements. This chal-
lenges both the letter and

It is imperative for India to actively participate in
negotiations to shape the future of international
trade in a manner that benefits all stakeholders

bership, focusing on its practical effects
rather than its legal nature.

In certain scenarios, negotiated out-
comes may indeed exhibit characteris-
tics of “effectively multilateral” agree-
ments. This is particularly true for
agreements addressing major issues of
concern to a significant portion of the
WTO membership — they can facilitate
cooperation and benefit a broad spec-
trum of members without imposing
discriminatory measures.
We need to think innova-

spirit of the Marrakesh India’s argtfments tively and devise mecha-
Agreement establishing for preserving the  pismsthat canbreathelife
the WTO.It poses systemic multilateral into negotiated outcomes.
challenges gnd threatens character of the Finally,in the context of
to undermine the WTO’s the IFD Agreement, India’s
multilateral character. W-I:O may not be resistance contradicts its

We quote from a recent valid, as they are claims to champion the
article by noted econocrat within WTO rules Global South’sinterestsand

NK Slngh in this context: 1

“We need Jagdish (Bhag-

wati) more than ever before for his san-
guine advice on two issues. First, in high-
lighting that trade will remain an
important engine of growth. Second, as
the world becomes more protectionist
and the validity of value-add chains is
increasinglyquestioned,afreshapproach
isneeded”

Thinking innovatively

Amid these debates, the critical ques-
tion is: Can agreements be non-multi-
lateral in character but effectively mul-
tilateral in practice? This necessitates a
deeper examination of the agreement’s
impactonalarge part of the WTO mem-

THE EDITOR

Close fight

Four phases of the Lok Sabha election,
or voting for 380 constituencies, are
over. Now no one says the Bharatiya
Janta Party (BJP) is poised to win 400
seats "to reshape the country” in ways
not envisioned by the founding
fathers. It is now evident that things
are not going to plan for the BJP
despite pulling out all the stops. The

BJP may end up the loser if the issues
of unemployment, price rise, and
economic distress have weighed on
the voters. Caste census, which is
needed to ensure social justice, is one
issue that has caught the imagination
of Dalits, Adivasis and Other Backward
Classes and has the potential to tilt
the balance against the BJP. Alot also
hinges on the impact of the Congress
manifesto on voters. If the Indian

risks sidelining itself from
vital negotiations that
could benefit developing countries. Many
of the affected countries, with whom we
spoke and who do not wish to be identi-
fied,were quite peeved with India’s stand.

To navigate this complex landscape,
India must adopt a nuanced approach.

First, given the interlinkages of the
issues involved, India should clarify its
position on the text of the IFD Agree-
ment and the topic of investment at the
WTO more generally, before taking a
stance on matters such asthe IFD Agree-
ment’s incorporation within the WTO
framework. This requires a thorough
examination of each aspect.

Second, India should engage with the

National Developmental Inclusive
Alliance romps home, it will be a social
revolution and an assertion by the
subaltern and the impoverished.

—G David Milton, Maruthancode

Abitter pill

The disquiet in the pharmaceutical
industry is palpable, having come
under intense scrutiny in the last one
month over payments made by some

IFD Agreementwhile recognising that it
does not represent the entirety of the
debate on its participationinjoint state-
ment initiatives (JSI)/plurilateral dis-
cussions at the WTO. Each JSI presents
unique challenges and opportunities,
which need to be analysed.

Finally,India’sarguments for preserv-
ing the multilateral character of the WTO
may not be valid, as they are accepted
under WTO rules. Whatever be India’s
stand, it should not affect our participa-
tion in plurilateral talks.

Talks between any more than two (but
lessthan all) WTO membersare effectively
“plurilateral” discussions. The focus
should be on meaningfullyengagingwith
negotiations as they take place. India
should not maintain any in-principle
opposition to negotiating in smaller
groups. A stand on the manner of incor-
poration of negotiated outcomes should
be taken on a case-by-case basis.

India’s objection to the IFD Agree-
ment underscores broader debates sur-
rounding the WTO’s multilateral frame-
work and India’s role within it. By
adopting a more nuanced approach,
India can balance its interests with the
broader goals of global economic coop-
eration and development. It is impera-
tive for us to actively participate in dis-
cussions and negotiations to shape the
future of international trade in a man-
ner that benefits all stakeholders, and
our Viksit Bharat programme.

With contributions from Advaiyot
Sharma, CUTS International

of its representatives to political
parties. Hospitals, vaccine companies,
and drug-makers have bought
electoral bonds. Healthcare
companies list a multitude of reasons
explaining difficulties in slashing
prices. Pharma's bitter pill continues
to hit healthcare in a very big way.
—Jayanthy Subramaniam, Mumbai
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Don’t give people any slippery stuff like
philosophy or sociology to tie things up
with. That way lies melancholy

Ray
Bradbury

EDITORIA
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THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

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

— Ramnath Goenka

INCENTIVISE PARENTS TO
KEEP GIRLS IN SCHOOL,
AVOID CHILD MARRIAGES

N a horrific incident, a 32-year-old man allegedly beheaded
a minor girl in Kodagu, Karnataka after their wedding
was called off aslocal 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 alight 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

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.

QUICK TAKE

LETIT BEA SOLID PLAN

ALLING 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.

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

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

LESSONS FROM
KARGIL, A QUARTER
CENTURY LATER

 LTGENSYEDATA
HASNAIN (RETD)

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 masssinfiltration
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 irratienality is applied by the Pa-
kistan Army once again. Quid pro quo of
higherantensity against Pakistan Army
actiondswhat quiets the Pakistan Army,

111 (ALEAERIEA LN FERERER R R R RN
Former Commander, Srinagar-based 15 Corps.
Now Chancellor, Central University of Kashmir

SOURAV ROY

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)

CAN RATIONALITY
CURE HUMAN ILLS?

ARS von“Trier is one of
the great auteurs of this cen-
tury. His'Melancholia (2011) is
dedicated to Andrei Tarkovsky:
Itstells 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 payoff
function depends on other people’s pay-
off functions. In such a ‘sophisticated

C P SURENDRAN

game’, an equilibrium will require
first locating a vector of payoff 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.”

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

Q

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

WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

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

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 toredistribute 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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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 SCis 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 0 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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Caught in Electoral
Choppy Waters

But volatility is being counterbalanced

Marketsarecaught inelectoral turbulence with volatility
spiking ahead of theresults. Sensex and Nifty had runup
in anticipation, and are now in choppy trades. Compari-
sons with previous poll years is fraught because markets
tend to deliver outcomes with weak correlation to poll re-
sults. A host of factors weigh on stock performance. Most
aredriven by economic undercurrents, and politics mere-
ly adds to volatility, Investors, particularly those making
systematic investments in MFs, have some extra cushion
to ride out the big market moves. A medium-term invest-
ment horizon also provides similar comfort. Where Nifty
will settle by end-2024 depends more on global market con-
ditions than on how the numbers stack up in Lok Sabha.

India’s economic outperformance is unlikely to be un-
duly affected by political outcomes. Fiscal policy ison a
path to correction after unanticipated surges due to Co-
vid and a subsequent energy shock.
CAD has also corrected satisfactorily
with adownturn in the commodity cy-
cle. Inflation is on course to reach its
target, despite episodic spikes in food
inflation. There are signs of revival in
= rural consumption and in private in-

vestment. Production incentives and
bilateral trade agreements are beginning to show up in
manufacturing exports as services exports have slowed.

The global environment is also not too challenging. On
current indications, the world economy seems tohave av-
oided a deep recession despite areas of concern such as
China’s weak recovery and the risk of geopolitical ten-
sion spilling over into energy prices. India’s over-depen-
dence on domestic demand acts as a buffer against trade
fragmentation, but it's vulnerable on account of itsener-
gy imports. Capital markets are not signalling undue
alarm over the global situation and risk of capital flight
is limited. Foreign investors may have taken some mo-
ney off the table in anticipation of volatility over elec-
tion results. Then again, foreign investments in India’s
stock markets are being counterbalanced by rising expo-
sure of Indian households.

What Football Says
About Competition

Competition is hardwired in all competitive sports. Butacom-
petition can be rendered mediocre if the outcome isa ‘forego-
ne conclusion’. Which is why this season, international foot-
ball has been so rich. Take English Premier League that's go-
ing into its last leg with Arsenal and Manchester City neck to
neck in the title race. Across the channel, Champions League
hasalsothrownupthefinesttoreach thefinal, but without the
‘same old, same old’ algorithm at play This time, CL ‘giants’
Real Madrid are pitched against ‘giant Killer’ Borussia Dort-
mund. In EPL, two top sides are duelling it out to the end. This
is unlike last year's ‘monopoly’ when City claimed the crown,
with Arsenal No. 2by adistance. [t wasonly inthelatter stages
of this vear’'s tournament that Liverpool
fell out of contention, and marquee sides
like Man Utd and Chelsea made to langu-
ish behind the likes of Aston Villa and
Newcastle. This is what makes EPL the
most exciting football league in the world.

Borussia Dortmund ploughing through
the CLfinal on Junel, after beating fellow
German giants Bayvern Munich and others deemed ‘Europe’s
best’, has also catalysed the tournament. The irony isn't lost
that in Germany's domestic league, Dortmund languishes at
No. 5, with relatively unheralded Bayer Leverkusen having al-
ready won their first Bundesliga title, significantly ahead of
32-times winner Bavern. This, too, is good for the league.

You don't have to be Serena Williams to know that ‘competi-
tion ignites passion, determination, and the pursuit of excel-
lence’. On the economic front, we have tasted the consequen-
cesof acompetitive playingfield inthe post-liberalisationera.
Having strong opponents makes the game stronger, whether
it's football or democracy.

J Aesthetically opposite of the fictional
cannibal, Trump can also be a fanboy

Hannibal Lecter,
Impeccable Anti-Hero

Some of Americaisaghastthat theirfavourite persontodis-
like, Donald Trump, has praised Hannibal Lecter, the fiction-
al character created by Thomas Harris. On paper—and in
the films where the inimitable Anthony Hopkins plays the
inimitable cannibalistic serial Killer with impeccable taste
—singing hosannastoasupervillainatanelectionrally is, at
best, confusingly provocative, at worst, confusing. ‘Hasany-
one ever seen “The Silence of the Lambs’? The late, great
Hannibal Lecter He’s a wonderful man, ' said MAGA'sbrand
ambassador, where MAGA could well be "Make America Gas-
tronomic Again’. ‘He oftentimes would have afriend for din-
ner. Rememberthelastscene? ‘Excuseme, I'mabout tohave
afriend fordinner;” as this poordoctor walked by.... But Han-
nibal Lecter. Congratulations. The late, great Hannibal Lec-
ter;’ Trump added before jumping intoan anti-immigrant tira-
de. The confusing messaging actually sounded Bidenesque.

But coming back to the man himself, Lecter, or rather his
depictions by Harris, Hopkins, and later by Mads Mikkelsen
in the aesthetically joyous TV series, Hannibal, is, indeed,
agloriousanti-heroiccreation. Mikkelsen treats the psych-
otic killer as a fallen angel, Lucifer, in the finest suits and
grand surroundings. If Milton fell for his devilish charms,
why can’'t Donald?

With online retail increasingly the default option, offline shopping needs to be far more experiential

I ting firm Knight Frank relea-
gsed its report, ‘Think India

4 Think Retail 2024'. It has an

“7 ominous warning for shop-
ping malls across the country, ‘Ghost
shopping malls with vacancy rates of
40% or more rose from 57 in 2022 to 64
in 2023 across eight major cities, with
larger shopping centres preferred for
an outing, and online shopping taking
away some old retail charms,” states
the report. There was a 238% v-0-y In-
crease, it added, in the gross leasable
area (GLA) of all shopping centres in
prime Indian markets in 2023, even as
ghost malls rose in number:

Big retail in India needs reinven-
tion. The mall as a massive real estate
complex isan American idea that goes
back to a combination of consumer
boom, timescape, landscape and cul-
ture that suited the West rather than
India. Mall culture is changing in the
West itself.

If an American works five days a
week, with kids to raise and without
help at home in sparsely populated ci-
ties, the mall may still be the place to
catch a movie or for shopping. Howe-
ver; land costsand rentals were not real
issues in the US, compared to dispo-
sable incomes that generated suitable
demand.

That is not the case in Indian met-
ros. Here, land is
scarce, and demog- g
raphic explosion
and technological
change are redefi- §
ning lifestyles. If [
you are a mall-in- :
clined metro shop- E
per, chances are
high that you have

a conference call to ot s P e T

attend. You can
catch that movie

The mall as a massive real

e ™. wadh
Fair trade isn’t just about shopping

rather than get stuck in traffic.

However, there is another India that
is looking for affordable consumer re-
tail and refreshing experiences. Here
is where the idea of ‘affordable hxury
malls’ comes in. And that may not ne-
cessarily be about ‘retail’ or ‘shopping’
at all, though retail therapy is not go-
ing away anytime soorn.

Une desi idea to solve the ghost mall
puzzle is to think about the vast mil-
lions of aspiring Indians and the way
they manage low
budgets for better
lifestyles. It's time
to think of the mall
more as a mela gro-
o und, much akin to
e . rural Indian fairs.

B — People visit melas

' to buy stuff, just

) like in shopping
malls, butthereisa
whole load of servi-
ce offerings, not to!

onNetflixandshop estate complex is an American speak of the sheer

online to save time,

idea that goes back to a combo  experience of Jgos

energy and money,  of consumer boom, timescape, ngtoabufzingpla-
ﬁisﬁn;ﬁii landscape and culture that's E?“;E;“ﬂﬁiqmﬁ

ALSAVINEIOTAEE  changing in the West itself \ & 3
taway to a resort gine nak-shaumnak’, or
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razzle-dazzle, It is a curated affair, mo-
re like a boisterous mela than a mo-
dern mall, but with escalators and air-
conditioning,

Writing in Wired in 1998, Nicholas
Negroponte foresaw the ‘disinterme-
diation’ of retail. “What will finally sa-
ve retail is the shopping experience it-
golf. This will certainly include archi-
tecturally interesting settings, with
every salesperson a Cindy Crawford, a
theatre- or museum-like experience
that makes you feel special.’

That is why in India, the mall needs
to go the mela way Some malls are do-
ingjust that. Two NCR examples could
suftice.

P This ghost mall is closer to the heart
of New Dalhi and is located in a resi-
dential area But it has probably fallen
between the’ two stools of snobbery
ang-beingsituated in an ‘ordinary’ lo-
catien. It has no movie theatre, but is
bl like a luxury mall. It survived
with large liquor shops for a while, but
these looked more like warehouses
thanupmarket outlets. You cannot sca-
le up these things.

P The mall in Noida is smarter, and
serves as a model for others. There are
makeshift stalls/tents outside selling

ur Malls Need to Be Melas

second-hand books, bhelpuri and bou-
tique items at affordable prices. You
can wander in to buy local designer
outfit brands trving to look global, and
then catch a movie or have a meal in
the food court.

There'salso a trampoline park whe-
re parents pay money to watch their
kids jumping in jox A nearby mall has
ahuge gaming arcade. Some have bow-
ling alleys. But uniquely Indian ideas
— such as street magicians or mehndi
artists — may make more sense than
bowling alleys.

In a 1998 Harvard Business Review
article, “Welcome to the Experience
Economy’, B Joseph Pineand James H

What will finally save
retail is the shopping
experience itself, with every
salesperson a Cindy Crawford
[who] makes you feel special
- Nicholas Negroponte, 1998

Gilmorediscussed storesdrawing con-
sumersin by offering ‘funactivities, fa-
scinating displays, and promotional
events’ — labelled ‘shoppertainment’
or ‘entertailing’, something that com-
bines entertainment with retailing. It
even remarked audaciously ‘In the
full-fledged experience economy, retail
stores and even entire shopping malls
will charge admission before they leta
consumer even set foot inthem.”

This is the opposite of the current
state in India, where even footfallsina
mall are considered good enough to
presume conversions resulting in sa-
les, Two ironies stand out in all this:

» The mall boom started in India ro-
ughly alongside the internet, with re-
altors not realising how the latter wo-
uld challenge the former

P Long before HBR spoke of the expe-
rience economy, rural India did the
same at lower costs with melas. Vocal-
forlocal could now mean a blast from
the past so we can return to the future
for urban settings.
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SANJEEY RAJ JAIN

I'm no stranger to these
run chases. I've done my
fair share of the rat race.

Connoisseur of Quantity

[

Ashish Gupta

James Harris Simons, founder of Ren-

aissance Technologies, was a pioneer of
quantitative investing (QI) across asset

classes. While he was less famous than
some of his peers like Charlie Munger
and Warren Buffett, he was equally;, if
not more, successful in investing, out-
performing markets with an amazing
level of consistency:

The popular statistic floating around is

that $1,000 in his signature Medallion
Fund — known for its consistent gains

and only accessible to Renaissance’s own-

ers and employees — in 1988 would be

worth $42 mn today, compared to $40,000

if invested in S&P 500 and $1,52,000in
Berkshire Hathaway shares over the

same period. Today, Renalssance mana-
ges $106 bn in assets. Asestimated by For-
bes, Simons’ net worth equates to $31 bn.

Simons was a leading philanthropist
who gave away billions during his life-
time to support medical and science
research and teaching. His journey

AN i PARANORMAL
s ACTIVITY

. Parasraphs From Fiction

tistical principles, thereby bringingto
the fore a novel method of investing —
QI a process that relies on mathemati-
cal and statistical models to identify
investment opportunities.

Simon's firm, Monemetrics, later
renamed Renaissance Technologies,
started out by successfully taming the
currency and commodities markets.
Later; the firm ventured into equity
investing, which was traditionally a
domain of brokerages, investment
houses and MF's that relied on a tried-
and-tested combination of company
research, experience and instinet to
beat the markets.

Unsurprisingly, Simons and hisquant

approach espoused alotof curiosity
and scepticism from the industry, only
to be proven right when his performan-

ce cemented his reputation and place in
the industry While Simons revealed lit-

tle about his secret sauce, a few guiding
principles from interviews he gave and
books written on him and the company
give clues;

P Data discipline is important The
firm collects data from various sectors
and sources of varving frequencies,
which are then ‘cleaned’ to address

Jim Simons 1938-2024

had been exciting and intriguing.
A maths genius, he was only 23
when he received his PhD from
the University of California, Ber-
keley Subsequently, aside from
teaching at prestigious universi-
ties, he worked as a breaker of
Soviet codes at the Institute for
Defense Analyses, a position he
held until he had divergent views
on the Vietnam War.

However, it wasn’t until his 40s
that he took an interest in finan-
cial markets, more specifically in

applving mathematical and sta-

The quant artist

various anomalies. Signalsarethen
discovered and analysed by identify-
ing patterns and trends in them. How-
ever, discipline is the key once put
into practice, as there is little inter-
ference in trading systems based on
one’s judgement on how the markets
will behave.
P Chinks in markets and human
behaviour These will never be com-
pletely efficient. While markets are
reasonably close to being so, the com-
pany leverages consistently exploit-
ing small anomalies arising from
emotional human behaviour: The
latter tends to be emotional during
periods of stress, and it isn't surpri-
sing that asignificant share of Sim-
ons’ gains came from trading these
valatile ‘emotional’ markets.
P Risk management is key Given
the plethora of strategies, asset class-
es and securities invested in, risk ma-
nagement becomes critical. Thefirm
focuses on sizing and uses advanced
risk management models to evaluate
and manage risk, which, in turn, helps
it make more informed decisions.
Simons was also a champion of tech-

nology, the need for constant innovation

and the importance of having astrong
team, all of which are applicable irres-

pective of the style of investing that one

is pursuing. Thanks to him and

day. Even traditional investment
firms have begun to integrate
some of this methodology toaug-
ment their processes.

InIndia, QI is quite ata nascent

pay our respects to Simons, we
{ should also incorporate his disci-

| plineof investing in our invest-

ment process.

TR others, @1 drives almost a third of
i 4 Wall Street trading operations to-

stage, with a few ‘quant fund’ laun-
| chesoverthe lastfew vears. As we

The writer i5s CIO, Axis AMC

Bullet Train

Kotaro Isaka

Nanao can't escape this thou-
ght: if ithappened once, it can
happen again, and if it happen-
ed twice, it can happen three
times, and if three times, then
four, so we might as well say
that if something happens
once, it'll keep happening for-
ever. Like a domino effect.

Five vears
ago, on his
first joh,
things got
way hairier
than heex-
pected, and
he had mus-
ed tohim-
self, If this
fuwpgned
once, it col-
Id happen again. There must
have been some Kind of bind-
ing power in his idle thought,
because his second job wasa
disaster too, and his third.
Alwaysatotal mess.

“You're overthinking it.” Mar-
1a had said on multiple occasi-
ons. Nanao gets his jobs from
Maria. She describes herself
as basically just an agent, but
Nanaodoesn't think that'sall
there is to Maria. Words float-
ed through his mind like epi-
grams, I prepare the food and
yvoueatof it, You command and
Tobey. Once he asked, "Maria,
whyv don’t you doany jobs?

Tvegotajob. .

‘Imean a job. You know;, like
in thefield. That kind of job.’

Translated from Japanese by
Sam Mualissa

THE SPEAKING TREE

Violenceand
Beauty

NARAYANIGANESH

Splendid works of art are inspir-
ed not only by positive aspects of
life and nature; they are also born
of the dark side of life. For exam-
ple, the recent splash of colour,
of aurora borealis, the Northern
Lights, has resulted in rainbow
brushstrokes acrossa vast sky
canvas, worldwide. Northern
Lights are normally visible only
in the upper reaches of the north-
ern hemisphere at certain times
of the year, a popular tourist at-
traction in Scandinavia. Sudden-
Iy, these multi-hued lights have
broken free, becoming visible in
many couniries of Europe and
in America, in the UK and in La-
dakh, India. The cause is solar
flare-ups gone rogue, creating vio-
lent solar storms. To protect us,
the earth’s magnetic field deflec-
ts the flare particles back to the
sun; the ensuing reaction brings
on the spectacular celestial show
Wartime poetry 1s known to tug
at the heartstrings, and evolie deep
reflection on why wearesucha
violent species. Bloggers' outpo-
urings on their search for inner
peace while suffocated by nega-
tive events are lyrical essays and
poems that give expression to deep
self-doubt and for some, later,
self-discovery and illumination.
Militancy in Kashmir Valley
gave birth to budding poets and
writers who poured their angst
into poetry and prose, creating
awareness and making a deep im-
pact. Love songs that sear one’s
heart are created when lovers se-
parate, yearning to meet again,
Thus, it is that violence too gives
birth to beauty though one would
wish for happier outpourings.

_Chat Room |

Guarantee New
Poll Flavourite

Apropos the news report, ‘Now,
AAP Offers ‘Kejriwal ki Guaran-
tee™ (May 13), this general electi-
on has seen a new trend of poll
promises giving way to guaran-
tees, They don't make a differ-
ence—unless they are legally
binding and the entire Cabinet
is punished by jail term if it fails
to fulfil them. People are anyway
bored with the repeated guaran-
tees of free electricity; travel, edu-
cation, healthcare, etc. We need
new guarantees such as free air
travel, farmers’ own MSE 1 litre
free petrol every day 1 LPG cvlin-
der free every month, free two-
wheeler and smart phone for stu-
dents, along with noexamina-
tion and zeroattendance, free
car for homemakers, etc.

OPRASADARAD
Hyderabad

SunshinePlanfor
Free Electricity

This refers to the Edit, ‘Net Met-
ering Key to Rooftop Sunshine’
(May 13). Implementation of the
PM Surya Ghar: Muft Bijli Yoja-
naneeds an integral approach.
There will be no significant bene-
fit from additional effort in sta-
tes that give free
power. There
will be no acco-
unting for pro-
duction, con-
sumption and
feeding the grid
without exhau-
stive rollout of
anet metering system. The con-
flict of interest among stake-
holders on account of different
perspectives based on investme-
nt and stake in long-term PPAs
need to be resolved through ma-
cro-level planning.

VIJAY MULLAJI
Byemail

AndersontoBowl
A Historic Innings

Apropos the news report, And-
erson to Play Last Test vs West
Indiesat Lord’s’ (May 12), when
James Anderson retires after the
forthcoming Lord’s Test, anera
will come toanend. He will be
the last player who has played in
the pre-T20 era. It is interesting
tolook at the players who mark-
ed the end of cricketingeras of
Test matches. The last 19th-cen-
tury cricketer was Wilfred Rho-
des. The last pre-WW1 cricketer
was Frank Woolley. The last pre-
WW2 cricketer was Denis Comp-
ton. The last pre-0ODI cricketer
was John Traicos. The last 20th-
century cricketer was Rangana
Herath. Next will probably be
the last pre-IPL player:

TRRAMASWAMI
Mumbai

Letters to the editor moy be addressed to
editet@timesgroup.com




A thought for today

Politics is the mechanism by which societies make difficult
choices among things that are often hard to compare

JEFFRY FRIEDEN

Subsidy With Benefits?

Free bus rides have triggered debate, subsidies rest
on calculation that positive spin-offs exceed costs

omen increasingly constitute an important vote bloc for

g ;i f many political parties. Carefully tailored subsidies are

integral to political strategies to appeal to women voters.

Of interest here is the impact of free bus rides for women in states

such as Karnataka and Telangana bevond immediate political
benefits. What are its larger consequences?

An executive of L&T, which has a 65 yvear concession on Hyderabad
metro, observed that there’s been gender redistribution between
bus and urban rail transport. Women have moved from metros to
buses, while men have switched to rail because of overcrowding.

Transport, the subsidy magnet | Public transport is globally
one of the most frequently subsidised areas. Luxembourg, one of
therichest countries, hasmade all public transportridesfree, inclu-
ding that of tourists. There’s a reason here. Transport is viewed as
an input which complements a socially desired objective such as
people taking up jobs. For govts, transport subsidy

is seen as a positive externality, where the cost
incurred by the state provides indirect benefits.

Migrant trains | Indian Railways incurs its
g= . largestpassenger subsidy on second classand

sleepers. Chock-a-block trains along the

s so-called migrant routes justify this subsidy
!5 asitisessential to move people fromlabour
e surplus regions to areas where there’s
’ a demand. The economic benefits of this
include a boost in consumption taxes in
home regions of labourers.

Complex interplay | These are examples
of supply side subsidies. It’s hard to gauge their
unintended consequences and not alwavs do the poorest get
subsidised. To illustrate, a 2012 study of Greater Mumbaibasedona
random sample of households by Cooper & Bhattacharya showed
that 45% of the surveyved walked to work. They also happened to be
the poorest in the sample. Mumbai’s rail and bus subsidies went to
slightly richer households. But without those subsidies, the city’s
economic expansion islikely to have been curtailed.

Govts and externalities | Fiscal allocations of govts are hugely
influenced by their assessment of externalities. A lot depends on
what really matters. Delhi Metro (DMRC), jointly owned by GOl and
Delhigovt, madelossesforl0straight yearsupto2022-23. Otherthan
changing the city’s transport dynamics, DMRC has also earned
carbon credits, an important benefit in a city with poor air quality.

The jury’s out on free bus rides for women. The truism is that
there will never be a consensus on subsidies.

Haryana Hurricane

BJP again faces Jat angst while Congress smells a
comeback and JJP looks at a possible split
Haryana’s politics is witnessing interesting twists and turns

in the wake of three independent MLAs withdrawing

support to the BJP govt. While this means that CM Nayab
Saini’'s govt is technically in minority - 43 MLASs in the effective
assembly strength of 88 - BJP is confident that a sizeable number of
ally-turned-rival JJP's MLAs will support it in a floor test. However,
this distracts from BJP's Lok Sabha campaign in the state that was
anyway proving to be challenging.

JJP & Jat angst | Jat resentment against BJP has been building
since the Jat quota agitation of 2016. This angst was sharpened
further by the 2020-21 farmer protests. JJP's decision to support
BJP after the 2019 assembly polls was seen asa
betrayal by the community notwithstanding
benefit to party MLAs. Therefore, a split in JJP
cannot be counted out.

Polarised politics | Over the last decade,
Harvana's political narrative has beendomina-
ted by the divide between Jats and non-
Jats. BJP has clearly sought to consolidate the
non-Jatvote that includes Punjabis, Baniasand
sainis. But reverse consolidation of the Jat
vote isn't guaranteed given factionalism within Congress and
Maodi’s nationalist appeal.

National plus local | With assembly polls in Haryana slated for
Dect, the ongoing LS poll campaign is reflecting local issues. The
Agnipath scheme of army recruitment has significantly affected
Haryana’s youth. Plus, there hasn’t been any recruitment of college
teachers in Haryana in the last five years, while no vacancies have
beenfilled in govt Group C category inthe last 3-4 years. These could
significantly affect BJP's performance in the LS election.

Congress comeback? | BJP had swept Haryana's 10 seats in LS
2019. But with the slow disintegration of JJP, Jat angst and rising
unemployment in the state, Congress will feel confident of a come-
back in Rohtak, Sonipat and Sirsa. However, much will depend on
the party keeping its own flock together

Trinidad diary

Desis will find it far but feel right at home

Shinie Antony

Trinidad and Tobago-anationof twoislands inthe Caribbean
—1isfar, far away if yvoulive in India, the journey solong vou feel
you were born and brought up in a plane. Every road in the
capital city of Portof Spain goes past the Savannah, a 260-acre
park that is their largest open space. This is where everyone
comes tolime, which is Trini for ‘chilling’. TT dollarslook like
toy money, so brightly coloured are they The cabbie will play calypso, soca,
chutney or steelpan music; jetlag will confuse you into thinking you are on the
dance floor but paralysed waist down.

Life here revolves around the annual carnival, during which they wear
costumes called ‘'mas’ and have stick-fighting competitions and dance the limbo
where bending backwards is everything. For over a decade now the carnival is
followed by a vibrant and crackling literature festival, despite not much of a
publishing industry here. They take their slam poetry seriously, mounting the
contest on a Bollywood scale, with themes this year ranging from domestic
abuse and alien visits to the ‘it's complicated’ relationship between Trinidad and
Tobago. The islands are do jism ek jaan, but have separate tourism brochures.

Colonised by the Spanish and then the British, a history of

I:;X:j) indentured labour has mixed up Portuguese and Chinese with
L

Indian heritage. Everyone claims an Indian ancestor; vourun intoa
Bahadur or Sanatan. Doubles and potato pie are the younger and
runny versionsof our very own chole-bhature and aloo-puri. Thenational dish
is perhaps bake and shark, a kind of fish burger, while ripe mangoes are
divided into Julieand Starch. There 1s a harmless looking pepper sauce, which
the average Trini will drown all his food in but sets yvour tongue on fire and
makes voudothediscooutof sheer agony. Trinis will smile benignly and on the
eve of your departure gift vou with a dozen bottles of this sauce, which mixes
scorpion and red chillies, and is as fatal as it sounds.

‘Goodnight’ isa greeting here, not a farewell. Most men and women sport dread-
locks. One poet proudly told me he got his locks from a feminist, because he won't
have it any otherway The high erime rate—gunshots and carjacking are routine — is
offset by beautiful beaches. If one must get killed there is nospot more scenic.

-
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LESS THE MATTER
Dalit Search For New Political Home

Disaffection with Mayawati changed UP’s Dalit politics, now divided between Ambedkarites
and Hindutvawadis. BJP’s not riding a ‘wave’ but anti-BJP Dalit politics is fragmented

Sudha Pai

Then there are Ambedkar Jan Morcha (run by many votesend up being castfor BJE

Shravan Kumar Nirala in Poorvanchal) and Bahujan Is growing support for BJP a tactical matter, a

The Dalit identity politics thatreigned  Mukti Party (under Daddu Prasad in Bundelkhand), responsetoadeclining BSP? Or does it mean the move-

supreme in UP in the 1990s was built  twosmaller BSP-breakaway organisations, ledbyformer  ment of Dalits toward Hindutva? The Hinduisation of

around a Dalit-led political party It is  BSP leaders. These too have only alocal presence. smaller sub-castes, such as Balmikis, has actually been

now giving way to broader demands underway since the late 19th century in UE But in

| for social justice and economic BJP's protections | Asfor BJE Dalit support for the party  the post-Independence decades, it proceeded quietly

advancement, particularly among iscomplex, impacted as much by protests against upper- Today, it is an explicit societal and political project,

poorer non-Jatav Dalits. Disaffection with Mayawati, casteatrocitiescommitted againstDalitsasbypragmatic reflected in election results,

who many feel failed to fulfil their economic aspirations, preferences. Smaller Dalit sub-castes have long preferred

underlies this Dalit search for a new political home, parties that could protect their lives and property Nagina's rectangularcontest| Thistime INDIA alliance

from local dominant castes, primarily has brought Congress and SP together in UP. But
'__ﬁ, Mavawati’s refusal to join in has created a multi-

BSP’s loss, whose gain? | BJP has been drawing (4 h
large dividends from this disaffection. Its new |G 1
redistributive politics, combined with promises 4
of development and cultural recognition under
the banner of subaltern Hindutva, which
enable an upper caste party to mobilise
lower classes, has been drawing in a
growing number of Dalits.

A number of sub-regional Ambedka-
rite organisations, like Bhim Army led
bv a yvoung Dalit, has also emerged as
once-dominant BSE which once consolidated
UP’s Dalit movement, has become mired inan
existential crisis.

Dialitassertion still remains strong. But it
is now fissured along class, ideological and
sub-regional lines, divided into Ambedkarite
pro-BSPand Hindutvawadipro-BJP Dalits, each
further fragmented.

cornered contest, which is further helping BJP.
This was on vivid display in Nagina, a reserved
constituency in western UP with 21.4% SCs who
voted in thefirst phase, It witnessed arectangular
contest among BSE, BJP and INDIA alliance, plus
Azad, whoalso entered the fray.
Will Dalits voteonceagain for BSE which won the
seat in 2019, but with SP in alliance, or will the Dalit
vote be fractured between BSE Azad and BJFP to
the latter's advantage? Or, will Dalits prefer
INDIA alliance, joining hands as in 2012 with
Muslims, who constitute 43.04% of the popula-
tion? Will the presence of Muslims lead to Hindu
consolidation, with Dalits also opting for BJP?

Dalit’s fear and confidence | These possibilities

must be viewed against a striking lack of pro-Modi
enthusiasm and local issues gaining importance in
western UP, which may well explain the lack of voter
energy in the earlier phases. Equally significant
among Dalits is the fear of any constitutional
change that would endanger reservations and
other benefits secured for them by Ambedkar.

A more confident Dalit community, armed
with the modicum of recognition and political
empowerment they gained under BSPE is
and Ambedkar devotee. He is a creature of - now expanding its political ambitions, But
the new Dalit politics in UE. Born in a udaypeb SPaceforrevivalof older Dalitpartiesorfor
village to a schoolteacher; hefirst made headlinesin 2016, Yadavs, and the party (SP) that represents them. In the new organisations to build a movement has shrunk.
when he mounted ‘The Great Chamars of Ghadkhauli  1990s BSP provided effective protection, but today many  Dalits who in 2019 voted for the BSP MPs, who have since
Welcome You' board at his village's entrance; then again,  Dalitsfeelthatitis BJP thatcanbest protecttheirinterests.  abandoned the party, will most likely continue to join
after his attempted murder in 2021. Even if BJP is considered an BJP The longer BJP under Modi continues as the

Azad gained popularity among POLLITICS ‘upper-caste party’ in UR many Dalits governing dispensation, the greater the possibility of
Jatav vouth by fighting atrocities, associate atrocities with upper castes  incorporation of Dalits into the Hindutva-fold. But, if
holding cycle yatras to advance | Special Series on Elections | rather than with BJF, and feel that  new-gen Dalitleaders espousingan anti-Hindutva agenda
Ambedkar's i1deas and establishing they faced similar, if not greater, succeed inconverting the community’s anger into votes,
schoolsfor Dalit children. Hismovement hasmomentum  atrocities under SP BSP has not taken part in antl- wemay witness anew wave of Dalit assertion.
and he has been named by Time magazine as one of the  atrocity protests, where Bhim Army has been at the The writer isa political scientist
world's 100 emerging leaders. For now, however, his Bhim  helm. Thus, despite residual respect for Behenji as a . .

Army, which is not yet10, remains confined towesternUP. ‘tall leader’ and calls for Azad to help deal with atrocities, UPvotesonMay 20 (14seats) in thefifth of its 7-phase polis

Modi Vs Patnaik=Pandian & The Quiet Odia

Odisha polls began yesterday.®uri temple politics, political debut of Naveen’s trusted aide
& BJP vs BJD wetlfare rhetoric make it a fascinating electoral battle

Ashok.Pradhan @timesgroup.com

Azad'slimits | Bhim Army, formed in2015in wes-
tern UF, and Azad Samaj Party, created in 2020in |
Saharanpur district, are the most significant of
the political fragments that disillusionment
with BSP has created across the state,

Both were founded by Chandrashekhar
Azad, a Jatav lawvyer, human rights activist

political event in Odisha in the last five vears. Weeks  heritage corridor project in Jan around the same time of
_ before the election schedule, PM visited twice — in  the Ayodhya inauguration, was dubbed by BJP as an att-
Voting for 21 Lok Sabha seatsand 147- Feband March - butrefrained from criticising Naveen, empttodivert people’s attention for political gain. BJP has
member Vidhan Sabhaselections got  callinghim “dear friend” and “Odisha’s popular CM”, objected to razing ancient mutts as part of the Puri pro-
underway yesterdaw-averfour phases In March, talk of a possible BJP-BJD coalitiongained  ject —as an act that erases history As polls kick off, BJP
-on the backdrop of\afailed coalition  ground - an unusual pact had it happened between a  has intensified its faultfinding’ in Naveen’'s Puriexercise.
attempt between\ifeumbent BJD and  party and its main opposition - would've instantly vacated Scheme for scheme | Despite BJD's unwavering
principal oppaesition BJE. An unusual opposition space to Congress’s advantage. Hectic  support for Modi govt on controversial issues, Naveen
camaraderie between the twf has transformed into parleys ended on an abrupt note with BJP saving it  chose not to implement the Ayushman Bharat health
intensely contested electoyalbattles. Congress, couldn’t agree with BJD on the matter of ‘Odia  insurance. Instead, Odisha rolled out Biju Swasthya
a distant third, is relevamt mostly in tribal Asmita’ (self-respect), which over the past two Kalvan Yojana offering cashless treatment up to
southern Odisha. ' months has unfolded into a key poll issue. 5L per family (T10L for women). BJD's made the
Naveen Patnaik'syeturn will make history Pandianomics | BJP and Congress have Bt ¥ scheme’s ‘success’ a major poll plank. As a counter,
- India’s longegi-setving CM. If BJP (1 © both targeted Naveen's close associate, bureau- ".;l"';“t BJP’s targeted BJD for not implementing
wins the lalifjmémtiarassemhly Odisha \H \ crat-turned-BJD politician VK Pandian. - Avushman Bharat.
will for thefTrsttime see a saffron party ~ Pandian joined Naveen as his private secre- Inits Odisha poll manifesto, BJP's pledged
form gayt\BdP was junior partner in tary in 2011. In his fifth term as CM, Naveen ~ to buy paddy at 3,100 per quintal, around
Naveen-led govt from 2000 to 2009, introduced his 5T governance charter, 40% above current MSP - a significant
BJP'saggressive campaign saw its : which stands for ‘teamwork, technology, | move in the largely agrarian state where
tally increase from one LS seat in 2014 \ transparency, time and transformation’. paddy’s the main crop. BJD has promised
to eight in 2019; its vote share leapt Pandian was appointed its chief. 5 free electricity upto 100 units, Congress has

POLLITIcs ” pledged 200 units free and PM Surya Ghar is

Over time, most departments were =
brought under 5T. After optingforearly BJP’s free power scheme. BJP's promise of
' 750,000 cash voucher for women and BJD's

retirement last vear, the IAS officer took

Special Series on Elections a political plunge and was given cabinet pledge of 220,000cr support to women SHGs
rank. Also BJIYs star campaigner, second areother competing promises.

from16.9% to38.4% infive vears. Yet, * only to Naveen, he is the only senior cam- 3 Congress draws attention to BJP-BJD

it couldn’t dent BJD in the assembly; \ paigning statewide. BJP's made Pandian | ‘tacit understanding’ - similar to its

winning only 23 seats (32.5% votes), while its prime target, alleging govt’s been Telangana approach last vear, where the

BJD won 112 seats (44.7%). The state also

witnessed split voting with many optingfor |

BJP in LS and BJD in Vidhan Sabha. by T
Frenemies | But BJP and BJD relations

turned more than cordial the past five vears.

Naveen unquestioningly supported BJP at

“outsourced” to an outsider, given Naveen |

age, If BJD does well, Pandian will earn
political legitimacy Its failure will be seen as
Pandian’s ‘unacceptability’ among people.

Temple twist | Naveen put unusual focus on
uplift of placesof worshipleadingupto Puri's12th
the Centre. In return, BJP went easy on century Jagannath temple. These were first regar-
the regional party, Modi praising Naveen's ded as complementary to Modi govt initiatives -

governance in Rajya Sabha in Feb 2022, O, such as Kashi Vishwanath corridor.
Modi and Amit Shah have held no But, inauguration of the WO0cr Puri

Calvin & Hobbhes

i party talked up the BRS-BJP relationship
% ahead of the assembly election. Mega
crowds at rallies aside, the electorate
remains uncharacteristically quiet.
- RQuestion on everyone's mind is whether
' Naveen's juggernaut will continue to roll, or will
a saffron surge stop him?

Odisha votes on May 20 (5 seats) in the second of
its 4-phase polls

Sacredspace
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‘Quantum Physics And Vedas llluminate Reality’

Vishal Rao the Vedas teach that all beings are
intrinsically connected within the
fabric of Brahmn. This perspective
encourages a sense of universal
responsibility and harmony, highligh-
ting the significance of each actionand
its ripple effects throughout the cosmos.
The notion of God in many spiritual
that bear a striking resemblance to traditions is often that of an omnipre-
that reality is independent of certain aspects of quantum sent force, an ultimate source from
ohservations. Quantum physics. These textsexplorethe  which all things emerge and to which all
physics tells us that par- r aheas natureof reality and thingsreturn. This is notentirely
ticles can exist in multiple consciousness, proposingthat  dissimilarto the idea of aunified field in
states simultaneously; Brahmn forms the core of all guantum phvsics: afundamental field
quantum superposition, existence, the ultimate from which all forces and particles arise.
andcan affecteachother  THE SPEAKING TREE eternal, unchanging, and While science does not use the language
instantaneously over vast all-pervading Reality The of divinity, the search fora ‘Theory of
distances, quantum entanglement. The concept of mava, imperfectly translated Evervthing’ that unites all physical laws
idea that our thoughts and observations  asillusion, speaksof the idea that the into one framework could be seenasa
can influence the world around us evervday world we perceive is not the scientific parallel to the spiritual quest
resonates with defining concepts of ultimate reality but onlv a manifestation for understanding the divine order:
spiritual literature. Additionally, the shaped by consciousness and perception. The convergence of quantum physics
notion of aunified, interconnected Just as gquantum particles influence and spirituality urges us to probe deep
reality aligns with many spiritual each other across the expanse of space, into the interconnectedness of all things.

philosophiesthatemphasisethe
oneness of all existence.

The Vedas, ancient Indian scriptures
forming the core of Hindu philosophy,
are arich tapestry of wisdom and
insights that have left seekers mesmeri-
sed since time immemorial. Within the

Vedas, one finds descriptions of reality

theyv are responsive to consciousness.
Similarly, the Vedas propose that
consciousness is not a by-product of the
material world but a fundamental aspect
of reality, implying that the material and
the spiritual are deeply entwined.

The introduction of quantum
physics added a new dimension to
theerstwhile perceived notion

uantum physics has long been a

source of fascination and won-

der, given its profound insights

into the fundamental nature of
reality. Spirituality, on the other hand,
elaborated by ancient texts such as the
Vedas, has captured the human
imagination for millennia, providing a
robust framework for making sense of
the universe and our place within it.
While these two domains may seem
disparate, their intriguing points of
connection merit a deeper exploration.
Quantum physics, the study of

matter and energy dyvnamics at the
smallest scale and the lowest level of
granularity, has plausibly challenged
conventional notions of reality Italso
discusses the kev role of consciousness
in shaping reality. The double-slit
experiment suggests that particles
behave differently when observed as if
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PAPER WITH PASSION

Frenemies

India seeks to neutralise China’s economic hold but
it beats US to become India’s biggest trading partner
|n the realm of global economics, the dynamics of trade relationships often override

geopolitics. India’s growing trade affinity with China is a living example of that: China
has become India's largest trading partner in 2023-24. This development brings lit-
tle joy to the nation aspiring to become an alternative to China and striving to bolster its
manufacturing sector, with the Prime Minister's 'Make in India' call. Despite the Indian
Government's rhetoric urging caution in dealings with China, economic imperatives seem
to be reshaping the contours of bilateral trade. Their trade relationship has long been
characterised by a mix of competition and cooperation. Both nations are regional pow-
erhouses with vast consumer markets and burgeoning manufacturing sectors, though
China is much ahead of India in terms of economy and infrastructure size. Over the years,
China has emerged as a crucial supplier of goods to the world, including India, rang-
ing from electronics and machinery to pharmaceuticals and textiles. Concurrently, India
has also found a receptive market for its exports in
‘l" ’ v China, particularly in sectors like raw materials, agri-
™, cultural products and IT services. But the real prob-
lem is the lopsidedness of the trade. We are a net
importer of Chinese goods, that too at the cost of our
local industry.
Most traders take the easy import route, often sub-
standard but cheap, and make decent profits. This leads
to job losses and closure of several MSME manufac-
turing units. Besides, the nations are not the best of
neighbours; relying on China in this scenario is indeed
fraught with danger. But where wealth flows, interests
follow and that explains India’s rising trade ties with
China. The trajectory of bilateral trade has been influenced by several factors. One, the
sheer size and harmony of their economies create natural synergies to drive trade vol-
umes. Despite occasional border disputes and geopolitical issues, economic pragma-
tism often prevails, fostering trade ties. Two, China's manufacturing prowess and cost
competitiveness have made it an attractive destination for Indian importers, especially
in sectors where domestic production struggles to meet demand. Moreover, the per-
sistent trade deficit with China underscores India's reliance on their goods and high-
lights the challenges in achieving more equitable trade ties. The geopolitical dimension
of India-China trade cannot be overlooked either. The Indian Government must empha-
sise the need for strategic autonomy and self-reliance in key sectors. Initiatives such
as 'Make in India' and Production-Linked Incentive (PLI) must be given further fillip.
Additionally, efforts to diversify trade partnerships by nurturing ties with countries like
the US, Japan and Australia must be accorded priority and a diversified trade portfolio
maintained. Achieving a fundamental rebalancing of India-China trade dynamics is a mul-
tifaceted challenge that requires nuanced handling and necessitates a calibrated and prag-
matic policy approach.
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Flamingoes at the Thol Bird Sanctuary in Mehsana district PTI

Regime change

on cards 1n Nepal?

ASHOK K MEHTA

Amid strained India-Nepal relations, speculation swirls around a
potential regime change in Nepal

epal’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. Delhis 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. Indiais
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 Nepalwere
apparent.This longish back-
grounder is a necessary prelude
to describe last weel’s rumour
and speculation aboutwanother
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
thaty NC leader Sher Bahadur
Déuba 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 UMLs KP Oli preempt-
ed the plan by splitting JSP(N) by

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
Hilland Madhesis members
unhappy with Yadavi, Rai
approachedsthe Election
Commissionjand registered a
new party.JSP. sans N for
Nepal. Yadav=has decided to
fight the Raj 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.
NG, the single-largest party is

LETTERS KNy}

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

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 Indias
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

ELECTION GUARANTEES

E EDITOR

- 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)

SC judgments have

strengthened democracy

AKSHAT KHETAN

Democratic spectacle owes its strength and boldness to a series of
landmark legal judgments that have fortified its foundations

lections, serving as the
Ecornerstone 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)

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 mew 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

CONTROVERSIAL CONTEST

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-

Every vote counts

where elections have been completed in

some places and others are still pending,
it’s crucial to acknowledge that not all leaders
hoist the banner of public welfare. Merely cast-
ing a ballot doesn’t guarantee the orchestration
of effective governance. Instead of succumb-
ing to the illusion that voting alone resolves
everything, let’s dispel such notions. The real-

Amidst the dynamic political landscape,

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 Malmo 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 Malmo, 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

ity often reveals a different narrative, where
power dynamics favour those with deep pock-
ets and questionable tactics, leaving trust and
resources in disarray.If you're still clinging to
the belief that all politicians are solely motivat-
ed by altruism, it's a precarious innocence to
maintain. However, rather than consigning vot-
ing to oblivion, let’s approach it with discern-
ment. Let’s seek out candidates who sway to
the tune of integrity and genuinely prioritize the
welfare of the people. And let’s not overlook the
importance of advocating for electoral reforms,
weaving a fabric of transparency, accountabil-
ity, and fairness in the political sphere.Your vote,
fellow citizens, carries weight, especially when
interwoven with others who aspire to a more
just and equitable society. Remember, in the
intricate tapestry of democracy, every thread
contributes to a brighter future for us all
Imdadullah | Hyderabad

KEJRIWAL’S ELECTIONEERING
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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THE RISE OF
ROBOTS

Robots are emerging as the next frontier,
but can they replace humans?

SHAINY SHARMA
arious research and studies have shown that the next fron-
Vtier in Artificial intelligence is the Robots. Much more added
to it are the big names- Jeff Bezos, Microsoft and many oth-
ers who are investing in human robots according to people with
knowledge of the situation, as part of a scramble to find new appli-
cations for the so-called Al Technology. Undoubtedly, robots have
increasingly become an integral part of our lives in this century,
impacting various aspects of society, industry and everyday activ-
ities. The robots have revolutionized in many key sectors be it indus-
trial, healthcare, agricultural, transportation or any other. The sci-
ence of robots is revolutionizing day by day and scientists are mak-
ing innovations in robots. Research studies show that by 2050,
robots will overcome human beings as they will develop strong intel-
lects.
Many developing nations are involving the use of robots. In the indus-
trial sector robots are performing the tasks such as assembling,
welding, painting and packaging in factories thereby increasing effi-
ciency, precision and productivity. In the healthcare sector, robots
can perform tasks such as surgery, patient care, rehabilitation and
medication dispensing with great precision and even provide sup-
port and assistance to elderly or disabled individuals. Talking about
the automobile industry, autonomous vehicles- including cars, drones
and delivery robots, are transforming transportation and logistics
while self-driven car makers are promising to make transportation
safer, more efficient and accessible to people who are unable to
drive. In the agricultural sector, agricultural robots such as drones

and automated harvesters can help optimise farming practices by
monitoring crops, applying fertilizers and pesticides precisely and
thereby harvesting crops efficiently which ultimately improves yields,
reduces labour costs and minimizes environmental impact. Not only
these but the robots are doing jobs and servings in restaurants too.
The robots have taken down the responsibility of the pizza boy in
pizza shops and even are performing tasks such as customer ser-
vice, cleaning, and inventory management. They enhance opera-
tional efficiency and provide novel experiences for customers.
Robots are indeed reshaping various aspects of everyone’s lives,
from how individuals work to how they interact with technology and
each other. Today, educational robots are gaining an advantage in
classrooms over teachers, engineering, and other STEM concepts
in a hands-on manner.
Overall, robots are transforming the way we live, work and inter=
act with the world around us. With advancements in robotics tech-
nology continuing to expand their capabilities and applications, the
question of whether robots will replace humans in various tasks
and roles is a complex one. While robots and automation have the
potential to replace humans in some repetitive and routine tasks,
they also create new opportunities and roles for humans in other
areas. However, many tasks and roles require human creativity,
empathy, and problem-solving skills, which are difficult for robots
to replicate.
There is no denying the fact that the evolution of robots will pro-
foundly impact society, offering new opportunities for innovation,
collaboration, and improving quality of life. However, it will also raise
the important ethical, social and economic considerations that must
be carefully addressed with time. As robotics technology contin-
ues to advance, it will further transform society and open new pos-
sibilities for innovation and human-machine collaboration.

(The writer is an educator, views are personal)
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'T'he plight of unwed

mothers of Kolam tribe

TV KATTIMANI

The stigmatisation of ‘Kumari Matas’ in the Kolam tribe highlights their
struggle for social acceptance and economic empowerment

olam, 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 latery:

§<.«

%ed from this process.

i Most of these Kolam women work
i.as agricultural labourers, con-
: ‘struction labourers and other
: low-wage activities due to which
: it becomes very easy for the
i traders and other outsiders to
i abuse them physically. For exam-
i ple, according to Deshpande
£ (2016) “border districts of
i 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

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-

The most important among these
is that unwed mothers are not
accepted within the community
nor do they find any other groom,

migrated to the regions of Vidarbhawand
Marathwada. This Proto- Australoid™ THE KOLAM
tribe is often highlighted for its\unwed TR|BE’ CLASS|F|ED
mothers. As per the reports, of The : :
Indian Express, there are at least 45'reg- : AS A
istered unwed mothersgand over 450 :
unregistered unwed meothersionly in the : PARTICU LARLY
three blocks named’, Maregaon, VULNERABLE:
Pandarkawada ,and JhariJamini of : :
Yavatmal. Being'amatriarchal society, the : TRIBAL GROUP
Kolams of Yavatmalhave always celebrat- : PVTG). | S became pregnant”
ed womanhood.They celebrate the first : ( )’ :
mensucation tof girls; they worship :
“Gabhuri’, the mother Goddess as their GRAPPLING WITH
main deity to uphold their matriarchal : A SlGNIFICANT
societal roots.
However, the situation is changing. : ISSUE OF UNWED
Though the unwed mothers have been : MOTHERS
renamed as the “KumariMaata” due to : '
their assimilation with mainstream soci- : EMPHASISING THE
ety yet due to their rising inclination :
towards the male-dominated society, : URGENCY FOR
patriarchal tenets are growing in these tra- : |\ TERVENTIONS:
ditions. Therefore, the position of women :
is also declining consequently and those : TO TACKLE THE!I R
unwed mothers who used to live a nor- :
mal life previously are now considered COMPLEX SOC'O' nomic problems.
“Bad character women”. There are vari- = ECONOMIC AND:
ous case studies and stories of women of :
the Kolam tribe where the elite in the : CUI_TU RAL
society or financially stronger like con- :
tractors, outsiders visit the areas for : STRUGGLES

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- :

as they are considered obscene. As

i a result, for the entire period of
i life, they serve as a single mother
i due to which the pressure of
¢ childbearing increases among
i them. The problems are more seri-
i ous as being unwed mothers they
i often face disgrace in the newly
i constructed norms of patriarchal
i 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)

Kejriwal’s bail: Unveiling political prophecies post-release

The Delnhi CM’s release sparks controversy with ominous predictions and bold political statements, fuelling nationwide debate on democracy’s future

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

KUMAR CHELLAPPAN

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, lets
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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Russian oil

US climbdown vindicates India's stand

TA'S deasiontobuy highly discounted Russian
oil despite Western sanctions has paid off in diplo-
matic as well as economic terms. Amid the Russia-
Ukrainewar, the US and its allies haverealised that

ey cannot browbeat New Delhi, with itsindepend-
ent foreign policy, into toeng the Western line. US
Ambassador to India Eric Garcetti has claimed that
Washington allowed New Delhi to buy Russian oil to
‘ensure that the prices did not goup globally’. Thisis vir-
tually an admission that the US chose not to antagonise
its cloge ally and fellow Quad member Garcetti's
remarks are in consonance with US Treasury Assistant
Secretary Eric Van Nostrand's statement last month that
the US had not asked India to cut Rusgian oil imports.
Resisting intense pressure, India has managed to
strike a fine balance between its growing proximity to
the US and its time-tested trade ties with Russia. With
India being the world's third-largest consumer of crude
oil — its import dependency is more than 85 per cent —
New Delhi's approach has been guided by national
needs. Commendably, India’s crude oilimport bill fell to
$132.40 billion in 2023-24, down from $157.50 billion in
2022-23. The purchase of Russian oil at a good discount
largely helped the country make significant savings.
New Delhi has made it dear that it won't let its ties
with the US and other Western nations impact its endur-
ing engagement with Russia. External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar put it plainly at the Munich Security Confer-
ence in February: ‘Different countries and different rela-
tionships have different histories... We are not purely
unsgentimentally transactional ..’ This policy of eschew-
ing unidimensional relationships in the emerging multi-
polar world order is expected to stand Indiaingood stead.
Morecover, it seems tohave finally dawned onthe West that
Indiacan't be taken for granted on any matter with inter-
national implications, be it the war in Ukraine or Gaza.

Decodingfoodlabels

ICMR wams against misleading claims

D labels mention the contents of packaged
products. But can they be taken at face value?
Flagging the 1ssue of misleading claims on
labels that can adversely impact consumers’
choices, the Indian Council of Medical

Research (ICMR) has issued a set of dietary guidelines.

It points out the glaring example of the deceptive
nature of ‘sugarfree’ foods. While these products may
seem like a boon for diabetics or those watching their

OPINION
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Lessons from a Himalayan village

Uttarakhand is repeatedly withessing devastating consequences of unsustainable development

AVINIT PATHAK
SOCIOLOGIST

ECENTLY, I visited a
remote  Himalayan
hamlet in Uttarak-
hand — not as a typt
-al touristin search of
temporal relief from the unbear-
able heat, but as a wanderer, a
seeker or a student of life. Well, T
am aware of my addiction to the
privileges associated with my
urban/metropolitan existence, 1
have tasted the fruits of moder-
nity, development and a market-
driven economy. Yet, I have no
hesitation in saying that this
time, this silent Himalayvan
village taught me three impor-
tant lessons that my moderni-
ty or university education
could seldom offer
First, it was really great to feel,
realise and internalise the power
of silence. Think of the noise
assocated with our urban/met-
ropolitan existence — the noise
of thousands of vehicles unning
ceaselessly through our imper-
sonal expressways and flyovers
and causing massive carbon
emissions; or the noise of televi-
sion channels, loud music and
constant bombardment of What-
sApp messages causing some
sort of psychic pollution. Or,
think of the fetish for speed we
have begun to worship in our
times, We are continually run-
ning after some sort of over-con-
sumphtionist mode of living. Is it
that we are afraid of silence? But
then, as I move around this wvil-
lage without any ‘goal’. I begin
to realise the beauty ofthe art of
doing nothing. And this relief
from my huwried exdstence
makes me realise the beauty and
power of silence. The snow-clad
peaks, the whispers of pine

the slownessinthe movement of
an old lady walking through the
rhythmic curved path, and the
mystic presence of the fold of
mountains: evervthing around
me tends to detox my mind. I
become hight — free from the
noise inside. This inner richness
tend s to free me from the prac-
tice of overconsumption that
destrovs the earth.

Second, I learn the art of relat -
edness. In the achieve ment -ori-
ented/hypercompetitive/profes-
sional world, we often carry the
heavy burden of our egos — our
degrees and diplomas, our offi-
cial powers and salary pack-
ages, or our wealth and status.
And these egos disrupt the
thythm of helism, interconnect-
edness and a network of organ-

i relationships. However,
this Himalayanvillage, as IQ

myself amd the

maountain peaks, th or-
est filled wath narily
graceful trees, sky not
vet bocked towers and
gigantic rapers, and the
chirp rds (something

5 to have completely
d from our cities), 1
that it is futile to esast as

CLIMATE CRISIS: Kedamath was ravaged by flashfloods and landslides in 2013, 1smock

ltissad that the legacy

of Sundeslal Bahuguna
anafNandi Prasad
1as almost been

1
nreottenin the hill state.

not different from this entire
ecosystem. To bomrow  Walt
Whitman's poetic wisdom, “I
contain multitudes”; and I can-
not live meanmngfully if, instead
of merging with the rhythm of
nature, I seek to manipulate
and conquer it through the arro-
gance of neoclassical economics
and the cult of consumerism. In
away, it activates my ecological

Third, I learn the futility of
competition. As I look at the
garland of trees, I realise that
there 15 no standardised
notion of ‘perfection’; in fact,
each tree 1Isunique and has its
own story to tell. The gentle
anarchy I experience as I walk
through the Himalavan forest
makes me realise the hollow-
ness inour quest for standard-
Bed/homogenised aspirations
{say, all beauty queens look
similar; or, all our school ‘top-
pers’ want to  become
doctors/computer engineers).
In fact, this striving for a ‘per-
fect’ and stand ardizsed notion of
beauty and excellence has cre-
ated a neurotic culture that
causes psychic anxdety and rest-
lessness because of constant
comparison with others. In the
natural world. there is no com-
petitton. A butterfly does not
compete with a leopard; a tall
pinetree does notwant to touch
the Nanda Devi peak; and the
valleys and the peaks know the
beauty of their coexistence.

Yes, my walk thmugh the
Himalayan path tends to make
me a seeker or a wanderer. 1
begin to appredate the value of
these three lessons that no mod-

the power of silence, the spirit of
holsm or interconnectedness,
and the beauty of pentle anar-
chy. I begin to appreciate a mode
of living that cherishes minimal-
m and simphlicity. Well, T know
that pragmatic economists and
development experts would
remind me of the imits to my
‘poetic romanticism’. Uttarak-
hand. they would assert, needs
jobs and employment opportu-
nities for the young; it needs
roads, hospitals, electricity and
other modern amenities. In oth-
er words, Uttarakhand needs
what is valorised as ‘develop-
ment’. The mushrooming
growth of fancy hotels, resorts
and ‘second homes' for rich
people from Delhi and Mumbai;
the unplanned urbanisation and
resultant deforestation in the
places like Bhimtal Bhowali,
Nainital, Almorm and Mu ssoorie;
the destruction of fragile moun-
tains for building the Char
Dham highway to enable afflu-
ent ‘pilgrims’ to drive their
SUVs: and the environmental
impact of a series of hydropower
projects — Uttarakhand 15
repeatedly witne ssing the devas-
tating consequences of this sort
of ‘development’ in the form of
flashfloods, landshdes, earth-
quakes and forest fires. It is sad
that the legacy of the likes of
Sunderlal Bahupuna and Chan-
di Prasad Bhatt, who strove fora
pro-people, ecologically sustain-
able and life-affirming mode of
development, has almost been
forgotten in the hill state.

The dimate emergency 1s
here, It is quite likely that glob-
al temperatures will rise by at
least 2.5°C above pre-industrial
levels by the end ofthis century.
And we are already living with
the consequences — deadly
floods, wildfires, drought s, heat-
waves and new diseases, Let
Uttarakhand not imitate this
maode of development. Instead,
the lessons 1 have learned
from this silent Himalayvan vil-
lage, I pray, should give us
some insights for saving our
earth and healing our torment-

weight, they could be loaded with fats, refined cereals
and hidden sugars, significantly altering their nutrition-
al profile. Similarly, packaged fruit juices may have a
meagre 10 per cent fruit pulp, with the rest containing
added sugars and other additives. The guidelinesunder-
score the importance of scrutinising labels bevond the
attractive health claims. Terms like ‘natural’, ‘whole
grain’ and ‘organic’ may not guarantee such qualities
n the produdt. Manufacturers often exploit these terms
to capitalise on consumer preferences for healthier
options, while the actual contents may fall short of
expectations. The ICMR also questions the nutrition
claims — terms like ‘low calorie’ or ‘high fibre' are
vague assertions unless backed with concrete facts.

Unfortunately, the ICMR's advisory does not
specifically address the needs of food aller gy patients.
For example, accurate labelling of gluten-free prod-
ucts is erucial to managing celiac disease and ensur-
ing the wellbeing of the patients as even traces of
gluten in foodstuffs can trigger adverse reactions in
them. The medical body must advocate greater trans-
parency and adherence to regulatory standards in
gluten-free labelling. Misleading food labels con-
tribute to the perpetuation of faulty dietary patterns,
exacerbating obesity and other problems. The
ICMR's call to action is clear: consumers must exer-
cige caution and diligence while making healthier
choices for themselves and their families.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.

LAHORE, WEDNESDAY, MAY 14, 1924

Prison reform in India

INourfirst artidde onthe subject published in The Tribune of the
11th, we had occasion to say that by far the most important fac-
tor that counts in the moral degradation of ourlong-term prison-
ers 15 the complete absence of human touch in the administra-
tion of Indian gaols. This means two things: The dassification of
prisoners inside the jails takes absolutely no notice of the
requirements of the indvidual conviet, the strata of society from
which he comes or of his antecedents. Secondly, no attempt is
made on the part of the jail staff to combine in their treatment
of convicts disapline with kindness, firmness with gentleness,
and forgiveness for petty human failings with strict justice. Itis
not, unfortunately, for the prisoneras well as for society towhich
he returns after serving his term of imprisonme nt considered
any part ofthe duty of warders, jallors and jail superintendents
towatch the lives of theircharges with a view to redaiming them
and giving them again a chance to rise above their circum-
stances. The prisoners are looked down upon with leathing and
contempt by those who surround them; no wonder gradually,
although in most cases unconsciously, the iron enters into their
souls and tums them into brutes, hardened to all feelings of
shame and lost to all ideas of decency and self-respect. It has
often beenasserted by the authorities and their supporters that
allthose armehair erities who talk of abolishing the use of brute
force in bringing back the criminal to a normal condition will
soon revise their ideas if, but once, they were taken inside the jail
and allenwed to see things for themselves.

trees, the rhythmic play of bu?-@' litary, egotistic and posses-

terflies and tiny vellow ﬂm& ve indmwvidual I feel that I am
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Surjit Patar, a poet

for all seasons

PRITAM SINGH

only by the global Punjabi community but also

by the lovers of poetry in many other languages
into which his works were tranglated. An Odia schol-
ar said she was planning to collaborate with Patar to
translate his poetry into Odia, but his death had
dashed her hopes. Patar sahib and I got connected
and eventually became friends when a Punjabi aca-
demic, Amandeep Kaur Brar, invited me as a kevnote
speaker and him to preside over a seminar on Pun-
jabi language and culture.

I met him last during a visit to Punjab in 2023, We
talked for hours, discussing the relationship
between intellectuals and poets. He admitted that
he did not understand some of the economic con-
cepts mentioned in my articles but was able to
sense the feelings behind the arguments. He shared
an amazing insight — in every intellectual, there
was a poet who provided the emotional power for
the intellectual endeavours, I stated that his poetic
sensibilities enabled him to sense the feelings
behind economic concepts. I told him that I consid-
ered poets to be the soul of any society and that any
intellectual exercise was bound to be influenced by
the soukstirring power of poetry.

I brought it to his notice that during the farmers’
agitation against the three farm laws enacted by the
Central Government in 2020, his poem "Eh baat nir
enni i nohin.' (this dialogue/strugple was not
merely that) had played a key role in helping me
understand that this was not merely a protest against
marketing and farm prices but an existential strug-
gle against the attack by agro-business corporations
on agrarian culture, eivilisation and ways of life.

I finally understood that this struggle was an
epochal one and not an ordinary agitation over
economic demands. I was convinced, therefore,
that it could not be defeated — and that is precise-
Iy what happened. His poem, I said to him, was an
intellectual breakthrough which demonstrated
the complex interplay between poetic expression
and intellectual pursuits. He seemed visibly
touched. He gifted me a signed copy of his latest
anthology of poems. We hugged each other affec-
tionately and promised to spend more time
together during my next trip to Punjab.

I will never meet him again but will keep in touch
with him through his poems. Those meetings will
acquire new and, perhaps, higher meanings.

: ™ URJIT Patar's death has been mourned not

CONsSCioUsness,

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

ern university can teach me —

ed/fviolent selves.

is reaching the tipping point beyond which climate change may become irreversible. —kofiAnnan

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Apropos of the editorial "Kejriwal on poll
trail'; voters don't want a eriminal to be
treated with kid gloves. But they do feel out-
raged when tainted politiclans evade arrest
by joining the ruling dispensation. By
granting interim bail to Delhi Chief Minis-
ter Arvind Eejriwal with some reasonable
restrictions amid the Lok Sabha elections,
the Supreme Court has nsen to the occa-
sion. The SC has restored a level playing
field, upholding the integrity of the elec-
toral process. The development has brought
fresh momentum to the AAP and INDIA
bloc campaigns. This could be a game-
changer in the ongoing polls.

ROSHAN LAL GOEL, LADWA

Criminalisation of politics
With reference tothe editorial ‘Kejriwal on
poll trail”; after being released from jail,
the AAP national convener, who has been
accused in the money laundering case
related to the alleged hiquor policy scam,
returned to campaign for his party. Politi-
cians who face incarceration must be ineli-
gible to participate in Assembly or Lok
sabha elections. The Supreme Court's
decision to release the Delhi CM so that he
could campaign for his party amid the Gen-
eral Election reflects a disturbing erosion
of democratic values in our country.
JAGDISH BANYAL, UNA

Consumer safety goes for a toss

Apropos of the article ‘Pandemiec response
and the dilemma of vaccination’: a con-
cerning trend persists in India — from vac-
cines to food items, unsafe products are
marketed to millions, endangering their
lives. The safety concerns about
AstraZeneca's Covid vaccine, MDH and
Everest spices, Patanjali health produects,
certain baby foods and genetically modi-
fied crops are valid and raise serious ques-
tions about consumer safety. The fact that
such products have been in the market for
50 long shows that profits have been pri-
oritised over public health. There is an
urgent need for more stringent regulations
to ensure the safety of consumers,
ANKUSH MAHAJAN, PATHANKOT

Maintaining high standards
Apropos of A parting shot by yours seditious-
ly" (Nous Indica); in this age of fake narra-
tives, it has become a Herculean task for any
news organisation tomaintain high standards
of journalism. Yet Rajesh Ramachandran, a
bold editor, reminded us why this daily is
known as the ‘voice of the people’. His front-
page editorial on the Lakhimpur Kher inci-
dent is a testament to his style of fearless and
impartial journalism. He is not one to bow
down to political parties. Thanks to his able
leadership, the newspa per saw a growth of 125
per cent from the pandemie’s nadir. Hopeful-
Iy, his successor, senjor joumalist Jyoti Malho-
tra, will carry on the legacy of the paper with
the same professional integrity.

BIR DEVINDER SINGH BEDI, SANGRUR

He spoke truth to power
With reference to ‘A parting shot by yours sedi-
tiously';: I have been reading Rajesh
Ramachandran's columns for quite a while. 1
always found his write-ups and his analysis of
political and social issues quite informative, Tt
15 remarkable that he never hesitated to eriti-
cise the rnuing regime over its policies or
actions. He always seemed to have in-depth
knowledge of whatever subject he wrote about.
I am one of the many readers who will miss
reading his take on buming issues in our coun-
try. Ramachandran has been a brilliant edtor
and an excellent columnist. The mainstream
media needs more editors hke him.

RAMIEET NANMNER, BY MAIL

Voice of the people
Refer to ‘A parting shot by yours seditious-
Iy¥", under the responsible editorship of
Rajesh Ramachandran, The Trbune main-
tained its journalistic standards, continued
its pursuit of truth and ensured aceurate
reporting of facts in news storkes. Editors hke
Ramachandran are the reason the paper is
known as the ‘vaoice of the people’. His lead-
ershipensured that the paper lives upto Wal-
ter Lippmann's quote, “There can be no
higher law in journalizsm than to tell the truth
and shame the devil.” His contribution to the
newspaper has been immense, and we look
forward to more of his works.

HARJIT SINGH, MOHALI

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-4vord limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@iribunemall.com
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Stories of ﬁdelrtyto the oath, loyalty to comrades

LT GEN BALJIT SINGH (RETD)
MILITARY COMMENTATOR

EADING exhaus-

twve narratives of

the Kargil War in

The Tribune over

he past month, I
was reminded of a phone
call that came one morning
in the summer of 1999,
Even before I could say
hello, an excited wvoice
said: “Ja: Hind shaab, aap
aur  memshaab  theek
hain?” The voice did seem
familiar, but to avoid
embarrassment, I asked:
“Aap kahan se bole rahey
ho?” His response, with a
controlled chuckle, was:

“Shaob, main S0
Bahadur STD booth Kaergil
main hoon. 3/3 GR

(Gorkha Rifles) ne peak
capture kar liya, shaab!”
He was on cloud nine, but
much to my disappoint-
ment and his helpless-
ness,  the connection
snapped all too soon.

Back in 1981, when my
brigade, inclusive of 3/3 GR.
was moved to establish a
permanent presence in
north Sikkim, Lance Nak
Som Bahadur Punn was my
affable schayak. And it had
been an article of faith ever
since for this comrade-in-

arms to get in touch every
vear. By 1999, he was a bat-
tle-blooded. proud havildar,
sSom  Bahadur's call
reminded me of the legend
of Pheidippides from 490
BC. when the Persian army
had invaded Greece. Out-
niumbered 10 to one. the
Greeks sought help from
the neighbouring Sparta,
but to no avail However,
their deity Pan so spurred
the soldiery to “.. take heart,
laugh Persia to scorn, have
faith in the temples and
tombs...” that they inflicted
a erushing defeat on the
mvading Persians., And
Pheidippides, a champion
runner, set out on 40-km
non-stop run from the bat-
tlefield of Marathon back
to Athens. When he
reached there, he informed
anxious fellow ecitizens
gathered at the Acropolis:
“Rejoice, we have won!"”
Another Kargil narra-
tive came from Lt Sanjay
Barshilia of 286 Medium
Regiment, who on
June T, 1999, after two
nights of a gruelling
climb, had teamed with a
detachment of 4 Jat atop
Point 5299 (17385 ft
above sea level) to com-
mence the interdiction of
enemy reinforcements
and logistics by artillery
fire. A narrow horizontal
niche cut into an ice-face
about 50 metres below
that hilltop, where four
men could curl up at any
one time, was their sole
communal sleeping shel-
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BATTLEFIELD: It is inthe nature of warfare that every soldier in battle enjoys in equal measure
the grace of angels and the dictums of destiny. TRIBUNE FILE PHOTO

ter. But sleep remained
elusive because the
sleeping bags tended to
be damp due to frequent

sleet sprays and the
night temperature
dipped below 10°C. &

Cooked food and water

S n

KARGIL WAR
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were supplied by night
ferries daily, but were

:f;i‘ff;;;"” iarone Lt Barshilia was
However, this youngman  awarded the Sena

had a job at hand and the hI : i H } .

vantage hilltop proved an ledatioris

excellent perch for direct- dedicated

ing artillery fire on enemy

locations with a telling  leadership and

effect. It was not long gil_]_lr.l]'ﬂ_["-.-.

before the enemy retaliat-
ed in equal measure, best

narrated by Sanjay thus:
“¥ou fire a round at him,
and sure enough, you can
expect him on your loca-
tion in precisely one
minute. The game was
dangerous, but all of us
enjoyed it immensely.. It
was a tremendous feeling
for all of us at the post,
more so for myself, who
had the fortune of experi-
encing combat at a young
apge and from such a close
distance, It was a dream
come true.” Befittingly, he
was awarded Mhe Sena
Medal on Aug . 1999,
for his deﬁmfbd leader-
ship [anAtry.

In NeWwember 2023, I had
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an unbehevable chance
meeting with a veteran of
two wars — he was part of
the Indian Peace-Keeping
Force (IPKF) in October
1937 during the Sri
Lankan civil war and also
present at Kargil in 1999,
On an errand to an estab-
lishment, the gatekeeper
greeted me with a smart
salute, but with his left
arm, and that prompted
me to enquire about his
antecedents. Within min-
utes, it emerged that this
Napoleon-sized Suraj
Lama was a veteran from
the elite 10 Para Comman-
do and was among the
first members of the ill-
fated heliborne mission to
land upon the Jaffna Uni-
versity stadium, where
they received a horren-
dous reception by LTTE
combatants.

However, borm under a
lucky star, Lama survived
not  just the Jaffna
onslaught but multiple bat-
tles till the cessation of the
war across the length and
breadth of Sr1 Lanka. Much
as I admired and respected
his unique combat experi-
ences, 1 was driven to a
fFuarded cross-examination.
But the moment he men-
tioned that he was part of
that platoon of 13 Sikh
Light Infantry battalion
which had perished within
minutes of touchdown
upon mother earth to the
last man but one, it was my
turn to shake hands and
salute Lama.

It 15 1n the nature of war-
fare that every soldier in
battle enjoys in egual
measure both the grace of
angels and the dictums of
destiny. So, Lama sailed
through three bloody
vears with the IPKF in the
Lankan war, but on the
penultimate day of the war
in Karpgil, in the blink of
an eve, he was knocked
out cold, airlifted to Leh
Military Hospital and
regained consciousness
three davs later.

For five-and-a-half years,
he remained bed-ridden
and  partially  wheel-
chaired at the Army Hospi-
tal (Research and Refer-
ral), Delhi Cantonment:
ATIMS, New Delhi; and the
Command Hospital,
Chandimandir, where his
gervice as a havildar was
terminated with 100 per
cent disability pension.
His left leg and right arm
were severely damaged,
but undaunted he drives a
geooter and a car confi-
dently. He cannot climb up
steps, salutes with his left
hand and clicks heels at
attention in a ramrod pos

ture — always with a
broad, infectious smile,
And that brings me to the

classic A Matter of Honour
by Philip Mason, which
opens with the unwritten
credo of the Indian Army:
“Fidelity to an oath, loyval-
ty to comrades and calm
under cerises, without
which qualities an Army
15 nothing..."”

Concerted efforts needed to deal Maoist msurgents adeath blow

'MP NATHANAEL
FORMER IG, CRPF

ECENT encoun-

ters between the

security forces

and Maoists

ave had a dehbil-

itating effect on the Nax-
alite movement.

Twelve DMamsts  were
killed after a fierce
encounter with the joint
forces, comprising cocom-
mandos of CoBRA (Com-
mando Battalion for Res-
olute Action), the District
Reserve Guard (DRG), Spe-
cial Task Force (STF), the
Bastariva Battalion and the
CRPF (Central Reserve
Police Foree), in Pedia
forests 1n Biyjapur on May
10, taking the toll of Macists
this vear to 103.

On April 16, in one of the
biggest encounters in recent
vears, 20 Maoists were killed
when a combined foree of the
Bomder Security Force and
DRG miuded ther hideout in
the forests adjoining Bina-
punda and Koragutta wvillages
of Kanker district bordering
Maharashtra. Among the
dead were Maoist leaders
Shankar Rao and Lalita Mer-
avi, who together carried a
rewan] of Rs 8 lakh on their

heads. Sophisticated
weapons like ARAT rifles,
INSAS nifles, carbines and a
huge haul of ammunition
wWere recovered.

Thirteen Maoists were
killed in an encounter with
the combined fomes of
CoBRA, CRPF and the Chhat-
tisgarh Police in Kendra-Far-
choli forests of Bijapur district
on Apnl 2 Among the
weapons recovered were a
light machine gun, a .303rifle,
three under-barrel pgrenade
launchers, a 12-bore gunand a
huge quantity of ammunition
and explosnyes,

With preater pressure exert-
ed on their hideouts in
forests, the Maoists are on
edge, coming out in larpe
numbers to surrender lest
they get killed in encounters.

As many as 18 Maoists of
Bhairamgarh and Malanger
area committees, induding
three women, surrendered
before the CRPF and the
Dantewada Police on
April 24, Farher, six Maoists
of the Dandakaranyva special
one committee  surren-
dered before the Andhra
Pradesh Police on April 22,
Sixteen others surrendered
in Bijapur on April 30, fol-
lowed by over 30 more i
Dantewada on May 5, taking
the total number of surren-
dered Maoists to nearly 200
this vear Owver 300 Maoists
have surrendered in the past
two vears, while 125 have
been arrested.

Though all  left-wing
extremism-affected  states
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CRACKDOWN: Arms and other items recovered by security personnel after an encounter with
Maxalites in Chhattisgarh's Bijapur district |ast week. Fm

have their own surrender pol-
iy in place, the Chhattisgarh
Government is formulating a
new policy that may hire
many more Maoists to sur-
render in the days ahead.
The fact that the secunty
forces have gained an upper
hand in recent months 15 evi-
dent from the figures of casu-
alties among Maoists this
vear. The death of 103
Magists this year, killed in
various  opemtions  tll
May 10, far surpasses last
yvear's toll of 22, In 2022, the
figure stood at 30. The num-
ber of Maoists killed was 65 in
2019, 36 in 2020 and 47 in
2021, The security forces
have enough reasons to gloat
over the success achieved
this year, though they lost sc
of ther men. As of May 10, a
total of 21 awvlians had died
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Development, the
biggest enemy of
Maoists, has gained

a firm foothold
in the areas
dominated by them.

mn Maoist violence this vear,
while 41 others had lost their
Lives last vear

The credit for the success
achieved 1n various opera-
tions pgoes to the intelli
gence agencies that shared
aceurate, specific and time-
ly information about the
movements of Maoists with
the security forces. Hither-
to, intelligence inputs were
either lacking or wvapue.
How would one explain that
intelligence agencies were
caught off puard when a
combined force of CoBRA,
CRPE DRG and STF of
Chhattisgarh Police person-
nel was attacked by over 500
Maoists near Tekulagudem
village along the Sukma-
Bijapur border on January
30?7 Three CRPF men,
mcluding two from CoBRA,

were martyred in the attack,
while 15 were mjured.

The penetration of the
security forces into the
citadel of Mamsts in Abuj-
mad area has unnerved
them, foreing them to shift.
Nearly 200 new camps have
been established by the
security forces since last
vear in Chhattisgarh, where
Maoists called the shots.
With 17 other forward base
camps in Abujmad area, the
Macists find themselves
confined to limited areas.
This has not only instilled
confidence and a sense of
security among the wvil-
lagers but also proved con-
ducive to the easy flow of
intelligence inputs to the
security forees. It has cut
short the time for the forces
to rush to any location on
receipt of intelligence
inputs and reduced the
risk involved in travelling

long distances.
Development, the biggest
enemy of Maoists, has

gained a firm foothold in
the areas dominated by
them. Villagers now have
access to better health and
education facilities. The
construction of roads,
which was almost impossi-
ble in these areas, is finally
happening in these vil-
lages and connected cities.
Acecording to the Ministry
of Home Affairs, 9356 km
of roads have been laid in

these areas in the last eight
years. several security per-
sonnel, mostly CRPE sacri-

ficed their lives guarding
the roads and the navvies
while they were being laid.
Maoists tried to obstruct
the construction of roads
by killing contractors and
workers, planting [EDs,
attacking the forces and
setting machines on fire.

Now that the Maoists are
on the back foot, it 15 time
for the security forces to
hit them hard through
incessant operations based
on specific and accurate
intelligence inputs. The
Maoists are now believed
to be reduced to just about
2500 in strength. With
their morale low, the thrust
must be on arranging
large-scale surrenders.

Latest reports indicate
that DMaoist movements
have been observed in Ker-
ala, Tttar Pradesh and Kar-
nataka, which must coordi-
nate with other
Maoist-affected states for
inteligence inputs and
ensure that they do not get
a foothold. The revival of
Maoist violence in Andhra
Pradesh and Telangana
cannot be ruled out, as
most of their leaders hap-
pento be from these states.
Concerted and sustained
efforts to crush the Maoists
will prevent wvoungsters
from joining their ranks
and thus dry up their
sources of recruitment. The
day may not be far when
the nation will rejoice that
the citadel of Maoists has
finally crumbled.
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