






Only once in his life,
said Rabindranath
Tagore, did he feel like
prostrating himself

before an image, and that was
when he saw the Buddha at
Gaya. Through the mighty pen
of Tagore, his homage to the
Buddha, the living image of
Indian culture in Java, Bali,
Siam, Burma, Japan, China and
other places abroad, has been
eternal undimmed by the lapse
of time.

The festival of Buddha Pur-
nima falls on the full moon day
of the fourth lunar month, in the
month of Vaishakha(May).
Though it is celebrated mainly
as the birth anniversary of Gau-
tama Buddha, the founder of
Buddhism, it is on this particular
day that he attained Bodhi
(Enlightenment) on the banks
of the river Niranjana, Bodh
Gaya, Bihar, under a pipal tree
which has since been called the
Bodhi Tree.

He was neither in favour of
extreme austerity in religion nor
extreme enjoyment of worldly
life. His was a Middle Path
which could be followed by
householders. On the eve of his
death, Buddha in his last exhor-
tation to his disciples pointed
out that decay was inherent in
things and one has to strive for
salvation with diligence. 

Working for salvation req-
uires observance of moralities
such as non-violence, continen-
ce, non-lying, non-stealing and
abandonment of luxury, han-
kering after wealth, animal sac-
rifice and similar other prac-
tices. 

Practicing what he preach-
ed, he worked incessantly for 45
long years for the good and hap-
piness of all to his last moment.
The most notable characteristic
of the Buddha was his absolute
purity and perfect holiness. He
was so pure and so holy that he
should be called the ‘Holiest of
Holies’. He was the perfect mod-
el of all the virtues he preached.

Among religions, Buddhism
is the only one that breathes a
spirit of unbounded generosity
and compassion for all beings.
It has always shrunk from inflic-
ting pain, even in self-defence. 

Not only did it teach that
knowledge without benevolence
is barren, but it carried out this
teaching so consistently in prac-
tice as even to endanger its own
existence. 

It has always deprecated
war between nation and nation.
It has constantly discouraged
capital punishment. It sought
everywhere to abolish bloody
sacrifices.

Without the aid of the
sword, Buddhism carried its
message of peace and goodwill
to barbarous hordes of the most
populous parts of Asia and civi-
lized them. “How a religion
which taught,” says Max Muller,
“the annihilation of all exis-
tence, of all individuality and
personality as the highest object
of all endeavors, could have laid
hold of the minds of millions of
human beings…   is a riddle
which no one has been able to

solve”. 
But the riddle is by no

means insolvable if due regard
is paid to the spirit of tolerance
that characterizes the religion of
the Blessed Teacher.

Of Buddhism alone can it
be affirmed that it is free from
all fanaticism. Its aim being to
produce in every man a thor-
ough internal transformation by
self-culture and self-conquest,
how can it have recourse to
might or money or even persua-
sion for effecting conversion?
The Tathagata has
only shown the
way to salvation,
and it is left to
each individual to
decide for himself
if he would follow
it.

Accordingly,
the Buddhist kings
of the world have
been the most tol-
erant and benign.
Emperor Asoka,
though an ardent
Buddhist himself,
showered his gift
on the Brahmins,
the Jains as well as
the Buddhists. The Buddhist
kings of Ceylon in the Middle
Ages were kind and considerate
to the followers of the other
faiths that prevailed then in their
country. The Pala kings of Ben-
gal, who were zealous Bud-
dhists, bestowed gifts also upon
the Brahmins.

A tangible way in which a
religion manifests its actual
influence upon civilization is art.
Wherever Buddhism has pre-
vailed, artistic pagodas, vast
viharas and beautiful stupas
have come into existence. 

The finest buildings in Japan
are the Buddhist temples. The
beauty and charm of the frescoes
of Ajanta caves serve as monu-
mental proof of the wonderful
inspiration which the religion of
the Tathagata imparted to art. 

Not only for the arts, such
as architecture and sculpture,
painting and engraving, is India
indebted to Buddhism, but also
for science and culture in gen-
eral. The best era of Indian med-

icine was contemporary with
the ascendancy of Buddhism.

The ancient Brahmins mi-
ght have derived the rudiments
of anatomy from the dissection
of animals in sacrifices. But the
true school of Indian medicine
rose in public hospitals estab-
lished by Asoka and other Bud-
dhist kings in many cities. 

In the spirit of a true Bud-
dhist,Nagarjuna (the fourteenth
patriarch) popularized the sci-
ence of Ayurveda by teaching it
without reserve to all classes

without distinc-
tion of caste. 

All sciences
and arts were
studied in the chief
centres of Bud-
dhist civilization,
such as the great
Buddhist universi-
ty of Nalanda.

According to
the great oriental-
ist Theodore Ben-
fey, the very bloom
of the intellectual
life of India, whe-
ther it found exp-
ression in Bud-
dhist or Brahmini-

cal works, proceeded substan-
tially from the Dharma, and it
was contemporaneous with the
period in which Buddhism
flourished.

When Buddhism took root
in China, it started a new devel-
opment and gave a great impe-
tus to Confucianism. Wherever
Buddhism entered the life of a
people, it always gave them
refinement and embellishment.

In his book 'Things Japanese'
Prof. Basil Hall Chamberlain says
"All education was for centuries
in Buddhist hands, as was the
care of the poor and sick. Bud-
dhism introduced art, introduced
medicine, moulded the folklore of
the country, created the dramatic
poetry, deeply influenced politics
and every sphere of social and
intellectual activity. In a word,
Buddhism was the teacher under
whose instruction the Japanese
nation grew up".

Buddha's will,  wisdom,
compassion, service, renuncia-
tion, perfect purity, exemplary

personal life, the blameless
methods that were employed to
propagate his religious belief -
all these factors have con-
tributed to hail the Buddha asa
great religious teacher.

In this connection the
remark of S.N. Dasgupta is
worth-noting. Referring to the
Buddhist thought he says that it
is impossible to overestimate
the debt that the philosophy,
culture and civilization of India
owe to it in all her developments
for many succeeding centuries.

Although modern Hindu
culture has a great many ele-
ments of the Buddhist culture,
the two are not identical. The
Hindus consider the Buddha as
a maker of Hinduism and wor-
ship him as an avatar of God.

Hinduism has accepted all
the great and noble elements of
Buddhism. These facts, howev-
er, do not alter the historical
truth that Buddhism is different
from Hinduism and Hinduism
is different from Buddhism. 

The Hindus may worship
the Buddha, because their reli-
gion is largely based on the
teachings of the Buddha. The
Buddhists, however, do not wor-
ship either Visnu or Siva. The
Buddha distinguished his doc-
trine by disregarding the Vedas,
animal sacrifice and caste bar-
riers. He did not belong to the
culture of the Indo-Aryans.

The Vedic or Brahmanical
strands in Hindu culture have
given it the aspect of a national
culture. The Buddhist culture,
on the other hand, has been
throughout an international and
universal culture. 

The Hindu culture, in spite
of its modern official version
presented by influential men like
Swami Vivekananda, Mahatma
Gandhi and Radhakrishnan, is
still peculiar to India, whereas
the Buddhist culture has been
widely shared and cherished by
a large section of humanity
beyond the borders of India.

It is true that certain ele-
ments of Brahmanical Hin-
duism had travelled to some
south-eastern Asian lands in
early medieval centuries. But
these elements could not retain
their characteristic Brahmanical
form and were almost lost in the
traditions of those lands. 

The Buddhist culture is,
however, still flourishing, albeit
slowly, in all those countries of
Asia where it had penetrated
and where it could not be sup-
pressed by the sword of Islam.
While it will be absurd to
describe the culture of Sri Lanka,
Burma, Korea, Tibet and Japan
as the Hindu culture, it is quite
reasonable to describe the cul-
ture of these countries as Bud-
dhistic.

The wide rift thus created
between Brahmins, who were the
custodians of the Vedas, and the
later devotees of Buddha turned
India intrinsically weak. Swami
Vivekananda believed: "This sep-
aration is the cause of the down-
fall of India". He thought it was
the reason "why India has been
the slave of conquerors for the
last thousand years".

(To Be Concluded)

The benchmark equities index
plunged below the 6,600 level
last Thursday as dismayed
investors dumped stocks on

news that the Philippine economy
expanded by a lower-than-expected
5.7 percent in the first quarter.

Economists and market analysts
had expected the growth in Philippine
economic output to accelerate to 5.9
percent in the three months to March,
buoyed by a burst in infrastructure
spending by both the government and
the private sector.

Thus when the growth in gross
domestic product (GDP) clocked in at
just 5.7 percent, slower than the 6.4-
percent expansion in the same period
last year and falling short of the gov-
ernment target of 6-7 percent, there
was a collective groan of disappoint-
ment.

More worrying is the growing
sense of foreboding that persistently
high inflation and the policy rate of the
Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas staying at
6.5 percent are causing growth engines
to sputter, raising doubts that the full-
year projection of a 6 to 7 ~ percent
growth ~ already a downgrade from
the original target of 6.5-7.5 percent ~
will be achieved. The biggest source of
worry is the drag on consumption,
which powers as much as 75 percent of
the Philippine economy.

National statistician Dennis Mapa
noted that private consumption
expanded by just 4.6 percent in the first
quarter, a slowdown from the 6.4 per-
cent posted in the first three months
last year and also the slowest quarterly

expansion since the 2.6 percent growth
in the third quarter of 2010, not includ-
ing the extraordinary contraction dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic.

Inflation was the main culprit,
with the rise in the prices of basic
goods and services accelerating for the
third straight month in April to 3.8 per-
cent, a tad faster than the previous
month’s 3.7 percent.

Clearly, high prices stoked by the
impact of the El Niño climate phe-
nomenon and geopolitical tensions
that contributed to elevated oil prices
in the world market have caused Fil-
ipinos to tighten their belts and hold
back on purchases to conserve their
resources, ultimately leading to eco-
nomic growth falling short of expecta-
tions.

Key rates staying higher for longer
at 6.5 percent have also depressed
investors’ mood, prompting a number
of them to pause or postpone aggres-
sive expansion until rates come down
from their 17-year highs.

Secretary Arsenio Balisacan of the
National Economic and Development
Authority acknowledged as much, say-
ing that the moderated growth in local
demand reflected “the less favorable
business sentiment.”

On the contrary, Balisacan is wax-
ing optimistic, underscoring that the
5.7-percent growth in the first quarter
despite considerable headwinds kept
the Philippines’ position “as a leading
force among Asia’s emerging
economies.”

The Philippines’ first quarter GDP
growth was the same as Vietnam’s and
surpassed that of other major
economies such as China at 5.3 per-
cent, Indonesia at 5.1 percent, and
Malaysia at 3.9 percent, although slow-
er than India’s projected growth rate
of 6.2 percent.

Indeed, despite “several shocks”
since the start of the year, from El Niño
to geopolitical tensions and elevated
borrowing costs and prices of basic
goods, the Philippine economy has
managed to grow at a more than
decent pace.
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Srinagar�s way

In the first election in the Kashmir Valley since aboli-
tion of Article 370, some 36 per cent ~ albeit much
lower than the national turnout ~ of Srinagar con-

stituency’s voters cast their votes on Monday, a stark
contrast to the just over 14 per cent voter turnout in
2019. This is a display of heightened democratic engage-
ment, defying the shadows of apathy and fear that have
clouded past elections. This increase in voter turnout,
while commendable, is more than just a numerical feat.
It is a testament to the evolving aspirations of a people
long caught in the crossfire of political turmoil. For years,
Kashmir’s electoral landscape has been marred by low
participation, fuelled by a potent mix of violence, boycott
calls, and disillusionment with the status quo. However,
the spike in voter numbers signals a shifting paradigm ~
one where voices once silenced by strife are finding res-
onance in the corridors of power. The decision by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party to
abstain from contesting in Kashmir speaks volumes
about the complexities of the region’s political tapestry.
At the heart of this electoral resurgence lies a multiplici-
ty of narratives, each weaving a tapestry of grievances,
hopes, and dreams. Beyond the rhetoric of autonomy
and integration lies a deeper yearning for socio-eco-
nomic justice. As voters flocked to the polling booths,
they carried with them the weight of unemployment,
soaring prices, and an uncertain future. The ballot
becomes not just a tool for political expression, but a
lifeline for a populace grappling with the harsh realities
of daily existence.

Amidst this electoral engagement, it is imperative to
recognise the multifaceted nature of Kashmir’s chal-
lenges. The decision to revoke Article 370 in 2019, fol-
lowed by a stringent lockdown and the detention of op-
position leaders, cast a long shadow over the democrat-
ic process. While some view these measures as necessary
steps towards restoring “normalcy,” others see them as a
betrayal of Kashmir's aspirations for semi-autonomy.
However, amid the cacophony of competing narratives,
one thing remains clear: the need for dialogue and rec-
onciliation. Now, more than ever, is the time for inclusive
governance and a reimagining of democracy that tran-
scends ideologies. As the dust settles on yet another
chapter in Kashmir’s tumultuous history, one thing
becomes clear: the path to peace and prosperity is
fraught with challenges, but these are not insurmount-
able. By embracing the diversity of voices that make up
the fabric of Kashmiri society, we can pave the way for a
future where democracy is not just a fleeting promise,
but a lived reality for generations to come. In the shadow
of the Himalayas, a new dawn beckons ~ a dawn fuelled
by the collective aspirations of a people determined to
chart their own destiny, one ballot at a time. One hopes
that Srinagar will show the path to voters in the remain-
ing two Lok Sabha constituencies in Kashmir Valley that
vote in subsequent phases of the election.

Creating Safeguards

In recent discussions between India and the United
States, the topic of alleged assassination plots against
separatist activists has emerged as a point of con-

tention. While India denies any involvement of state
actors, the gravity of these allegations cannot be over-
looked. However, in navigating this delicate situation, it is
imperative to tread carefully to avoid straining bilateral
relations. The backdrop against which these allegations
unfold is the longstanding issue of separatism, with some
factions still advocating for Khalistan. While the move-
ment has largely died within India, its echoes persist on
foreign soil, particularly in the United States and Canada.
The recent allegations of assassination plots against sep-
aratists, allegedly linked to Indian state actors, highlight
the complexity of addressing such transnational chal-
lenges. In light of these developments, there is pressing
need for constructive dialogue and proactive measures to
prevent the escalation of tensions between India and its
international partners. One avenue for addressing these
concerns is through the establishment of legally enforce-
able bilateral treaties between India, the United States,
and Canada. Such treaties could encompass provisions
that prohibit the harbouring or support of separatist
activities aimed at destabilising India's territorial integri-
ty. Additionally, they could outline mechanisms for coop-
eration in investigating and prosecuting individuals
involved in such activities under the jurisdiction of the
respective countries’ legal systems. By formalising these
commitments through bilateral agreements, India, the
United States and Canada can demonstrate their collec-
tive resolve to uphold the principles of sovereignty, secu-
rity, and mutual respect. Moreover, such treaties would
serve as a safeguard against allegations targeting India
resurfacing. These strain diplomatic relations and
undermine trust between nations. Furthermore, the est-
ablishment of robust diplomatic channels for commu-
nication and coordination would facilitate the swift reso-
lution of any emerging issues. Through sustained dia-
logue and cooperation, India and its international part-
ners can address shared concerns while fostering a cli-
mate of trust and mutual understanding. Amid the com-
plexities of international relations, it is essential to recog-
nise the shared commitment to upholding sovereignty
and territorial integrity. As India navigates its relation-
ship with North American countries, it must remain
steadfast in its adherence to the rule of law and respect
for sovereignty while these countries must be treaty
bound to respect India's territorial integrity. By foster-
ing a climate of transparency and cooperation, all three
countries can work together to address the underlying
problem of separatist movements and promote dialogue
and reconciliation between them. This commitment to
constructive engagement is crucial in charting a path
forward. The recent allegations surrounding assassina-
tion plots against separatists underscore the need for
proactive measures to prevent the escalation of tensions
and uphold the principles of justice and accountability.
By pursuing legally enforceable instruments, India, the
United States, and Canada can mitigate the risk of future
incidents and strengthen their cooperation in addressing
transnational challenges. Through constructive dialogue
and collaboration, they can chart a path towards a more
stable and secure future for all.
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religion which taught,' says Max Muller, 'the annihilation of all existence, of all individuality

and personality as the highest object of all endeavors, could have laid hold of the

minds of millions of human beings�is a riddle which no one has been able to solve.'

But the riddle is by no means insolvable if due regard is paid to the spirit of tolerance

that characterizes the religion of the Blessed Teacher

editor@thestatesman.com

SIR ,  Please refer to today’s 
report “US assembly approves
resolution granting Palestine new
rights and reviving its UN mem-
bership bid”. 

The UN General Assembly
(UNGA) convened in New York
on Friday for an emergency spe-
cial session on the Gaza crisis
and, by a large majority, passed a
resolution upgrading Palestine’s
rights as an Observer State, with-
out offering it full membership. 

The overwhelming global
support for Palestine was accom-
panied by a request to the UN
Security Council (UNSC) to fav-
ourably consider its request for
full statehood. 

With this resolution, Pales-
tine will enjoy more rights at the
UN, though it will not get the
right to vote or stand for elections
to UN organs.

However, the grant of full
membership to Palestine should
take place along with a ceasefire. 

The 25 nations that abst-
ained and the nine, led by the US,

that said ‘no’ failed to undermine
the support extended by 143
nations. 

The world, especially the
Global South, cannot afford the
blowback that is emerging from
the recurring bouts of conflict in
the region. 

Last month, the only opposi-
tion to a UNSC resolution on
statehood for Palestine came
from the US. With its university
campuses in turmoil, America
should see which way the wind is
blowing domestically as well.

Yours, etc., Khokan Das,
Kolkata, 13 May.

OUTRAGEOUS

SIR, Apropos the news report "If
TMC challenges CAA, I'll take
care of them" (May 14), I would
like to ask if BJP's national execu-
tive member Mithun Chkraborty
considers himself as the guardian
of Kolkata? 

What kind of threat does
Chakraborty want to contemplate

in case the people challenge the
CAA? Will his party let loose a
reign of terror to give effect to
the Act? 

The statement made by
Chakraborty is outrageous and
the candidate for whom he has
been so vocal should be cau-
tioned by the EC.

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta,
Kolkata, 14 May.

RETURN OF POK

SIR, This refers to your report
“POK will become part of
India, says Jaishankar”, published
today.

External Affairs Minister
S. Jaishankar has made a big
statement on Pakistan-occupied
Kashmir. Jaishankar said that
every political party in the coun-
try is “committed to ensuring that
PoK (Pakistan-Occupied Kash-
mir), which is a part of India,
returns to India.”

He stated that “the PoK issue
has come to the front of people’s
thinking” after revocation of
Article 370 in Jammu and Kash-
mir, which was considered a diffi-

cult decision. 
There is no doubt that the

Indian Army is more advanced
and better equipped than the
Pakistani Army but we cannot
ignore the fact that Pakistan is
a nuclear state and any attempt 
to take back POK through force
can result in a full-fledged 
nuclear war in the Indian sub-
continent.

It is obvious that no one will
want to see two nuclear powers
going to war. 

In fact, under such a situa-
tion, China will take the strategic
advantage and will completely
support Pakistan to destabilise
India.

Yours, etc.,
Deba Prasad Bhattacharya,

Kolkata, May 14.

America  must  introspect
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ASHIM
KUMAR GHOSH

The writer is a former UGC
Teacher Fellow and Head of
the Department of Political

Science, Maharaja Sris
Chandra College, Kolkata.

Views expressed are personal

Bogged down
by inflation

BENGAL FAMINE

SIR, The Statesman must be thanked for publishing the article,
“A tweet and fleeting thoughts of past horrors” (8th Day) on
date.

The writer has presented a detailed and meticulously craft-
ed analysis of the horrific Bengal famine of 1943. She has
provided a remarkable insight into the mind of the then editor
of The Statesman, Ian Stephens and the dilemma that he was
going through. 

The writer has also mentioned about the role played by
Winston Churchill, who had engineered the famine. 

What makes this piece even more important is showcasing
the “blood-chilling” photographs that were published in the 22
August 1943 edition of The Statesman that shook the conscience
of the world.

Yours, etc., Anupam Neogi, 
Kolkata, 12 May. 



THE departure from India of Sir Mon-
tagu de Pomeroy Webb deprives Karachi of
its leading light and the business and polit-
ical world of India of a virile and interesting
personality. Sir Montagu Webb came to
India thirty-four years ago, twenty-six of
which he has spent in Karachi, in the well
known firm of Forbes, Campbell and Com-
pany. He has watched over every interest of
Sind and Karachi with remarkable vigi-
lance and success, and has identified him-
self so whole-heartedly with the city of his
adoption that for a long time to come it
will be difficult to think of the two apart. Sir
Montagu Webb's fiscal views may have
been unorthodox - the more books he
wrote about them the less attention did
they receive from serious economists - and
his attitude on the salt tax controversy
antagonized many of his European friends
and well-wishers. In spite of these failings
Sir Montagu Webb made an admirable
public man - fearless, indomitable, and,
above all, never out of temper. He took
hard knocks with the same cheery philoso-
phy that he showed when inflicting them,
and he grudged neither time nor energy in
any of the numerous causes which he
made his own. His departure is a heavy
loss to Indian commerce and politics.

DIAMOND MAKING

FORTUNE ON
FRUITLESS QUEST

SPEAKING at a meeting of the Royal
Microscopical Society, London, last night,
Sir Charles Parsons said he been trying
to make diamonds for twenty years, and
had spent £20,000 on experiments. He
had come to the conclusion that nobody
had ever made a diamond and that con-
sequently the claims of Moissan, the
great French chemist and our Sir William
Crookes ware exaggerated.

MORE EXCAVATION
FINDS AT
FOLKESTONE

MORE discoveries have been made
at the Roman site on the East Cliff at
Folkestone, which is being excavated. A
series of rooms defined by low stone
walls has been exposed, in addition to a
number of other walls and a substantial
semi-circular bastion.

There is no doubt that the remains
will cover a considerable area of ground
and the find is one of the most impor-
tant archaeological discoveries in recent
years in this country. Under the pickaxes
and spades of the twenty workmen a
plan of the settlement is being rapidly
revealed. The walls are in an excellent
state of preservation.

Relics of life of those who lived in
the settlement about 1600 years ago are
being discovered, including ornamental
pottery, metal instruments, tiles, bones
and oyster and mussel shells. Oysters
were regarded as a great delicacy by the
ancient Romans as they are by modern
Englishmen and are often found among
the Roman remains in Britain.

LEONARDO DA VINCI

ANTICIPATIONS OF
MODERN INVENTIONS

Dr, Charles Singer, lecturing at the
Royal Institution on "Leonardo da Vinci
as a Man of Science." said that Leonar-
do's work in science was essentially of
the "individualistic" type. His was a Soli-
tary intellect without peer or compan-
ion, working out the problems which
appealed to him in the loneliness of his
own chamber.

It. is amassing what an area was cov-
ered by his scientific suggestions and
investigations. Over and over again he pre-
ceded modern inventions, and even con-
ceived the uses to which modern inven-
tions might be put. Thus in a manuscript
now at Holkham Hall, he tells us that he
has thought of "a machine by which men
may stand under water. I will not, howev-
er," he says, "divulge it because of the evil
nature of men, for they would use it for
murders at sea by sinking ships, together
with those in them. Nevertheless," he con-
tinues, "I will freely impart another device
which is not dangerous, since the mouth
of the tube by which the submerged per-
son breathes is above the water." The pas-
sage is illustrated by a diving apparatus of
a practical and modern kind.

BIRD WITH A THUMB
A REUTER message from New York

states that a determined effort to cap-
ture the hoazin bird will be made by the
University of Pennsylvania expedition
to South America.

A member of the expedition said
that the hoazin was noted for its coy-
ness. Few have been caught alive.

When young the hoazin shows rudi-
mentary traces of a thumb and index fin-
ger on the wing, and young birds climb
up the stems of reeds to their nests, using
their wings as if they were clawed hands.
The size of a pheasant, the bird is not
uncommon in British Guiana.
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NEWS ITEMS

OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

1 Obscure? Easily picked up

within borders of country 

(6)

4 Predict supporting online

performers? (8)

10 Street includes area that�s
sheltered � from this,

perhaps (5)

11 Work with what�s given? I�m
in favour of US tool (9)

12 Certainly will accept first

couple of tradescantia

amongst little leafy plants

(3,5)

13 Area for blokes touring one

French city (6)

14 Hint: Minister should dismiss

scoundrel (3)

15 Here�s what, at sea, starts to

identify precipitation? 

(7,4)

18 Paint, true, when splashed

around, gives measure of

warmth (11)

19 Working to offload second

purchase (3)

20 A Republican will cover range

of points in response (6)

22 What�s in wet areas,

affected by storms? (8)

26 Wise to restrain mischievous

child � I�m offering personal

view (4-5)

27 Marsh, perhaps, never

accommodating a lot of

steps? (5)

28 Second article in French

about climb in good weather

(8)

29 Limits to healthy GM-free

India given by health icon (6)

DOWN

1 Like an easy job? Copper�s
retiring (5)

2 Get better of several deliveries

with an edge, bagging 50 (9)

3 Stop cleaner hiding man (5)

5 Top removed from prison

cells? That�s an error (4)

6 Energy and force about

Frenchmen in online business

(1-8)

7 Father disembarks from

tender, moving nimbly (5)

8 Old work in attempt to

support the belief system (9)

9 A lunar location, mostly

pleasant, set up in approach

to filming (8)

14 Cool guy has to accept

workplace injury, getting

emotional relief (9)

15 Means to dismiss a lecturer

� using what? (9)

16 Employ the writer to

interrupt beloved residents

(8)

17 Get used to a beaut hit,

knocked for six (9)

21 Lad has invested almost

everything in hairdressing

shop (5)

23 Succeed despite your

initially being nervous 

(5)

24 Bearing up, consuming

American orange juice and

wine (5)

25 Practise heading off

downpour (4)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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10 11

12 13
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18 19
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25
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28 29

CROSSWORD

A P A E D F C B
P A R I P A S S U L L A M A
P O O T N I R T
A N T I C H I G H P O I N T
R E A E H L E
E T A I L E R E C H E L O N
N Y A O O
T R U M P H I P R O N D O

N S A S U
J I G G E R Y P R E F E C T
E A F O L P H
R A I N C H E C K A M I G O
K N H V E U G U
I G L O O E G R E G I O U S
N Y P R Y H N E

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292780
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N
early 300 million people
worldwide need urgent
humanitarian help this year
but all indications are that

a majority of them may not be able to
get it, or else may get only a small part
of what is needed.

Gaza provides the most glaring
example of rapid escalation of the
humanitarian crisis within just a few
days due to entirely avoidable caus-
es. Here it was not a question so much
of the international community’s fail-
ure to send adequate help as of artifi-
cial barriers being created for the peo-
ple who need this help to access it.
Truckloads of food and other provi-
sions were simply held up at the bor-
ders for days while a large number of
people including children were on the
verge of starvation. As the hunger and
medical crisis escalated sharply, the
most important UN agency taking
care of people in urgent need of help
faced sudden budget cuts.

Sudan is another country where
the humanitarian crisis has worsened
very quickly during the last year, with
thousands dying and nearly 8 million
people getting displaced, sometimes
being forced to take refuge in neigh-
boring countries which already have
humanitarian crises of their own. All
this largely because two generals
could not get along and, along with
their forces and weapon supplies,
amassed by plundering the resources
of the country, plunged the country
into another civil war.  

In 2023 the world spent $2400 bil-
lion on military expenditure. During
the same year the UN’s Office for
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) tried to raise $57 billion for
people facing humanitarian crises all
over the world. This was just about 2.4
per cent of the world’s military budg-
et. However, it could actually raise
only about $ 20 billion. This amount-

ed to just 0.8 per cent of the military
expenditure of the world.

This was less than one third of
what a single country (the USA) pro-
vided by way of military assistance.
This was only 2.2 per cent of the over-
all military budget of the USA of
around $900 billion.

The funding shortfall of almost
two-thirds was the biggest shortfall
that OCHA has ever experienced, at a
time when billionaires are adding
more to their wealth than ever before.

David Beasley, Chief of the World
Food Program, stated in September
2021 that while at the height of Covid,
billionaires were adding $5.2 billion
per day to their wealth, 24,000 people
were dying due to hunger every day.

According to UN data, 9 million
people die in a year from hunger,
under-nutrition and related causes
(2.5 million of them in the age group
0-5).

While this is a figure often quot-
ed to describe the extremely tragic
implications of hunger in any typical
year in recent times, OCHA, WFP,
FAO and related UN agencies have
not provided the data on deaths tak-

ing place in the areas most affected
by hunger and humanitarian crisis.
While they provide data on people
who are facing emergency situations
in various areas in any given year,
next year they generally do not tell us
how many people perished there.
Their reports merely tell us how
many will face crisis and emergency
situation in the next year for which
resources have to be raised.

If the number of deaths is more
closely monitored in the worst-affect-
ed regions, this could  help to alert the
world to its responsibilities regarding
the areas of humanitarian crisis in
more effective ways. However, it is
well known that much more needs to
be done to take more help to the peo-
ple of the worst-affected areas in
countries like Sudan, South Sudan,
Somalia, Ethiopia, Angola, Democrat-
ic Republic of Congo, Chad, Niger,
Nigeria, Yemen, Syria, Palestine
region, Afghanistan, Myanmar, Haiti
and some others.   

The UN Under-Secretary General
for Humanitarian Assistance Martin
Griffiths has stated very sadly,
“Throughout the year 2023 humani-

tarian agencies had to make increas-
ingly painful decisions, including cut-
ting life-saving food, water and health
programming.”

An OCHA document says that the
big shortfall of funds last year led to
inability to reach people in the most
desperate situations—

· In Afghanistan 10 million peo-
ple lost access to food assistance
between May  and November
2023;

· In Myanmar, more than half a
million people were left in des-
perate living conditions;

· In Yemen more than 80 per cent
targeted for assistance could not
get proper water and sanitation;

· In Nigeria only 2 per cent of the
women expecting sexual and
reproductive services and gen-
der-based violence protection
received it.

Here it may be mentioned that
even the $ 57 billion projection of the
budget needed for 2023 by OCHA was
meant to cover only a part of the peo-
ple actually needing humanitarian
assistance. The actual funds received
were less than the funds received in
the previous year (something that is
very rare), despite the big crisis situa-
tions appearing and then deteriorat-
ing rapidly in places like Gaza and
Sudan. Hence OCHA and its partners
could reach only 38 per cent of those
who had been targeted to receive
urgently needed help.

While expressing his serious con-
cern at this situation, Griffiths also
quoted the World Food Program
(WFP) as stating that a one per cent
cut can put 400,000 more people in
serious food insecurity.

Discouraged by this situation,
OCHA with its 1,900 partner organi-
zations has asked for only $46 billion
for the year 2024, compared to its call
for $57 billion in the previous year.

This is despite the fact that the

number of people needing humani-
tarian assistance has increased this
year to 300 million. OCHA has cut
down its ambitions and it is now try-
ing to provide humanitarian assis-
tance to only 180 million people (in
72 countries) out of these 300 million.
Last year it was able to provide life-
saving assistance to 128 million peo-
ple, according to its own data.

Isn’t it a very serious and tragic
situation that the most important
humanitarian assistance organization
has to cut down even its objectives
and targets (from already lower than
needed levels) at a time when the
number of people affected by human-
itarian crises have increased signifi-
cantly.

The world appears to have
enough for increasing military and
weapon budgets, or for overloading
the treasures of billionaires, but not
for meeting the most urgent needs of
those in the greatest distress. What
makes this situation even more unjust
is that those worst affected by the
humanitarian crisis are also the vic-
tims of several long-term injustices
and are caught up in terrible circum-
stances which appear more and more
to be beyond their control. Women
appear to be suffering particularly
severely although they have often
made significant contributions to
peace and normalcy efforts.

Clearly many more efforts need
to be made at several levels in non-
partisan ways to take more help to
areas of humanitarian crisis, includ-
ing substantially improving the funds
position of OCHA and its partner
organizations. At the same time there
is an equally important urgency to
improve non-partisan efforts to bring
peace and stability to many of these
areas devastated by civil strife and
war.

(The writer is Honorary Convener, Campaign to
Save Earth Now. His recent books include
Protecting Earth for Children, Planet in Peril
and A Day in 2071.) 

KIM SEONG-KON

I
t is nature’s law that children
leave their parents when they
enter adulthood. Whether we are
talking about humans or animals,

there comes a time when children
leave their parents and become inde-
pendent. No one can expect to live
with his or her parents or children for-
ever.

Traditionally in America, when
your child turns 18 years old and
enters legal adulthood, your parental
duties and responsibilities are finally
over. Your child becomes independ-
ent by either leaving home for college
or getting a job. In past generations,
when children entered college, Amer-
ican parents would help with tuition
only. At that time, nearly all college
students had to work part-time for
their living expenses.

These days, things have changed.
Reports say that many American par-
ents are now supporting both tuition
and living expenses for their children
attending college. Reports also state
that some young adults in their 20s or
30s still live in their parent’s homes
nowadays due to financial reasons.
People say that we are now living in a
strange era when the children’s gen-
eration is poorer than their parent’s
generation.

In South Korea, the situation
seems much more serious. Tradition-

ally, Koreans find it difficult to cut the
umbilical cord, and Korean parents
think that they should continue to
support their children financially even
after they become adults. Naturally,
Korean children, too, assume they can
depend on their parents even after
they have grown up.

As a result, more than 3 million
Korean young adults are now receiv-
ing financial help from their parents,
according to recent statistics.

Furthermore, there is the so-
called “kangaroo tribe” who are living
in their parents’ pouch, just like baby
kangaroos. Recently, a popular
YouTuber pointed out that in South
Korea, about 650,000 people between
30 and 49 are still living with their par-

ents. Consequently, he said that about
20 per cent of retired Korean parents
were bankrupt due to the financial
burden caused by their adult children
who did not want to leave the com-
fort of the pouch.

We may assume that when and if
our children marry, they can become
independent financially. Not quite so.
These days, a wedding in South Korea
can cost more than $100,000. More-
over, the typical cost of renting an
apartment is so exorbitant that many
newlyweds cannot possibly afford it.
Thus, parents’ financial support is
indispensable.

On the other hand, parents who
are not financially well off, too, can be
a burden to their children, as they

grow old and sick. In that case, chil-
dren may become bankrupt due to
astronomical expenses for hospital-
ization, operations and health care for
their ill parents. Parents and grown-
up children are not supposed to be a
burden to each other, and yet it seems
inevitable in South Korea.

In foreign countries, a similar
phenomenon has happened as well,
and yet it has not been as serious as in
Korea. In the 1990s, for example,
young people who were NEET
appeared in the UK. NEET stands for
“Not in education, employment, or
training.” NEET eventually spread to
other countries, such as Japan, South
Korea, and the US. However, it had
nothing to do with the majority of
young people.

In Japan, too, new words have
appeared to describe an emerging
class of young people. For example,
the phrase “parasite singles” refers to
young adults who still depend wholly
on their parents, while “freeter,“ a
shortened version of “free arbeiter,”
where ”arbeiter“ refers to a part-time
worker, describes a person between
the age of 25-34 who does not have
full-time employment, but only holds
a part-time job at a place like a con-
venience store during his or her entire
lifetime. Japan is a country well
known for its people’s tendency of
“not depending on others” or “not
being a burden to others.” Even in

Japan, however, the new trend of
financially depending on one’s par-
ents seems to be spreading.

This new trend stems from vari-
ous causes, such as expensive living
costs, skyrocketing real estate prices
and a tight job market, in addition to
insecure financial status. Moreover,
radical changes in the way young peo-
ple view independence have played a
role in this widespread phenomenon.

However, we all have to leave our
parents when we become adults. We
should learn to be independent and
part with our parents even though it is
difficult and inconvenient. We cannot
depend on others constantly, even if it
is our parents. It is costly to raise a
child. Therefore, it would not be fair if
we depend on our parents continually
after we become an adult.

When they were young, your par-
ents, too, must have worked hard in
order to be financially independent.
Your parents belong to the generation
that has to support their parents and
children at the same time. They are
bearing double burdens on their
shoulders.

Dear young adults, you should be
independent and relieve your parents
from the heavy burden of supporting
you. Meanwhile, our political leaders
should come up with ideas to solve
this menacing social problem.

The Korea Herald/ANN.

In deep crisis, our 
world is faltering

Dependence on parents must end



The boundary between
science and engineer-
ing is so narrow that it

is hard to differentiate them.
They are two sides of the
same coin and they go hand-
in-hand. Whereas science
explores the fundamental
principles governing the uni-
verse, engineering focuses on
applying scientific knowl-
edge to design and develop
solutions that meet specific
requirements. So, engineers
gather more respect in front
of the public, as their output
is tangible. Every year, the
Govt. of India celebrates
National Technology Day
on 11th May to commemo-
rate the contributions of
Indian scientists, engineers
and innovators who act as
catalysts for the country’s
development. This year’s
National Technology Day
was celebrated on the theme
“From School to Startups:
Igniting Young Minds to
Innovate”, giving thrust to
nurture innovation from the
school period onwards.
One would doubt the need
to promote a startup culture
in schools. As the common
adage goes, the seeds of
character and attitude are
sown during one’s school life.

When we look at the life his-
tories of great entrepreneurs
and scientists, we can see
that the spark for doing
something special was initi-
ated during their school
years. Elon Musk, the
founder of companies like
SpaceX, Tesla and Neuralink,
reportedly sold a video game
he created at the age of 12
and later started a web soft-
ware company while attend-
ing the University of
Pennsylvania. Mark
Zuckerberg, the co-founder
of Facebook, started coding
in middle school, where he
developed a messaging pro-
gramme called “Zucknet”
for his father’s dental office. 
Schoolchildren possess the
ability to think freely and
come up with crazy ideas.
The limitations of reality do
not shackle their minds.
They are unfettered by the
comments made by others

and don’t have any precon-
ceived notions about an idea. 
School students also have an
inherent curiosity. The insa-
tiable curiosity drives them
to seek new knowledge and
experience, fueling their cre-
ativity and innovation. The
quality of innovation
observed in the exhibits at
various school science fairs,
children’s science congress-
es and IISF’s students’ sci-
ence village provides ample
proof of this. Some of the
innovations displayed by the
students in these exhibitions
are at par or better than what
our adult scientists have
achieved in their lifetime.
The Department of Science
and Technology has institut-
ed INSPIRE - MANAK
(Million Minds Augmenting
National Aspiration and
Knowledge) Awards to sup-
port student innovators.
MANAK, implemented
through the National
Innovation Foundation -
India (NIF), seeks to inspire
students in grades 6 to 10 to
pursue their studies. The
initiative aims to focus on
one million unique
ideas/innovations based on
scientific principles and have
practical applications in soci-

ety. Its goal is to promote a
culture of creativity and
encourage inventive think-
ing among schoolchildren.
Another premier scientific
organisation, the CSIR, has
instituted the CIASC (CSIR
Innovation Award for
Schoolchildren) to harness
schoolchildren’s creative and
innovative spirit.
Though initiatives like Atal
Tinkering Laboratories
(ATLs) by the Government
of India foster curiosity, cre-
ativity and imagination in
young minds, most of our
schools still put more stress
on the traditional mode of
rote learning. Rote memori-
sation and standardised test-
ing prioritise conformity
over creativity, relegating
innovation to the sidelines.
Furthermore, the fear of fail-
ure and the pressure to excel
academically discourage
risk-taking and experimen-
tation. As a result, many chil-
dren are discouraged from
pursuing their innovative
impulses, losing their
untapped potential.

(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National

Institute of Advanced
Studies, Bengaluru; views

are personal)
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amidst the daily chaos, ensuring finan-
cial protection can be overlooked.
Term insurance emerges as a vital tool
in providing comprehensive coverage
against life’s uncertainties. For working
mothers, it acts as a safety net, guaran-
teeing their family’s well-being in their
absence. Its flexibility allows customi-
sation to meet specific needs, offering
peace of mind amidst life’s unpre-
dictability. With retirement planning
gaining importance, term insurance
with maturity benefits becomes crucial.
As women embrace diverse roles, secur-
ing their financial future becomes
imperative. It’s time for mothers to pri-
oritise their financial security, ensuring
a stable tomorrow for their loved ones.

Sanvi Reddy | Hyderabad
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Madam — Apropos the news article
“Vibing to the dance of a 100 drums,”
published on 12 May, this is my
response. Exploring the lesser-known
West Garo Hills of Meghalaya unveils
a cultural tapestry woven with the

ancient traditions of the Songsarek
people. In the face of modernity and
religious conversions, their practices
stand as guardians of a fading era. The
partnership between Royal Enfield and
UNESCO emerges as a beacon, spot-
lighting these intangible treasures.
Wangala dances, Chubitchi rituals and
matrilineal societal norms narrate sto-
ries of resilience and identity.
The meticulous documentation not
only honours these customs but also
amplifies their significance, ensuring
their legacy transcends generations.
As custodians of heritage, it’s our col-
lective duty to cherish and safeguard
these cultural jewels nestled amidst the
Himalayan foothills. Through respect-
ful engagement and awareness initia-
tives, we pave the path towards a future
where diversity thrives and ancient
wisdom finds its rightful place in the
modern world.

Vihaan Singh | Ahmedabad
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Madam — Apropos the news article
“Kissa Kursi Ka: Why Maliwal was
thrashed,” published on 14 May, this is
my response. The unfolding drama
surrounding Swati Maliwal’s allega-
tions against Arvind Kejriwal’s person-
al assistant paints a troubling picture for
the AAP. As a daily reader, it’s concern-
ing to witness such internal strife with-
in a political party. The lack of formal
complaints and the delayed response
from all parties involved only adds to
the murkiness of the situation. The fact
that senior AAP leaders are already
entangled in legal troubles exacerbates
the issue, hinting at deeper rifts with-
in the party. The swift condemnation
from opposition leaders underscores the
gravity of the accusations.
Additionally, the involvement of the
National Commission for Women
(NCW) signifies the broader societal
implications of such incidents. It’s cru-
cial for authorities to conduct a thor-
ough investigation to ensure justice is
served and perpetrators are held
accountable. Overall, this episode serves
as a stark reminder of the complexities
and challenges inherent in the realm of
politics and the importance of trans-
parency and accountability in gover-
nance.

Avani Chawla | Pune
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Madam — Apropos the news article
“Empowering working mothers finan-
cially,” published on 13 May, this is my
response. Mother’s Day is a poignant
reminder of the extraordinary women
who shape our lives. Yet, amid their self-
less dedication, the need for securing
their financial future often goes unad-
dressed. Despite the strides in insurance
awareness, women remain underrepre-
sented in safeguarding their loved ones.
Whether as working professionals or
homemakers, mothers are the backbone
of many households, balancing myriad
responsibilities with grace. However,
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cities, highlighting the rigid
voter apathy in high-tech cities.
This underscores the signifi-
cance of each voter in shaping
the election results. 
CP Joshi, former Chief
Minister of Rajasthan, lost an
election by one vote. His wife
and daughter missed voting
while praying for his victory.
This shows how even one
vote can significantly impact
election results. This anec-
dote emphasises the potential
impact of even one vote on the
election results. High temper-
atures in some parts of India
may reduce election turnout.
However, low turnout can
sometimes harm the ruling
party, as local issues can sway
the outcome.
BJP aims to improve in six

Indian States: West Bengal,
Odisha, Telangana, Andhra
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and
Kerala. However, it could face
challenges from regional par-
ties, which have the potential
to sway State elections and
impact overall results. During
a recent rally, Congress leader
Rahul Gandhi spoke about the
uncertainties in predicting
election results. Congress
President Mallikharjun Kharge
posted a message in Hindi on

X, saying the Prime Minister
attacked his friends, indicating
that Modiji’s chair is shaking.
SP leader Akhilesh Yadav
tweeted that the BJP’s condi-
tion will worsen after the first
two voting phases. The
Congress party’s strategy pri-
marily concerns social welfare
and economic empowerment.
This all-encompassing
approach aims to address the
primary concerns of the vot-
ers and has the potential to
connect with a vast section of
the electorate. 
It could significantly impact
the election results if it garners
the voters’ support. The
Congress Party’s challenge is to
keep its members united. Since
Modi’s rise, many politicians,
including State leaders, have
defected to the BJP. The BJP
has given tickets to some of
them. How voters treat these
turncoats remains to be seen.
Internal disputes within
Congress are currently a signif-
icant concern. Allegations of
connections with rival parties
raise questions about loyalty.
They could affect the party’s
unity, which could, in turn,
impact their performance in
the upcoming elections.
Therefore, it is crucial to close-

ly monitor any developments
within the party to gain a more
accurate understanding of
their prospects in the polls.
Political leaders’ connections
with rival parties have raised
concerns about their loyalty.
Between 2016 and 2020, 170
Congress MLAs and 7 Rajya
Sabha members switched par-
ties, causing an impact on
Indian politics. It has created
confusion and doubts about
their loyalty. The allegations
could influence voters’ percep-
tion of these leaders and their
parties.
India’s Satta Bazaar predicts the
BJP will win between 330 and
335 seats at Re. 1, 350 seats at
Rs. 3 and 400 seats at Rs. 12-
15. The odds for the NDA to
win 400 seats are Rs. 4-5. The
predictions reflect the market
perception of election out-
comes that could impact pol-
itics. India’s stock benchmarks
fell by 1.5% on Tuesday as
investors cut their bets,
expressing concern that the
BJP may not get as many
seats as projected. The voters
will decide the winner of the
election on June 4.

(The writer is a popular
columnist; views 

are personal)
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Like many other coun-
tries, political parties in
India often claim victo-
ry during elections even
before official results are

announced. It is part of their pol-
itics. The ongoing polls are not
just another political event; they
are of paramount importance, as
well as the fate of several politi-
cal party leaders. They have pro-
found and far-reaching implica-
tions. 
In the current scenario, the rul-
ing BJP has declared victory that
the results will meet its expecta-
tions. However, the actual out-
come remains uncertain, adding
a layer of suspense to the politi-
cal landscape. Four of the seven-
phase polling have already
occurred and the remaining three
will occur on May 20, 25 and June
1. The outcome of these could sig-
nificantly impact the election
results, which will be revealed on
June 4.
According to recent opinion polls,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi is
predicted to secure an unprece-
dented third-term win in these
elections. There is a debate about
whether the BJP tally will increase
or decrease its tally. BJP leaders,
including Narendra Modi, claim
the NDA, led by the BJP, will win
over 400 seats in the 543-mem-
ber Lok Sabha. Home Minister
Amit Shah says NDA will secure
200 of the 283 seats in the first
three phases. The Congress party
won over 400 seats only once in
1984. Political players need a
game-changing strategy as there
is no apparent wave of support.
To gain an advantage, the BJP has
implemented five key strategies:
Celebrity Candidates Fighting
Polls, strengthening the Hindu
base, appealing to minority
groups, exploiting redrawn
boundaries to maintain the
Hindu vote in areas controlled by
the opposition and projecting
Modi magic. The Congress and
its allies are making a strategic
move, attempting to consolidate
the Hindu subaltern.
The ongoing election witnessed
a decline in voter turnout and it
is still being determined whether
it will recover or continue to
decline. The Election
Commission of India (ECI)
expressed disappointment with
the turnout in some metropolitan
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The success of any brand-
ing exercise is the impact
& impression it creates

on the target audience, visibil-
ity of products, recall value and
deep connection with the audi-
ences cutting across cam-
paigns, launches, events and
the wide array of trends and
styles. In a similar vein, it is
important to understand the
impact of the branding idea or
strategy on a visible platform,
where eyeballs determine the
yardstick of success. 
Film festivals today are the per-
fect ecosystem to understand
the value, intensity and impact
of branding on such a glam-
orous circuit and ecosystem.
In the domain of cinema,
where creativity meets com-
merce, film festivals serve as
vibrant hubs where story-
telling converges with culture,

artistry intertwines with indus-
try and communities bond
around a shared love for the
silver screen. Beyond the
showcases of cinematic apti-
tude, these festivals have
evolved into powerful brands,
each with its own distinct
identity and allure. From the
glitz of Cannes to the heritage
of the Venice Film Festival and
from the cosmopolitan charm
of Berlinale to the intellectual

intricacies of the Toronto
International Film Festival
(TIFF) and the grandeur of the
International Film Festival of
India (IFFI), the branding
strategies of these festivals
offer a fascinating glimpse
into the intersection of culture,
economics and politics. 
Film festivals portray glamour,
charisma, fashion and celebri-
ty quotient that creates a
unique buzz with audiences
Cannes, Berlin, IFFI and
Toronto, over the years have
developed a unique brand
identity that has crafted and
shaped the storytelling and vis-
ibility narrative in the brand-
ing space. Festivals are known
for their innovative burst dis-
ruptive proclivities that lead to
unique “out of the box
Branding”. The hustle and
bustle of any film festival cre-

ate a unique integral link and
the relationship between arc
lights that define cinema and
colours, shades and images
that constitute branding. A
study of the branding quotient
across film festivals portrays a
reflection of the shifting
strands of ideas, concepts &
evaluation of branding across
the festival space. The 4C’s =
Creativity, Culture, Content
and Consistency outline the
integral link between branding
and the festival circuit. 
It is a perfect convergence of
creative minds, storytellers,
narrators and inspirational
Talking heads. Every festival
has defining branding
moments, which leave an
imprint on the minds of audi-
ences and a lasting impression
on prospective consumers and
supporters of cinematic excel-

lence. Opportunities at festivals
are limitless. 
Cannes, Berlin, IFFI &
Toronto integrate branding
platforms and ideas, with their
filming culture leanings, nar-
rator’s values and storytelling
nuggets. At these festivals
branding as a medium has
reinforced the soft power
dynamics & equitations lead-
ing to better visibility, product
value, loaded positive percep-
tion and enhanced outreach
and networking opportuni-
ties. An idea by technology
brands brings out another
level of product display.
Interactive experience and
marketing outreach. Each of
the prominent festivals in their
editions has reinforced the
image, identity, influence,
interaction and interface of
brands with tech tools cross-

cutting themes thereby posi-
tioning a unique product iden-
tity & space at the venues.
Each major film festival,
whether it’s Cannes, TIFF,
Venice, Berlinale, or IFFI,
meticulously builds a blueprint
for its branding elements to
convey its individuality and
values. 
Cannes, renowned for its
glamour, incorporates the illus-
tration of the Palme d’Or tro-
phy and celebrities on the red
carpet, alongside a sophisticat-
ed logo design often featuring
the Cannes coastline. The fes-
tival’s colour palette of black,
gold and red represents poise,
prestige and excitement. 
Meanwhile, TIFF embraces
diversity with dynamic iconog-
raphy displaying film reels,
diverse viewers and Toronto
landmarks, complemented by

vibrant shades like red, blue
and yellow that reflect energy,
creativity and inclusivity.
Venice Film Festival, with its
rich heritage, opts for classical
depictions of Venetian land-
marks such as the Rialto
Bridge or St. Mark’s Square,
accompanied by a refined logo
design that captures the
essence of Venice’s timeless
beauty. IFFI celebrates Indian
cinema with displays of aes-
thetic motifs and sceneries, tra-
ditional logo design and vivid
hues of orange, red and gold,
beside serene blues and greens
that capture India’s cultural
richness. Through these
branding elements, each festi-
val communicates its beliefs,
attracts audiences worldwide
and reinforces its significance
within the global film indus-
try.

For filmmakers, the choice of
which festival to submit their
work to often depends not
only on the esteem and repu-
tation of the event but also on
its alignment with their artis-
tic vision and career goals. A
filmmaker seeking interna-
tional recognition may gravi-
tate towards Cannes or
Berlinale, while those champi-
oning a wide and diverse range
of filmography might find a
home at Venice or TIFF. In this
way, the branding of film fes-
tivals becomes a crucial factor
in shaping the trajectory of
filmmakers’ careers and the
cultural nuances of movies as
a whole.

(The writer was addl. DG,
DFF & director IFFI. Views

are personal. Inputs by Zoya
Ahmed & Vaishnavie

Srinivasan)
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spending was Rs 1208,000 crore
In addition, there are “Centrally
Sponsored Schemes” (CSS)
designed to supplement the efforts
of the States in achieving various
socioeconomic goals and imple-
menting national priorities. These
are funded by the central
Government and the States in vary-
ing proportions viz. 90:10, 60:40,
50:50 and so on depending on the
scheme. These schemes are imple-
mented by the States. During
FY2022-23, the spending on a total
of 50 CSSs was Rs 412,000 crore. Put
together, the total expenditure of the
Central Government on CS and
CSS schemes during the year was Rs
1620,000 crore. 
Now, if we were to apply the 85 per
cent magic formula dished out by
the then Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi, the amount pilfered while
on the way to the beneficiaries
would have been Rs 1377,000 crore.
Only Rs 243,000 crore would have
reached. Under the Modi - model,
the entire Rs 1620,000 crore has
been reached; courtesy of, the use
of technology to transfer the money
to their bank accounts. 
How does it work?
Under its flagship Digital India pro-
gram, the Modi - Government has
been implementing what is popu-
larly known as DBT (Direct Benefit
Transfer) for transferring the cash
benefits and subsidies ‘directly’ to
the Aadhaar-linked bank accounts
of individual eligible beneficiaries.
Launched by the erstwhile UPA -
Government on January 1, 2013, its
use has picked up pace under Modi
since January 2015. As of date, DBT
is used in 314 CS schemes. 
The JAM trinity (Jan Dhan, Aadhar,
Mobile) is a DBT enabler the ‘mover
and shaker’ behind its successful
implementation. Today, there are
around 520 million Jan Dhan
Accounts, more than 1.39 billion
Aadhaar cards and 1.15 billion
mobile connections. With this, the
money can be ‘instantaneously’

transferred at the click of a mouse
to tens of millions of beneficiaries
spread all over the country. The
DBT is free from the delays corrup-
tion and associated pilferage that
was germane to the earlier arrange-
ments under which there was
human intervention, a host of inter-
mediaries/mediators and the money
was flowing through multiple lay-
ers in administrative offices.
To improve transparency, the
Government has put in place the
Central Plan Scheme Monitoring
System (CPSMS) which ensures that
all transfers to bank accounts are
made strictly as per the list of eligi-
ble beneficiaries. The persons
included in the list are authenticat-
ed with the use of an Aadhaar card
that contains their biometric details
thus removing any scope for ficti-
tious claimants. The provision for
such checks and balances has helped
hugely in preventing bogus claims.
As per the latest update on the DBT
portal, the total savings by way of
plugging leakages in the schemes
due to the implementation of DBT
during FY2022-23 was Rs 63,000
crore. 
However, if we look at the food sub-
sidy (the excess of the cost of pro-
curement, handling and distribu-
tion of food over the price paid by
the beneficiary/consumer), dur-
ing FY2022-23, the Government
was able to save over Rs 50,000
crore which works out to around 18
per cent in the total food subsidy
bill of Rs 272,000 crore. This was
made possible because of the “dele-
tion of over 50 million duplicate
and fake/non-existent Ration
Cards”. 
Likewise, under the Pradhan Mantri
Kisan Samman Nidhi or PM-
KISAN (, the Union Government
provides income support of Rs
6,000 a year to farmers with a valid
enrolment, paid in three equal cash
transfers of Rs 2,000 every four
months; the money is credited to
their account via the DBT mode),

it was able to save over Rs 10,000
crore during FY2022-23. This is
about 17 per cent of the total pay-
ment of Rs. 58,000 crores during the
year. The savings were due to the
deletion of over 21 million ineligi-
ble beneficiaries. 
According to the DBT portal, the
Government has been able to gen-
erate a cumulative saving of Rs
348,000 crore by plugging leakages
since the inception of the DBT. Of
this, more than half or Rs 185,000
crore are savings in the distribution
of food subsidies alone. 
Notwithstanding the above, there
remains a huge untapped potential
for garnering more savings. This is
because in the initial years, neither
States used Aadhaar for validation
nor the Centre made it compulso-
ry even as the latter’s efforts in this
regard were hamstrung due to pro-
tracted litigation in the top court. In
such circumstances, a large number
of ‘ineligible’ persons making their
way to the beneficiary list was
inevitable. While the Government
has got rid of them in some schemes
like PM-KISAN, it has a long way
to go. 
Meanwhile, Modi also needs to
focus on areas where technology
intervention alone won’t help. For
instance, in fertilisers, the
Government asks manufacturers to
sell fertiliser at a low price to farm-
ers. The excess of the cost of sup-
ply over it is claimed by the latter
from the former as a subsidy. Since
the subsidy is embodied in the MRP
(albeit low), the subsidised fertilis-
er product must reach the farmer
and be used only for growing the
crop. If it doesn’t reach, then the
benefit of subsidy is enjoyed by the
person who grabs it. A lot of pilfer-
age from fertiliser subsidies is hap-
pening due to this flaw in policy.
This can be curbed if only the sub-
sidy is given ‘directly’ to the farm-
ers under DBT.

(The writer is a policy analyst;
views are personal)

On January 22, 2019, addressing
NRIs and Indian-origin peo-
ple at the inauguration of the
15th Pravasi Bharatiya Divas
convention in Varanasi (Uttar

Pradesh), Prime Minister Narendra Modi
recalled what Rajiv Gandhi had Stated “Of
the funds the Central Government sends,
only 15 per cent of that reaches the people.
If one rupee is sent from Delhi, only 15 paise
reaches the villages, 85 paise disappear. Even
as the country’s middle class kept giving tax
honestly, this “loot” of 85 per cent also con-
tinued”. Modi added “I also want to tell you
today’s truth as well. We used technology
to end this loot of 85 per cent completely.”
Elaborating on this theme, he explained:- 
In the last four-and-a-half years, about Rs
580,000 crore, our Government, through
various schemes viz. for a home, for edu-
cation, for scholarship, for gas cylinder and
to other such ends etc directly gives to the
people, transferring it in their bank
accounts. Now, just consider that if the
country was being run through the old sys-
tem, then even today from this Rs 580,000
crore, about Rs 450,000 crore would have
disappeared or leaked. If we would not have
brought a change in the system then this
amount would have been looted like the for-
mer Prime Minister had accepted…,” Modi
said.
That was before the 2019 General Elections.
Today, when the 2024 General Elections are
underway, the same discourse reverberates
in the air even as the PM cites a figure that
is nearly seven times. The amount spent on
welfare schemes during the last ten years
under the Modi - regime has gone up to a
gargantuan of around Rs 4000,000 crore.
Had the old system (read: before 2014) con-
tinued, the amount disappearing from the
distribution pipe would have been Rs
3400,000 crore (4000,000x0.85).
What do the facts say?
The Union Government executes a pletho-
ra of welfare programs aimed at providing
basic and necessary amenities and uplift-
ment of the most disadvantaged members
of society. It does so mainly through
“Central Schemes” (CS) which are fully
funded and implemented by it. A total of
740 CS schemes are currently under imple-
mentation. During FY2022-23, the CS
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regulation in the interest of corporate digital 
responsibility—an idea now in need of legal 
backing. Mandatory user verification for 
content creation can also be explored. This 
would help establish a trail of accountability, 
aiding in tracing the origin of deepfakes. 

Finally, we must address the human cost 
of deepfakes. Victims need a clear path to 
justice, including takedown requests to plat-
forms, identification of perpetrators and 
legal recourse aimed at taking perpetrators 
to task. Besides, psychological support servi-
ces are essential to help individuals cope 
with trauma in cases involving vulnerable 
citizens. As with a recently proposed UK law 
that criminalizes the very creation of non-
consensual sexually explicit deepfakes, we 
need comprehensive legislation to deter 
criminal abuse. Beyond taking legislative 
measures, we must invest in media literacy 
efforts and fostering responsible digital citi-
zenship, so as to equip individuals with what 
they need to critically evaluate online con-
tent and identify deepfakes. 

To reaffirm trust in the digital sphere so 
that we can continue to benefit from its huge 
positive externalities, tech developers, plat-
forms, civil society organizations and the 
government must work together.

These are the author’s personal views. 

convictions. Trials getting bogged down as 
parties contest the authenticity of evidence 
could erode public trust in the legal system.

Deepfakes also threaten user-verification 
methods such as facial recognition, which is 
a worry for a country like India that’s reliant 
on biometric identification for critical servi-
ces, financial transactions and more.

Perhaps the most worrying aspect is their 
impact on democratic discourse and prac-
tices. Deepfakes can act as a megaphone for 
misinformation, feeding echo chambers and 
confirmation biases. The World Economic 
Forum’s 2024 risk report labelled mis- and 
dis-information the most critical global risk, 
especially for poll-bound countries. Political 
sabotage is frighteningly easy if deepfakes 
are used as weapons to discredit candidates. 
The proliferation of manipulated content 
breeds scepticism, with plausible deniability 
made easier for all video clips, even real ones, 
that may lead to a collapse of trust.

Current rules: India lacks laws specific to 
deepfake content. Sections 66D and 66E of 
the IT Act penalize impersonation and 
unauthorized publication of private images, 
while Sections 67, 67A, and 67B prohibit the 
transmission of obscene material. However, 
they fall short in addressing the broader 
challenge of identifying perpetrators and 

T
rust is at the core of the diffusion of 
any innovation in any sector, particu-
larly so in the case of technology. If 

this trust is compromised, diffusion will fail, 
no matter how useful it is. In today’s age of 
digitally generated deepfakes, the old adage 
“seeing is believing” is under siege.

Trust erosion: While any technology can 
be misused, what sets deepfakes apart is 
their rapid spread (velocity) enabled by 
social media platforms and the human tend-
ency to believe what one sees (vulnerability), 
causing harms that can be severe (vicious-
ness). Women and children face significant 
psychological distress as targets of deepfake 
depictions, some of which are pornographic. 
Deepfakes violate privacy and publicity 
rights, as seen in the Anil Kapoor vs Simply 
Life India case last year at the Delhi high 
court. The threat has vast scope. Institutions 
like the judiciary face potential manipula-
tion with fabricated evidence, making it 
harder for courts to discern the truth and 
raising the chilling possibility of wrongful 

accounts for almost 11% of all crash-re-
lated-deaths. Such a death occurs every 
three minutes. In contrast, China has 
roughly the same population but just 
one-third the road fatalities.

A common misconception is that 
accidents occur because of bad roads. 
But, both in terms of quality and the 
length of expressways and highways, we 
have seen a significant enhancement in 
India. In fact, the better the roads, the 
higher the speed at which vehicles can 
travel, which can result in recklessness. 
With as many as 500 individuals losing 
their lives daily on our highways, there 
is an urgent need for a more strategic 
approach to secure Indian lives.

The government has introduced 
measures like steep penalties and 
prison sentences for traffic violations 
under the Motor Vehicles Act and Bhar-
atiya Nyaya Sanhita. A committee for 
road safety was also set up, headed by a 
retired Supreme Court judge. However, 
as vehicles continue to proliferate, road 
accidents look likely to increase. The 
emphasis so far has been on accident 
reduction, and this has borne some pos-
itive results. It is now time to focus on 
fatality prevention.

Currently, once an accident occurs, 
the injured are taken by ambulance to 
the nearest hospital. Reports suggest 
that half of those killed could not get 
appropriate medical assistance in the 
‘golden hour’; trauma care emergency 
services are not always available along 
national highways. Lapses in terms of 
time taken for evacuation and quality of 
treatment are responsible for most of 
India’s high fatalities.

In some states in the US, the police 
have integrated helicopter-based traffic 
surveillance with medical evacuation 
procedures. Pilots are trained as rescue 
specialists and paramedics are kept on 
standby in accordance with accident 
density patterns and their analysis. 
Equipped with requisite medical equip-
ment and medicines for immediate sta-
bilization, helicopters are located at an 
airport from where they can cover a 

defined radius of highways. A Johns 
Hopkins study of 2012 concluded that, 
adjusting for such factors as injury 
severity, type of injury and patients’ age, 
mishap victims taken to hospital by air 
are much more likely to survive than 
those transported by ground.

For severely injured patients, delayed 
control of bleeding is the leading cause 
of death. To prevent this, a trained team 
of paramedics should reach the acci-
dent site on a signal from a control cen-
tre to conduct a ‘stay and play’ exercise 
to stabilize victims first. Thereupon, 
they should be transported to trauma 
care units or more advanced medical 
centres in well equipped ambulances or 
air-ambulances . Improved and timely 
medical intervention, thanks to life-
saving medical equipment and trained 
medical professionals on board, can 
enhance survival chances. Recipient 
trauma hospitals with critical care 
super-specialities should be pre-identi-
fied and have suitable landing facilities. 
These provisions can make that slender 
but winning difference to human lives.

The Madhya Pradesh government 
has initiated such an emergency service 
as a pioneering effort. The central gov-
ernment should define the protocols 
and standard operating procedures for 
undertaking such measures in a sys-
temic, meaningful and coordinated 
manner across the country. We also 
need to find a way of recovering the cost 
of such emergency services through 
innovative insurance products for those 
who  can afford to pay for these, and by 
linking the plan with Ayushman Bharat 
and other welfare schemes for those 
who cannot. Efforts in this direction are 
reported to have begun. 

In reality, the cost of road accidents is 
borne not only by victims and their fam-
ilies, but by the entire economy. With 
the Union budget for this fiscal year yet 
to be unveiled, we should consider allo-
cating a tiny fraction of our enormous 
road-building outlay to reversing the 
trend on road fatalities. This is a 
national imperative.

T
he sensational Himalayan tunnel 
rescue operation in Silkyara, last-
ing 17 days, riveted the nation’s 

attention. The deployment of foreign 
experts, high-tech boring equipment 
and 41 ambulances (one for each of con-
struction workers) was proof that India 
values human lives and will do what’s 
needed to prevent fatalities. It is surpris-
ing that the death of more than ten 
times that number every day on Indian 
roads is not being addressed with the 
same alacrity.

Ever since the National Highways 
Development Programme was 
launched in 1998, ministers for road 
transport have committed themselves 
to dramatically reducing road accidents 
and fatalities, some even announcing 
impressive timelines. However, the 
ground reality belies that aspiration. 
Timelines have often been extended. As 
per Road Accidents in India: 2022, pub-
lished by the ministry of road transport 
and highways, the number of fatalities 
in 2022 rose to 168,000 from about 
150,000 the previous year. A World 
Bank press release of June 2022 states 
that India loses more than 5% of its GDP  
to road accidents and related fatalities. 
More than 80% of those suffering road 
mishaps are in the productive age 
group. Globally, India has the highest 
fatalities. According to the World 
Health Organization, despite having 
only 1% of the world’s vehicles, India 

Timely evacuation and treatment hold the key to solving a problem on which India is still an outlier

RAGHAV CHANDRA
is a former secretary, Government of India. 

Curb deepfake velocity, vulnerability and viciousness 
AMAR PATNAIK

O
n Monday, the National Com-
pany Law Tribunal deferred a 
class-action case filed by some 
shareholders of ICICI Securi-
ties (I-Sec) who are up in arms 
over the company’s move to 

delist itself and merge with parent ICICI Bank 
under a plan that won shareholder approval on 
28 March. As investors, they were offered 67 
shares of ICICI Bank for every 100 of I-Sec, a 
brokerage business owned nearly three-fourths 
by ICICI Bank and the rest by the public. As dis-
gruntled minority owners saw it, that share-
swap ratio implied their company had been 
valued at only about half its earnings multiple 
than at the time it was listed for trading six years 
ago. Although ICICI argued that valuations 
were calculated properly and the merger would 
benefit all involved, dissenters insisted that 
they had been cut a raw deal in the process. 
Since over two-thirds of I-Sec’s equity pie has 
already voted in favour of the proposal, one may 
conclude that their objections got out-voted 
and that’s that. However, that isn’t the end of it. 
What muddies the story is the way votes were 
allegedly won. These charges need a look-in.

As alleged, ICICI Bank canvassed votes for the 
merger’s approval from retail holders of I-Sec 
shares by having bank representatives call 
them. The lender claims these were mere 
awareness calls aimed at getting shareholders 
to participate. Yet, dissenters have raised ques-
tions that require clear answers. Why were 
these calls, assuming they were made, coming 
from ICICI Bank reps and not from I-Sec? And 
how did the parent company get hold of their 
contact details? What plaintiffs want probed 
here is whether the bank gained access to their 
personal data via a privacy breach. Regardless 

of its majority holding, since I-Sec is a sepa-
rately listed firm, these details ought to have 
been kept secure. For all such corporate polls, 
the Securities and Exchange Board of India 
(Sebi) insists on disclosure of relevant informa-
tion and forbids misleading stuff and coercion; 
it also has guidelines on poll communication. If 
any of these was explicitly flouted, authorities 
should easily be able to pin it. What qualifies as 
a coercive tactic, though, could lead investiga-
tors into a grey zone. In its early remarks, the 
tribunal noted that shareholders are expected 
to be knowledgeable and aware of tricks of the 
trade. What clouds the matter further, though, 
are allegations of backroom manoeuvres by 
ICICI Bank, which is also accused of having its 
asset-management unit buy shares of I-Sec to 
get a say even in the ‘public’ portion of its 
equity. Employees of I-Sec who own its shares 
are also alleged to have been lured through 
stock options to vote favourably. Interestingly, 
Quantum Mutual Fund, which owns a slice of 
I-Sec, had written to Sebi in April with objec-
tions of its own. The fund has contended that 
I-Sec was valued at a discount to its listed peers, 
causing a loss for minority shareholders. ICICI’s 
defence is that valuations were done independ-
ently and vetted by independent experts for 
both the bank and brokerage business.

A Sebi probe is on and the tribunal is expected 
to rule on the case. Whichever way it goes, from 
afar, the alertness of minority shareholders in 
guarding their interests looks impressive. Such 
activism is new to India and stirrings of share-
holder democracy are good for our economy. 
Ownership dispersal is low, with bulk owners in 
command, mostly. But still, for capitalism to 
thrive, it must capture the voice of all investors, 
retail included, and their vigil holds value.

I-Sec case: It bodes well 

for stockholder activism

The ICICI merger case of alleged shareholder-vote irregularities could go either way. It’s 

under scrutiny. But to the extent it speaks of alert minority shareholders, it augurs well
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It is now a little more 
than a month since Re-

serve Bank of India (RBI) 
governor Raghuram Rajan 
set the cat among the pi-
geons. He said in a speech 
in Washington that emerg-
ing economies such as In-
dia were justified in inter-
vening in the foreign ex-
change market to hold 
down their exchange rates 
while building huge re-
serves, as long as central 
banks in rich countries 
continue with quantitative 
easing without considering 
its impact on the rest of the 
world.

RBI has rebuilt its for-
eign exchange reserves af-
ter the defence of the rupee
ended in September with 
$38 billion of dollar pur-
chases. And it continues to 
do so: reserves have risen 
by $8.2 billion more since 
the beginning of the new 
fiscal year. Other central 
banks in Indonesia and 
Turkey have also been add-
ing to reserves. And the 
Chinese have begun to 
push their currency down 
as well after a long period 
when it was allowed to 
move up against the dollar.

Has what Rajan warned
about already begun?

QUICK EDIT

The Rajan 
prophecy

POLITICAL ALLIES

BJP is not 
untouchable 
any more

B Y  L I Z  M A T H E W  &  

G Y A N  V A R M A
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On a day when India’s
two largest national
parties behaved as if

the results of the parliamenta-
ry election, due on Friday,
were already out, the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) spent the
day trying to find roles for its
senior leaders if media reports
are to be believed; the Con-
gress was pretty much invisi-
ble, and two regional parties
that were expected to be part
of the much-vaunted Third
Front seemed to indicate their
willingness to do business with
the BJP.

The approaches of the Biju
Janata Dal (BJD) and the All
India Anna Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (AIADMK) were as
intriguing as they were similar.

For one, they were made by
individual members. For an-
other, the all-powerful leaders
of the two parties, Naveen Pat-
naik and J. Jayalalithaa chose
to remain silent.

The BJD was once part of the
National Democratic Alliance
(NDA), as was the AIADMK.

Wednesday’s developments
came even as exit polls pre-
dicted that the BJP-led NDA
would come to power after the
elections. Sure, exit polls have
got it wrong before, most re-
cently in 2004 and 2009, but
the behaviour of the smaller
parties, as well as the two na-
tional ones does seem to sug-
gest that they could have got it
right this time.

On Wednesday, the BJD, Od-
isha’s ruling party that fought
against the BJP in the state,
was the first off the block with
one of its senior leaders indi-
cating the party could extend
issue-based support to the
BJP-led government.

“Keeping in view the opin-

ion of the whole country and
the state’s interest, there
should be no problem in pro-
viding conditional support to
NDA to form government at
the centre,” BJD’s chief whip
Pravat Tripathy told a regional
channel in Bhubaneswar. Lat-
er in the day, Baijayant ‘Jay’
Panda, another party leader
tweeted: “Re: Possibility of
conditionl support to NDA: it’s
a suggestion mooted by 1 (one)
member of BJD, not been dis-
cussed in the party, let’s wait
for results.”

Later, a leader from Tamil
Nadu’s AIADMK said his party
chief and state chief minister
Jayalalithaa would like to have
“close ties” with Narendra
Modi, the BJP’s prime ministe-
rial candidate. 

“Modi is great friend of Jay-
alalithaa, they may differ polit-
ically. If he becomes PM then
Madam would like close ties,”
AIADMK leader and former
member of Parliament K. Ma-
laisamy told NDTV news chan-
nel. The party supremo herself
chose to hold her opinion, pre-
ferring to wait for the formal
announcement of the electoral
verdict, as did the BJD’s
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BJD, AIADMK may be 
open to doing business 
with BJP, say senior 
leaders, but party 
chiefs stay silent

Sanofi junks 
Glenmark’s 
painkiller 
molecule  

B Y  C . H .  U N N I K R I S H N A N  &  

R A V I  A N A N T H A N A R A Y A N  
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MUMBAI

French drug multinational
Sanofi SA has terminated a

licensing deal signed with In-
dia’s Glenmark Pharmaceuti-
cals Ltd in 2010 for a novel
chronic pain management
drug candidate, GRC 15300, af-
ter the new chemical entity
failed  the Phase II proof-of-
concept trial.

 Sanofi discontinued the trial
of this molecule in the March
quarter and will return the
rights to Glenmark, said a per-
son familiar with the develop-
ment.  

“This project has been ter-
minated and (we) had an-
nounced (this) in our most re-
cent Document de Reference,”
confirmed Jack Cox, Sanofi’s
senior director, corporate me-
dia relations, in an email re-
sponse. 

This is the second major
blow for Glenmark this year af-
ter it lost a patent suit to Ab-
bott Laboratories in the US in
March, resulting in potential
damages and expenses of
about `217 crore to be paid to
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URBAN VOTE REVIVAL

Source: Data compiled by Srinivasan Ramani of ‘Economic and Political Weekly’ on an open source platform

In the just-concluded Lok Sabha elections, urban voters overcame their traditional apathy 
and came out to vote in impressive numbers. While the country overall registered its highest 
turnout (66.38%), key city constituencies—often considered election laggards—stood out. 
Some urban constituencies, such as Patna Sahib, Ahmedabad East, Lucknow and Jaipur, saw 
a turnout of at least 17.5 percentage points more than they did in 2009. The Election 
Commission said this change was due to its wide outreach programme aimed at improving 
voter awareness; poll observers credited growing aspirations and young voters for this shift.  
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 *According to data available till 6pm on 14 May

Falling prices of iron ore and
coking coal should normally

be good news for steel produc-
ers. But it can turn against you 
when buyers of steel use that fall 
as an excuse to demand imme-
diate discounts. This is not a 
new phenomenon but it does 
seem buyers appear to have 
struck a hard bargain, as is evi-
dent from Tata Steel’s European 
operations.

Tata Steel Europe was sup-
posed to have put in a very good 
performance, and in some re-
spects it did. Sales in volume 
terms rose by 27.6% over the 
December quarter, which was 
not a surprise as it had built up 
inventories in the earlier quar-
ter. But its sales rose by only 
17.7% in value terms. Now, fall-
ing raw material prices should 
see Tata Steel Europe’s costs 
also fall, but in forthcoming 
quarters. The result was a 25.5% 
sequential decline in its Ebitda/
tonne, dashing investor expecta-
tions that Europe will lift the 
company’s overall performance. 
Ebitda stands for earnings be-
fore interest, taxes, depreciation 
and amortization.
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Tata Steel: a 
tale of two 
surprises
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From mounting majestic
sets with multiple cameras

and giant touch screens for in-
teractive graphics to hosting
celebrity panellists and beam-
ing holograms of their report-
ers from distant locations,
news broadcasters are pulling
out all the stops for the finale
to the 16th general elections
on Friday.

That’s the day vote-counting
takes place after a gruelling
nine-phase election spread
over a little more than a
month, and the nation will
know which political forma-
tion will govern it for the next
five years.

Also at stake on Friday is the
reputation of the broadcasters,
almost all of which predicted a
return to power for the
Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-led National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) after the final
round of voting on 12 May,
based on exit polls of voters. 

Who came closest to correct-
ly predicting the final tally, af-
ter one of the hardest-fought
general elections in recent
memory, will have the brag-
ging rights to that achieve-

ment, particularly after most
exit and opinion polls got the
results horribly wrong in the
2004 and 2009 elections.

For now though, the broad-
casters are concentrating on
attracting viewers on a day
they expect their audience to
double. An estimated `150
crore of advertising revenue
across news channels is riding
on counting day, according to
a media buyer.

Times NOW, operated by
Times Television Network, has
created holograms of reporters
in New Delhi who will be sta-
tioned outside the Congress

party headquarters at 24, Ak-
bar Road and the BJP office at
11, Ashoka Road.

The holograms, created by
Norway-based graphics com-
pany Vizrt (short for VisualiZa-
tion Real Time), will be
beamed to the broadcaster’s
studio to provide updates and
reactions from the reporters’
locations. Holograms of re-
porters are likely to be beamed
from as many as eight other lo-
cations, including Ahmedabad
and Lucknow.

Both Times NOW and CNN-

TURN TO PAGE 4®

ELECTION RESULTS

Lights, camera, action: TV channels 
have a lot at stake on 16 May

Battle for eyeballs: Broadcasters are concentrating on attracting viewers 
on a day they expect their audience to double.
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On 25 April, days after
voting for 147 As-

sembly and 21 Lok Sabha
seats ended in Odisha,
Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) state president K. V.
Singh Deo dramatically
announced at a press
conference that the ruling
Biju Janata Dal (BJD)
would split after 16 May,
counting day. Rebel
members of the legisla-
tive assembly (MLAs)
from the party would join
hands with BJP MLAs to
form the next government
in the state, he said, keep-
ing chief minister Naveen
Patnaik out. 

The statement was pre-
dictably rubbished by
BJD leaders. 

Last week, when the
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Accidents, and particularly 
street and highway 

accidents, do not 
happen—they are caused. 

ERNEST GREENWOOD
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a former CAG bureaucrat.
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tion on the orders of a court or another com-
petent authority, WhatsApp and its parent 
Meta have contested this rule, citing privacy 
concerns and arguing that the platform’s 
end-to-end encryption would be breached.

Way ahead: Regulation can help India 
ensure the responsible use of technology 

and retain the trust of users 
in tech-enabled systems.

First, we must empha-
size that while free speech 
is a fundamental right, 
‘freedom of reach’ is not. 
Social media platforms and 
intermediaries must bear 
responsibility for curbing 
deepfake dissemination. 
This could mean limiting 
the number of times such 
content can be re-shared or 
crackdowns on bots that  
amplify misinformation.

Second, tech developers 
could be mandated to incorporate consistent 
labelling features that allow artificial content 
to be readily identifiable, an approach 
aligned with the Union IT ministry’s 15 
March advisory. The urgency of consistent 
labelling standards across all major platforms 
should nudge them to move quickly on self-

preventing the dissemination of harmful 
deepfake content. The newly enacted Digi-
tal Personal Data Protection Act could have 
been more impactful had “loss” as defined in 
Section 2 (P) included reputational loss 
besides financial. Section 8(5) obliges data 
fiduciaries to safeguard data from breaches. 
This could necessitate 
stricter measures like disa-
bling private-media down-
loads or curbing ways in 
which content is shared on 
platforms. Data fiduciaries 
also need to notify individ-
uals of any data breach. 
Section 3, which eases the 
law’s provisions if an indi-
vidual publicly shares per-
sonal data on social media 
through a blog, etc, needs 
to be interpreted strictly.

Traceability, vital to 
combat fake news and hate 
speech, remains a contentious issue, as evi-
dent in the ongoing case between WhatsApp 
and the government. Although Rule 4(2) of 
the 2021 IT (Intermediary Guidelines and 
Digital Media Ethics Code) mandates ‘signif-
icant social media intermediaries’ to enable 
the identification of originators of informa-

We must stop 

their spread, 

keep people 

from falling for 

them and deter 

their ugly use as 

weapons by law

We should mobilize resources to 
bend India’s road fatality trend
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A
 trade war over clean technologies is 
brewing. The US and the EU, wor-
ried that Chinese subsidies threaten 
their green industries, have warned 
that they will respond with import 
restrictions. China, in turn, has 

lodged a complaint at the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) about discriminatory provisions 
against its products under US President Joe 
Biden’s landmark climate legislation, the Inflation 
Reduction Act (IRA).

On a recent trip to China, US Secretary of the 
Treasury Janet Yellen warned China directly that 
the US would not stand by in the face of China’s 
“large-scale government support” for industries 
such as solar power, electric vehicles (EVs) and 
batteries. Reminding her audience that the US 
steel industry had previously been decimated by 
Chinese subsidies, she made clear the Biden 
administration’s determination not to allow green 
industries to suffer the same fate.

China has scaled up its green industries with 
mind-boggling speed. It now produces nearly 80% 
of the world’s solar PV modules, 60% of wind tur-
bines, and 60% of electric vehicles and batteries. In 
2023 alone, its solar-power capacity grew by more 
than the total installed capacity in the US. These 
investments were driven by a variety of govern-
ment policies at the national, provincial and 
municipal levels, allowing Chinese firms to travel 
rapidly along the learning curve to dominate their 
respective markets.

But there is a big difference between solar PV 
cells, electric vehicles and batteries on one hand, 
and older industries such as steel and gas-powered 
cars. Green technologies are crucial in the fight 
against climate change, making them a global pub-
lic good. The only way we can decarbonize the 
planet without undermining economic growth 
and poverty reduction is to shift to renewables and 
green technologies as rapidly as possible.

The case for subsidizing green industries, as 
China has done, is impeccable. Beyond the usual 
argument that new technologies provide know-
how and other positive externalities, one also must 
account for the immeasurable costs of climate 
change and the huge prospective benefits of accel-
erating the green transition. Moreover, because 
the knowledge spillovers cross national borders, 
China’s subsidies benefit not only consumers 
everywhere, but also other firms along the global 
supply chain.

Another powerful argument follows from sec-
ond-best reasoning. If the world were organized by 
a social planner, there would be a global carbon 
tax; but, of course, there is no such thing. Although 
a variety of regional, national, and subnational 
carbon-pricing schemes do exist, only a tiny share 
of global emissions is subject to a price that comes 

close to covering the true social cost of carbon. 
Under these circumstances, green industrial poli-
cies are doubly beneficial—both to stimulate the 
necessary technological learning and to substitute 
for carbon pricing. Western commentators who 
trot out scare words like “excess capacity”, “sub-
sidy wars” and “China trade shock 2.0” have gotten 
things exactly backwards. A glut in renewables and 
green products is precisely what the climate doctor 
ordered.

China’s green industrial policies have been 
responsible for some of the most important wins to 
date against climate change. As Chinese producers 
expanded capacity and reaped the benefits of scale, 
the costs of renewable energy plummeted. In the 
space of a decade, prices fell by 80% for solar, 73% 
for offshore wind, 57% for onshore wind and 80% 
for electric batteries. These gains underpin the 
creeping optimism in climate circles that we might 
just be able to keep global warming within reason-
able bounds. Government incentives, private 
investment, and learning curves proved to be a 
very powerful combination indeed.

With the Inflation Reduction Act, America 
already has its own version of China’s green indus-
trial policies. The law provides hundreds of billions 
of dollars in subsidies to facilitate the transition to 
renewables and green industries. While some of 
the tax incentives do favour domestic producers 
over imports (or are available only with stringent 
sourcing requirements), these blemishes must be 
seen in the context of the political compromises 

needed to ensure the legislation’s passage. They 
may be a small price to pay for what many analysts 
view as a climate-policy ‘game changer.’ Countries 
have other interests besides the climate, of course. 
They can harbour legitimate concerns about the 
consequences of other countries’ green-industrial 
policies for jobs and innovative capacity at home. If 
they judge that these costs outweigh the climate 
and consumer benefits, they should be free to 
impose countervailing tariffs on imports, as trade 
rules already allow. It would be better for the world 
overall if they didn’t react that way, but nobody can 
or should stop them.

In fact, before globalization and the tightening 
of trade rules went into overdrive in the 1990s, it 
was not uncommon for countries to negotiate 
informal arrangements with exporters as a way to 
moderate import surges and keep exporters rea-
sonably happy. Recall the Multifibre Arrangement 
for garments in the 1970s, and the voluntary export 
restrictions for automobiles and steel in the 1980s. 
While economists decried these schemes as pro-
tectionist, such arrangements did little damage to 
the world economy. They essentially acted as 
safety valves: by allowing pressure to escape, they 
helped keep the trade peace.What governments 
should not do is decry green industrial policies as 
norm violations or dangerous transgressions of 
international rules. The moral, environmental and 
economic arguments favour those who subsidize 
their green industries, not those who want to tax 
others’ production. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

China’s clean-tech subsidies are 
good for the planet we all share
Governments should encourage green industrial policies and not decry them as transgressions of international trade rules
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T
his year promises to be a whopper for 
elective government, with more than 
40% of the world’s population able to 

vote in an election. But nearly five months 
into 2024, some government officials are 
wondering why the risk of AI hasn’t appar-
ently played out. Voters in Indonesia and 
Pakistan have gone to the polls with little 
evidence seen of viral deepfakes skewing 
outcomes, according to an article in Polit-
ico, which cited “national security officials, 
tech company executives and outside 
watchdog groups.” AI, they said, wasn’t 
having the “mass impact” they expected.

That is a painfully short-sighted view. 
The reason? AI may be disrupting elections 
right now and we just don’t know it. The 
problem is that officials are looking for a 
Machiavellian version of the Balenciaga 
Pope. Remember the AI-generated images 
of Pope Francis in a puffer jacket that went 
viral last year? That’s what many expect 
from generative AI tools that can conjure 
humanlike text, images and videos, making 
it just as easy to spot as previous campaigns 
that supported Donald Trump from Mace-
donia or spread divisive political content 
on Twitter and Facebook from Russia. 
So-called astroturfing was easy to identify 
when an array of bots was saying the same 
thing thousands of times. 

It is harder to catch someone saying the 
same thing slightly differently thousands 
of times, though. That, in a nutshell, is what 
makes AI-led disinformation so much 
harder to detect. It’s also why tech firms 
need to shift focus from “virality to variety,” 
says Josh Lawson, once head of electoral 
risk at Meta and now a director at Aspen 
Institute, a think-tank. Don’t forget, he 
says, the subtle power of words. Much of 
the public discourse on AI has been about 
images and deepfakes “when we could see 
the bulk of persuasion campaigns could be 
based on text. That’s how you can really 
scale an operation without getting caught.” 

Meta’s WhatsApp makes that possible 
thanks to its Channels feature, which can 
webcast to thousands. You could use an 
open-source language model to generate 
and send legions of different text posts to 
Arabic speakers in Michigan, or message 
people that their local polling station at a 
school is flooded and that voting will take 
long, Lawson adds. “Now something like 
an Arabic language operation is in reach for 
as low sophistication as the Proud Boys.” A 
spokesman from Meta said that Channels 
isn’t a free-for-all broadcast tool and that it 
could not be used to target specific users.

The other problem is that AI tools are 
now widely used. Regular people can cre-

ate and share disinformation. In March, 
fans of Donald Trump posted AI-generated 
fake photos of him surrounded by African-
American supporters. “It’s ordinary people 
creating fan content,” says Renee DiResta, 
a Stanford Internet Observatory researcher 
who specializes in election interference. 
“Do they mean to be deceptive? Who 
knows?” What matters is that with the cost 
of distribution already at zero, the cost of 
creation has come down too for every-
one.To tackle this, Meta can’t just try to 
limit certain images from getting lots of 
clicks and likes. AI spam doesn’t need 
engagement to be effective. It just needs to 
flood the zone. 

Meta is trying to address the problem by 
applying ‘Made with AI’ labels to videos, 
images and audio on Facebook and Insta-
gram, an approach that could be counter-
productive if people begin to assume 
everything without a label is real. Another 
approach would be for Meta to focus on 
WhatsApp. In 2018, a flood of disinforma-
tion spread via this platform in Brazil tar-
geting Fernando Haddad of the Workers’ 
Party. Supporters of Jair Bolsonaro, who 
won the presidency, were reported to have 
funded the mass targeting. 

Meta could better combat a repeat of 
that—which AI would put on steroids—if it 
brought its WhatsApp policies in line with 
those of Instagram and Facebook, specifi-
cally banning content that interferes with 
the act of voting. WhatsApp’s rules only 
vaguely ban “content that purposefully 
deceives” and “illegal activity.” A Meta 
spokesman said that this means the com-
pany “would enforce on voter or election 
suppression.” But clearer content policies 
would give Meta more authority to tackle 
AI spam on WhatsApp channels. You need 
that “for proactive enforcement,” says 
Lawson. If the company didn’t think that 
was the case, it wouldn’t have more specific 
policies against voter interference for 
Facebook and Instagram. 

Smoking guns are rare with AI tools, 
thanks to their more diffuse and nuanced 
effects. We should prepare ourselves for 
more noise than signal as synthetic content 
pours onto the internet. 

That means tech companies and officials 
should not be complacent about a lack of 
‘mass impact’ from AI on elections. Quite 
the opposite. ©BLOOMBERG

Artificial intelligence can hurt 
democracy in subtle ways too

GenAI deployments could meddle with elections and go undetected 

Meta may need to tighten its rules for text-

heavy platforms like WhatsApp ISTOCKPHOTO
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leadership stereotypes or look like them. 
This can mean qualified women are over-
looked despite their qualifications.

Work-life balance challenges: The 
advancement of women’s careers might be 
disproportionately impacted by societal 
expectations and the country’s scarcity of 
reliable childcare services. It is difficult to 
juggle highly demanding corporate roles 
with maternity or elder care.

Confidence and self-promotion: Studies 
reveal that women are less likely than males 
to promote themselves and tend to under-
value their qualifications. This may work 
against them in competitive settings where 
self-advocacy is an important factor.

Organizational haze: Women may find it 
difficult to strategically manage their careers 
if promotion criteria are unclear or if there 
are opaque routes to leadership.

Workplace hostility: Micro-aggressions, 
covert sexism and even outright discrimina-
tion can create a work environment that dis-
courages women from trying to achieve 
leadership positions.

Gender diversity in businesses will get a 
fair run and chance to meet its potential 
once we eliminate all biases against women. 
This demands a shift away from male-domi-
nated management mindsets.

The 2023 edition of the Global 500 says 
29 of these 500 big businesses are led by 
women CEOs. That’s up 20% from the previ-
ous year’s count, but the share is just 5.8%. 
The Global 500 trails the Fortune 500, 
where women now run 10.4% of businesses.  

Research on board diversity shows that  
more women independent directors can 
lead to enhanced business success, and over 
half of all Fortune 500 companies have more 
than 40% non-male directors. As of January 
2024, female directors had 20% of the total 
board seats in these businesses.

The relationship between board gender 
diversity and enterprise performance is a 
complex subject, but some conclusions can 
be drawn. Studies generally find a positive 
correlation between the proportion of 
women on boards and financial metrics like 
return on assets or equity (RoA and RoE). 
Some studies suggest the influence of other 
factors such as a company’s cultural envi-
ronment or industry. For instance, diversity 
may have a positive impact on performance 
in certain sectors or in countries with strong 
gender- equality norms. Even if the financial 
performance link is weak in some enter-
prises with more female directors, research 
suggests potential benefits of board diversity 
beyond immediate finances. These include:

I
n the modern workplace, the impact of 
board diversity on enterprise perform-
ance is of high relevance. The term ‘board 

diversity’ describes the presence of people 
from different backgrounds in a company’s 
leadership, including but not limited to gen-
der, caste, age and professional expertise. 
This variety affects a company’s overall per-
formance and sustainability significantly.

The board’s responsibility is to safeguard 
the interests of shareholders by holding 
management team responsible for its deci-
sions and deeds. Through corporate govern-
ance, board directors aim to mitigate and 
even eliminate the principal-agent dilemma. 
They offer value by advising executives and 
overseeing management operations. 

Gender diversification is at the forefront, 
with firms under pressure to appoint female 
directors, break glass ceilings and move 
towards gender parity. That many of them 
only meet the bare minimum regulatory 
requirement of having one female director 
is sometimes seen as proof of tokenism.

Does board diversity impact enterprise performance?
M. MUNEER & TUMPA DEY

nate funding sources to avoid debt, the latter 
perhaps because of diverse views on risk. 

Diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) is 
increasingly considered a strategic driver of 
business performance, apart from being a 
moral imperative. Corporate diversity poli-
cies are often reflected in board diversity and 

vice-versa. 
The presence of female 

board members surpassing 
the current regulatory 
requirement, as seen in 
some Indian businesses, is 
an encouraging sign. Also, 
a trend of increasing global 
participation, which brings 
wider viewpoints to the 
table. Yet, 41 companies 
listed on the National Stock 
Exchange do not even have 
a single woman director. 
Such businesses stand out 
and must do something 

about their diversity deficiency.
Why do India Inc’s boards have fewer 

women than they should? Some reasons:
Systemic biases: Subconscious behaviour 

could be a problem. It’s possible that deci-
sion-makers, mostly men, unintentionally 
support candidates who meet traditional 

Improved decision-making: Diverse per-
spectives can lead to more comprehensive 
discussions and a wider range of ideas.

Enhanced risk management: Diversity 
might be better for identifying and mitigat-
ing potential risks.

Stronger corporate governance: Increased 
diversity can contribute to 
a more transparent and 
accountable board culture.

Reputation and talent 
acquisition: Firms with 
diverse boards are better 
able to attract and retain 
top talent and improve 
their public image.

A Credit Suisse study 
discovered that average 
RoE and RoA were higher 
in businesses with more 
gender-diverse boards. It is 
found that diverse boards 
are better at refuting pre-
sumptions, bringing new viewpoints to the 
table, producing better judgements and 
driving creative problem-solving. They also 
often benefit from a deeper comprehension 
of markets. Diverse boards tend to interact 
with a wider set of stakeholders, carry out 
efficient supervision and searching for alter-

Evidence that it 

boosts financial 

deliverables has 

piled up but 

what’s lagging 

is the mindset 

shift needed

are, respectively, co-founder of 

the non-profit Medici Institute, 

and assistant professor, 

Institute of Management 

Technology, Hyderabad.
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O
ver the last few days, the Indian stock markets have been wobbling in
spite of fairly stable economic indicators of the country. Ever since the
Lok Sabha elections began, the Sensex has been on a losing streak, giving
sleepless nights to investors — and the reasons are all political.

On Monday, the volatility index had touched a 52-week high at 21.41, triggering a
fear-induced sell-out in the equity markets.

The Sensex lost nearly 700 points, forcing Union home minister Amit Shah to step
in to restore a sense of calm among investors by asserting that the BJP will come
back to power with a clear majority, addressing the underlying anxiety of either a
minority government or a hung house.

The Sensex finally ended the day in green and continued to remain in the posi-
tive territory on Tuesday as well. However, the volatility index, which has been on
the rise since the last week of April, continues to stay elevated — the longest ever
fear streak — despite unanimous opinion among economists that the Indian econ-
omy will continue to grow at over seven per cent, which is not a small feat.

A cocktail of negative developments such as the sell-out by foreign institutional
investors, dismal quarterly results and strong dollar might have influenced the
stock market behaviour. Nevertheless, the fear of uncertainty in the wake of a pos-
sible dip in the BJP‘s expected MP seats had the most decisive impact, which is
most characteristic of a bygone third-world economy.

When the economy is heavily dependent on government policies, stock markets
turn jittery when the patron — the government — is under threat. For the
investors are not keen on taking bets on unexpected turns of events or
unfavourable policy 
decisions.

After the 13-month-long Atal Behari Vajpayee government and its predecessors
from other political leanings such as the United Front and the Congress, investors
believed that economic liberalisation has got bipartisan approval. Economic
reforms were not rolled back even though the first Congress-led UPA government
was formed with the support of the Marxists.

The current fear among investors over the magnitude of the BJP’s victory, there-
fore, is unfounded. Whether the BJP wins 400 seats in the Lok Sabha or 273, its gov-
ernment will pursue the same economic policy as it has been doing for the last 10
years as the economic policy does not require absolute majority. So why should
investors worry about this detail?

Investors, however, may have a reason to worry if the BJP does not win enough
seats to form a majority because the new dispensation may have its policy 
preferences.

However, if economic reforms have bipartisan support as it had earlier, what is
the trigger for the worry? Evidently, it could be a highly populist route that the
Congress-led alliance had opted for. If the Congress-led alliance wins a significant-
ly large number of seats even without forming the government, it could reintro-
duce socialist strain in the economy — something that the capitalist class worries
about.

However, it is high time that political and business classes reassess whether the
benefits of economic reform are reaching every section of the society. Is the theory
of trickle-down effect actually working?
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Market turbulent, but
are reforms working?

T
he eerie silence
that pervaded the
area around Nay-
anseina village
near the Chura-

chandpur-Bishnupur bor-
der in Manipur stood shat-
tered a little past midnight
on April 27, 2024, when a
bomb exploded in the India
Reserve Battalion camp
harbouring a company of
CRPF’s 128 Battalion. Four
CRPF personnel were seri-
ously injured, two of whom
succumbed to the injuries
later. Though Kuki mili-
tants were suspected to be
the culprits, the security
adviser, Kuldeip Singh, a
former director-general of
the CRPF, wisely chose to
refrain from naming any
group.

The northeastern state
has been roiled by clashes
between the Imphal Valley-
based Meitei community
and the Kuki-Zo tribes, who
inhabit the hills largely
towards Churachandpur
and Kongpokpi for the past
one year. After a brief lull
for a month, the violence
returned when extremists
from the two communities
exchanged fire in the
Tengnoupal-Kakching area
on April 12. Two men were
injured. While the Kuki-Zo
tribals are Christians, the
Meiteis are largely Vaish-
navite Hindus, with a fair
sprinkling of Christians and
Muslims among them.

Two Kukis guarding their
village were killed and their
bodies brutally mutilated in
Kamu Saichang village on
Imphal East-Kangpokpi bor-
der on April 13 by the
“Arambai Tenggol”, a radi-
cal outfit that claims to pro-
tect the interests of Meiteis
with a call to return to their
erstwhile religion Sana-
mahi. The video of brutal
killing and dragging of the
two slain Kukis went viral,
leading to tensions between
the two communities.

The withdrawal of 50 com-
panies of the BSF and CRPF
from Manipur for deploy-
ment in West Bengal added
to the consternation of both

communities. They blocked
the roads to prevent the
departure of the Central
forces, which speaks vol-
umes for the confidence
they repose in these forces.
Despite the Assam Rifles
playing a significant role in
containing the violence,
there was a clamour among
the Meiteis for the with-
drawal of this oldest para-
military force in the coun-
try. According to the
Reporter’s Collective, a
report prepared by the
Assam Rifles blames
Manipur chief minister N.
Biren Singh’s “political
authoritarianism for the
conflict”, though the author-
ities deny having prepared
the report.

With over 5,600 weapons
looted from police
armouries along with about
6,50,000 rounds of ammuni-
tion, of which just about
1,500 weapons and 20,000
rounds have been recov-
ered, the fear looms large
that these weapons are
being used to attack the
Kukis. The arms looted
include sophisticated
weapons like AK assault
rifles, light machine-guns
and explosives.

If the weapons are in the
possession of militant out-
fits like the People’s
Liberation Army, People’s
Republic of Kangleipak,
United National Liberation
Front (now surrendered
without weapons) and
Arambai Tenggol — though
not declared a militant out-
fit — the return of normalcy
cannot be expected. Despite
appeals to deposit the looted
weapons, the response has
been poor. Of late, weapon
drop boxes have been placed
at vantage points with the
message that the looted
weapons be dropped in
these boxes. The response
needs to be monitored.

As the Arambai Tenggol
enjoys the patronage of the
erstwhile maharaja and par-
liamentarian Leishemba
Sanajaoba, and even the
incumbent CM, this outfit,
with a strength of over

50,000, calls the shots. No
one dares to disobey its dik-
tats. On January 24 this
year, 37 MLAs and two MPs
were directed to take an
oath to convey their de-
mands to the Centre. Am-
ong its demands are the
abrogation of the “Sus-
pension of Operation”, bet-
ter known as SoO Agree-
ment, with the Kuki-Zo, bor-
der fencing along the Indo-
Myanmar border, the
Assam Rifles’ withdrawal
from Manipur, the reloca-
tion of Myanmar refugees
from Manipur to Mizoram
and the removal of illegal
migrants from the
Scheduled Tribes list.

The SoO, that was signed
in 2008 by the Kuki National
Organisation and United
People’s Front combine, a
conglomeration of 24 sur-
rendered Kuki outfits, the
Centre and the Manipur
government, which was
extended on a yearly basis
till February 29, 2024 has not
been extended further. The
state withdrew from the
agreement in March last
year and failed to send its
representative to the meet-
ing convened to extend the
agreement this year. The
agreement is now in a
limbo.

The death toll since the
ethnic conflict began on
May 3, 2023 has risen to 230,
with over 65,000 displaced
people languishing in 320
relief camps. Over 1,100 peo-
ple from both communities
have sustained serious
injuries in the unabated vio-
lence that continues to rock
the state.

While Prime Minister
Narendra Modi said that
“because of the timely inter-
vention of the Government
of India and efforts made by
the Government of Mani-
pur, there has been a mark-
ed improvement in the situ-
ation in the state”, much
more still needs to be done.

Any claim of normalcy hav-
ing been restored would fall
flat until the Meiteis can
freely move to the hills, and
the Kuki-Zo tribals confi-
dently venture into the
Imphal Valley without fear-
ing any attack by Meiteis.

The denizens of Chura-
chandpur have had to face
inconceivable misery since
the mayhem of May 3 last
year. The district hospital is
handicapped for want of an
adequate number of special-
ists and para-medical staff
as all Meiteis have chosen to
stay safe in Imphal.

Those requiring spe-
cialised treatment have to
visit Aizawl in Mizoram by
the meandering road
through the hills, covering a
stretch of over 400 km via
Thanlon and Parbung. Air
travellers must go to Aizawl
or Silchar to board a flight,
though the nearest airport
at Imphal is just 60 km
away. The state needs to
step in to mitigate the peo-
ple’s misery by deputing
specialists and other staff
from Central institutions
like the AIIMS.

While the Kuki-Zo have
been demanding a separate
administration for the Kuki-
Zo dominated areas, the
Meiteis oppose this. The
Union home ministry needs
to step in to restore peace in
the state by inviting the
Kuki MLAs and the repre-
sentatives of the Indigenous
Tribal Leaders Forum, the
All-Tribal Students Union
Manipur, Kuki Inpi and the
Meitei leaders for peace
talks, and extracting a
promise to abjure violence.
The Naga tribal leaders and
their MLAs, who surpris-
ingly have remained aloof
so far, need to be roped in as
intercessors.

The restoration of peace
will remain a far cry until
the rank and file of the
Arambai Tenggol and
Manipur Leepun, the two
radical outfits, are reined
in. That most of the
weapons looted last year
from state police armouries
are still in the hands of the
miscreants poses a serious
threat. A massive drive to
retrieve these weapons
through specific and accu-
rate intelligence needs to be
carried out.

The writer is a retired
CRPF IGP who has served

in Manipur for over a
decade

VIP CULTURE EXPOSED

In a brazen show of VIP cul-
ture, an Andhra Pradesh MLA
slapped a voter, after he had
objected to the legislator
jumping the queue at a
polling booth in Guntur dis-
trict. The voter returned the
blow and the MLA's aides
joined him in launching an all-
out assault on the voter. No
security personnel were seen
intervening to rescue the
voter.  The retaliation by the
voter shows that people are
not going to tolerate this non-
sense anymore. The viral
video comes against the
backdrop of a high-octane
poll campaign in Andhra
Pradesh. Tempers are also
running high because both
parties have a lot at stake in
this election. 

CK Ramani Jayanthi
Tiruchy

The death toll since
the ethnic conflict
began on May 3,
2023 has risen to
230, with over
65,000 displaced
people languishing
in 320 relief camps.
Over 1,100 from
both communities
were maimed. 

After 1-yr unrest, Manipur
in need of a healing touch

In the wake of signing on to be a part of Quad, India may have been bet-
ting on the robust foundation of its strategic alignment with the United
States that steering an independent course in other foreign policy mat-

ters would not hurt the relationship.
A US state department spokesperson’s warning about sanctions applying

to India and any Indians doing business with Iran came soon after India
signed a 10-year contract to operate a terminal at the Chabahar port in
Iran. This has been described by India as a flagship project that it has been
involved in for a long time.

The Chabahar port on the Iranian coast on the Gulf of Oman, very close
to the Gwadar port in Balochistan province which Pakistan is developing
in partnership with China, is vital in terms of logistics as a route for
Indian goods to reach Iran and landlocked Central Asian nations, includ-
ing Afghanistan. It also figures in India-Iran-Russia cooperation plans to
develop a significant trade route.

India may be hoping, as in the case of its massive deals in buying and
refining Russian oil for export to Europe as well as domestic use in the
wake of the Ukraine war, that the US would not interfere in a project that
is only for trade.

There were EU restrictions in place for trading in Russian oil which,
however, did not prevent the movement of crude to India and refined fuel
out. It was revealed that the US saw its own interests being served in terms
of helping keep a check on the global price of oil.

The Chabahar port is a matter in which India is pursuing its interest,
which must, of course, come first as much as the buying of a bit of Iranian
oil was also thought of as a right not to be interfered with by other powers,
however fraught the West’s relationship with Iran may be.

India is also investing in the development of the port infrastructure to
facilitate a transport and transit corridor. Given the projected benefits of
sharing in the port’s future, India has taken bold steps in pursuit of its
interest and that of the region over US objections to dealing with Iran.

India’s bold gambit in Chabahar

DARK DAYS OF EMERGENCY
There is not a person in INDI alliance
who doesn't fail to accuse Narendra
Modi of being a fascist though how
many know the meaning is unknown.
Indians, however, do know what is
‘Police Raj’ as experienced by citi-
zens of all categories during the dark
days of the Emergency imposed by
Indira Gandhi and even now in a few
States.  India may prosper more
under a benevolent dictator than
under the conglomeration of parties
who with different selfish agendas
work in different directions. 

B.S.Jayaraman
Coimbatore

FILL VACANCIES FIRST
We are not at all supportive of BJP or
for that matter the Congress Party, as
both have failed to solve the sufferings
of the common man, especially the
unemployed youth.  Even when the
Congress Party was in power for more
than five decades there were crores of
unemployed youth who had registered
with Employment Exchanges. With the
addition of crores of youth completing
their education, the waiting list is
increasing by crores every year. The
ultimate sufferer is the common man,
especially educated youth, who are
frustrated with the shortage of employ-
ment opportunities. due to the intro-
duction of advanced technology, no
Institution bothers to fill vacancies cre-
ated by retirement. Due to this the ser-
vices in those Institutions continue to
worsen year after year. Even if the gap
created by retirements is filled, at least
a crore can be employed in our coun-
try. If there is a will, there is a way.

D.B. Madan
New Delhi

Is the ‘marketplace
of ideas’ beginning

to get diminished in
India’s democracy?

LETTERS

D
emocracy, in an ideal situation, ought to be a
contest of ideas, and not a public relations
competition. The electoral season should
trigger a marketplace of informed debates

and fiercely contested ideas with supporting plans,
declared priorities, and postulated solutions, to what
troubles India. This would obviously entail the free-
dom of speech for all, an equitable space for ideas
from all competing sides, fact-check culture, and
detailed evaluation of “shadow” plans as promised in
the manifestoes of various parties. The nuts and bolts
of the path proposed should be made amply clear and
curbs enforced on one-sided hijacking of the media,
sophistry, spin-doctoring, deflections, or fear-mon-
gering, to ensure that the constituents are able to
assess the marketplace of ideas freely and fairly. But
is it really so in the “world’s largest democracy”? The
short answer is “no”.

Globally, democracies are regressing into public
relations exercises with individuals and dynastic
cults, unsubstantiated promises, and in the unique
Indian experiment with democracy, with unsustain-
able promises of freebies and “reservations”.
Ironically, the more backsliding the agenda, the
higher the traction! “Garibi Hatao” (eradicate pover-
ty) was the winning slogan of Indira Gandhi’s cam-
paign in the 1971 election campaign (and also part of
the 5th Five-Year Plan). Almost 55 years after that,
with many decades afforded to the Congress Party
and about 15 years out of the last 25-odd years to the
BJP, there are over 800 million Indians surviving on

free staples. Only the semantics have changed to
Pradhan Mantri Kalyan Anna Yojana (PMGKAY).
The last Global Hunger Index ranked India at 111 out
of 125 countries, but as it happens whenever some-
thing unsavoury is brought to light, the government
swiftly attacked the report as “mischievous” with
“mala fide intentions”. A woman minister attributed
the report methodology to getting “a phone call from
Gallup and they are asked ‘Are you hungry?”, and
later mocked that had she been asked that question
on a busy day, she too would have said: “Oh yes, I
am.” Sarcasm aside, that is not how the Hunger
Index is calculated and the brutal reality beyond par-
tisanship is that collectively all governments, be it
from the Congress-led or BJP-led varieties, have
failed India, even if the constituents themselves still
deify their political leaders, as only Indians do.

The high-decibel electoral duels are replete with
baseless insinuations, emotive alarmism, and “man-
ufactured outrage”, while being frighteningly low on
meaningful content. The air of majoritarianism has
injected a regrettable “us-versus-them” discourse
that manifests itself recklessly and in a polarising
manner with allusions to certain communities (what
they eat, how they dress, what they ostensibly seek
for India, etc). With the extent of the socio-economic
crisis, agrarian distress, and wounded communities
(such as in Manipur) -- it is rather rich and wholly
unpardonable to be discussing “mangalsutras”,
inheritance tax, non-vegetarian food, et al. The race
for leadership is not decided amongst who is more

qualified, understanding, statesmanlike and accept-
ing of the challenges, but by who is more religiously
pious, more nativist (not progressive), or more
aggressive towards the proverbial “other”. The
Opposition has no refreshing alternative in terms of
“ideas” and only tries to “out-regress” or match the
script of twentieth or nineteenth century with a com-
bination of dynastic insistences, and regional/ethnic
supremacism in their boroughs. Amidst the mean-
ingless drama of pretending to be more patriotic,
holier-than-thou and essentially appealing to the
basest of human instincts, the country is only becom-
ing increasingly hungrier, angrier and more divided.

For starters, there is just no insistence that politi-
cians show any concrete “plans”, other than rather
imperious personal “guarantees”. Why can’t facts,
details, and the thought-through “plans” be put forth
by all parties? Why can’t the politicians table a sem-
blance of “shadow budgets” and “shadow cabinets”?

The means of “shadow” (proposed) will inform the
citizenry about what form, action and direction the
various alternatives entail? It will be tantamount to
putting your money where your mouth is in terms of
showing budgetary allocations towards various sec-
tors and regions (instead of making easy promises
everywhere, which are never intended to be hon-
oured, otherwise called “jumlas”). Instead of crying
hoarse, the Opposition can posit their alternative
vision and allocations in their “shadow budget” to
demonstrate that their alternative plan can improve
the existing situation or address wrongs. Sectoral

allocations would force clarity and trigger serious
discussions on the competing “plans”, instead of dis-
cussing personalities ad nauseum.

Doesn’t the citizenry deserve to know the form of
“reforms” and what will be retained, clearly? The or-
chestra of leaders on all sides harping on “don’t you
trust me” is condescending and patronising. All par-
ties are resorting to this tiring admixture of hyp-
erbole, rhetoric, whataboutery and sheer falsehoods
without a care or concern at the fakeness and poison
it injects into our society. The “world’s largest demo-
cracy” seeking to be the rightful global hub of thriv-
ing innovation, large-heartedness and science-based
progress cannot be lacking for plurality of ideas and
diversity of opinions by being constantly suffocated
and driven towards a templatised uniformity.

A stark omission in this ongoing election has been
the absence of data and figures that could have
opened a healthy dialogue, a safeguard for democra-
cy itself. All uncomfortable data has been relegated to
“vested interests” or even “anti-national” derision.
Opportunities and platforms for diverse participa-
tion without the threat of some sort of curbs are miss-
ing. The commonsensical betterment of society with
a plethora and rigour of competing ideas has been
denied, quite knowingly. There is clearly no “party
with a difference”.

The writer is a retired lieutenant-general and a for-
mer lieutenant-governor of the Andaman and
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Needless Pakistan  
bashing in elections

Return EB collections 

This refers to the article, ‘Shouldn’t 
tainted electoral bonds proceeds be 

returned?’ (May 13). The argument is valid 
and acceptable to everyone. Most of the 
proceeds are received due to ED or CBI's 
actions or under quid pro quo 
arrangement. Either way when it is evident 
that the bulk amounts received are by 
illegal means and the very idea of bonds is 
to make such illegal payments a legal ones 
there should not be any second thought in 
demanding that all such recipients return 
the ill-gotten funds to the government 
exchequer for redistribution among the 
poor. This idea cannot be declined by the 
ruling dispensation also because in 2014 
itself it was assured that black money 
stashed away in foreign banks would be 
brought back and the proceeds would be 
credited in the accounts of the poor. Why 
the apex court did not order this may not a 
point of discourse but the same court may 
be approached by some enthusiast to order 
return of the proceeds received through 
electoral bonds.  

AG Rajmohan 

Love of gold 

Despite rising prices, Indians' love for 
gold hasn't diminished. In fact, Indian 

women hold a staggering 11% of the 
world's total gold reserves, amounting to 
18,000 tonnes in the form of jewellery. 
While gold purchases are less common in 
Western countries, several nations like the 
US, Germany, Italy, France, and Russia rank 
among the top holders of gold reserves 
globally. However, unlike India where gold 
is worn as jewellery, citizens in these 
countries primarily own 9 to 12 carat gold 
rings, often worn for weddings. The 
Harappan excavations at Rakhigarhi 
revealed an ancient culture of adorning 
oneself with gold, further demonstrating 
the deep-rooted connection Indians have 
with this precious metal. Therefore, it's safe 
to say that India's gold imports will 
continue to rise, and the love for gold 
amongst its people will remain strong. 

Dattaprasad Shirodkar 
 
Cause and effect 

Guiding Light's ‘How to get your desire 
fulfilled’ (May 13) is very well 

elucidated, philosophically, in the light of 
cause and effect. When the water goes into 
the lemon tree, it takes on the quality of 
lemon and becomes sour, and when it goes 

into the chilli, it becomes hot. But even 
though it manifests in all these different 
forms, the soil is the same, the water is the 
same, the farmer is the same. 

Ramswarth Acharya 
 
Bad politicians,  
good citizens 

It is heartening to learn that inmates of 
Shantivan which houses the leprosy 

treatment and rehabilitation centre at 
Panvel are upbeat about voting, which 
should act as a lesson for others who treat 
voting day as a holiday. Bad politicians or 
bureaucrats are elected by good citizens 
who do not vote. Every vote is precious; it 
is the most powerful non-violent tool in a 
democracy which every citizen must use to 
make himself heard. Voting must be made 
mandatory. Those who do not cast their 
votes have no right to complain against 
government policies if they are not part of 
the electoral system which elects the 
governing body to rule the country. 

SN Kabra

As the nation approaches 
the last three phases of 
polling for the 2024 Lok 

Sabha elections, the focus has to 
be now on cities like Mumbai, 
Thane, Navi Mumbai and Pune 
which are part of this last phase. 
The delimitation exercise taken 
up by the Election Commission of 
India undertaken after the 
census of 2011 put a lot of focus on 
urban areas as it is understood 
that Maharashtra is one of the 
states that are fast moving to-
wards urbanisation. In about sev-
en years almost 50% of the state's 
population will be living in 
urban areas.  

The Election Commission 
changed the geographical shapes 
of many constituencies in the de-
limitation exercise, pushing 
many rural areas that fell near 
large cities into city limits such 
as including large parts of Bara-
mati into Pune city. This changes 
the situation in favour of urban 
voters now. But are the urban 
voters eager enough to come out 
and vote? Is there apathy among 

urban voters when it comes to 
voting in elections?  

In the first four phases of 
polling for the 2024 Lok Sabha 
elections there is a clear trend of 
the turnout being low in urban 
areas in most parts of the coun-
try.  

On Monday evening, the fourth 
phase ended and in many urban 
areas the turnout was seen to be 
low. In some cases, the turnout 
has improved in comparison 
with the 2019 polls but generally 
speaking it has been low com-
pared to the national average.  

There is some concern among 
political parties now about how 
this will affect the results. Con-
ventionally it is believed that low 
turnout of voters means people 
are less eager to change the gov-
ernment, but recently some re-
verse trends have also been expe-
rienced.  

In the fourth phase in Maha-
rashtra, in places like Beed dis-
trict in Marathwada region, the 
voting percentage crossed 69% 
while in the third phase districts 
like Latur and some parts of Vi-
darbha witnessed over 65% vot-
ing. While in Pune city con-
stituency in the fourth phase the 
average voting just about crossed 
the 50% mark. Here, too, affluent 
areas like Kothrud saw just 
about 49% while central areas of 
the city like Kasba peth, which is 

the old part of the city, witnessed 
over 67% voting.  

Does low turnout mean the par-
ty in power has a larger chance of 
winning or does the apathy di-
vide equally on both sides of the 
political divide making the per-
centage of turnout irrelevant?  

In the past elections we have 
seen cities like Mumbai and 
Pune having lower voter 
turnouts. This is partly blamed 
on adverse weather and partly on 
voters being carefree in these ar-
eas because their basic civic 
amenities are in any case as-
sured.  

It is interesting to see that not 
just the members of the Opposi-
tion but even the parties in power 
also want maximum voters to 
come out to vote in large num-
bers. Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi will be in Mumbai on 
Wednesday doing a road show in 
Mumbai Northeast constituency. 
He will focus mainly in areas 
dominated by Gujarati-speaking 
voters. What is the purpose of 
this road show? Obviously, it is 

to attract as many voters to come 
out and vote.  

The BJP thinks more voters 
coming out will benefit them, es-
pecially in a constituency which 
is witnessing a major fight. This 
means high turnout can benefit 
incumbents too!  

The voting trends in cities are 
very important for political par-
ties because they matter in the 
optics nationally. Metro cities 
are not just state capitals of their 
respective states but also seen as 
mini-India in various parts of the 
state.  

Metro cities hold populations of 

various caste, religion and lin-
guistic groups.  

Leaders and political parties 
strive to exhibit how they have 
acceptability among all these cit-
izens, so that in the long term 
they can project themselves as 
national leaders or contenders 
for larger national roles.  

The second factor is that of fi-
nancial power. For the parties or 
candidates contesting elections, 
urban areas hold the lure of fi-

nancial power.  
In the fifth phase of polling all 

six constituencies of Mumbai 
city as well as Thane and Navi 
Mumbai will go to the polls. 
These areas are going to be very 
crucial for all the parties. Issues 
of inflation and unemployment 
have been raised by the opposi-
tion nationwide, but in Mumbai 
and surrounding MMR (Mumbai 
Metropolitan Region) issues are 
going to be perhaps very differ-
ent. They may be focused on ur-
banisation factors — transport, 
civic amenities, pollution and 
health services would be the is-
sues that voters have on their 
mind.  

Realising that urban votes will 
matter in the overall results, na-
tional leaders are now camping 
in Mumbai and all eyes are now 
on polling happening on May 20. 
Prime Minister Modi will spend 
three days in MMR this week. He 
is scheduled to hold a huge rally 
at Shivaji Park ground on the 
17th where MNS chief Raj Thack-
eray will also participate.  

As the fifth polling phase ap-
proaches, the entire focus now 
seems to be on winning these ur-
ban pockets for all players. 

 
Rohit Chandavarkar is a senior journalist 

who has worked for 31 years with 
various leading newspaper brands and 

television channels in Mumbai and Pune

In the grand tapestry of India’s 
democracy, the 2024 Lok Sab-
ha elections are unfolding 

like a classic drama, with the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
chanting the mantra of “Charsau 
Par” (400 plus seats) while the Op-
position crafts a mosaic of count-
er-narratives across the diverse 
states.  

At the heart of this electoral 
saga is the BJP’s ideological cru-
sade, with Hindutva as its central 
theme — a narrative that finds its 
crucible in the cultural cauldron 
of West Bengal. 

West Bengal, with its rich polit-
ical heritage, stands as a bastion 
where the BJP’s ideological roots 
are deeply intertwined with the 
legacy of Syama Prasad Mooker-
jee, the founder of the Jana Sangh 
from which the BJP emerged. The 
state’s historical resistance to the 
saffron wave only heightens the 
party’s resolve to make inroads 
into this politically vibrant land-
scape. 

The Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS), the ideological par-
ent of the BJP, has been a silent 
architect in this quest, weaving a 
network of grassroots organisa-
tions and welfare initiatives 
across Bengal since 2014. The 
Hindu Jagaran Manch and other 
right-wing groups have rallied 
under the RSS banner, creating a 
socio-political undercurrent that 

has gradually permeated the 
state’s fabric. 

Yet, despite a decade of growing 
influence, the BJP faces a conun-
drum in Kolkata, the intellectual 
and cultural heart of Bengal. Un-
der the leadership of Sukanta Ma-
jumdar and Subhendu Adhikari, 
the party grapples with gaining 
acceptance in a city that com-
mands a disproportionate influ-
ence over the state’s political psy-
che.  

The “bhodrolok” (gentlefolk) of 
Kolkata, with their intellectual 
clout and cultural capital, contin-
ue to be the kingmakers, shaping 
the political narrative and elec-
toral outcomes. 

In analysing West Bengal's po-
litical history, a critical observa-
tion arises regarding the regional 
dynamics between rural and ur-
ban leadership.  

Throughout the 35-year tenure 
of the Left regime, the 
Communist Party of India (Marx-
ist) boasted a robust grassroots 
presence in Bengal's villages, 
showcasing significant organisa-
tional prowess.  

However, a noteworthy trend 
emerges when examining the up-
per echelons of leadership within 
the Left and CPI(M) — a distinct 
Kolkata-centric focus. 

Notable leaders such as the late 
Jyoti Basu, a former Chief Minis-
ter and prominent leftist figure, 
along with former CM Budhadeb 
Bhattacharya, hailed from 
Kolkata's elite circles, 
emblematic of this urban-centric 
leadership trend.  

This shift towards Kolkata-
based leadership, despite the 
Left's stronghold in rural areas, 
underscores a nuanced dynamic 

within the party's hierarchy. 
Similarly, during the Congress 

regime in West Bengal, key lead-
ers like the first CM, late Bidhan 
Chandra Roy, former CM late Sid-
dhartha Shankar Roy, and even 
former President of India, late 
Pranab Mukherjee, enjoyed sub-
stantial popularity and accept-
ance within Kolkata.  

Notably, Roy and Roy primarily 
contested and secured victories 
in assembly constituencies situ-
ated within Kolkata, highlighting 

the city's pivotal role in shaping 
the political narratives of the 
time.  

Even current Chief Minister, 
Mamata Banerjee hails from 
Kolkata and always fought and 
won from Kolkata. 

This historical context illumi-
nates a recurring theme of 
Kolkata's significance in West 
Bengal's political landscape, tran-
scending ideological affiliations 
and party lines. It underscores 
the city's status as a crucible of 
political power and influence, 
where leaders from diverse back-
grounds have garnered substan-
tial support and left indelible 
marks on the state's political his-
tory. 

In the heart of Kolkata, where 
the Ganges meanders through 
history and culture, the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
finds itself at a crossroads, grap-
pling with the city’s intellectual 

ethos. The “bhodrolok,” 
Kolkata’s genteel class, steeped in 
a legacy of Left-leaning ideology 
and secularism, remain elusive to 
the BJP’s overtures. 

The BJP’s narrative, steeped in 
Hindutva, has stirred the waters 
of Kolkata’s traditionally secular 
pond, causing ripples of concern 
among its residents. In 2015, the 
party’s West Bengal chapter, un-
der the stewardship of Dilip 
Ghosh, saw organisational 
growth but failed to resonate with 

Kolkata’s refined discourse. 
Ghosh’s rhetoric, often blunt, 
seemed discordant with the city’s 
nuanced political symphony. 

Post the 2021 assembly election 
setback, the BJP recalibrated, 
bringing in Sukanta Majumdar, a 
professor of Botany, known for 
his soft-spoken demeanour. Yet, 
even this change couldn’t anchor 
the BJP’s ship in Kolkata’s har-
bors.  

Subhendu Adhikari, once a con-
fidant of Mamata Banerjee, now 
leads the charge, but his leader-
ship, while effective elsewhere, 
doesn’t quite capture Kolkata’s 
imagination. 

The BJP’s quest to court 
Kolkata’s influencers — a cadre 
of intellectuals, artists, and 
sports icons — has been met with 
reticence. Attempts to enlist fig-
ures like the classical maestro 
Ajoy Chakraborty and cricketing 
legend Sourav Ganguly have 

borne little fruit.  
Even Swapan Dasgupta, a right-

wing intellectual with deep roots 
in Bengal, couldn’t bridge the 
gap, his long tenure in Delhi dis-
tancing him from Kolkata’s inner 
circles. 

Anirban Ganguly’s candidacy 
in Jadavpur, an attempt to pres-
ent a “bhodrolok” face for the 
BJP, has yet to sway the city’s 
elite. The BJP’s narrative, it 
seems, is still searching for its 
place in the cultural lexicon of 
Kolkata. 

As the Lok Sabha elections un-
fold, the BJP may find success in 
the broader landscape of West 
Bengal, but the true test lies in 
winning the hearts of Kolkata. 
For the BJP, electoral victory is 
only half the battle; the other half 
is securing intellectual and cul-
tural acceptance within the city’s 
influential circles.  

To govern West Bengal, the BJP 
must weave itself into the fabric 
of Kolkata’s society, earning the 
endorsement of its “bhodrolok,” 
whose influence extends far be-
yond the city’s borders. 

In this electoral odyssey, the 
BJP’s challenge is not merely to 
secure seats but to resonate with 
the soul of Kolkata, where the 
echoes of political discourse are 
as old as the city itself.  

The outcome will not only deter-
mine the BJP’s fate in Bengal but 
will also reflect the evolving nar-
rative of India’s vibrant democra-
cy. 

 
The author, a columnist and research 

scholar, teaches journalism at St. 
Xavier's College (autonomous), 

Kolkata. He tweets at @sayantan_gh. 
Views are personal
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Conventionally it is believed that low turnout of  
voters means people are less eager to change the 

government, but recently some reverse trends  
have also been experienced

Gajendra means mighty 
elephant. Mokshanam 
is the story of the res-

cue, done by the GOD 
Almighty. In fact it is the true 
liberation, much beyond the 
mere ‘saving’. 

As the title is, a mighty ele-
phant who was leading the 
herd. The Bhagavatam story 
mentions that upon having 
happy time, the elephant 
group enters the pond which 
was in the middle of the forest. 
As an act of fate, the leg of the 
king elephant was caught by 
the crocodile. It was a fight for 
survival for the elephant, 
and need for food was 
dominating the croco-
diles’ mind. Struggle 
continued for the 
next thousand years, 
and the ele-
phant loses all 
the strength. It surrenders to 
the highest and calls out for di-
vine help. When it did the 
‘Purna Sharanagati’, egoless 
surrender, the Almighty ap-
pears from the Vaikuntha, and 
the crocodile was beheaded. 
GOD puts the hand on the 
head of the elephant which 
gets its old form. Extension of 
the story is, both crocodile and 
elephant were respectively a 
gandharva (celestial being) 
called Huhu, and a king 
named Indradyumna. The sto-
ry comes to a positive ending, 
with both the involved reach-
ing better positions.  

Above is the narration that 
communicates the plight of 
the desperate who could not 

defend self, attacked by much 
stronger force, and the oppo-
nent being in the advanta-
geous position (crocodile in 
water, its own ‘home ground’), 
and losing strength over thou-
sand years of continuous fight 
in alien terrain. Best efforts 
from the side of the Gajendra 
took it to nowhere. Losing 
hope of even ‘putting fight’, he 
was left with no option but 
‘Sharanagati’, taking recourse 
to praying the Almighty for 
best help possible. Surrender-
ing in the true sense.  

We the householders face 
many challenges on a 
daily basis. Given the 

vulnerabilities, uncer-
tainties in this am-

biguous world full of 
complexity, how do 

we take up the 
challenge of 

sane existence and peaceful 
living? Can we do so by any 
means and methods? Who 
saves us? Who is that LIGHT 
who can come to our rescue 
when the suffering is intense, 
situation is hopeless, and we 
are really ‘lost’. It is THAT 
says the Bhagavatam which is 
the LIGHT beyond all dark-
ness, energy of all mightiness, 
and hope to all depressed. 
When we surrender, the grace 
descends. 

 
Prof S Ainavolu is a Mumbai-

based teacher of Tradition and 
Management. Views are personal. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/s-
ainavolu-6831b724/ 

https://www.ainavolu.in/blog

Gajendra Mokshanam 
— Prof S Ainavolu
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New Delhi, May 14. "I can say that there is corruption on a large-
scale among Ministers and Government officials. There has also 
been a certain amount of deterioration in efficiency," declared Dr. 
Rajendra Prasad, President of the Constituent Assembly in an 
exclusive interview to the "Central Features."

CORRUPTION IS THERE ON LARGE SCALE 
RAJEN BABU SPEAKS OUT

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has a knack for mak-
ing Pakistan an election issue. When he fought the 
first election in Gujarat after becoming chief minis-

ter, he campaigned extensively against “President Pervez 
Musharraf”, as if the Pakistani general was the chief min-
isterial candidate in the state. Of course, those who knew 
Modi knew that it was part of his strategy to polarise voters. 
All of a sudden, Pakistan has become a subject of debate in 
India. It all began when Defence Minister Rajnath Singh 
said that Pakistan Occupied Kashmir (PoK) would become 
part of India. To this, former Kashmir Chief Minister Fa-
rooq Abdullah, who had a close association with the BJP at 
one time, responded that Pakistan was not wearing 
bangles. He also mentioned that it was a nuclear power.  

What he meant was that any attempt to capture PoK 
would result in a nuclear war. The Prime Minister did not 
leave the matter at that. His party resuscitated an old state-
ment made by Congress leader Mani Shankar Aiyar that 
India should have good neighbourly relations with Pak-
istan. He also added in the same vein that Pakistan had nu-
clear bombs. Reading the two statements together, Modi al-
leged that the INDIA bloc was led by leaders who were 
scared of the nuclear might of Pakistan. It is not just the Op-
position alliance but the whole world which is afraid of a 
nuclear war. Sensible people know the consequences of two 
nations throwing nuclear bombs and missiles at each 
other. Only a reckless, nonsensical person would say that 
he is not afraid of a nuclear bomb. It is also well-known that 
no country can win a nuclear war.  

Modi has taken the debate to another crass level when he 
claimed that Pakistan was suffering from so many short-
ages, including a shortage of bangles. He even went to the 
extent of claiming that he had the capability to force Pak-
istan to wear bangles. The fact of the matter is that by 
Modi’s own admission, tens of millions of people in India 
cannot afford to survive without the government supplying 
them virtually free food grains. His statement is like the pot 
calling the kettle black. It was just nine years ago that Modi 
himself gatecrashed the then Pakistan prime minister’s 
marriage party to wish his daughter and bride. After all, a 
nation can choose its friends, not its neighbours. 

 

Norms fly away in city 

The devastating events that unfolded in Mumbai on 
Monday, marked by a powerful dust storm followed 
by heavy rains, have left the city reeling from 

tragedy and loss. The most harrowing incident occurred in 
Ghatkopar, where a towering billboard was torn from its 
moorings, crashing down onto a gas station below. The 
catastrophic impact claimed the lives of 14 individuals and 
left dozens more injured, some critically. Adding to the 
gravity of the situation was the presence of numerous 
pedestrians seeking refuge within the station premises. 

It is appalling to note that this calamity was not merely an 
act of nature but a result of gross negligence and blatant 
disregard for safety regulations. The oversized hoarding, in 
flagrant violation of established norms, stands as a testa-
ment to the unchecked proliferation of hazardous struc-
tures throughout the city. While legal action has been ini-
tiated against the company responsible for installing the 
perilous billboard, accountability must extend beyond the 
corporate entity to encompass the officials and authorities 
complicit in permitting its erection. The failure of regula-
tory bodies and law enforcement agencies to uphold stan-
dards and enforce regulations reflects a systemic issue of 
non-accountability and corruption. The ease with which of-
ficials flout guidelines and turn a blind eye to illegal activ-
ities underscores the urgent need for reform and stringent 
enforcement measures. The delayed response of 
emergency services further underscores the inadequacy of 
disaster preparedness protocols, highlighting systemic de-
ficiencies that must be addressed. 

As Mumbai grapples with the aftermath of this tragedy, 
it is imperative that lessons are learnt and proactive mea-
sures implemented to prevent such incidents. Only 
through stringent enforcement of regulations and disaster 
preparedness can the city hope to mitigate the impact of fu-
ture calamities and safeguard its residents’ well-being.

MIKA’S MATRIX

In the heart of Kolkata, where the Ganges meanders 
through history and culture, the BJP finds itself at a 

crossroads, grappling with the city’s intellectual ethos
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Maha will be affected by last phases of voting

Kolkata’s crossroads: BJP’s battle for acceptance
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Everywhere 
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THOUGHT FOR THE DAY: He who angers you conquers you.  
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Corrections & Clarifications

CBSE expands not as the Central Bureau of Secondary Education as pub-

lished in the report titled “CBSE results: 93.6% clear Class 10, 87.98% pass

Class 12; girls fare better” (May 14, 2024). The correct expansion is the

Central Board of Secondary Education.

The Readers’ Editor’s o�ice can be contacted by Telephone:
+91-44-28418297/28576300; E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in

I
t has been over three years since the coup
d’etat in Myanmar in which the junta
usurped absolute power and unleashed sev-

ere repression in order to clamp down on any de-
mands for a return to democracy or granting
more power to the marginalised ethnic identities
in the civil war-prone country. Facing repression
such as brutal bombing and the displacement of
entire villages, many citizens, particularly those
from ethnic minorities, have sought refuge in
neighbouring countries including India. Many re-
fugees from Myanmar’s Sagaing region and Chin
State have �ed the junta’s violent campaigns and
headed to Mizoram and Manipur. While in Mizo-
ram, refugees, of Chin ethnicity in particular,
have been treated favourably, with the Mizo peo-
ple regarding them as ethnic brethren, those in
Manipur have not received such treatment from
the government led by Chief Minister N. Biren
Singh. Manipur has continued to con�ate the is-
sues related to the refugees �eeing Myanmar with
that of cross-border drug trade. Ever since the
ethnic violence between the Kuki-Zo community
and the majority Meitei community last year, this
refrain by the Manipur government, which has
not hidden its preponderance to act as an ethnic
majoritarian regime, has led to the stigmatisation
of the refugees and policies that are in stark con-
trast to Mizoram’s humanitarian approach. 

Moves such as seeking to end the Free Move-
ment Regime, that is seen as favourable by the ci-
tizens of both countries, the announcement that
India will fence the 1,643 km India-Myanmar bor-
der and Mr. Singh’s statement that 5,457 “illegal”
migrants were found in Manipur’s Kamjong dis-
trict should be seen in this light. The Chief Minis-
ter has repeatedly maintained that the con�ict,
which has killed more than 220 people, dis-
placed over 50,000 people and resulted in inju-
ries to thousands, besides creating a siege men-
tality among the Meitei and the Kuki-Zo
communities, is a consequence of his govern-
ment’s actions against “poppy cultivation” and
“illegal immigration”. This is both an over-simpli-
�cation and a biased view of the ethnic con�ict
that has raged in the State because of the inability
of the Biren Singh government to rise above the
ethnic fray and build con�dence measures that
could win the trust of the Kuki-Zo community.
That the violence has been followed by the bra-
zen militarisation of Manipuri society, in the hills
and in the valley, with vigilante groups armed
with sophisticated weapons, causing law and or-
der problems, and impeding security personnel
seeking to impose law and order, re�ects even
more poorly on the government. Unless there is a
change, both in approach and in leadership in
Manipur and the way it has treated the con�ict,
the situation will continue to fester. 

Lame excuses 
Biren Singh continues to blame ethnic

violence on ‘illegal migration’ 

A
pril’s retail in�ation data �attered to de-
ceive. The Consumer Price Index (CPI)-
based provisional headline print shows

year-on-year retail price gains, across the broad
spectrum of goods and services that combine to
constitute the CPI, slowed fractionally to a 11-
month low of 4.83%, from March’s 4.85%. This
slowing, however, did little to mask the more dis-
concerting acceleration in food price gains. In�a-
tion based on the Consumer Food Price Index
(CFPI) quickened by 18 basis points from the pre-
ceding month’s year-on-year pace to a four-
month high of 8.7%, with the month-on-month
rate accelerating to 0.74%, from 0.16% in March.
Rural consumers fared worse than their urban
counterparts with both food and broader hea-
dline in�ation re�ecting faster price gains. The
CPI-based reading for the hinterland was still well
above the 5% mark at 5.43%, while in�ation in ur-
ban areas was a sharply lower 4.11%, re�ecting
the widening divergence in the impact that price
gains are having on those already struggling from
the hit to the rural economy from a weak mon-
soon last year and sizzling temperatures this
summer. Food price gains at 8.75% for rural con-
sumers, a good 19 basis points faster than the
8.56% faced by urban consumers, is all the more
disconcerting as food is an essential expenditure
that every household must try and �nd the
means to meet.

The pressure on food prices remains wide-
ranging, with cereals — the heaviest weight in the
food category — witnessing a 26 basis points
quickening in in�ation to 8.63%. Data from the
Department of Consumer A�airs’ Price Monitor-
ing Division shows the average price of rice was
14.3% steeper as on May 14 than on May 14, 2023.
And the price of wheat was 6.4% higher from a
year earlier, signalling that respite on the cereals
front is unlikely in the near term. April’s soaring
temperatures also kept in�ation in vegetables,
particularly vulnerable as perishable produce, in
double digits for a sixth straight month at 27.8%.
Price gains in pulses too o�ered little succour as
they extended their stay in double digits to an ele-
venth month. And the Consumer A�airs depart-
ment’s data show prices of all the �ve key dals —
gram, tur, urad, moong and masoor — continued
to rise appreciably as on May 14. With live water
storage at the country’s 150 reservoirs dwindling
to 27% of capacity as on May 9 and trailing both
the year-earlier and 10-year average levels signif-
icantly, the outlook for price stability rides al-
most entirely on the forecast ‘normal monsoon’
delivering spatially and temporally well-distribut-
ed rains in the coming months.

Little respite 
Food in�ation continues to undermine

wider price stability 

L
ast month, a young person decided to
end his life. And days before this,
another young man committed suicide.
Both incidents were in Kota, Rajasthan,

the “coaching capital” of India, and these young
people took this desperate step as they were
unable to cope with the stress of entrance
examinations. Across India, every year, there are
several suicides that are related to competitive
examinations, the pressures of entrance
examinations and the compulsions of social
pressures, including those from family — often
openly stated in suicide notes. Why are our
young people perishing? We must pay attention
to this alarming development, because if we do
not, our young people will continue to perish. It
is not as if this is a recent trend. I fear we will
become immune and insensitive to this great
tragedy among our young people if we do not act
immediately. But why are our young people
taking such a drastic step to end their lives?

Where there is no vision, the people perish.
While some negative forces such as family

pressure can only be mitigated by a better sense
of priorities and awareness, there are de�nitely
some other elements which can be controlled by
the examination boards and regulating
authorities. If our vision so far has been clouded
by other priorities, let us correct this by putting
our young people �rst, rather than examinations
or marks. Let us tell our young people that they
are important and that our policies and practices
will keep them �rst.

The rise of coaching institutes
The fact that the National Testing Agency has the
National Council of Educational Research and
Training (NCERT)/Central Board of Secondary
Education (CBSE) syllabus as the basis for
entrance examinations for entry to medicine,
professional courses, the Indian Institutes of
Technology and undergraduate and
post-graduate courses is a very good thing.
However, the rise of coaching institutes, and the
often “inhuman” methods adopted at these
centres, prove to be too much for young people
to cope with. Often, those students who make it
through these extremely competitive
examinations have “lost out” on a normal
adolescent or teenage life.

Such “winners” become walking machines
who lack social skills and/or the abilities to
communicate in a healthy manner beyond the

requirements of objective-type questions related
largely to subjects that they have been preparing
for at these coaching institutions. Often, these
sweat shops are housed in unhealthy and unsafe
buildings. In extreme cases, I have also come
across residential coaching institutions which
register students from Class 10 or even lower
under a State board or CBSE school but takeover
the lives of these students, depriving them of a
normal childhood. It has a regimen which begins
at 5 a.m. with a cold water bath, a functional
breakfast and an intense study routine of up to 10
hours, and ends at 10 p.m. or later, all with the
sole aim of “preparing” them for the entrance
examinations. And these are children! Why have
schools then if coaching centres are going to
make them zombies?

After school
A case worth looking at is the recently-introduced
Common University Entrance Test (CUET) for
entry into undergraduate and post-graduate
courses. Delhi University recently adopted the
CUET as the basis for undergraduate and
post-graduate entrance after having decided to
ignore the school-leaving board marks or the
undergraduate marks. Over the past two years, I
have had teachers complain to me about the poor
quality of students who join the undergraduate
and post-graduate courses, their inability to think
properly, their inattention to basic concepts and,
sadly, their disregard for social proprieties.
Numerous coaching centres have sprung up in
the vicinity of the University and in the rural
areas, trying to outdo each other in assuring a
student the promise of entry into undergraduate
or post-graduate courses.

I know of several parents, including those of
�rst-generation learners, who have been taken in
by these advertisements, often taking loans they
can ill-a�ord in the hope of securing a seat for the
undergraduate or post-graduate programme.
Such a move has not been e�ective and the two
years of depending solely on CUET scores tell a
sad story. This is only a sample case. The National
Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test (NEET), Joint
Entrance Examinations ( JEE) are more severe
cases. In the end the casualties are our children.
The future of India. The future of the world.

Students spend a good 12 years in school.
Rather than throw the baby out with the
bathwater, government schools should be
strengthened by recruiting good teachers and

having better infrastructure. Private schools can
take care of these requirements. The National
Education Policy’s focus on schools is a good
thing, but school education should be made to
matter. State, CBSE and other boards should be
brought on a par instead of negating the 12 years
of e�ort put in by students through an
examination like the CUET. If necessary, a
common entrance exam can also be considered,
but only if required.

Focus on the personal interview
Entrance examinations should encourage the
personal interview component where students
are encouraged to talk about things that they are
good at. The academic scores that they work on
for 12 years should not be negated or nulli�ed
with a CUET or a JEE taking sole precedence. The
Class 12 board examination should be granted
su�cient weightage as also every student’s
personal talents and abilities through a personal
interview. The JEE or CUET or NEET can be an
addition, but only an addition. The personal
interview is the crucial element where such a
meeting o�ers the student an opportunity to
express herself/himself to an interview panel
which respects each candidate. St. Stephen’s
College has had a personal interview for over 70
years now and has proven results to show that
such a method of examination and entry to
college has averted desperate/tragic measures.
We have even had students who smile at the end
of a personal interview declaring that they are
happy to have attended the interview, and are
more aware of their abilities, knowing fully well
that they will not make it to college. If it can
happen here, why cannot it happen all over
India?

The personal interview is not easy. It is
time-consuming. It calls for attention and
sensitivity from the members on the interview
panel. The personal interview o�ers every
student the ability to understand that s/he has a
worth beyond just marks. The personal interview
as a part of entrance examinations can help our
young people from perishing.

Let us all, teachers, parents, policymakers and
parliamentarians, beginning with those from
Kota, help our young people with a vision which
tells the future of our country and young people
across the world that they matter the most…
otherwise, our young people will continue to
perish.

Young people fade away when there is no vision 

John Varghese

is Principal, 
St. Stephen’s College,
New Delhi

Entrance
examinations
need to be
revamped,
helping every
student
understand that
she/he has a
worth beyond
just marks

T
he National Human Rights Commission of
India (NHRC) was formally informed late
last week that the deferral of its status

would continue for a year more. The deferral was
put in place by the sub-committee on
accreditation (SCA) of the Global Alliance of
National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI) for
a year, in 2023. While the SCA did not agree with
the plea of some leading international
non-governmental organisations, to put the
NHRC in category ‘B’, it also rejected India’s
request to lift the deferral.

The NHRC chairperson, a former Justice of the
Supreme Court of India, Justice Arun Mishra, and
the government may have been unhappy with the
continuing deferral but are sure to be relieved
that they have avoided the ignominy of a
downgrade. The NHRC, directly and, the
government, from behind the scenes, had
lobbied hard for the deferral to be removed and
the cloud over India’s ‘A’ status goes away. Justice
Mishra retires in early June and, if the new
government to be formed in June after the
general election 2024 does not reappoint him, he
will be the �rst NHRC chairman to leave the
organisation with the sword of Damocles hanging
over its head. This would only strengthen the
initial doubts raised about his appointment.

The NHRC brochure
A peep into Justice Mishra’s approach to human
rights is available from a brochure published by
the NHRC, titled ‘Human Rights 75’. The
document was put out as part of the celebrations
of ‘Azadi ka Amrit Mahotsav’. In its introduction
the document sought to establish that “India’s
earliest civilisations… laid the fundamental
edi�ce for some basic human rights principles”.
To substantiate this point it referred to ancient
texts such as the Vedas and the Upanishads. It
rightly asserted that they promoted the
exploration of spiritual truths. Thereafter, the

publication went on to state, “The concept of
justice and fairness is also central to ancient
Indian literature. The Manusmriti, while
re�ecting the social norms of its time, also
outlines principles of justice, including
punishment proportionate to the crime”.

For crores of historically disadvantaged
Indians, the Manusmriti is the fountainhead of
the evil of discrimination and violence they have
su�ered. Its mention in a NHRC document,
despite the routine caveat attached to the
reference, will be outrageous to them and to
those who are pledged to uphold the Indian
Constitution. Was the Manusmriti’s mention an
oversight or does it re�ect the considered views
of Justice Mishra? Even at this stage a clari�cation
would be useful. He would certainly know that
the foundational values of the Indian Constitution
are in direct con�ict with the basic postulates of
the Manusmriti.

Drifting away from the Paris Principles?
Certainly, the GANHRI’s decision has not been
in�uenced by the reference to the Manusmriti but
because of the belief that India has not been
adhering to the Paris Principles. In early 2017, the
SCA had put the NHRC in the deferral category
but it was lifted after a review later that year.
Hence, India retained its ‘A’ status.

In a public note on that occasion, the NHRC
had stressed the importance of the ‘A’ status. It
stated, “‘A’ status accreditation also grants
participation in the work and participation of the
GANHRI, as well as the work of the Human Rights
Council and other UN mechanisms”. On the Paris
Principles the NHRC noted, “The United Nations’
Paris Principles provide the international
benchmarks against which the National Human
Rights Institutions (NHRIs) can be accredited”.
The Paris Principles were adopted by the UN in
1993. The NHRC stated that the Paris Principles
set out “six main criterions that NHRIs are

expected to meet. These are: Mandate and
competence, Autonomy from Government,
Independence guaranteed by a Statute or
Constitution, Pluralism, Adequate Resources; and
adequate powers of investigations. The GANHRI
found the NHRC, India compatible with these
criterion” and so gave it ‘A’ status. That was then.
But now, the GANHRI’s doubts continue,
obviously.

This is a peer-reviewed evaluation
The GANHRI evaluation process is a
peer-reviewed one and hence cannot be
dismissed as the government has done, since
2019, any criticism of the human rights situation
in India. Indeed, External A�airs Minister S.
Jaishankar has been especially sensitive to
charges of the Narendra Modi government falling
short in observing civil liberties and fundamental
freedoms. He has, in response to criticism of
India on these issues, pointed to the de�ciencies
in the West on these fronts. He has been
acclaimed in India for doing so. Much of the
criticism of the West for weaponising human
rights is valid but the diplomacy of criticising the
West and those who lecture India need not have
been abrasive. Firmness does not need the use of
the bludgeon of harsh language but the rapier of
logic and reason. It also requires the acceptance
that India, like all other countries, is not perfect.
But such approaches are considered timid in
these muscular times.

It is not clear if the Jaishankar muscular
approach was adopted by the NHRC in dealing
with the SCA. If it was, it has obviously not
succeeded. The continuing deferral proves this.
But there is a more substantial issue involved.
This is the attitude of the government towards the
NHRC. Doubts arise because of the nature of the
appointments to it and also because of the
continuing vacancies in the body. Finally, the
NHRC itself has a lot to introspect about.

Candid notes on the NHRC’s status deferral 

Vivek Katju

is a retired Indian
Foreign Service o�icer

Much of the
criticism of the
West for
weaponising
human rights is
valid, but the
continuing
deferral of the
NHRC’s status
must lead to
hard questions
in India

‘Checking’ by candidate
The act by the BJP
candidate for Hyderabad,
Madhavi Latha Kompella, of
checking the voter identity
cards of some burqa-clad
Muslim women voters, by
asking them to lift their face
veils, is provocative (Inside
pages, May 14). If nominees
notice any discrepancy in
polling stations, they should
always check with the
presiding o�icer or even
approach the State Election
Commission. I wonder if Ms.
Kompella’s actions result
from the Prime Minister’s
words; he seems to have set
a precedent of conducting
an informal roadshow after
casting his vote. Members
of his party seem to have

the common man. It is
aiding and abetting the sale
of tickets in the black
market. The designated
portals on which the IPL
tickets are sold show more
than a lakh of people in
queue at the appointed
hour of sale. This indicates
that syndicates are
operating on these portals.
Another pertinent question
relates to the policy for
ticket sales to senior
citizens and people with
disabilities. There needs to
be transparency.

Ramesh Daga,
Chennai

Terrace. As a senior citizen
— I am 84 — I had to
undergo much stress (the
sharp sun, the deafening
noise and access to the
restroom) right through the
match. I learnt that for
tickets for the stands, the
published price was ₹1,500.
The black market rate is
₹10,000. The IPL and TNCA
must realise that the ticket
sale policy and sale of
air-conditioned box access
to corporates is a�ecting

Regrettably, this is not being
done by the IPL and TNCA
in Chennai. This denies the
ordinary citizen a chance to
buy tickets for seats in the
air-conditioned boxes. As an
alternative, people have no
choice but to buy tickets
from agents who sell them
at exorbitant prices.
On May 12, I was able to get
an MCC member to buy two
tickets for me from the MCC
Club. I had to watch the IPL
match from the MCC

Nations to quell the war?
Mani Nataraajan,

Chennai

IPL, restrictive practices
I write this letter as Past
Chairman, CII Southern
Region. This year, the sale
of tickets for the IPL
matches at Chepauk,
Chennai, is through two
assigned online portals.
There is no box o�ice sale of
tickets. Also, all
air-conditioned boxes are
assigned to organisations
such as the TNCA, MCC,
BCCI, CSK. In countries such
as the U.K., Australia and
South Africa, the cricket
boards (such as the ECB)
authorise companies to sell
hospitality packages.

gone to the next level. What
kind of signal is Ms.
Kompella sending out? And
from a party that claims
that winning a third term in
o�ice is a given!
N. Nagarajan,

Chennai

The other war that rages
Not a word is being said
about Russia’s mounting
aggression towards Ukraine.
As a senior citizen, I am
unable to understand why
nations that matter in the
world order are silent.
Instead, the focus seems to
be more on the Gaza-Israel
war. Peace-loving citizens
across the world are
distressed. What are the
present plans of the United

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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STATE OF PLAY

T
he Andhra Pradesh
Land Titling Act (APL-
TA), 2023, became a

political �ashpoint towards
the end of the campaign to the
Lok Sabha elections in the
State, and provided much-
needed ammunition to the
Opposition parties to attack
the ruling YSR Congress Party
(YSRCP) government.

The APLTA has its origins in
the land reforms initiated by
the Central government. In
2020, the NITI Aayog recom-
mended the implementation
of a Land Tilting Act in all the
States and followed this up
with a model Bill on Conclu-
sive Land Titling. A conclusive
land titling system is one in
which the State governments
provide a guarantee on land
titles and where the claimant
settles disputes, if any, with
the government and not the
titleholder. In 2022, Andhra
Pradesh passed the APLTA.
The Act aims to maintain land
records, provide a database
according to the latest govern-
ment surveys, and ensure
more e�cient dispute resolu-
tion mechanisms. Andhra Pra-
desh has been conducting a
land survey in 17,000 revenue
villages to implement the Act.

There have been apprehen-
sions about the law and oppo-
sition to it. In a batch of writ
petitions �led by the All India
Lawyers’ Union State branch
and the Kurnool District Bar
Association, among others, in
the Andhra Pradesh High
Court, the petitioners said that
the Act excludes the applica-
tion of the Code of Civil Proce-
dure. This means that civil
courts will not be able to hear
appeals against provisions of
the legislation. While dispos-

ing of the petitions, the High
Court declined to stay the Act.
However, it also said that the
civil courts should continue to
hear pending cases and enter-
tain fresh suits pertaining to
immovable properties till the
matter is adjudicated.

Notwithstanding the court
order, Opposition parties be-
gan to repeatedly criticise the
government over the Act.
While tearing copies of the Act
during public meetings, Telu-
gu Desam Party (TDP) nation-
al president N. Chandrababu
Naidu called the law a “Land
Grabbing Act” and accused
the Jagan Mohan Reddy go-
vernment of tweaking it to suit
the interests of the land ma�a.
He promised to repeal the Act
if the TDP-Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) alliance is voted to
power. Mr. Naidu’s constant
attacks led the State govern-
ment to have a case booked by
the Criminal Investigation De-
partment against Mr. Naidu,
his son Lokesh, and others for
allegedly spreading false-
hoods about the Act.

This sustained campaign
against the APLTA created dis-
trust among the people and
left them worried, especially
given the inconsistent state-
ments by leaders of the ruling
party and elected representa-
tives. The government tried to
fend o� the TDP’s allegations
by saying that while the Act
has been noti�ed, it has not
yet come into force since the
rules are yet to be framed. It
insisted that the TDP was rak-

ing up the law simply to
garner votes. Chief Minis-

ter Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy
maintained that the Act not
only facilitates the conferring
of clear and permanent titles
of land ownership, but also
comes with title insurance. Re-
venue Minister Dharmana Pra-
sada Rao asserted that the Act
complies with both the Su-
preme Court guidelines and
the rules laid down by the
Centre. He added that the go-
vernment had no intention of
implementing it arbitrarily.

Even as the government
was at pains to convince the
people that the APLTA will en-
sure transparency in land re-
gistrations and protect their
rights, posts on X by retired
IAS o�cers I.Y.R. Krishna Rao
and P.V. Ramesh added fuel to
the �re. Mr. Ramesh claimed
to be a victim of the APLTA
even before it became opera-
tive, prompting his critics to
label him a corrupt o�cer.
And Mr. Krishna Rao, citing a
newspaper advertisement
captioned ‘Your Land Will Not
Be Yours’ given by the TDP on
the APLTA, sought to know
how the BJP, which heads the
Central government that pro-
posed the Act and is an ally of
the TDP, could possibly take a
con�icting stand in the State.
These observations sparked
protests in some places.

It is clear that the Opposi-
tion indulged in fear monger-
ing to rake up sentiments as-
sociated with land ownership
in order to garner votes, given
that the Act is yet to become
functional and the rules have
not been framed yet. As these
accusations came at the tail
end of the campaign, the im-
pact of the controversy on
some voters, especially fence-
sitters, cannot be ruled out.
The Act is still on the drawing
table and may well cease to be
such an emotive issue after the
elections.

At loggerheads over a land law 
The Land Titling Act, which is still on the drawing table, became a poll issue 

V. Raghavendra
raghavendra.v@thehindu.co.in
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Tokyo, May 14: A number of Calcutta-based
trading �rms are doing thriving business in
export of human skeletons and internal organs
to foreign countries, including Japan, for use by
medical students. Japan alone imports about
200 skeletons every year.

News of export by India of this commodity
came to light with a report appearing recently in
Mainichi Shimbun which said import of
skeletons from abroad had been necessitated in
the last 15 or 20 years due to their shortage at
home.

A spokesman for the Hanehara Skeletons
Specimen Research Institute in Tokyo which has
been importing skeletons solely from a �rm of
Calcutta since 1955 said it imported skeletons
only from India. He would not reveal the import
cost per skeleton, but the Mainichi report
quoting educational ministry sources said one
human skeleton was sold by the importers to
medical institutions for the equivalent of about
Rs 5,000. No licence is required for import of
human skeletons in Japan, nor are any customs
duties levied. All skeletons come by air.

Processing and export of human skeletons
and preserved internal parts is stated to be a
regular business in Calcutta, with well-organised
factories which supply skeletons of all ages of
humans.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 15, 1974

Thriving business in
skeletons 

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

W
hile the most
common form of
tuberculosis (TB),
which is

pulmonary TB, infects the lungs,
some 20% of TB infections
develop in the lymph nodes,
brain, gut, eyes, or other organs.
Some of these organs have
immune privileges in the body.
This means that extra-pulmonary
infections can persist even after
the TB infection in the lungs is
resolved. Just as we have an
undercount of the people infected
with TB, the public health
challenge of extra-pulmonary TB
(EPTB) may be larger than our
current estimates.

The World Health Organization
(WHO) reports over 10 million new
cases of TB every year and India
alone accounts for 27% of the
global TB burden. However, the
burden of EPTB is hard to
estimate. EPTB is often stain
negative, which means it is not
detectable on regular TB stain
tests. The infection may surface in
any part of the body and present
itself like other non-TB conditions.
Many cases of EPTB may not have
a corresponding lung infection.
So, EPTB’s true prevalence in
society remains hidden.

As the burden of pulmonary TB
is greatest, it makes
epidemiological sense to focus our
e�orts on its elimination. The
lungs are the primary source of
infection spread and reducing this
burden will impact all forms of the
disease. However, given the scale
of TB, variants like EPTB end up
a�ecting a large number of
people. EPTB’s under diagnosis
results in irreparable damage to
the infected organs, leading to
vision loss or even blindness, for
example. It is therefore important
to address TB in all its complexity.

Knowledge gap
The twin challenges in tackling
EPTB are lack of awareness, even
among physicians, and lack of
accurate diagnostic and treatment
criteria. The mycobacterium that
causes TB was �rst isolated in the
eye just a year after Robert Koch

identi�ed the organism. Yet, many
who treat the disease (and some
who treat the eyes) are ignorant of
this association. This situation is
true with most of the other organs
that host a TB infection as well.
Even for those who are aware, it is
challenging to reach an accurate
diagnosis and put patients on the
right therapy for treatment.

As TB can be present in
multiple organs, the lack of formal
and functioning protocols to
exchange information between
doctors in multiple specialities
leads to silos of knowledge. In
2014, a group of experts from
di�erent health institutions across
the country, the WHO, and the
Cochrane Infectious Disease
Group came together to formulate
INDEX-TB, a set of guidelines for
EPTB management in India. The
group also released a set of clinical
practice points for 10 organs, but
good quality evidence was
available only for �ve of them.
This work has remained dormant.
More needs to be done to foster
and build a common approach to
EPTB management, especially in a
high TB burden country like India.

Armed with guidelines and
practice points, our hospital
systems need to generate better
data on EPTB. Our current source
of EPTB numbers are the TB
departments of large public
hospitals. However, specialist
departments for each organ are
the primary centres for EPTB
management. Their data practices
are diverse and do not become
part of our aggregate numbers for
EPTB prevalence. These
departments must capture patient
data and be ready to share it with
the National TB Control
Programme. Their action may
help reinvigorate Ni-kshay, the
national patient management
portal for TB control, which has
incomplete and missing data on
TB patients insofar as EPTB
patient data are concerned.

Research priority
Key aspects of EPTB, including the
mechanisms of infection spread
and the TB bacterium’s

interactions with our organs,
remain under-explored. A
troubling aspect of EPTB infection
is the prolonged presence of
disease markers even after the
infection is resolved with
treatment. Some EPTB patients
who complete anti-TB therapy
may still �nd themselves a�ected
by the disease. In the eye, for
example, an autoimmune
response to antigens triggered by
the original infection can lead to a
persistent intraocular
in�ammation even after
appropriate anti-TB therapy.
Similarly, there might be other
immunological mechanisms
lurking in other organs a�ected by
EPTB that may prolong the
disease, even after the bacteria
have been cleared from that
organ. This phenomenon causes a
lot of misery to persons with EPTB
and is an active area of research.

A concerted e�ort by di�erent
EPTB specialities, and advanced
immunological tools such as
single-cell RNA sequencing, might
be able to uncover the immune
mechanisms for the disease.
Unless we understand these
mechanisms, physicians will
continue to treat EPTB with long
duration anti-TB therapy
(sometimes for even two years or
more), assuming that the infection
is persisting in the organ. This not
only fails to resolve the disease,
but also exposes the patient to the
toxicity of anti-TB therapy.

Diagnosis and treatment
protocols for all organs a�ected by
EPTB do not exist. We will need
high-quality data through clinical
trials to formulate them. Similarly,
INDEX-TB guidelines were
formulated over a decade ago and
need to be updated with the latest
data and experience. They also
need to be multidisciplinary and
bene�t from inputs from a variety
of specialised areas of health care.

Nearly one in �ve TB patients
have EPTB. Most of them go
undiagnosed, and the few who are
diagnosed cannot bene�t from
care unless they visit a few
specialist health facilities. It is time
we bring EPTB out of the shadows.

The challenge of extra-pulmonary TB 

Tejah Balantrapu

is Associate Director,

Science, Health Data,

and Story-telling, LV

Prasad Eye Institute

The twin
challenges in
tackling EPTB
are lack of
awareness, even
among
physicians, and
lack of accurate
diagnostic and
treatment
criteria
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P
ublic spending on health
in India has historically re-
mained low. Recently, ma-

ny think tanks claimed that India,
which has always spent a little
more than 1% of its GDP on health-
care, is inching close to 2% under
the current regime. An increase in
public spending is welcome. But is
it correct to attribute it to the Un-
ion government?

First, public spending on health
in India continues to be abysmal
compared to many countries. Se-
cond, while public spending on
health has indeed increased,
much of the rise is due to the
States and not the Centre. In fact,
the Union Health Ministry has
been transferring a lower share of
its resources to States in recent
years. Moreover, the Centre has al-
so cut the budget for the National
Health Mission (NHM) in recent
years, while increasing dispropor-
tionately the spending on govern-
ment-funded health insurance
schemes (GFHIs). 

Chart 1 shows the per capita
public spending on health in India
compared to other countries in
2021. Bhutan’s spending on health
was 2.5 times more than India’s
while Sri Lanka’s was three times
more. Many BRICS nations (old
list) spent 14-15 times more than
India.

The increase in public spending
on health in recent years, particu-
larly during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, can be attributed to the States
and Union Territories (Chart 2).
The States have sustained the in-
crease post-COVID-19 as well. Gi-
ven the resource constraints they
face, this is commendable. In con-
trast, the Union government’s
spending on health as a percen-
tage of GDP, which increased mod-
erately during the pandemic, has
decreased post-pandemic. 

Furthermore, a signi�cant part
of the increase in health invest-

ment as a percentage of GDP dur-
ing the pandemic needs to be attri-
buted to the negative and low
growth of GDP, while absolute in-
crease in expenditure remained
modest, in real terms (Chart 3). 

More concerning is the decline
in the share of resources trans-
ferred to the States by the Union
Healthy Ministry. In FY14, three-
fourth (75.9%) of the Union spend-
ing on health was transferred to
the States (Figure 4). Within the
�rst three years of the National De-
mocratic Alliance government, the
share came down to little more
than half (53.4%) and declined
consistently to reach a new low of
43% in FY24 (Budget Estimates).
The trend re�ects increased cen-
tralisation of �nancial resources
on health, a subject which largely
falls within the domain of States. 

Launched in 2005, the NHM
was a crucial intervention by the
Union government. But expendi-
ture on the scheme has mostly re-
mained stagnant or has come
down in the last seven years
(Chart 5). Between FY14 and FY19,
the spending on NHM grew at 7.4%
on average, largely due to a sud-
den jump in FY18. During the se-
cond tenure of the NDA govern-
ment, spending on NHM declined
in real terms at 5.5% on average. 

The Modi government’s empha-
sis on Ayushman Bharat Pradhan
Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (PMJAY)
is visible in its spending patterns. A
look at the expenditure on various
GFHIs such as PMJAY shows a stea-
dy increase in expenditure. Bet-
ween FY15 and FY20, expenditure
in real terms nearly doubled,
growing at an average of 18% per
annum. Even though the Centre
draws a lot of mileage from these
schemes, a bigger share of the
spending is incurred by the States. 

The COVID-19 pandemic had
shown the cracks in India’s health
system and highlighted the need
for increased public investment in
healthcare. While the States have
risen up to the challenge, despite
�nancial constraints, the Union go-
vernment has done little. 

Rise in public health spending due to States, not Centre
The Centre’s spending on health has decreased post-pandemic while States have continued to spend more

Indranil 

DATA POINT

London, May 14: King George, Queen Mary and
the Romanian King and Queen today paid a
private visit to Wembley in glorious weather.
They were very heartily welcomed by thousands
of visitors. They visited the Indian pavilion
where they were met by the High Commissioner
Sir Dadiba Dalal. Lady Dalal invested the Kings
and Queens with garlands of �owers which they
wore round their necks during the whole of the
time they were in the Indian section. Punjabi
and Baluchi bands played in the courtyard.
Their Majesties were very much interested and
praised the exhibits and congratulated Sir
Dadiba Dalal. Subsequently they visited the
Burma, Ceylon, Hongkong, and other sections
before lunching in the Royal apartments. 

The two Queens made various purchases at
the stalls in the Indian section. The King chatted
with Major Watts, commanding Punjab and
Baluchi bands.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 15, 1924

Visit to Wembley 
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Internal displacement
in India due to natural
disasters

5.28
in lakh. India

experienced over half

a million internal

displacements due to floods, storms,

earthquakes, and other disasters in 2023, a

sharp dip from around 2.5 million

displacements in 2022. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The Palestinians
displaced from Rafah
in Gaza

4.5
in lakh. Roughly 1.3 million

people were sheltering in

Rafah before Israel began

pushing into the city, which Israel says is

the last Hamas stronghold. The UN also

said that another 1,00,000 people have

been displaced in northern Gaza. AP

Unemployment in
South Africa ahead of
elections

32.9
In percentage. The

number of

unemployed persons

increased by 3,30,000 to 8.2 million. High

unemployment is a key political issue

before the national and provincial

elections on May 29. AFP

The fall in the net
pro�t of Bharti Airtel
in the fourth quarter

31
In percentage. Bharti Airtel

reported a consolidated profit of

₹2,072 crore for the March

quarter. The company had registered a

profit of ₹3,005.6 crore in the year-ago

period. For the year ended March 31, 2024,

Bharti Airtel’s profit dropped 10.5%. PTI

The economic gain
estimated from the
Paris Olympics

6-11
in billion euros.

According to a study by

the Center for Law and

Economics of Sport (CDES), the economic

gain for the Paris region ranges from 6.7

billion euros to 11.1 billion. AFP
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The story so far:

O
n May 10, a special CBI Court
in Pune sentenced Sachin
Prakashrao Andure and
Sharad Bhausaheb Kalaskar to

life imprisonment for the murder of
rationalist Narendra Achyut Dabholkar. It,
however, acquitted three other accused in
the case — alleged mastermind
Virendrasinh Sharadchandra Tawde,
lawyer Sanjeev Punalekar and his
assistant Vinay Bhave — due to the failure
of both the Maharashtra police and the
CBI to procure su�cient evidence. The
two convicts hail from Chhatrapati
Sambhaji Nagar (then called Aurangabad
district) in Maharashtra. Andure worked
as an accountant in a private shop and
Kalaskar was a farmer.

Who was Narendra Dabholkar? 
Dabholkar was a physician, activist,
rationalist and author based in
Maharashtra. He founded the Committee
for the Eradication of Blind Faith
(Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan
Samiti, or MANS) after leaving his
decade-long medical practice. He was also
the editor of the weekly Marathi magazine
Sadhana which championed liberal
thought and scienti�c temperament. As a
prominent crusader against religious
superstitions, he was highly critical of
godmen who promised “miracle cures” to
ailments. He also spent many years
advocating for a law to ban fraudulent
superstitious practices and played a
crucial role in drafting the
Andhashraddha Nirmulan Bill, 2005
(Anti-Superstition Bill) which was pending
before the Maharashtra legislature at the
time of his death. However, the law was
opposed by various organisations and
political parties for being “anti-Hindu”. It
was �nally passed as an ordinance on
August 24, 2013 — days after Dabholkar’s
death. In December 2013, the State
passed the Maharashtra Prevention and
Eradication of Human Sacri�ce and other
Inhuman, Evil and Aghori Practices and
Black Magic Act, 2013.

Dabholkar was shot dead on August
20, 2013, by two motorcycle-borne
assailants on the Omkareshwar bridge
near Pune’s Shanivar Peth area when he
was out on a morning walk.

How did the investigation progress?
Over the last 10 years, various
investigating agencies have handled the
case starting from the Pune police to the
Maharashtra Anti Terrorism Squad (ATS).
In 2014, the CBI took over the case
following a Bombay High Court direction. 

In Friday’s ruling, Andure and Kalaskar
were convicted under Sections 302
(murder) and 34 (common intention) of
the Indian Penal Code, 1860 (IPC), along
with charges under the Indian Arms Act,
1959. However, the rest of the three
accused were acquitted of charges under
the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act,
1967 (UAPA) and Section 120B of the IPC
(criminal conspiracy). During the
proceedings, the prosecution examined
20 witnesses which included various
close associates of the Sanatan Sanstha,
an extreme far-right Hindu organisation,
which had expressed strong opposition to
the 2005 Anti-Superstition Bill
spearheaded by Dabholkar. The Court
identi�ed this enmity as the primary
motive for the murder. Other witnesses
included Dabholkar’s son Hamid and
activists from the Maharashtra
Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti.

The �rst accused in the case, ENT
surgeon Virendrasinh Tawde, was
arrested in June 2016 after the CBI
claimed that he was a coordinator for
Sanatan Sanstha in Kolhapur and had
personal di�erences with Dabholkar.
Before his arrest in this case, Tawde was
arrested by the Maharashtra police for the
murder of communist leader Govind
Pansare. In its chargesheets, the central
agency alleged that he was the
“mastermind” of the conspiracy to
commit the murder. 

The two convicted assailants, Andure
and Kalaskar, were arrested only in 2018
when their role in the murder of Gauri
Lankesh came up. The duo was
apprehended by the ATS with the help of
Karnataka Police’s Special Investigation
Team (SIT). They were subsequently
named in a supplementary chargesheet
�led in February 2019. Eventually, in May
2019, Mumbai-based lawyer Sanjeev
Punalekar was arrested along with his
close aide Vikram Bhave who was earlier
convicted for his role in the 2008 Gadkari
Rangayatan Theatre bomb blast in Thane.
All the accused were allegedly linked to
the Sanatan Sanstha. 

According to the CBI, Bhave allegedly
participated in a recce along with Andure
and Kalaskar about 15 days before the
murder. In its chargesheet, the agency
claimed that Punalekar had advised
Kalaskar to destroy the �rearms used in
multiple murders — including that of
Dabholkar and Gauri Lankesh. On
Punalekar’s instructions, Kalaskar had
allegedly thrown four country-made
pistols into a creek near Thane. However,
the agency later told the trial Court that
e�orts to recover the murder weapon had
been unsuccessful. On September 15,
2021, charges were framed against the �ve
accused by the special CBI Court marking
the beginning of the trial. 

What did the verdict say?
In a detailed 171-page judgment, the Court
minced no words in asserting that the
investigating agencies had failed to nab

the “mastermind” of the crime. “The
murder is committed with very
well-prepared plan, which is executed by
accused Nos. 2 (Andure) and 3 (Kalaskar).
Considering the economic and social
status of the accused Nos. 2 and 3, they
are not the masterminds of the crime.
The main mastermind behind the crime is
someone else. Pune police as well as CBI
has failed to unearth those master minds.
They have to introspect whether it is their
failure or deliberate inaction on their part
due to in�uence by any person in
powers”, it underscored. 

The Court also criticised the State
authorities for procedural lapses in
obtaining appropriate sanction orders for
the prosecution of the acquitted accused
under the UAPA. The Rules prescribed for
the law mandate that the competent
authority must submit its
recommendation for sanction to the
Central or State Government within seven
working days of receiving evidence
gathered by the investigating o�cer.
However, during the proceedings, it was
revealed that Shirish Nagorao Mohod,
then Deputy Secretary and Sanjay Kumar
Shyamkishor Prasad, then Additional
Chief Secretary of the Mumbai Home
Department had failed to process the
sanction orders on time. 

“Present case is very serious and is of
national importance. Not only, Dr.
Narendra Dabholkar is assassinated but
an attempt is made to �nish his ideology”,
judge Jadhav grimly noted. He also
implicated Sanatan Sanstha and its
a�liates—Hindu Janjagruti Samiti, Warkari
Sampraday, and others for “nurturing
bitter enmity against” the rationalist. 

Notably, the Court expressed serious
reservations over the conduct of defence
counsels during the proceedings. It
pointed out how attempts were made to
imply that Dabholkar was “hated”
because he had “insulted Hindu gods”.
Calling this approach “very strange and is
condemnable”, the Court further
highlighted, “The chargesheeted accused
and defence counsels have not merely

attempted to raise the defence. From
unnecessary and irrelevant lengthy
cross-examination of the prosecution
witnesses and even in �nal argument, an
attempt is made to tarnish image of the
deceased. At the same time, the approach
of the defence was to justify the killing of
the deceased Dr. Narendra Dabholkar, by
labelling him as anti-Hindu.” 

After perusing the testimonies of
eyewitnesses, the Court concluded that
Andure and Kalaskar had indeed shot
Dabholkar dead.

What happens next?
Reacting to the verdict, Dabholkar’s kin
said that the conviction of Andure and
Kalaskar had rea�rmed their faith in the
judiciary but they intended to appeal
against the acquittals of the other �ve
accused. 

Speaking to The Hindu, Dabholkar’s
son and daughter, Hamid Dabholkar and
Mukta Dabholkar said, “We are satis�ed
that the two accused have been convicted
and sentenced to life, but the
masterminds also need to be punished.
We are determined to pursue justice and
take the case to the Supreme Court. The
chargesheets, including those related to
the murders of Govind Pansare, M.M.
Kalburgi, and Gauri Lankesh reveal
alarming connections, indicating a
broader conspiracy spanning multiple
cases. All the cases have a common
thread, which is what investigation
agencies have been saying. Until the
conspirator in all these cases is
apprehended, the safety of all rationalists
remains in jeopardy.”

Highlighting that “Tawde and his aides
have been acquitted”, Maharashtra
Pradesh Congress Committee president
Nana Patole too demanded that the
masterminds be brought to justice.
Meanwhile, Maharashtra Deputy Chief
Minister Devendra Fadnavis on Saturday
said that the State government would take
cognisance of the Court’s observations
and decide if an appeal should be �led
against the acquittals. 

The Dabholkar murder case verdict
Why was Narendra Dabholkar targeted by an extreme right-wing Hindu organisation? Why did the Court remark that investigating agencies had failed to nab the

‘mastermind’ of the crime? Why were three of the �ve accused acquitted by the special CBI Court?

Justice served: Agitations by the Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Samiti to bring the culprits of Dabholkar’s murder to book in Thane in 2018. VIBHAV BIRWATKAR

Aaratrika Bhaumik

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

On May 10, a special CBI Court
in Pune sentenced Sachin
Prakashrao Andure and Sharad
Bhausaheb Kalaskar to life
imprisonment for the murder
of rationalist Narendra Achyut
Dabholkar.

�

Dabholkar was a physician,
activist, rationalist and author
based in Maharashtra. He
founded the Committee for the
Eradication of Blind Faith
(Maharashtra Andhashraddha
Nirmoolan Samiti, or MANS)
after leaving his decade-long
medical practice. As a
prominent crusader against
religious superstitions, he was
highly critical of godmen who
promised “miracle cures” to
ailments.

�

Reacting to the verdict,
Dabholkar’s kin said that the
conviction of Andure and
Kalaskar had rea�irmed their
faith in the judiciary but they
intended to appeal against the
acquittals of the other five
accused.
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T
he advancement of Arti�cial
Intelligence (AI) technologies
has posed both unprecedented
opportunities and complex

challenges for societies worldwide. As AI
applications continue to proliferate across
industries such as healthcare,
transportation, �nance, and more,
concerns have emerged regarding ethical
implications, data privacy, and potential
risks associated with their deployment. In
response, many governments and
regulatory bodies have turned to
innovative approaches such as “AI
regulatory sandboxes” to strike a balance
between fostering AI innovation and
ensuring responsible development.

To regulate but not restrict
Regulatory sandboxes have become a
signi�cant instrument in various
countries, used to evaluate innovations
within a de�ned and monitored time
frame while being subject to regulatory
oversight and controlled constraints. This
approach serves as a valuable tool for
policymakers, furnishing them with
empirical evidence regarding the
advantages and potential risks associated
with emerging technologies. Moreover, an
evidence-based approach empowers
policymakers to adopt a well-informed
stance in crafting legal and policy
responses that foster bene�cial
innovation. For businesses engaged in
these sandboxes, insights gleaned from a
study on ‘�ntech regulatory sandboxes’
indicate that this controlled environment
enhances access to funding by mitigating
information imbalances and reducing
regulatory costs. Such multifaceted utility
positions regulatory sandboxes as a
catalyst for fostering innovation,
supporting economic growth, and
ensuring responsible governance in a
rapidly evolving landscape of emerging
technologies.

While the inception of the �rst formal
regulatory sandbox is often attributed to
the Financial Conduct Authority in the
U.K., numerous other nations have
subsequently introduced or announced
similar initiatives to assess innovations
spanning various industries. According to
data from the World Bank, as of
November 2020, there were
approximately 73 regulatory sandboxes,
both announced and operational, within
the �nancial sector across 57
jurisdictions. In India, all �nancial sector
regulators, including the Reserve Bank of
India, Securities and Exchange Board of
India, Insurance Regulatory and
Development Authority of India, Pension
Fund Regulatory and Development
Authority, and International Financial
Services Centre Authority, have launched
their respective regulatory sandboxes.
Expanding beyond �nance, Karnataka has
enacted the Karnataka Innovation
Authority Act, 2020, establishing an
Innovation Authority dedicated to
promoting and regulating innovative
technologies through a regulatory
sandbox model. Notably, the recently
passed Telecommunications Act 2023
proposed a regulatory sandbox where the
central Government has the authority to
establish one or more regulatory
sandboxes, as prescribed, to promote and
facilitate innovation and technological
development in the �eld of
telecommunications, specifying the
manner and duration for their
implementation.

The bene�ts of regulatory sandboxes
In the discourse surrounding AI
regulation, the concept of regulatory
sandboxes emerges as a compelling
avenue for exploration. When one
considers the necessity of stringent,
detailed regulation or favouring adaptable
strategies like soft or self-regulation, the
introduction of a regulatory sandbox
remains a viable option. Firstly, such a

sandbox provides a controlled
environment for experimentation,
o�ering invaluable insights into AI
technologies capabilities and limitations
while fostering collaboration between
innovators and regulators. Additionally, it
promotes transparency and
accountability by requiring participants to
disclose information about their AI
models, addressing concerns about
opacity and enabling tailored regulations.
Furthermore, by mandating risk
assessments and safeguards, the sandbox
encourages responsible innovation,
mitigating potential societal impacts of AI
applications and nurturing a culture of
ethical development within the industry.

Article 53 of the European Union’s AI
Act, has the provision of a regulatory
sandbox to test technology before making
it mainstream. Additionally, Spain
became the �rst European country to
have established the statute of the
Spanish Agency for the Supervision of
Arti�cial Intelligence (AESIA), ahead of
the European regulation on arti�cial
intelligence. This regulation will mandate
member states to designate a ‘national
supervisory authority’ responsible for
overseeing the implementation of
regulations related to AI.

Globally, there is a competitive race to
regulate and harness AI’s vast potential.
The EU has come up with an AI Act, the
U.S. has released a white paper on the AI
Bill of Rights, and the U.K. has a national
AI Strategy. China is trying to regulate
various aspects of AI like generative AI
while Singapore is following an
innovation-friendly approach. 

India’s approach to AI
In India, NITI Ayog released a discussion
paper outlining a national strategy for AI,
which led to the establishment of the
national AI Portal. The Ministry of
Electronics and Information Technology
(MeitY), released a report on AI
Innovation 2023 highlighting India’s AI

vision through seven working groups. The
latest proposal of the Digital India Act,
2023 also talks about regulating AI by
creating a separate set of laws and
regulations.

India’s interest in regulating AI is
grounded in a multifaceted approach
encompassing economic ambitions,
ethical considerations, job creation,
industrial transformation, and overall
societal welfare. As a global technology
hub, the chair of the Global Partnership
on Arti�cial Intelligence and the Delhi
Declaration, India aspires to foster
innovation in alignment with its cultural
and ethical values. A comprehensive
regulatory sandbox can be envisioned to
guide businesses, researchers, and
policymakers, steering AI development
towards sustainable growth.

A regulatory sandbox should not be
viewed as an approach to directly govern
AI, but rather as a progressive step
preceding formal legislation. It serves as a
preparatory measure tailored to India’s
speci�c circumstances, paving the way for
future regulatory actions aligned with the
country’s needs and developments in the
AI landscape. By providing a controlled
environment for testing innovative AI
applications, a regulatory sandbox
enables stakeholders to assess risks,
re�ne regulatory frameworks, and foster
collaboration between regulators,
industry players, and other stakeholders.
This collaborative approach not only
promotes responsible AI deployment but
also positions India at the forefront of
shaping e�ective and adaptive regulatory
frameworks for emerging technologies.
Given the distinct Indian context, it
becomes pivotal to determine which
approach is most viable and e�cient in
striking a balance between fostering AI
innovation and ensuring ethical,
transparent, and accountable AI
implementations.

Sanhita Chauriha is a Data Privacy and
Technology Lawyer.

On the importance of regulatory
sandboxes in arti�cial intelligence 
Regulatory sandboxes have become a signi�cant instrument in various countries, used to evaluate innovations within a de�ned and monitored time

frame while being subject to regulatory oversight and controlled constraints
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QUESTION 1

What was the name

initially decided for the

character, which was later

changed to Mickey Mouse?

X

QUESTION 2

Even though Mickey first

appeared in ‘Plane Crazy’

and ‘The Gallopin’ Gaucho’,

they were not picked for

public distribution. He

made his public debut in

which film?

X

QUESTION 3

After a composer initially

provided the voice for

Mickey, who took over

later in the job in which

he appeared to take great

personal pride?

X

QUESTION 4

Which important figure

has been identified by

Disney as a source of

inspiration for the Mickey

character?

X

QUESTION 5

What is termed as

Mickey’s signature closing

line?

X

QUESTION 6

Which American

President jokingly

referred to Mickey as “a

world leader who has

bigger ears than me”?

Questions and Answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. The unique aspect about

Imtiaz Jaleel’s victory in Aurangabad in the 2019

Lok Sabha elections. Ans: He is the only AIMIM

candidate to win outside Hyderabad

2. The claim to fame (or notoriety) of Akshay

Kanti Bam of Indore. Ans: He was the

Congress candidate who withdrew before

the elections were held in Indore

3. The crime thriller written by Neeraj Pandey,

based on the gang led by Ashok Mahto, on

Netflix. Ans: Khakee: the Bihar chapter

4. Name the constituency from Andhra Pradesh

where former prime minister Narasimha Rao

won a bypoll with a record margin. Ans:

Nandyal

5. This former Indian cricketer is contesting the

elections from Baharampur in West Bengal. Ans:

Yusuf Pathan from the Trinamool Congress

Visual: Identify this prominent leader. Ans:

Kanshi Ram

Early Bird: Sadhan Kumar Panda

THE DAILY QUIZ

Walt Disney’s Mickey Mouse made his debut on May 15, 1928. Here is a quiz
on one of the most famous cartoon characters in the history of animation

X

Visual question:

We can see a ‘Vote for Mickey’ badge in the image. How is this relevant to the U.S.

presidential elections?

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Sindhu Nagaraj

“Memento (Rm. Muthiah)”
“‘Memento’ means ‘an object kept as a

reminder or a souvenir of a person or an
event.’ 

He was given a painting as a memento
of his visit to the school. 

The �rst ‘e’ in the word is pronounced
‘i’ as in ‘�t,’ the second ‘e’ like the ‘e’ in
‘met’ and ‘o’ like the ‘oe’ in ‘toe,’ ‘woe’.
The stress is on the second syllable.”

“Reminder”
“ ‘Reminder’ is from ‘remind’. A

reminder is something that reminds you
of a person or a thing. There is another
word ‘remainder.’ ‘Remainder’ means
‘remaining people, things; the rest’. It also
means (a) ‘the quantity left after
subtraction or division’ (b) ‘the number of
copies of a book left unsold after demand
has almost ceased’. ‘Reminder’ is from
‘remind’ and ‘remainder’ is from
‘remain’. The ‘i’ in ‘remind’ is
pronounced like the ‘i’ in ‘�nd’ and the
‘ai’ in ‘remainder’ like the ‘ai’ in ‘stain’.”

“Reticent, reserved (S. Charulata)”
“A person is reticent when he/she is

disinclined to discuss all that he/she
knows about a particular thing. 

He is reticent about his private a�airs. 
One who is reticent is hesitant,

reluctant to talk about a particular
subject, especially personal a�airs. A
person who is reserved is also reticent but
about everything. He/she is formal, may
even be stand-o�sh, and is not sociable.
One who is reticent is reticent in certain
circumstances; one who is reserved is
reserved in all circumstances.

“et al. ( John Simon, Shillong)”
“This is an abbreviation of the Latin et

al (masculine), et alias (feminine). They
mean ‘and others’. ‘et al’ is generally used
in a footnote or bibliography. When you
refer to a book written by several authors,
you give one or two names and add ‘et al’. 

This book by Charles Morrison et al. is a
�ne one. 

‘et al’ is used of people and not things.
There should be a full stop after ‘al’. The
‘e’ in ‘et’ is pronounced like the ‘e’ in ‘set’
and the ‘a’ in ‘al’ like the ‘a’ in ‘sat.’ You
pronounce only the abbreviated form ‘et
al.’ ‘Etc.’ is an abbreviation of the Latin
‘etcetera.’ You pronounce the full form
‘etcetera.’ The ‘e’ in ‘et’ is pronounced like
the ‘e’ in ‘set’, the �rst ‘e’ in ‘cetera’ also
like the ‘e’ in ‘set,’ the �nal ‘a’ like the ‘a’
in ‘India’. The ‘c’ is pronounced ‘s’ as in
‘set’ and the ‘e’ after ‘t’ is silent. So the
word is pronounced ‘et setra.’ ‘etc.’ is used
of things and not people, it means ‘and
other things, especially of the same kind.’
‘etc.’ is not used in formal writing.

You should not use ‘and’ before ‘etc.’ or
‘et al.’ ‘et’ itself means ‘and.’ 

Fiction, biography, poetry, etc. 
There should be a comma before etc.

and a full stop after it. If only one item has
been listed, there is no need for a comma. 

He has visited Varanasi etc. 
You should not use ‘etc.’ at the end of a

list that begins with ‘for example,’ ‘such
as.’ In this sentence, ‘etc.’ is incorrectly
used: ‘It is not good to eat too often things
such as chocolate, ice-cream, etc.

Published in The Hindu on December
12, 1991.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian
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A
bout a week back, the Supreme Court
dismissed a petition filed by traders’ and
manufacturers’ bodies against Section 43B

(h) of the Income Tax Act; it asked them to direct
their pleas to their respective high courts. This
Section, introduced in the FY24 Budget, says that if
dues to SMEs are not settled within 45 days (a limit
set under Section 15 of the Micro, Small and
Medium Enterprises Development Act, 2006), the
debtor concerned cannot claim a tax deduction in
that particular financial year. It is deductible only in
the year in which the dues are settled.

While this does not seem like a matter
for the apex court, the petitioners had
sought to raise a constitutional question
— on whether the conditions under
Section 43 negate commercial and
contractual freedoms. Be that as it may,
Section 43B (h) is no doubt meant to ease
the perennial working capital concerns of
MSMEs. But it runs the risk of harming
MSMEs’ business, as it does not take into
account the ground realities with respect
to supply chain flows and finance. The
45-day credit window seemed arbitrary
and unrealistic anyway, even when the
expense was deductible on an accrual
basis. To get around this, market actors
devised their own strategies. Cheques are
issued, recorded in the books and not
‘presented to the bank’ by mutual consent,
to get around the 45-day rule, clearly
showing that the market demands a credit
period that is perhaps closer to 180 days
(the time allowed to close a transaction
under GST to avail of input tax credit).
MSMEs play along, fearing loss of business
to others who o�er better credit terms. 

This is not to say that MSMEs should be
reconciled to the harsh logic of the credit
market. What they need is access to cheap
working capital. There are a few ways to
achieve this. First, those procuring and
supplying to reputed companies should be
able to avail finance at rates similar to their
top rated clients. Second, banks should be
asked to devise a system of financing raw
material suppliers to MSMEs such that
they don’t demand upfront payments.
Third, as the 2019 UK Sinha committee
report on MSMEs observes, banks should
move away from balance sheet-based
lending to leveraging the cash flows of a
unit, based on turnover and GST data.
This could open up credit access for
MSMEs whose cash flows are reliable,
even if their collateral is not adequate.
Fourth, the Trade Receivables electronic
Discounting System, or TreDS, should be
strengthened. 

In the absence of the first three steps,
the cost of discounting bills could rise
sharply for MSMEs. It should be
recognised that the supply chain financing
squeeze happens most in the middle of the
chain, as the large firms at the apex have
considerable leeway in scheduling orders
and paying for them. All this only tells us
that market-based solutions work where
legal diktats don’t. This is only too easily
forgotten. 

No small matter 
Unintended effects of Sec 43B (h) of the I-Tax Act 

WEDNESDAY - MAY 15, 2024

Health insurance
This refers to ‘Health for all’ (May
14). If more than half of health
spending in India is met by patients
and as many as two-thirds of our
population do not have insurance
cover, then it is indeed a sorry state
of a�airs. The example mentioned in
the editorial about Chhattisgarh is
not an isolated case. In other States
too private hospitals empanelled
under PMJAY take patients for a ride.
So the need of the hour is to increase
public spending in healthcare,
accompanied by increasing the
health insurance coverage to a wider
population. It should be
remembered that out-of-pocket
expenditure of patients and their
families should be bare minimum.
Else, it defeats the purpose of
providing health cover by the

government. It is the poor who need
comprehensive insurance coverage.
Bal Govind
Noida

Payments to MSMEs
This refers to ‘How to deal with
delayed payments to MSMEs’ (May
14). Rotation of funds and timely
realisation of receivables are key for
any business, and these have an
impact on several operating ratios.
Poor ratios would deprive the
business of the opportunity of
getting finance from lending
institutions.
It is shocking to note that per
Brickworks Ratings, more than ₹8.6
trillion is annually stuck in delayed
payments to be made to MSMEs by
760 large corporates. Addressing
this chronic issue must be given top

priority by the government.
Probably, a penalty clause needs to
be introduced for large business
entities having MSMEs as sundry
creditors in their books.
RV Baskaran
Chennai

Audit fraud
Apropos ‘Curbing audit frauds’ (May
14), the author has rightly stressed
on the need for quality audit. The
significance of audit reports cannot
be overstated in areas such as
investment, lending and
mergers/acquisitions. Hence the
need for veracity in accounting and
compliance with standard
acceptable practices. The auditor,
being the person relied on by various
stakeholders, discharges a vital duty
and the need for continuous vigil

should not be lost sight of.
Jose Abraham
Vaikom, Kerala

Improve credibility
If it is BF Borgers today, it was the
leading audit firm Arthur Anderson
earlier — touching the nadir of
infamy in its Enron accounts. That
scandal obliterated the firm and the
common investor lost his life’s
savings. Globally, policies and
oversight were subsequently sought
to be overhauled and yet we had our
own Satyam and later the IL&FS
scam, wherein the bankers and
investors were done in by both
auditors and the rating agencies who
falsely a�rmed the creditworthiness
of a fraudulent client. 
Self-regulation and oversight thereof
by apex professional institutions

have remained wanting. Time audit
practitioners elevated themselves as
guarantors of credibility.
R Narayanan
Navi Mumbai

Chabahar port
‘India signs bilateral contract on
Chabahar port with Iran’ (May 14)
was much-needed for India amid
geopolitical tensions in West Asia
and the Eastern European region.
Although Chabahar port was built by
India amid US sanctions on Iran and
Chinese interference, this move is a
message to the so-called super
powers who are themselves facing
an economic slowdown. This is also a
clear indication to Pakistan to mend
its relations with its neighbours. 
Rajiv Magal
Halekere Village, Karnataka

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

D
espite India’s significant 20
per cent share in global IT
exports, its share in other
crucial services sectors is
limited. This article

explores the lesser-known aspects of
India’s services exports, underscoring
the untapped potential outside the IT
industry.

Unlike goods that are shipped or
flown, services can be delivered in four
distinct ways, referred to as modes.
Mode I involves services being
transmitted from one country to another
through the internet or phone calls,
without requiring either the consumer
or provider to travel. Mode II occurs
when consumers or firms from one
country use a service located in another
country. In Mode III, a service provider
sets up a business in a foreign country to
o�er services locally. Lastly, Mode IV
covers situations where professionals
travel from their home country to
another country to provide their
services. An estimated 70 per cent of
Indian services exports are digitally
delivered over internet as Mode I
services.

Rise of India’s services trade: India’s
services exports have grown significantly
since 1991, when they were just $5
billion. This growth was initially sparked
by the recognition of Indian IT expertise
during the Y2K crisis, where thousands
of Indian engineers used COBOL to
address issues for global firms. Following
the advent of the Internet and
digitisation, India’s IT sector surged,
with exports reaching $52 billion in 2005
and $117 billion in 2010 — the first year
India’s services exports surpassed its
imports. By 2023, India became the 7th
largest global services exporter,
capturing a 4.4 per cent market share
with exports worth $344 billion against
imports of $247 billion.

Over 80 per cent of India’s IT services
are delivered digitally, which aligns well
with the global trend, where digitally
delivered services are the
fastest-growing category. These now
represent $4.25 trillion, or 60 per cent of
all services delivered through
cross-border supplies.

Sectorial performance: To assess the
performance of India’s services sector,
we need to compare India’s share in
global services trade by sector. The Table
provides these details. The software and
IT services sector (Category name:

‘Telecommunications, computer, and
information services’) contributes $150
billion, making up half of the country’s
total services exports. About 80 per cent
of these exports are delivered digitally via
the Internet. Fields like generative AI,
machine learning, big data, and the
Internet of Things expand opportunities
for Indian software exports.

The next significant category is ‘Other
Business Services’, which includes
business and management consultancy,
engineering services, and R&D, among
other technical services. This sector
contributes $80 billion, or about a
quarter of India’s services exports, and
holds a 4.2 per cent share in global
exports in this category. The growth in

this sector is mainly driven by the rise of
Global Capability Centres (GCCs) in
India.

India is home to about 1,500 GCCs,
primarily in major cities such as
Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Pune, Chennai,
Mumbai, Gurgaon, and NOIDA. Major
companies like Microsoft, Google, IBM,
GE, Walmart, JP Morgan, Goldman
Sachs, HSBC, Siemens, and Intel have
established GCCs in India, focusing on
IT, finance, R&D, and business process
management. GCCs are evidence of
India's growing share in high-skill
services exports. 

Low participation in the significant
revenue-earner sectors: This is the
crucial reason for India’s below potential
export performance in the services
sector. To explain this, we can divide the
world services exports into two
categories:

Category A includes Software ITeS
and other business services, where India
has a high 9 per cent global share. This
category accounts for 36 per cent of
global services exports and 73 per cent of
India’s services exports. 

Category B includes all other services
not covered in Category A. India’s global

share in these services is only 1.9 per
cent, even though they represent 64 per
cent of world services exports. Their
share is a low 27 per cent in India’s
services exports. 

Major Category B sectors with high
world trade but low India’s share include
Transport and Travel (2.4 per cent),
Maintenance and Repair Services (0.24
per cent), Insurance and Pension
Services (1.38 per cent), Financial
Services (1.30 per cent), and Charges for
the Use of Intellectual Property (0.23 per
cent). The figures in brackets indicate
India's global share in each respective
category.

FIVE NEEDED ACTIONS

Address limitations of IT exports.
Despite its strengths, India’s IT sector
faces several challenges. It earns over 70
per cent of its revenue from the US,
making it susceptible to protectionism
and stringent data security regulations.
Automation and AI also pose a risk to 40
per cent of IT jobs. Moreover,
competition from countries like the
Philippines is impacting the ITeS sector’s
revenue. There is an urgent need for
upskilling within the sector to adapt to
AI-led developments.

Focus on Category B services such as
Tourism and Hospitality, Medical Value
Travel, Transport and Logistics,
Accounting and Finance, Audio Visual,
Construction and Engineering,
Environmental Services, Financial
Services, and Education Services. 

Establish regulations for digital
businesses to manage the dominance of
US firms like Google, Facebook, Amazon,
and OpenAI and to create opportunities
for local companies to expand.

Promote the growth of the
manufacturing sector. This will increase
demand for engineering, design, AI, IoT,
and robotics services.

A significant challenge in the sector
is the need for more detailed data. The
RBI publishes total services earnings
under various headings. However, the
RBI does not release detailed bilateral or
mode-specific transaction data. It’s
puzzling how the RBI can publish
comprehensive services data without
robust bilateral data. The Goods and
Services Tax Network (GSTN) holds
detailed information, yet this data still
needs to be made available to the public.
Without data, all we get are starry-eyed
reports sansrigorous analysis.

India must work on above strategy to
realise the true potential of its services
exports, which extend well beyond its
established IT sector.

The writer is founder of Global Trade Research Initiative

Services exports must go beyond IT

Despite its strengths,
India’s IT sector faces
several challenges. It earns
over 70 per cent of its
revenue from the US,
making it susceptible to
protectionism and stringent
data security regulations.

FOCUS AREAS. Tourism, hospitality, medicine, transport, accounting, environment and education services hold potential

AJAY SRIVASTAVA

F
ood safety is a shared
responsibility. The regulatory
framework in India has evolved

with the enactment of the Food Safety
and Standards Act (FSSA) in 2006. This
legislation has brought nine regulations
and various orders on food safety,
administered by di�erent ministries,
under one roof. This has been a vital step
towards establishing a holistic approach
for setting up a single-window food
safety mechanism. Since then, there has
been a significant shift towards ensuring
food safety and self-compliance rather
than merely checking adulteration
through a multi-level clearance system.

Setting and maintaining standards
and ensuring appropriate Food Safety
Management Systems are extremely
critical for providing safe and nutritious
food. With the establishment of the Food
Safety and Standards Authority of India
(FSSAI) in 2008, the framework for
setting robust science-based standards
was defined and regulations were
formulated through e�ective
consultative processes with all
stakeholders under the assistance of

Scientific Panels and the Scientific
Committee.

The role of the authority has
transitioned from being an enforcer to
an enabler, acting as a catalyst for
transforming the food systems. The
focus has shifted towards strengthening
the food safety, quality, and regulatory
ecosystem across the country, with an
emphasis on improving the State Food
Safety Index with regard to laboratory
infrastructure, surveillance data,
compliance, consumer empowerment,
training and capacity building.

TARGETED INITIATIVES

Additionally, beyond the regular and
traditional application of regulatory
practices, targeted initiatives to bring
about social and behavioural shifts have
been encouraged to inculcate a culture of
food safety among the citizens of the
country. Interventions such as the ‘Eat
Right India Movement’ have been
guiding and nudging consumers towards
healthier and informed choices. The
emphasis on healthy food systems aligns
with the growing awareness of the
importance of nutrition and wellness.

To ensure consistency in global
outreach between domestic and

international food policy measures and
to facilitate an innovation-friendly food
trade across the globe, an enormous
amount of work has been done over the
years on harmonising food regulations
with active participation at CODEX.
India’s association with the CODEX
Alimentarius Commission is a dynamic
collaboration that demonstrates the
nation’s steadfast commitment to
ensuring global food safety standards.

In the current scenario, with
emerging food safety concerns, the
export and food authorities have taken
adequate and timely measures in the
interest of public health. These steps

have provided mechanisms to ensure
practices to deliver safe food and
inspired trust among all concerned.
These e�orts should enable all the
stakeholders to put systems on track and
will go a long way in creating a cohesive
food regulatory environment across
borders.

Over the years, progress has been
made, however much is still needed to
augment collaborative interventions
towards building a resilient food safety
ecosystem. Inter-ministerial
harmonisation of regulations is
necessary to strengthen the
single-window approach. The other
important challenge is producing safe
food right from the stage of farming.
This means raising awareness among
farmers and empowering them to follow
good agricultural practices by rewarding
quality and safety. This calls for a
systems approach, wherein each stage of
food production is treated as part of a
larger system of inputs, outputs, and
processes. This would greatly facilitate
identifying and managing potential
contamination and tracking the sources
of food-borne illnesses. 

The writer is Chairman, CII National Council on Agriculture

Adopt a systems approach to food safety

S Sivakumar

CURB. Food-borne illnesses

India is harmonising standards with CODEX Alimentarius. It should ensure safe food output at the farming stage 
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T
he RBI has mandated
credit card issuers to
provide consumers the

option to choose the card network
at the time of issuance/renewal of
credit cards. Starting September
2024, card-issuers (banks or
non-banks) providing credit cards
on a particular card network (e.g.,
Visa) will have to diversify their
o�erings to include at least one
more network (e.g., RuPay).

At the outset, the RBI must be
lauded for being a progressive
regulator by deeply rooting major
policy decisions in extensive
public consultation and being
responsive to industry feedback. 

This is reflected in the flexibility
built into the Circular by: (a)
carving out an exception for credit
card issuers whose active cards
issuance is 10 lakhs or less; (b)
exempting card issuers who issue
cards on their own network; and
(c) limiting the scope of choice of
card network only as far as ‘credit
cards’ are concerned, as opposed
to the draft circular, which was
applicable to debit/prepaid cards
as well. This selective approach
perhaps aims to pilot the
implementation with credit cards
and then, depending on its
success, potentially extend it to
debit/prepaid cards.

In addition to diversifying
consumer choices, this Circular
goes a step further in promoting
interoperability between card
issuers and card networks, with
the aim of restraining exclusive
arrangements. This will remove
card issuers’ reliance on a
particular network for serving all
users whilst safeguarding them
from any major network
disruption, cyber-attacks and
other contingencies.

Various factors, such as rewards
and benefits (e.g., airport
lounges), interoperability with
UPI (e.g., RuPay), and customer
services, will play a crucial role in
continuing to boost the uptake of
card networks. This will be
important in terms of the ability of
credit cards to continue
supporting the tepid consumption
expenditure.

COMPLIANCE CHALLENGES

The credit card sector is poised to
face additional compliance
challenges and increased costs,
encompassing re-negotiation of
existing arrangements,
establishing technological
infrastructure for routing
payments through multiple card
networks, engaging in consumer
outreach, and addressing critical

areas such as data protection and
cybersecurity.

Globally, the diversity and
interoperability of multiple card
arrangements is very advanced. In
countries like Denmark and
France, co-badged cards o�er
customers and merchants the
flexibility to choose between
domestic card networks for local
transactions and international
networks (Mastercard/Visa) for
overseas transactions, which are
inscribed on the same card. A
detailed analysis is required to
juxtapose it with India’s unique
demographics and market
requirements, including customer
awareness, literacy rate, and
spending patterns, for a successful
policy implementation of
scaled-up interoperability in the
future.

The RBI cites the lack of
customer choice as its rationale
for this policy decision. However,
some banks already o�er credit
cards on di�erent networks based
on their commercial agreements.
This raises questions about the
necessity of regulatory
compulsion. An Indian customer
already has a myriad of digital
payment options (UPI, debit
cards, BNPL, prepaid wallets,
upcoming digital rupee), together
with the overflow of information
on account of unregulated
finfluencers. 

It would be relevant to consider
if the choice of card networks will
really add value or lead to ‘choice
fatigue’ among consumers.
Customers who understand the
nuances of choosing a card
network already have options to
consider, if they are interested in
the benefits o�ered by a specific
card network. Perhaps, the idea of
interoperability in the Indian
context needs to be seen from a
di�erent lens after analysing
global practices. At its best,
interoperability may feel
“seamless”, but the process for
achieving it can be quite complex,
expensive and requires
coordination across a range of
stakeholders.

The writers are with Cyril Amarchand
Mangaldass

Conundrum of choice 

Arjun Goswami 
Aayushi Bindal

CREDIT CARDS. Network choice
ISTOCK.COM

Diversifying credit card networks, a welcome move

U
S campuses are showing
signs of recovering from
the events of the past few
stormy months of Leftist
protest against Israeli

action in Gaza. Assuming that total
normalcy will be restored once
universities shut down in the next few
days for summer recess, the question is:
what did the students achieve by causing
severe disruption to academic life in the
hallowed Columbia University and
many other reputed centres of learning
across the nation?

A positive outcome of the
demonstrations — a few of which have
been less than peaceful — seems to be an
eloquent reiteration of the power of
freedom of academic thought and
expression. This is reminiscent of the
Vietnam protests in the late 1960s. 

In the context of a burgeoning
educational sector there are
implications as well for Indian
universities, such as JNU, Jamia Millia
Islamia, et al. which have a history of
student unrest and campus violence.
What is ironical is that in many
instances the active involvement of
students in concert with the teaching
faculty on non-academic controversies
has exacerbated an already troubled
scenario.

Opinion is strongly divided over the
right to demonstrate within campuses.
The question is whether the lure of free
expression can be allowed get the better
of a majority desire in favour of learning
in a peaceful environment. The problem
is that a strong and vociferous section of
students and teaching sta� firmly
believe that it is their divine right to
protest even in matters that do not
immediately a�ect them. 

POLITICAL COLOUR

Unlike in the US campus happenings in
India very often take on a political hue.

The principal actors in such a setting are
political parties which want to exploit
every situation to gain a few brownie
points for the simple purpose of
embarrassing the political party in
power. A sequel is uninhibited violence
at the behest of political parties
fomenting trouble from outside. 

Amidst the recent campus
happenings in Columbia and other
places in the US there is possibly an
unintended gain in the form of a greater
acceptance of the two nation theory that
remains an anathema to the influential
Jewish lobby in the US. 

A strong Jewish presence both in
private industry and in higher education
has undoubtedly made a di�cult
situation more complex. 

ROLE OF POLICE

Against this backdrop one important
feature of the scene across nations is
often ignored. My reference is to a
disappointing lack of appreciation of the
role of law enforcement agencies in
protecting campus order. 

A decision to call in the local police to
quell disturbances swiftly and restore
sanity to the process of academic

learning adds a new dimension to the
conflict. Some University Presidents
have picked up enough courage to call in
the local cops to handle disorderly
demonstrators, who included sizeable
numbers of the faculty as well. 

Such strong action has been
thoughtlessly resented by many
armchair critics who are blind to the
need to control the situation and bring
back peace. 

Every university in the US has a
Campus Police. Its strength varies from
university to university. This force has
often been found unequal to tackling
major incidents. They are either passive
or act unimaginatively, thereby inviting
student and faculty wrath. 

Many problems arise from a decision
to request the presence of the local
police inside a campus. The latter are
often accused of being harsh and rude,
even to the faculty. Apart from students
many members of the public also join
the fray and are uncharitably critical of
the police for an alleged use of excessive
force. 

Critics are indi�erent to the fact that
once the police enter a campus you
cannot fetter their hands and prescribe
limits of operation. In a pressure cooker
situation like this you will have to
necessarily put up with overreaction,
especially when the student mob itself is
violent. We have seen this happening in
institutions like JNU, Jamia Millia, et al.
Is there a solution at all to this intricate
problem? I am not aware of any. No law
will be adequate. 

More rigorous police training can help
a little. What is required more is a sense
of moderation on the part of students
and University administration. The
former should realise that freedom and
protest cannot be at the cost of the
majority who demand tranquility to
pursue their genuine academic interests.
This is easier said than done. 

The writer is a former CBI Director and a former High
Commissioner of India to Cyprus

HARD TASK. The police face a dilemma in breaking up student protests REUTERS

When campus protests get
out of hand, university
authorities have no choice
but to call in the police.
This could put the police
in a tricky situation

CONFLICT ZONE. Police excesses occur when students, faculty go overboard

RK RAGHAVAN

It’s not easy to handle
campus unrest

O
PEC stuck to its forecast for
strong growth in global oil
demand in 2024 on Tuesday and

said it would switch to focus on
projected demand for OPEC+ crude,
reflecting that the wider group is now
the main forum for cooperation in the
market.

The Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries, in a monthly
report, said it expected world oil demand
to rise by 2.25 million barrels per day
(bpd) in 2024 and by 1.85 million bpd in
2025. Both forecasts were unchanged
from last month.

This is the last report before OPEC+,
which groups OPEC and allies led by
Russia, meets on June 1 to decide
whether to extend voluntary oil output
cuts into the second half of the year.
OPEC sounded an upbeat tone on the
economic outlook.

“Despite certain downside risks, the
continued momentum observed since
the start of the year could create
additional upside potential for global
economic growth in 2024 and beyond,”
OPEC said in the report.

OPEC+ has implemented a series of
output cuts since late 2022 to support
the market. The latest cut of 2.2 million
bpd is in place until the end of June
unless it is extended, as some OPEC+
sources have said it could be.

OPEC sticks to oil

demand view

Reuters

Short take

May 15, 2004

Market goes into a tailspin
The Day After…..! It was carnage on the bourses. Stock prices fell like ninepins
on Friday as fears of a possible slowdown in economic reforms and
disinvestment, jolted the market. The brave face put up by the financial
markets on Thursday wilted away as major stock indices plummeted to historic
lows. 

‘Practical’ privatisation, not ‘ideological’ 
The ‘P’ word is unlikely to figure explicitly in the new ‘Centre-Left’
administration’s scheme of things. An immediate casualty would be the
scrapping of the Disinvestment Ministry, a creation of the previous
Government. This is clear from the views expressed by Mr Jairam Ramesh,
Secretary, Economic A�airs Department of the Congress, and Mr Prakash
Karat, senior Polit Bureau member of the CPI (M).

It’s free power to all AP farmers
The leader of the Congress Legislature Party, Dr Y.S. Rajasekhara Reddy, was
sworn in as the new Chief Minister of Andhra Pradesh by the State Governor,
Mr Surjit Singh Barnala, at the Lal Bahadur Stadium on Friday. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Nip (5) 

04. Of the stomach (7) 

08. A questioning (13) 

10. Vote into 

o�ce (5) 

11. Sheet of glass for

window (4) 

12. Mineral 

powder (4) 

16. At no time (5) 

17. Midwifery

specialists (13) 

19. Riding seats (7) 

20. Answer (5) 

DOWN 

01. Panto actresses (9,4) 

02. Shelled fruit (3) 

03. Inure (6) 

04. Hand-wear (6) 

05. Is inclined (6) 

06. Put back in o�ce (9) 

07. In an eye-catching 

way (13) 

09. Abridged (9) 

13. Ill (6) 

14. Turns aside (6) 

15. Retailer of 

foodstu�s (6) 

18. Snake (3)

ACROSS 

01. Take, as one shouldn't, a little bit for cooking (5) 

04. Note, as endless ruse, what pertains to the 

tummy (7) 

08. Systematic questioning of a query in print (13) 

10. Choose top removal to choose in preference (5) 

11. What's in the window, Father? One that's lost

the ring! (4) 

12. Powder used in hospital, certainly (4) 

16. When it's repeated it's the system of 

hire-purchase (5) 

17. Delivery experts (13) 

19. Lumbers one with seats for jodhpurs? (7) 

20. Depend upon being quietly enheartened by the

comeback (5) 

DOWN 

01. Male characters female, in the main (9,4) 

02. It's the head one may take a spanner to (3) 

03. Had the right to be included, end without end, to set solid (6) 

04. There's nothing in match non-u Gus holds with these on! (6) 

05. Di�erent approaches to same story last achievable with Poles (6) 

06. Check condition to put back in o�ce (9) 

07. In cups, coy soul is tormented in an outstanding way (13) 

09. Potted version of a hundred on five times that: needs 

changing (9) 

13. Isn't fit to provide an international water supply? (6) 

14. Rave about return of the Saint one manages not to 

encounter (6) 

15. He provides provisions (6) 

18. Something with bite, like pepper initially (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Slung 4. Heretic 8. Unionists 9. Don 10. Scoured 12. Slat 14. Curtain 17. Chap 18. Hottest 20. Inn 21. Contralto 23. Garment 24. Sorts 

DOWN 1. Soul-searching 2. Unison 3. Generous 4. Has 5. Rasp 6. Toddle 7. Constructions 11. Dutch 13. Pictures 15. Manner 16. Cellar 19. Ache 22. Nit

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2439

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2438

NOT SO EASY
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M
ore than two decades after the project was conceived under the 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee government and almost eight years after the 
Narendra Modi government signed an agreement to establish an 
International Transport and Transit Corridor at Chabahar, India 

and Iran finally signed a 10-year operational contract on Monday. The agreement, 
between Indian government-owned India Ports Global Ltd (IPGL) and Ports and 
Maritime Organisation (PMO) of Iran, commits the former to invest roughly $120 
million to equip and operate the port. A rupee credit window of $250 million to 
augment infrastructure is also on the table. The immediate significance of the 
agreement is that it breaks a six-year deadlock on equipment sourcing. Suppliers 
had been reluctant to open letters of credit on IPGL for fear of United States 
sanctions on Iran. Under the new deal, PMO will procure equipment on behalf 
of IPGL and the money will be refunded to an Iranian entity based in the United 
Arab Emirates. This development follows an agreement in April between India 
and Myanmar for IPGL to take full operational control of Sittwe Port to enhance 
connectivity between Myanmar and India’s Northeast. 

The Chabahar project is considered a response of sorts by India to China’s 
massive Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Even if that is overstated, its importance to 
New Delhi can be seen from the fact that Sarbananda Sonowal, minister for shipping, 
ports and waterways, flew to Tehran in the middle of parliamentary elections to 
sign the agreement. The Shahid Beheshti port, to give Chabahar its full name, is 
seen as a key competing hub to Gwadar, the port that China is developing in Pakistan, 
offering India connectivity with Afghanistan and Central Asia by skirting its troubled 
western neighbour. Enhancing its potential is the prospect of linking with the 
International North South Transport Corridor (INSTC), a joint project by India, 
Russia, and Iran, to link the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf via an overland  
multi-modal corridor to St Petersburg and northern Europe. Chabahar was considered 
critical enough for the Modi government to secure a waiver from the US adminis-
tration when Donald Trump was president, citing access to Afghanistan as a reason. 
But with the US disengaged from Afghanistan, the Biden administration has issued 
an oblique warning that anyone doing deals with Iran risked the threat of sanctions. 
This will be a diplomatic challenge for the Indian government. 

As with Sittwe, where civil war in Myanmar is stalling progress, the political 
turbulence of the region means that operating the Chabahar port will be fraught. 
It is located in the Sistan-Balochistan region, sharing a border with Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, where a long-running insurgency festers. In January this year, 
Iran launched missile strikes into Pakistan’s Balochistan province, ostensibly to 
flush out anti-Iranian militants, to which Islamabad responded with missiles 
and fighter jets in Sistan-Balochistan apparently to wipe out anti-Pakistani  
insurgents. Russia’s war with Ukraine is also likely to weaken the ambitious 
INSTC adjunct. But the more substantive gain from the Chabahar agreement is 
geopolitical. At a time when India has been seen as tacitly backing Israel in its 
war against Hamas, including a deal sending Indian workers to Israel to replace 
Palestinians, the Chabahar agreement provides an opportunity to apply a  
rebalance to New Delhi’s West Asian relations. Given the current uncertainty in 
the region and India’s deep dependence on it, this, too, is an invaluable gain.

New tariff walls
US tariffs will further increase trade friction

I
n a move that could significantly increase global trade friction, the US has 
increased tariffs on several items imported from China, including lithium 
batteries, critical minerals, semiconductors, and solar cells. However, the 
most important is a fourfold increase in the tariff on electric vehicles to 

100 per cent. Chinese manufacturers have developed significant capability in 
this sector. Mr Biden is facing a tough re-election campaign, and appears to be 
behind in the polls in battleground states. Winning back industrial workers to 
the Democratic Party has long been part of his electoral strategy, and these tariffs 
should be seen as part of that effort. His opponent, former President Donald 
Trump, has claimed he will take up tariffs to 200 per cent on EVs. 

In actual fact, even 100 per cent is overkill — the existing 25 per cent level 
for EV tariffs on China seemed to be doing a good enough job of keeping them 
out of the US market. The larger question is what this means for the sector 
globally. The effect of the Chinese dominance of the EV market might well be 
further deterioration in the open trading system. While the European Union 
might be uncomfortable setting tariffs at comparable levels, it may well find 
other ways of penalising Chinese EV imports. It has already launched an  
investigation into whether “unfair subsidies” have been provided to such  
manufacturers by Beijing, which might allow the European Commission to 
legally impose tariffs or other restrictions later this year. 

India already has fairly high tariffs on cars, especially high-end EVs. Recently 
the government announced it would reduce these tariffs on a case-by-case basis 
for companies that plan to set up manufacturing units in India. This was widely 
interpreted as an incentive to the American manufacturer Tesla in particular. 
The top Chinese EV company, BYD, has long sought to increase manufacturing 
in India, but has not got clearance for its proposed billion-dollar investment. 
Indian policy thus appears to be trying to meet several different aims. The US’ 
approach of high tariffs, meanwhile, misses the point that Chinese EV companies 
— unlike some other sectors — may be doing well not just because of state-sub-
sidised overcapacity but because it has become an innovation hub in the sector 
globally. In terms of quality and features, they may be more advanced than the 
offers from Western legacy carmakers. Imposition of tariffs will just confirm the 
big Detroit car companies in their belief of their political influence, and reduce 
their incentives to innovate in the EV sector. The long-term impact will be, as is 
inevitable, lower-quality, less efficient, and more expensive EVs in the US than 
in the rest of the world. 

Indian policymakers must, therefore, consider their future path in the sector 
carefully. On the one hand, it is natural to want to promote domestic manufac-
turing. It is also a bad idea to cut off Indian consumers from the most efficient 
cars. But the US tariffs also highlight the need for trusted partners such as India 
to develop their own export capacity. What the government needs to objectively 
decide is whether keeping Chinese cars out requires them to also ban Chinese 
investment in the sector. India should aim to increase investment and innovation 
in the sector, considering the significant potential for both domestic and  
international demand.
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A
n excruciatingly extended general election 
process, stretching from April 1 to June 1, 
2024, inevitably turns the national gaze from 

the external world to the unfolding domestic political 
drama. The next government, which shall take office 
on June 4, will face an international landscape that 
would have changed since April 1. What would that 
world look like? 

The US would have become a more diminished 
power. Its domestic politics has become more frag-
mented and more polarised than before. The US stand 
on the Israel-Hamas war has divided American society 
to a degree not seen since the Vietnam War. President 
Joe Biden is neither able to restrain 
Israel nor deny military and econom-
ic support to it. In Europe, Russia is 
making important gains in its war 
against Ukraine with the US caught 
in a serious dilemma — it does not 
want an escalation that demands 
direct intervention by the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (Nato), 
but Ukraine losing the war, or settling 
for an unequal peace, would deliver 
a grievous blow to American credi-
bility. This is compounded by the 
uncertainty over whether Mr Biden would be re-elect-
ed in the November presidential election or the night-
mare of a Trump presidency will return. 

The US has lowered the pitch of its confrontation 
with China in the Indo-Pacific region. It has 
launched a major diplomatic effort to expand 
engagement with China, including through the 
revival of several bilateral consultative mechanisms, 
which had lain dormant in the past couple of years. 
The US’ Indo-Pacific strategy stays in place, but we 
can see diminished priority to the Quad, the group-
ing of Australia, India, Japan and the US. The Quad 
summit scheduled for January this year has been 

postponed, but no new dates have been set. After 
repeatedly declaring that the US would defend 
Taiwan if it was invaded by China, President Biden 
categorically stated in January this year that the US 
did not support Taiwan independence. This was 
welcomed by China. 

The US is in classic overstretch, having to deal 
with 2 “hot” wars — one in Europe and another in 
West Asia — and a potential conflict in the Indo-
Pacific region. Since it is the Indo-Pacific which is, 
relatively speaking, more peaceful, the US wants 
to keep it that way, even while it shores up its 
alliances and military deployments in a region 

which it considers the centre of 
gravity of global economic and mil-
itary power. India was able to lever-
age US preoccupation with the 
Indo-Pacific and its rivalry with 
China to expand its own diplomatic 
space. This may now shrink both 
due to the US itself becoming a 
diminished power, and also due to 
its compulsion to play down its con-
frontation with China. If a Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) government 
under Narendra Modi retains pow-

er, there may be a view that a Trump presidency 
will, on balance, be good for India. This would be 
wrong. A Trump presidency will only accelerate 
the US’ decline and its unpredictability would 
“trump” any gain from ideological affinity. 

What is China’s perception of the changed geopo-
litical situation? It will be recalled at the Shangri-la 
Security Conference in 2019, Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi had dismissed the Quad as 
“seafoam in the Pacific or the Indian Ocean; they 
may get some attention, but will soon dissipate”. As 
the Quad went from strength to strength, the Chinese 
perspective changed, regarding it as more threat-

ening, an “Asian Nato” in the making. It is a reflec-
tion of China’s diminished concern over the Quad 
that a prominent Chinese analyst, Zhou Bo from the 
Centre for International Security and Strategy at 
Tsinghua University, has, in a recent article, said: 
“Washington has enjoyed modest success in rallying 
allies and partners in arrangements meant to contain 
China, such as the Indo-Pacific security partnership 
known as the Quad and the military partnership 
between Australia, the UK and the US, known as 
Aukus. But these groupings do not amount to much; 
they look like a few tiny islands in a vast ocean.” 
The revival of a dismissive tone on the Quad  
is unmistakable. 

It is assumed that as India has emerged as the 
world’s fifth-largest economy and is on the road to 
becoming the third-largest by 2030, it will be an 
even more substantial and influential power both 
in Asia and the world. This is a reasonable assump-
tion but needs to be qualified. India has a modest 
presence both in the Asian and the global economy. 
Its refusal to join the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP), which is the largest 
regional economic arrangement in the world, has 
pushed it to the margins of the regional economy. 
The more limited trade agreements it has concluded 
with other countries like Australia or the European 
Free Trade Association (EFTA), can hardly be useful 
alternatives. The ongoing trade negotiations with 
the UK and the European Union (EU) are not making 
much progress. A large macroeconomic profile mat-
ters only if it is accompanied by a greater participa-
tion in the regional and global economy. 

There has been much hype about the diversion 
of investment away from China to India. The Apple 
project in India is cited as an example. This ignores 
the reality of most large multinational corporations 
unwilling to move away from a Chinese market, 
which is one of the world’s largest and still expand-
ing. Even the limited diversion that is taking place 
is targeting countries like Vietnam and others in 
Southeast Asia rather than India. Instead of hoping 
to profit on a China diversion, it would be much bet-
ter for the new government to bring about a policy 
and regulatory overhaul, infrastructure upgrade, 
and create a market-friendly rather than a business-
friendly environment that makes India an attractive 
investment destination in its own right. A policy 
that uses limited resources to promote a handful of 
global corporate champions rather than enabling 
market conditions that allow an across-the-board 
mushrooming of business and employment is 
unlikely to sustain India’s growth story and its rising 
geopolitical profile. 

When our gaze finally shifts from the domestic 
to the external, the challenges would have multi-
plied. But geopolitical shifts throw up opportunities 
that the new government should be alert to and 
exploit to India’s advantage. 

The writer is a former foreign secretary and an honorary 

fellow, Centre for Policy Research  

H
ousehold (HH) savings in India consist of 
two parts — net financial savings (NFS) 
and physical savings. HH NFS is arrived at 

after deducting financial liabilities (known as annu-
al borrowing) from gross financial savings (GFS). 
GFS includes seven key areas: Currencies; deposits 
(bank and non-bank); insurance; provident and 
pension funds (P&PF), including the public provi-
dent fund (PPF); shares and debentures (S&D); 
claims on government (small savings); and others. 
HH physical savings primarily constitute residential 
real estate (accounting for about 
two-thirds) and machinery and 
equipment (owned by producers 
within the HH sector). 

Three key trends have emerged 
within HH savings in recent years: 
1) within GFS, HHs have increased 
their exposure to riskier assets (eg 
S&D), and the contractual category 
(P&PF and government schemes, ie 
small savings) and shifted from bank 
deposits; 2) HH liabilities have 
mounted in the past few years; and 
3) HHs have transitioned from finan-
cialisation of its savings by allocating 
a larger portion to physical assets. 

I intend to discuss the economic implications of 
these developments and explain some nuances of 
HH savings. 

It is a good idea to start by addressing the confu-
sion surrounding the role of deposits within HH GFS. 
It is argued that even if an individual invests in mutu-
al funds, insurance, or the PPF, almost all of it even-
tually ends up in someone’s (company’s) bank or 
non-bank deposits. If so, the change in the composi-
tion of GFS — away from deposits into S&D or insur-
ance or P&PF — should not affect deposit growth. 

This may sound correct, but it isn’t. Let’s say I 

purchase common stocks worth ~1,000 in XYZ com-
pany. It means my bank account is debited, leading to 
lower deposits, and my savings are shifted to “S&D”. 
Therefore, one must include other financial assets 
along with bank deposits to estimate GFS. There is, 
however, an interesting nuance. I can buy those stocks 
either from another individual (ie from the secondary 
market) or directly from the issuer (ie the primary 
market). In the former case, bank deposits and equity 
holdings of the two individuals will cancel each other 
out, and, thus, would not affect the composition of 

GFS. In the latter case, however, my 
bank account is debited, and XYZ’s 
bank account is credited. At the same 
time, I increase my holding of “S&D”, 
and XYZ’s liabilities (in the form of 
equity) also increase. Such shifts 
reflect either my unhappiness with 
lower interest rates on deposits or 
my strong confidence in the stock 
market. Speaking from the macro 
perspective, HH GFS may or may 
not rise in this case, depending on 
various other factors. 

It is also important to note that 
although XYZ’s bank account was 

credited, it does not necessarily lead to higher savings 
because bank deposits are not considered when esti-
mating corporate savings. Loosely speaking, they are 
estimated as the sum of retained earnings (ie profit af -
ter tax after dividend) and the depreciation provision. 

It also explains not all deposits are included in 
HH savings. Only HH deposits, which accounted for 
62 per cent of bank deposits in FY23, are included in 
the calculation of HH GFS. 

GFS must be adjusted with HH financial liabili-
ties to arrive at HH NFS. Why? To avoid double 
counting and because not all HH deposits truly rep-
resent savings of HHs. 

As explained above, HH savings include both 
financial and physical savings. Further, when an 
individual borrows, the lender credits the borrow-
er’s bank account, leading to higher bank deposits. 
All loans, thus, become “deposits” first before they 
are used by the borrower. Such deposits, however, 
are not savings; and thus, they must be adjusted 
with borrowing to arrive at the true NFS. 

The fact that HHs are shifting from bank 
deposits and increasing their leverage suggests they 
perceive interest rates to be low at this stage. Before 
you jump to the conclusion that I am recommend-
ing higher interest rates, let me remind you that 
HHs are only one of the participants in an economy, 
and the activities (borrowing, savings, investment, 
etc) of other participants (corporate and govern-
ment) must be analysed before commenting on 
such policy decisions. My understanding suggests 
that there should not be a rate hike (or a rate cut) at 
this stage in India. 

Lastly, we must note the rapid de-financialisa-
tion of HH savings. Physical savings accounted for 
more than 71 per cent of HH savings in FY23, the 
highest proportion in at least the past half-century 
(since 1970-71). HH NFS dropped to a four-decade 
low of 5.3 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) 
in FY23. Given that residential real estate in India 
has significant forward and backward linkages with 
other economic sectors, and construction is the 
second-largest employment industry in India (after 
agriculture), this trend is not an immediate concern. 
In fact, this is pro-growth at the moment. However, 
if corporate investment starts rising, pushing the 
investment rate (as a percentage of GDP) higher, 
low NFS will be hard to ignore and likely to hamper 
a balanced surge in growth. 

The writer is senior group vice-president,  

Motilal Oswal Financial Services 

Nuances of household savings

Gains from Chabahar deal go beyond logistics

A geopolitical berth

E
dited by Manoj Kumar Jena, 
Ways of Being Indian is a 
collection of academic essays 

conceived in honour of Professor 
Renuka Singh who retired from the 
Centre for the Study of Social Systems, 
School of Social Sciences (CSSS), 
Jawaharlal Nehru University. Professor 
Jena as well as the other contributors 
were her doctoral students at CSSS. 
Taking on her pioneering work these 
essays explain “the themes of religion, 
gender and culture in the 
contemporary social order… drawing 
on theory, experiential practice, and 
research, as well as multidisciplinary 
approaches.” Through it all, a diverse 
portrait of India emerges that covers 
the various complex traditions, habits, 
and systems of belief that are an 

integral part of the lived realities  
of people who happen to share a 
national identity. 

In the essay “Disciplined Body of 
Widows”, Nilanjana Goswami probes 
the “processes that, through religious 
codes of conduct, discipline and 
transform widows into docile bodies.” 
Since women are treated as the 
receptacles of family honour in a 
patriarchal society divided on  
gender lines, the death of a husband  
is seen as a catalyst that “unleashes 
their sexuality” so they are expected 
 to retreat from public life and  
adopt a devotional mien. Himashree 
Sarma’s essay, “Menstruation and 
Ritual Symbolism”, takes the idea  
of religion policing women’s lives 
further, exploring how a perfectly 
natural biological process attains  
the baggage of “socio-cultural 
ideologies of pollution and social 
stigma”, substantially impacting  
women’s health. 

The former essay is centred on the 
bhajan ashrams, temples and ghats in 
West Bengal’s Nabadwip where widows 
find shelter; the latter focuses on the 
Kamakhya Temple in Assam. In the 

essay “Exploring the ‘Other’ in Hindu 
Mytho-Epic Imagination” Kamalini 
Mukherjee analyses the epics in India 
and how overt social and religious ideas 
are drawn from them as blueprints of 
ideal conduct in relation to 
contemporary politics. She writes: 
“The disconnect between the Hindu 
mytho-epic imagination of gender and 
sexuality, and the manifest reality of 
queer experience in Indian society is 
great, and indeed fraught.” 

Gender is examined in various ways 
beyond religion in other essays. 
Anindita Tagore looks at land rights 
and property ownership in both rural 
and urban contexts and what are some 
of the formal and informal barriers in 
front of women in “Urban Women and 
Matters of Land”. Ellina Samantroy 
flags a different aspect in “Women and 
Violence in the Workplace in India” 
which calls for greater participation of 
women in the economy and labour 
force, especially in the formal sector, 
and how legislation addressing sexual 
harassment and abuse needs to be 
strengthened so that they can remain 
gainfully employed without being 
forced to quit due to the inappropriate 
behaviour of male colleagues. The 
pandemic also played a role in reducing 
women’s participation in public life 
and enabled large-scale 

disenfranchisement of vulnerable 
groups. In “Covid-19 and Its Impact on 
Women”, Elizabeth Imti comments: 
“policymakers must acknowledge the 
multifaceted nature of the difficulties 
women encounter, spanning… gender-
based violence and inadequate 
healthcare to marginalisation in  
the job market.” 

This collection also includes essays 
that explore specific cultures, their 
attributes and 
conventions. 
Professor Jena’s 
“Death Rituals 
Among Odia 
Hindus” is an 
ethnographic 
account about the 
funerary practices 
and customs of the 
titular community. 
He writes: “It is an 
expression of 
collective grief and continuity of a 
religious tradition… Socio-cultural and 
religious activities associated with 
death encompass the family and 
community as a whole.” In “Marrying 
Out: Why Khasi Women Marry non-
Khasi Men?”, Sarah Jayal Sawkmie 
states that globalisation and associated 
changes as well as illegal immigration 
and job precarity has resulted in 

increased contact and co-existence 
between Khasis and non-Khasis. For 
many, this trend is seen as a threat to 
their traditional ways of life, especially 
as exogamous marriages become more 
common. Ms Sawkmie tries to 
understand why this is happening and 
what drives these unions while 
featuring Khasi voices collected 
through her research. 

Any historical overview of India 
must also 
contend with a 
history of 
migration, both 
within and 
without. 
Individuals and 
communities 
have come to or 
left the country in 
search of new 
opportunities, a 
safe haven, or a 

fresh start. Mahalingam M studies the 
mixed experience of Indian women in 
colonial and post-colonial Malaysia: 
“The migration of Indian women to 
Malaysia has emancipated them from 
some aspects of repressive Indian 
social and cultural traditions… [but 
given the ethnicity-based] socio-
economic structures and gender 
stereotypes [in Malaysia], there has 

been limited scope for them to use their 
agency.” Koyal Verma looks at the other 
side of the coin in “African Diaspora in 
India” and talks about various 
migrations of African peoples to India 
which ultimately led to permanent 
settlements. She considers the diaspora 
and their evolving identity as well as 
connection to Africa. 

Identity formation in a society is 
bound up within existing power 
relations, hierarchies of privilege and the 
politics of inclusion and exclusion. There 
are socio-cultural, economic, and 
religious forces that also play a 
prominent part in this process. In a 
pluralistic society like India, many of the 
socio-cultural intersections have to be 
negotiated to determine one’s distance 
from the centre and the peripheries. The 
essays in this collection interrogate what 
it means to be “Indian” and how these 
identities often involve a level of 
paradoxical disconnect between formal 
mandates and actual practices. The 
contributors uncover the everyday 
experiences of fellow Indians and show 
the ways in which we exemplify our 
truths and the things that need to change 
so that all inhabitants of the country can 
lead equitable, thriving lives. 

The reviewer is editor-at-large at Asymptote 

Journal and a books editor at Inklette Magazine 

The Indian mosaic

BOOK REVIEW 
AREEB AHMAD

Geopolitical challenges for next govt
When our gaze shifts from the domestic to the external  
after the polls, the challenges would have multiplied

WAYS OF BEING 
INDIAN: ESSAYS ON 
RELIGION, GENDER 
AND CULTURE 
Editor:  
Manoj Kumar Jena 

Publisher: Speaking 
Tiger 

Pages: 320 

Price: ~499

NIKHIL GUPTA

SHYAM SARAN

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA



A
 vibrant cosmopolitan city, home to
more than 20 million people from
across the country and from all
walks of life, Delhi represents the

unique diversity and harmony of the Indian
people. Already the world’s second-largest
urban area, Delhi’s rich history and heritage
undergird its extraordinary spatial and popu-
lation growth.

As our Capital city, Delhi should reflect
new India’s progress and aspirations. The
harsh ground reality is that in the past 10
years, the state has been subjected to a model
of governance that has been woefully and wil-
fully found wanting. The blame for Delhi’s
malaise squarely lies with the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP) — the political regime that has
helmed Delhi’s administration in
these 10 years. The AAP government,
which had its origins in a people’s
movement against corruption, now
finds its leaders accused in multiple
cases of graft. Its fast-and-loose poli-
tics have been detrimental to the
city’s development.

The proliferation of informal set-
tlements is one of the biggest chal-
lenges facing Delhi today. Despite
their rhetoric, the AAP has not been able to
provide pucca houses to people. The Delhi
government dragged its feet on granting own-
ership rights to unauthorised colonies —
delaying even undertaking basic surveys — till
the Modi government stepped in to introduce
legislation that regularised 1,731 colonies.
Similarly, under the “Jahan Jhuggi Wahan
Makaan” scheme, which aims to provide 10
lakh houses in Delhi’s slum clusters, in Kalk-
aji more than 1,800 families have already
moved in. More such projects are nearing
completion.

Under the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana -
Urban (PMAY-U), the Modi government has
sanctioned more than 11.8 million houses and
8.3 million have already been delivered to
beneficiaries across all other states and UTs.
The chief minister who refuses to provide
homes to people found the time to build and
embellish his own sheesh mahal (palace of
mirrors; figurative for a grand mansion). His
government’s unwillingness to implement
PMAY-U is not an isolated instance. It has not
implemented the Ayushman Bharat mission
in Delhi which has proved to be a lifesaver for
the poor. The AAP government has mastered
a band-aid approach to civic problems to
hoodwink the poor as compared to the robust
and comprehensive welfare programmes of
the Modi government.

This perfunctory approach to governance
is also visible in the manner it deals with the
serious issue of pollution. Before 2022, the
Delhi government blamed pollution caused
by stubble burning squarely on Punjab. Soon
after the AAP assumed power in Punjab, it
changed tack, muting its criticism of Punjab
and generalising it as a North India problem.
The Delhi government spent a mere ₹ 68 lakh
on spraying bio-decomposers to disperse fog
in 2020-22 but more than ₹ 23 crore on adver-
tisements related to pollution!

Their deliberate dithering in contributing
to the expansion of the Delhi Metro is another
example of their misguided priorities. Under
the Modi government’s proactive efforts, the
Delhi metro system has grown exponentially

in Delhi-NCR from 188.05 kms in
2014 to 426.44 kms today, with
another 134.11 kms under construc-
tion. 

Meanwhile, the Delhi government
has spent all its energies in stymying
the development of various Delhi
metro and RRTS projects. From
delaying the signing of MoUs to
refusing to give its equity contribu-
tion for the RRTS project, it flouts

established norms brazenly. It was on the
repeated stonewalling of the Delhi govern-
ment pleading lack of funds that an exasper-
ated Supreme Court (SC) demanded of it to
reveal its expenditure on advertisements dur-
ing the previous three years. Under the glare
of the SC, it came out that ₹ 1,073 crore was
spent on advertisements and they had
pleaded not having ₹ 415 crore for the RRTS
project!

All these only highlight a widely known
fact – the propensity of the AAP government
to mislead the people of Delhi through fancy
advertisements to hide the woeful delivery on
the ground. In stark contrast, the Modi gov-
ernment has invested more than ₹ 50,000
crore for urban development and welfare pro-
jects in Delhi-NCR. The Centre has been ably
supported by Delhi’s MPs who have worked
tirelessly, utilising funds through the Urban
Development Fund, the DDA and the MCD, to
complete important development works that
the AAP has neglected.

Delhi has been a victim of the AAP’s anar-
chy for far too long. The vision of Viksit Bha-
rat@ 2047 requires a mature and statesman-
like governance in Delhi.

Hardeep S Puri is Union minister of petroleum and

natural gas, and housing and urban affairs.
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Setting governance on 
track in national Capital

Hardeep 
S Puri

of the state’s 80 seats and 379 of the 543
across India, this is perhaps a good time to
try and understand what is happening in the
crucible of Indian politics. 

The euphoria over the temple started to
subside even as the BJP fielded Arun Govil,
who played Ram in the TV serial version of
the Ramayan, from the Muslim-dominated
Meerut constituency in west UP. The open
rebellion by their loyal voters, the Rajputs,
rattled the BJP leadership the most. Taking
umbrage over their poor representation in
ticket distribution despite the two tallest
leaders of their community holding the posi-
tion of CM and Union defence minister (Raj-
nath Singh), the Rajputs organised pancha-
yats, pledging support to the party that could
defeat the BJP. Some just didn’t turn up to
vote. In the first phase, turnout in UP was
61.1%, 5.5 percentage points lower than in

2019; in the second, it was 55.2%, 6.9
percentage points lower. Only in the
third phase did things pick up, but
that too was only with respect to the
gap with 2019. The turnout was
57.6%, compared to 60% in 2019.

After four phases of polling, the
Sangh Parivar does not see the
intense Modi wave of 2014 and 2019
that swallowed all other poll issues.
It also fears the erosion of the Hindu

vote bank built on issues ranging from the
“liberation” of three Hindu shrines in the
state to the bogey of “love jihad”.

In its endeavour to upset the BJP’s apple-
cart, the SP has fielded Hindu candidates in
Muslim-dominated constituencies — a Dalit
woman in Meerut and a Jat in Muzaffarnagar
— to check polling on communal lines. But
the Muslims, fearing the return of the BJP-
led National Democratic Alliance govern-
ment at the Centre, anecdotally appear to
have decided to consolidate behind the Con-
gress-SP alliance, ignoring other Muslim
candidates. The formation of the INDIA bloc
has given a national look to the SP. Crowds
are visible at its meetings, but the question is
whether they will convert into votes. And the
biggest fault line that is worrying the BJP,
whose success in the state is built on a larger
Hindu consolidation across caste and caste
lines, is caste. Perhaps triggered by rash
statements by some BJP leaders, and fear-
mongering by some in the Opposition, a sec-
tion of Dalits fear amendments to the Consti-
tution, created by one of the community’s
torchbearers BR Ambedkar, to end their
quota. The noise over these issues has diluted
the potency of factors such as welfare
schemes.

There are other key questions in these
elections. What is the future of the Congress
in the state: How will the party fare in Rae
Bareli, the only seat it held in 2019 and where
it has fielded Rahul Gandhi? Since his nomi-
nation, the BJP high command has been busy
strategising his defeat. The recent meeting of
Shah and Raghuraj Pratap Singh from neigh-
bouring Kunda is significant to that end –
Singh, popularly known as Raja Bhaiya, has
a considerable hold on Rajputs and others in
the region. And what of the BSP: Is there any
hope of its revival and can it play spoiler in
close contests?

Like always, no matter what the results,
UP promises to provide the ingredients for a
potboiler. 
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about how Biden risked losing the
centrist, centre-Right and Jewish sup-
port, which was much larger than the
anti-Israel, Left and Muslim vote. And
Netanyahu publicly defied Biden say-
ing Israel will go it alone.

White House press briefing room:
Biden was now getting hit from all
sides — the pro-Israel crowd for
betrayal and anti-Israel crowd for
doing too little. And so, this Monday,
Jake Sullivan offered a policy over-
view of what Biden believed.

The war began due to Hamas and
the US wants the terror group
defeated. Palestinian civilians are in
hell. Israel should do more to protect
civilians but what is happening isn’t
genocide. The US will surge humani-
tarian support. The US is sending “a
massive amount of military assist-
ance” to Israel to help it defend itself
against Iran and its proxies. But it has
stopped the delivery of 2,000 pound
bombs since the US believes these
should not be dropped on densely
populated cities. The US also believes
Israel shouldn’t do a “major military
operation in the heart of Rafah”.
Biden won’t provide offensive weap-
ons for such an operation were they to
occur, but it hasn’t occurred yet and
US and Israel are talking about other
ways to defeat Hamas.

Biden also believes that military
pressure is necessary but not suffi-
cient to defeat Hamas and Israel
needs a political plan for the future of
Gaza and the Palestinians, or terror-
ists will return as they are in Gaza
City. Israel’s future rests in greater
integration with the region, including
normalisation with Saudi Arabia, and
this was a historic opportunity. The
US is working on a ceasefire and hos-
tage deal; this can happen immedi-
ately if Hamas released wounded, old
and women hostages. And Iran and
its proxies represented a threat to
Israel, regional stability and the US,
and Washington is working to prevent
an escalation into a wider regional
war.

Whether Biden’s latest policy
approach is enough to satisfy antago-
nistic constituencies within America,
while shaping Israeli behaviour and
carving out a wider regional accord, is
to be seen. The recent track record
doesn’t offer much hope. But just lis-
tening to these voices reveals the com-
plexity of the public debate on Israel
in America and its multiple drivers,
and offers some tentative understand-
ing of why Biden is acting the way he
is.
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The United States is working on a ceasefire and hostage deal AFP

T
he Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s aim
of winning at least 370 of the 543
seats in the Lok Sabha in the ongoing
general elections, and, together with

its partners, in excess of 400, is hugely
dependent on its ability to maximise its tally
in Uttar Pradesh (UP), which sends the most
representatives, 80, to the Lok Sabha. 

In 2014, the party won 71 seats and 42.3%
of the popular vote. In 2019, it won more
votes, 49.6%, but fewer seats, 62. This time,
the thinking before the elections were
announced was that the party would do far
better, perhaps win even more seats than it
did in 2014. 

There was enough reason to think so. 
UP is home to Prime Minister Narendra

Modi’s Lok Sabha constituency, Varanasi,
and he is a hugely popular leader in the state.
As is the state’s chief minister (CM), the
monk-administrator Yogi Aditya-
nath who also heads the influential
Gorakhnath math. The BJP won the
2017 state elections with 39.7% of
the vote and 77.4% of the seats and
retained power in 2022 with 41.3%
of the votes and 63.3% of the seats.
The consecration of the Ram Man-
dir in Ayodhya in January — it has
drawn huge crowds since — created
a wave not just across the Hindi
heartland where the BJP is dominant, but
even south of the Vindhyas. The party man-
aged to forge a partnership with the Rash-
triya Lok Dal, until then in the Opposition
camp, and retained many of its existing alli-
ances, such as those with the Apna Dal (Son-
eylal) or ADAL and Suheldev Bharatiya
Samaj Party (SBSP). 

And the Opposition appeared in disarray:
The Congress has been desperately strug-
gling for the past two decades to recuperate
in the state; the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP)
wants to have no truck with either the ruling
alliance or the Opposition one, and seems to
have lost relevance even among a section of
its most loyal base; and the Samajwadi Party
(SP), which put up a creditable performance
in 2022 is trying to retain its space and build
a base for the 2027 assembly polls. 

But as the elections progressed, the script
played out differently (though the ending
may be the same), as even some leaders of
the BJP admit. With polling complete in 34
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Anchoring ties in 
Chabahar waters

Inflation shadow on 
rate cut remains

I
ndia’s benchmark inflation number, as measured by
the Consumer Price Index (CPI), was flat between 
March and April 2024, at 4.85% and 4.83%, 

respectively. The April inflation print is in line with 
most institutional forecasts. Even beyond the headline 
numbers, little has changed in the larger inflation 
picture between March and April. Core inflation — it 
measures the non-food, non-fuel part of the inflation 
basket — continues to decline and has reached its 
lowest ever level of 3.25% in the current series. At 8.7%, 
food inflation continues to be the biggest driver of 
overall inflation. What does all this mean for the 
economy and policy at large?

RBI’s Monetary Policy Committee has repeatedly 
underlined that a sustained decline in food inflation is 
essential for the headline number stabilising at RBI’s 
target of 4%. While there is little the central bank can do 
through monetary policy tools to bring down food 
inflation, it has been helped by a proactive approach by 
the fiscal policy of the government. The extent and 
efficacy of such interventions will depend on the 
severity (or lack) of supply shocks in food markets and 
the political feasibility of such interventions. The 
government withdrawing its ban on onion exports 
during elections in Maharashtra is one such example.

It would be wrong to assume that all the monetary 
policy action is being driven by trends in food inflation. 
With rate cuts in the US becoming increasingly unlikely 
this year, RBI will have one more reason to postpone its 
monetary easing. Whether a prolonged high interest 
rate environment is eating into India’s potential growth 
is a question which is bound to resurface in the next 
MPC meeting in June. But with growth numbers looking 
good for now, the answer is likely to remain the same. 

T
he agreement signed by India and Iran for long-
term operations by an Indian State-run firm at
the strategic Chabahar port is a significant
development, given the disruptions affecting

global trade due to the instability in West Asia. The 
Chabahar project began in 2016 as an initiative by 
Afghanistan, India and Iran to create a trade and transit 
hub, with the tacit blessings of the US, which provided a 
carve-out for the port in its sanctions regime for Iran, 
given its interest in Afghanistan then. The situation has 
now changed, and the Indian side will have to be wary 
about the US threat of enforcing sanctions against all 
entities engaging in business deals with Iran. A US State 
Department deputy spokesperson, when asked about 
Chabahar, said: “Any entity, anyone considering 
business deals with Iran — they need to be aware of the 
potential risks that they are opening themselves up to 
and the potential risk of sanctions.”

Still, for India and Iran, the project offers a chance to 
build a trade route that could access Afghanistan and 
the landlocked Central Asian States. The deal is also in 
continuation with New Delhi’s long-standing relations 
with Tehran, which are showcased as a civilisational 
legacy, and hence, shielded from the compulsions of 
geopolitics. Nonetheless, India-Iran relations have been 
impacted by the ebb and flow of the West’s ties with 
Tehran. The 10-year agreement assuages Iranian 
concerns about India’s long-term commitment to the 
project, especially against the backdrop of New Delhi’s 
burgeoning strategic relations with Washington. While 
India has maintained a steady commitment for the 
development of a terminal at Chabahar, it faced 
challenges in its efforts to acquire modern equipment 
for the port because of concerns among Western 
suppliers over US sanctions. Despite these obstacles, the 
Indian State-run firm has handled more than 8.4 million 
tonnes of cargo since it began operations at Chabahar in 
late 2018. Experts believe this figure is only a reflection of 
the true potential of the deep water port, and India’s 
plans to invest $120 million in new equipment will give a 
major boost to Chabahar’s capacity.

In the current context, the obvious gains for India are
economic, as Chabahar will open up opportunities to 
further its interests in Iran, especially at a time when 
China is eyeing the country’s ports and coastal 
infrastructure, and facilitate trade with Afghanistan 
and Central Asia. Clearly, the port agreement is 
premised on long-term economic and strategic 
interests, and, perhaps, suggests how New Delhi and 
Tehran, despite their current diplomatic stance and 
friends, are careful to exercise strategic autonomy to 
further their respective national interests. That will 
require some balancing, though.

T
o grasp the impossible
political trap that Joe
Biden finds himself on
Israel, sample these four
distinct moments, from
four distinct sites, in

Washington DC.
Emancipation Hall, Capitol Hill:

May 7 was the Holocaust Museum’s
Annual Day of Remembrance. Survi-
vors attended a moving event marked
by the spirit of Never Again. In New
York, Columbia University had just
called in the New York Police Depart-
ment to remove student protesters
outraged by Israel’s brutality in Gaza.
But the political consensus on the
issue, where the leadership of neither
major American party deemed the
protests as a legitimate political act,
was striking. In an otherwise divided
polity, the Democratic Biden and the
Republican (House Speaker) Mike
Johnson slammed what they saw as
anti-Semitism in the campus protests.

Sitting in the hall, Irvin, whose
grandparents died in Auschwitz and
whose parents migrated from Hun-
gary to the United States (US) in 1956,
explained what, for him, was the line
dividing criticism of Israel and anti-
Semitism. “I have no problem with

criticism of Benjamin Netanyahu or
the Israeli government. I support a
two-State solution. But when you crit-
icise the Israeli State, its right to exist,
and chant slogans seeking its destruc-
tion, you attack the only Jewish State
in the world. That’s anti-Semitism.”
For Irvin and many Jewish Ameri-
cans in the hall that morning, Biden —
whose political socialisation hap-
pened in the two decades after World
War II and for whom liberalism
meant standing up against
anti-Semitism — was a hero.

Starbucks, Pennsylvania
Avenue: House Representa-
tive Ro Khanna, a rising
Democratic Party star likely
to throw his hat in the presi-
dential primary for 2028, is
a surrogate for the Biden
campaign, especially in
swing states with sceptical
voters on the Left.

Over coffee, a short walk from the
Hill, he elaborated on what he saw
was Biden’s biggest mistake. “We gave
too much of a blank cheque. We
should never have bear-hugged Net-
anyahu given his history of having
insulted President (Barack) Obama,
having been an anti-democratic voice
within Israel trying to get rid of the
Supreme Court autonomy, and having
never been a partner for peace.”
Khanna added that while condemn-
ing the terror attack and supporting
Israel’s right to get the Hamas perpe-
trators, the US should have insisted
there could not be “indiscriminate
bombing of hospitals and refugee
camps”, that there could not be

“denial of sufficient aid”. “We should
not have isolated ourselves in the UN
in calls for a ceasefire. We should
have made it clear our weapons
would be contingent on Netanyahu
not defying the American assessment
of what it will take to preserve Pales-
tinian lives.”

As protests continued in universi-
ties, Khanna admitted that the war
was hurting Biden not just among
Muslim-Americans and Arab-Ameri-

cans but also the young and
progressives and voters of
colour. Biden needed to have
a more balanced approach
and was coming around to it,
the lawmaker insisted.

Dirksen Building, Capitol
Hill: After seven months of
standing up for Israel’s right
to respond to Hamas and
destroy the terror outfit in
the manner it deemed fit and

defending Israel from Iranian strikes,
Biden finally did attempt to strike a
“balance”. On Thursday, Biden told
CNN that if Israel launched a full-scale
invasion of Rafah, the US would with-
hold offensive weapons, soon after
reports that it had withheld some
bomb shipments.

On the Hill, there was fury. John-
son now attacked the President. At a
hearing of a Senate committee in
Dirksen, Lindsey Graham rebuked
defence secretary Lloyd Austin for
daring to tell Israel how to fight its
war “when everyone around them
wants to kill all the Jews”. A set of
Democratic lawmakers opposed
Biden. Speculation swirled in DC

On Israel, Biden’s 
quest for balance
A glance at public debate 
in America on Israel 
shows why the White 
House is struggling to 
manage the politics 
and optics of the war

A
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P
At best, it could lead to direct talks 
between Ukraine and Russia. 
But nobody should have excessive 
expectations. We are not negotiating 

the end of the war
On a peace summit to be held in Switzerland in June

In Uttar Pradesh, a poll 
potboiler in the making
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The port agreement suggests how India and 
Iran are keen to exercise strategic autonomy

Sunita 
Aron

Prashant 
Jha

How will the Congress fare in Rae Bareli, 
the only seat it held in 2019 and where it 
has fielded Rahul Gandhi?  PTI
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HE allure of  weather deriva-
tives—financial instruments 
that allow businesses to hedge 
against the whims of  Mother 
Nature—is undeniable. They 
are tradable instruments that 
usually employ observed 

weather data to create an index on which 
a pay-out is based. Weather phenomenons 
such as precipitation, tempests, cyclones 
and tsunamis pose significant risks to 
businesses, with one estimate suggesting 
more than 80 percent of  business activi-
ties in the world are weather-dependent. 
These instruments offer a way to manage 
uncertainties. With the increasing unpre-
dictability of  weather patterns due to cli-
mate change, the demand for financial 
instruments to manage weather-related 
risks is only likely to grow.

With the Indian economy being largely 
agrarian, the agricultural sector and in-
dustries such as tourism, travel and energy 
have always been at the mercy of  weather. 
The recent notification of  the finance min-
istry allowing derivatives trading in weath-
er marks a significant milestone in India’s 
financial landscape. But the success of  this 
initiative hinges on effective regulation of  
weather derivatives trading.

Derivatives are contracts between par-
ties that hold a monetary value based 
upon the value of  an underlying asset like 
equities, currency and other financial as-
sets, or commodities. In India, a deriva-
tive contract that has a commodity or 
good notified by the central government 
as its underlying asset is known as a ‘com-
modity  derivatives’ contract. These com-
modities, notified from time to time by the 
central government under the Securities 
Contracts (Regulation) Act, 1956, may in-
clude goods such as cereals and pulses,
oil, spices, fruits and vegetables. These 
may also include certain notified activi-
ties, services, rights, interests and events, 
including weather derivatives.

The underlying asset in weather deriva-
tives is meteorological parameters such as 
temperature, rainfall and drought. The 
value is defined by a predetermined weath-
er index that varies according to the loca-
tion and source of  data. Unlike traditional 
financial derivatives, the underlying asset 
in weather derivatives does not possess 
any inherent value or marketability. 
Weather derivatives are considered an ‘in-
complete market’ for this reason, which 
may lead to confusion when using the term 
‘derivative’ to refer to them. The execution 

of  the transaction is limited to cash settle-
ments between the involved parties, which 
entails one party remitting the difference 
between the ‘strike’ value, which repre-
sents the agreed level of  the weather pa-
rameter or index, and the ‘spot’ price, 
which represents the registered index 
throughout the duration of  the contract.

Over-the-counter trading in weather de-

rivatives commenced in 1997. In a relatively 
short span, these assets attained the status 
of  being tradable on an exchange and were 
regarded as an investment class by many 
hedge funds. The introduction of  exchange-
traded weather futures contracts by the 
Chicago Mercantile Exchange in 1999 was 
a response to the expanding market.

According to the recent notification, the 
central government announced the broad-
ening of  the range of  commodities in con-
sultation with the Securities and Exchange 
Board of  India. In another notification is-
sued the same day, the government notified 
certain items, including weather deriva-
tives, as being permitted. These notifica-
tions will have a transformative impact on 
derivatives and commodity trading in In-

dia. These modifications will signify a sub-
stantial change in the regulatory structure 
that governs financial markets in the areas 
of  derivatives and commodity trading. The 
government aims to improve market li-
quidity, expand hedging alternatives, and 
encourage involvement of  the agricultural 
and industrial sectors in commodity mar-
kets by expanding the definition of  trada-
ble commodities and derivatives. 

Weather derivatives will be of  utmost 
significance to an agrarian economy like 
ours. They can be employed by farmers as 
a means of  mitigating the risks associated 
with suboptimal harvests resulting from 
inadequate or excessive rainfall, strong 
winds or fluctuations in temperature. A 
study conducted between 1998 and 2006 on 
the use of  weather derivatives in the wine 
industry in Italy showed the average pay-
off  for the period with hedge is above the 
average of  the payoff  with no hedge. Even 
non-agricultural industries would benefit 
from this. For instance, a software com-
pany that has had to face hassles from 
yearly flooding may opt to purchase a rain-
fall day index, the value of  which would 
appreciate in case of  excessive rainfall.

The successful implementation of  al-
lowing trading in weather derivatives re-
quires a robust regulatory framework, ad-
equate market infrastructure and 
increased awareness among potential us-
ers, especially at grassroot levels. The 
SEBI, which is yet to come out with regula-
tions for the trading of  weather deriva-
tives, has a crucial role to play in ensuring 
the smooth functioning of  this new mar-
ket. It needs to put in place stringent regu-
lations to prevent market manipulation 
and ensure transparency. Potential users 
of  weather derivatives need to be educated 
about the benefits and risks associated 
with these instruments. This could be 
achieved through workshops, seminars 
and training programmes. Nonetheless, 
the decision to allow trading in weather 
derivatives is a step in the right direction.

(Views are personal)
(saaisudharsans@gmail.com)
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To use the past to justify the present 
is bad enough, but it’s just as bad to 
use the present to justify the past

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

— Ramnath Goenka

ERIODIC polls are the lifeline 
of  vibrant democracies and  
an occasion for slugfests be-
tween those in power and the 
opposition. It’s a no-holds-
barred war of  words between 
the two sides. Impossible  

promises to the electorate and wild alle-
gations against opponents are routine.

In this mad race for power, facts are 
twisted, arguments are turned upside 
down, and lies are concocted to spin  
helpful narratives—usually in acerbic 
tones—either to expand one’s support 
base or to demonise opponents. The  
ongoing 18th Lok Sabha election is no  
exception. The public discourse  
at present is reeking of  toxicity, which  
is typical of  Indian elections.

The incumbent Prime Minister, Naren-
dra Modi, seeking a third term, started his 
campaign by building on his achieve-
ments in the last decade and promising a 
bright future for India. He shared his 
dream to fully develop the country by 2047, 
the hundredth year of  its independence.

PM Modi has a lot to showcase and 
claim credit for. Arraigned against him 
is a rainbow coalition of  26 parties—in-
cluding the Congress, Leftists, DMK, 
TMC, SP and RJD—bearing the moniker 
INDI Alliance. These parties have little 
in common. They have often used the 
choicest of  expletives against each other 
in the not-too-distant past. In many 
states, they are at each other’s throats, 
even after the formation of  the alliance.

The glue that holds the disparate opposi-
tion together is their visceral hate for Modi 
and his vision of  India. The INDI Alliance 
parties had been considering drafting a 
common programme and holding joint ral-
lies. However, they have failed to do both so 
far, thanks to their sharp differences on 
various issues and clash of  interests.

Among Modi’s notable achievements 
are a slew of  welfare schemes that  
have changed the lives of  millions of  In-
dians for the better, the restoration of  
normalcy in strife-torn Jammu & Kash-
mir following the abolition of  Articles 
370 & 35A, the development of  a Covid 
vaccine and its successful administra-
tion across India, and a massive impetus 
to the economy—pushing it to within 
touching distance of  the third slot in the 
global ranking, from the tenth in 2014.

The revamp of  Kashi Vishwanath at 
Varanasi and the reconstruction of  the 
Ram temple in Ayodhya are significant 
steps in India’s quest to rediscover itself  
and reclaim its spiritual past. India’s un-
precedented progress in development pa-
rameters and rediscovery of  its cultural 

roots may appear unrelated at the surface; 
still, they are part of  a single phenome-
non—the country’s spiritual renaissance.

Rampant corruption, especially among 
politicians and senior bureaucrats seep-
ing to the lowest rungs of  officialdom, 
has corroded independent India’s admin-
istrative set-up for long and wrecked suc-
cessive governments’ development plans. 
Even the best schemes, made with the 
noblest intentions, came to nought. The 
then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi esti-
mated that out of  the funds allocated, 
only 15 percent reached the target group, 
and 85 percent was stolen on the way.

Modi stopped it. It was a singular 
achievement because none of  his prede-
cessors could do so. He was innovative, 
used technology and disbursed money 

through direct transfers to the bank ac-
counts of  millions of  beneficiaries. A 
class of  local leaders who doubled as 
dalals and siphoned off  the public funds 
easily was decimated. More important, 
there wasn’t any discrimination, against 
or for, any creed, caste or gender in the 
distribution of  these freebies.

As a part of  their strategy, his detrac-
tors (read opposition parties), however, 
have largely side-stepped the developmen-
tal issues. Muslims, who constitute about 
15 percent of  the electorate, have been re-
peatedly told that Modi, if  voted again to 
office, would disenfranchise them and re-
duce them to third-class citizens. Modi is 
also being painted as an authoritarian out 
to squash dissent, snuff  democracy, up-
turn the Constitution, and do away with 

reservations for various vulnerable sec-
tions of  the society—in vogue since the 
birth of  the republic.

There is absolutely no evidence  
that sustains these allegations. There 
isn’t even a remote hint in any of  the BJP 
documents—manifesto, party resolu-
tions—or the statements of  its top lead-
ers suggesting any such move.

The BJP’s manifesto celebrates India’s 
“civilisational values, thought, wisdom 
and traditional knowledge”, and seeks  
to craft policies to further India’s  
“national interests with the spirit of  
Vishwa Bandhu and a Bharat First atti-
tude”. For the BJP, the last decade has 
witnessed the transformation of  India 
from one of  the ‘fragile five’ to one of  the 
top five economies of  the world.

The crux of  Rahul Gandhi and Con-
gress’s electoral campaign, however, is 
identity politics—seeking to divide the 
country on the basis of  caste—something 
the party had abhorred in the past.

In a letter to chief  ministers dated June 
27, 1961, Jawaharlal Nehru observed, “If  
we go in for reservations on communal 
and caste basis, we swamp the bright and 
able people and remain second-rate or 
third-rate. I am grieved to learn how far 
this business of  reservation has gone 
based on communal considerations. It 
has amazed me to learn that even promo-
tions are based sometimes on communal 
or caste considerations. This way lies not 
only folly, but disaster. Let us help  
the backward groups by all means, but 
never at the cost of  efficiency. How are we 
going to build the public sector or indeed 
any sector with second-rate people?”

But to meet the exigencies of  political 
ambitions, party policies in vogue for  
long can be buried fathoms deep. The Con-
gress manifesto and statements made by 
Rahul Gandhi also indirectly speak about 
the redistribution of  national wealth 
among various sections of  society—
scheduled castes, tribes, backward class-
es—on the basis of  their share in the na-
tional population. The plans for evaluation 
and distribution are lacking in detail.

It appears that Rahul is on some sort of  
a nostalgic excursion, romanticising a by-
gone era when his grandmother Indira 
Gandhi successfully sailed to power on the 
‘Garibi hatao’ (eradicate poverty) promise. 
The result of  her policies was disastrous 
for the country. Most of  the commodities 
of  daily use were either in short supply or 
available in the black market. Will the rich-
poor binary, which yielded results in the 
1970s, work in 2024? Looks difficult.

(Views are personal)
(punjbalbir@gmail.com)
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WEATHER DERIVATIVES: A NEW  
DAWN IN RISK MANAGEMENT

BEYOND THE 
BLUSTER OF WILD

POLL PROMISES

BALBIR PUNJ Former Rajya Sabha member & author, most recently 
of Tryst with Ayodhya: Decolonisation of India

Weather derivatives can be  
used by farmers to mitigate the risks 
of suboptimal harvests resulting 
from inadequate or excessive rainfall, 
storms or temperature fluctuations. 
Even non-agricultural industries can 
benefit from these instruments

The INDIA bloc seems glued together only  
by the parties’ opposition to the BJP. Will the  

rich-poor binary work for them in 2024?

SOURAV ROY

Education needed
Ref: Incentivise parents to keep girls in school, 
avoid child marriages (May 14). More than 
40 percent of the world’s marriages before 
the age of 18 take place in India. Though 
it is a human rights violation and against 
the country’s law, the practice remains 
widespread. Education should be developed in 
all  areas, especially in rural areas.
V K S Krishnan, Kumbakonam

Not IPL
Ref: India will  need Rohit, Hardik to flourish 
(May 14). Many reports suggest that all  is 
not well between Team India captain Rohit 
Sharma and vice-captain Hardik Pandya. If 
the reports are true, they need to iron out the 
differences. Franchise cricket is different, but 
representing India assumes more significance. 
Both need to fire on all  cylinders if India are 
to do well in the T20 World Cup.    
S Sankaranarayanan, Chennai

Electoral participation
Ref: Highest Srinagar voter turnout in 
decades; better 4th phase voting (May 14). It 
was heartening that Srinagar recorded 37.98% 
voter turnout in the 4th phase of polling, up 
from 14.43% in 2019. That Jammu and Kashmir 
enthusiastically took part in the Indian 
electoral process emphasises the troubled 
state’s allegiance to India. 
George Jacob, Kochi

Chinese corridor 
Ref: Won’t take long for PoK to integrate with 
India: EAM (May 14). Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, 
a bone of contention between Pakistan and 
India, is partly occupied by China now; massive 
infrastructure has already come up for the 
Sino-Pak Economic Corridor in Saksgam valley. 
Authorities will  have to snatch the area back 
from not just Pakistan, but China as well.
P H Hema Sagar, Secunderabad 

Billboard atrocity
The horrifying accident of a billboard falling 
in Mumbai, resulting in so many deaths, is 
heart-wrenching. While the permissible size 
for billboards is 40×40 feet, the collapsed one 
was 120×120 feet. How did it escape the notice 
of authorities? Exemplary punitive action must 
be taken against the people responsible. 
Mohan Kunnakat, Vaniamkulam

Political hypocrisy
The main subject of this election seems to 
be leaders accusing each other of caste and 
religious biases. All  of them say they don’t 
believe in caste and request votes on merit. 
But when it comes to candidate selection, it  is 
purely based on their caste and religion. It is 
high time this is stopped.
Arun Maharaj, Kochi
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WORRISOME RISE IN  
FOOD INFLATION, AND  

IT MAY GET WORSE

T
HE good news is that retail inflation has marginally 
eased for the second month in a row to 4.83 percent in 
April. The fall was mainly driven by lower fuel prices. 
The bad news from the government data is that food 
inflation shot up to 8.70 percent in April, compared to 

8.52 percent in March. This was pushed by a sharp price rise 
in a wide spectrum of  food items—cereals (8.63 percent), 
fruits (5.22 percent), oils (9.43 percent), and meat and fish 
(8.17 percent). For the common man, the heaviest burden is 
the persistent rise in the price of  vegetables and pulses at 
27.8 percent and 16.8 percent, respectively. 

Food inflation, which hits the poor harder, has been at more 
than 8 percent year-on-year since November 2023. The data 
also showed that consumer inflation for rural households 
was higher at 5.43 percent, compared to 4.11 percent for urban 
consumers. For the government as well as for economists and 
planners, the real worry is that food inflation will probably 
get worse before it gets better. The continuing heat wave is 
expected to hit vegetable supplies further, possibly pushing 
up prices in May too; and the high prices in cereals and pulses 
will likely continue till the next crop comes in. 

Overall, the retail inflation rate has been under control. 
The Reserve Bank, too, expects the downward curve to help 
reach an average of  4.5 percent this year from the 5.4 percent 
clocked in 2023-24. However, the RBI is holding its key lend-
ing rate steady at 6.5 percent for the seventh straight quarter, 
as it wants inflation to fall to a more durable 4.0 percent. In 
an otherwise improving scenario, food inflation continues 
to be a worry. Not only do food items account for almost half  
the basket that makes up the consumer price index, they also 
have a direct bearing on the living standards of  people. The 
government has tried to control their prices, but has largely 
failed. Onion exports were banned to ensure easier supplies 
and prices, but then it was reversed earlier this month with 
an eye on the elections. Some factors such as extreme weath-
er conditions that hit production cannot be controlled. But 
man-made factors like rising fertiliser and other input costs 
can be kept in check to keep inflation down.

KARNATAKA NEEDS TO  
IMPROVE ITS SCHOOLS

T
HIS year, Karnataka’s SSLC (Secondary School Leaving 
Certificate) students have posted a dismal performance 
with a pass percentage of  73.4 percent. This is lower than 
the performance in the past few years, not discounting 
the Covid factor: 83.89 percent in 2022-23, 85.13 percent in 

2021-22 and 99.99 percent in 2020-21. What makes the picture 
more dreary is that the actual pass percentage was 54 percent, 
prompting the education department to reduce the qualifying 
mark to 25 percent from 35 percent. Grace marks were given 
to over 2 lakh failing students to push up the pass percentage; 
last year too, marks were added to push through 59,000 stu-
dents. None of  the students from 78 schools passed; the number 
was 34 last year. Yet, there are some inspiring stories, like a 
Bagalkote farmer’s daughter topping with 100 percent. 

A comparison with other education boards brings out the 
starkness. ICSE students posted an impressive 99.8 percent 
pass percentage and CBSE students clocked 93.6 percent 
without grace marks. State board schools in Kerala posted 
a pass share of  99.69 percent, Tamil Nadu 91.55 percent, Te-
langana 91.31 percent, Andhra Pradesh 86.69 percent and 
Delhi schools posted 96.99 percent, though these numbers 
are to be taken with a pinch of  salt, as state boards are more 
prone to indulge in grade inflation. 

What ails Karnataka, which is ahead of  many other  
states on other social development indices? Lowering the 
bar to dress up statistics may help the students now, but not 
when they face tough professional exams. The education 
department is only deluding itself  and the students. A  
committee that assessed the decline in academic perform-
ance zeroed in on the lack of  effective guidelines and a  
casual attitude towards quality. While strict rules are  
imposed on private schools, there are few for public ones. 
The panel has recommended a strong learning foundation 
for pre-primary students. 

The government must set up a robust system of  good,  
affordable schools. This Karnataka government came to 
power on the formula of  five guarantees. While its  
cash handouts and free travel for women, and free power 
have proved to be a hit, the government has failed to do  
anything substantial for the education sector. It should  
now add free and good education to its guarantees, which  
is bound to deliver dividends in the future.

Q U I C K  TA K E

ONE DEATH TOO MANY

FROM the beginning of  its carnage in Gaza, Israel has 
questioned the number of  dead Palestinians published by 
the Gaza health authority. The UN and all international 

relief  agencies accept the numbers, as they have been found 
credible in the past. But now that there has been a revision, 
Israel again wants to tar the whole effort. The UN has ex-
plained it’s not a reduction in the total, just a difference be-
tween bodies found and those conclusively identified— 24,686 
confirmed identities among about 35,000 dead. The tally will 
be needed for future administrative action. But for now, let’s 
agree that the death of  even one civilian is one too many.
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