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Gene variant tied to Parkinson’s
may also show a way to beat it

‘What makes each person genetically susceptible to nonfamilial Parkinson’s disease is different. Using genetic data it is posible to test for types of

dysfunction in the cell that are hallmarks of the disease. This will help identify environmental factors that influence the risk of developing it

Matthew Farrer

arkinson’s disease is a

neurodegenerative movement

disorder that progresses

relentlessly. It gradually
impairs a person’s ability to function until
they ultimately become immobile and
often develop dementia. In the U.S. alone,
over a million people are afflicted with
Parkinson’s, and new cases and overall
numbers are steadily increasing.

There is currently no treatment to slow
or halt Parkinson’s disease. Available
drugs don’t slow disease progression and
can treat only certain symptoms.
Medications that work early in the
disease, however, such as Levodopa,
generally become ineffective over the
years, necessitating increased doses that
can lead to disabling side effects. Without
understanding the fundamental
molecular cause of Parkinson’s, it’s
improbable that researchers will be able
to develop a medication to stop the
disease from steadily worsening in
patients.

Many factors may contribute to the
development of Parkinson’s, both
environmental and genetic. Until recently,
underlying genetic causes of the disease
were unknown. Most cases of Parkinson’s
aren’t inherited but sporadic, and early
studies suggested a genetic basis was
improbable.

Nevertheless, everything in biology has
a genetic foundation. As a geneticist and
molecular neuroscientist, I have devoted
my career to predicting and preventing
Parkinson’s disease. In our newly
published research, my team and 1
discovered a new genetic variant linked to
Parkinson’s that sheds light on the
evolutionary origin of multiple forms of
familial parkinsonism, opening doors to
better understand and treat the disease.

Genetic linkages and associations

In the mid-1990s, researchers started
looking into whether genetic differences
between people with or without
Parkinson’s might identify specific genes
or genetic variants that cause the disease.
In general, I and other geneticists use two
approaches to map the genetic blueprint
of Parkinson’s: linkage analysis and
association studies.

Linkage analysis focuses on rare
families where parkinsonism, or
neurological conditions with similar
symptoms to Parkinson’s, is passed down.
This technique looks for cases where a
disease-causing version of the gene and
Parkinson’s appear to be passed down in
the same person. It requires information
on your family tree, clinical data and DNA
samples. Relatively few families, such as
those with more than two living, affected
relatives willing to participate, are needed
to expedite new genetic discoveries.

“Linkage” between a pathogenic
genetic variant and disease development
is so significant that it can inform a
diagnosis. It has also become the basis of
many lab models used to study the
consequences of gene dysfunction and
how to fix it. Linkage studies, like the
one my team and I published, have
identified pathogenic mutations in
over 20 genes. Notably, many patients in
families with parkinsonism have
symptoms that are indistinguishable from
typical, late-onset Parkinson’s.
Nevertheless, what causes inherited

Parkinsonism, which typically affects
people with earlier-onset disease, may
not be the cause of Parkinson’s in the
general population.

Conversely, genome-wide association
studies, or GWAS, compare genetic data
from patients with Parkinson’s with
unrelated people of the same age, gender
and ethnicity who don’t have the disease.
Typically, this involves assessing how
frequently in both groups over 2 million
common gene variants appear. Because
these studies require analysing so many
gene variants, researchers need to gather
clinical data and DNA samples from over
100,000 people.

Although costly and time-consuming,
the findings of genome-wide association
studies are widely applicable. Combining
the data of these studies has identified
many locations in the genome that
contribute to the risk of developing
Parkinson’s. Currently, there are over 92
locations in the genome that contain
about 350 genes potentially involved in
the disease. However, GWAS locations can
be considered only in aggregate;
individual results are not helpful in
diagnosis nor in disease modeling, as the
contribution of these individual genes to
disease risk is so minimal.

Together, “linked” and “associated”
discoveries imply a number of molecular
pathways are involved in Parkinson’s.
Each identified gene and the proteins
they encode typically can have more than
one effect. The functions of each gene
and protein may also vary by cell type.
The question is which gene variants,
functions and pathways are most relevant
to Parkinson’s? How do researchers
meaningfully connect this data?

Parkinson’s disease genes

Using linkage analysis, my team and [
identified a new genetic mutation for
Parkinson’s disease called RAB32
Ser71Arg. This mutation was linked to
Parkinsonism in three families and found
in 13 other people in several countries,
including Canada, France, Germany, Italy,
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Linkage between a pathogenic variant
and disease development is so
significant that it can inform diagnosis.
It has also become the basis of many
lab models used to study the
consequences of gene dysfunction

Poland, Turkey, Tunisia, the U.S. and the
UK.

Although the affected individuals and
families originate from many parts of the
world, they share an identical fragment of
chromosome 6 that contains RAB32
Ser71Arg. This suggests these patients are
all related to the same person; ancestrally,
they are distant cousins. It also suggests
there are many more cousins to identify.

‘With further analysis, we found RAB32
Ser71Arg interacts with several proteins
previously linked to early- and late-onset
Parkinsonism as well
as nonfamilial Parkinson’s disease. The
RAB32 Ser71Arg variant also
causes similar dysfunction within cells.

Together, the proteins encoded by
these linked genes optimize levels of the
neurotransmitter dopamine. Dopamine is
lost in Parkinson’s as the cells that
produce it progressively die. Together,
these linked genes and the proteins they
encode and regulate specialised
autophagy processes. In addition, these
encoded proteins enable immunity within
cells.

Such linked genes support the idea that
these causes of inherited parkinsonism
evolved to improve survival in early
life because they enhance immune
response to pathogens. RAB32 Ser7IArg
suggest how and why many mutations
have originated, despite creating
a susceptible genetic background for
Parkinson’s in later life.

RAB32 Ser71Arg is the first linked gene
researchers have identified that directly
connects the dots between prior linked

discoveries. The proteins encoded bring
together three important functions of the
cell: autophagy, immunity and
mitochondrial function. While autophagy
releases energy stored in the cell’s trash,
this needs to be coordinated with another
specialized component within the cell,
mitochondria, that are the major supplier
of energy. Mitochondria also help to
control cell immunity because

they evolved from bacteria the cell’s
immune system recognizes as “self”
rather than as an invading pathogen to
destroy.

Identifying subtle genetic differences
Finding the molecular blueprint for
familial Parkinson’s is the first step to
fixing the faulty mechanisms behind the
disease. Like the owner’s manual to your
car’s engine, it provides a practical guide
of what to check when the motor fails.

Just as each make of motor is subtly
different, what makes each person
genetically susceptible to nonfamilial
Parkinson’s disease is also subtly
different. However, analyzing genetic data
can now test for types of dysfunction in
the cell that are hallmarks of Parkinson’s
disease. This will help researchers
identify environmental factors that
influence the risk of developing
Parkinson’s, as well as medications that
may help protect against the disease.

More patients and families
participating in genetic research are
needed to find additional components of
the engine behind Parkinson’s. Each
person’s genome has about 27 million
variants of the 6 billion building blocks
that make up their genes. There are many
more genetic components for Parkinson’s
that have yet to be found.

As our discovery illustrates, each new
gene that researchers identify can
profoundly improve our ability to predict
and prevent Parkinson’s.

(Matthew Farrer is a professor of
neurology, University of Florida. This
article is republished from The
Conversation.)
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Eighty years since the chance discovery of LSD

Mukunth chi;

and thus the compound

was held to be psychotomimetic.
A Around the mid-century, which English
psychiatrist coined the term
“psychedelic” to refer to LSD’s effects,
once it became clear they differed from
accidentally ingested a small quantity of  those of schizophrenia because they
LSD and discovered its unique effects on  could be psychologically beneficial?

QUESTION 1
On April 16, 1943, 80 years ago this day,
the Swiss chemist Albert Hoffman

the human psyche, cognition, and
perception. What does LSD stand for?

N
QUESTION 2
Hoffman had LSD five years

QUESTION 4
Psychedelic substances are also called

Ans: Farad

prior by using water molecules to break
down molecules of an organic
compound produced by a fungus called
,,,,, Fill in the blank. Hint: Ingesting
this organic compound leads to a

A N
QUESTION 3

For some time, researchers believed that QUESTION 5
Name the program of llegal human

LSD’s effects mimicked those of

cM
K

they activate receptors in the body just
the way the neurotransmitter serotonin
does, heightening the resulting
symptoms. But LSD is unusual among. Sievert
psychedelics because it also stimulates
condition in humans called St. Anthony’s  the receptors of which other

fire. neurotransmitter?

gic hallucinogens because

experiments the U.S. Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) conducted from 1953 to
1973 in which it used psychoactive
substances including LSD to inflict
psychological torture to force
confessions from people during
interrogations.

Answers to April 11 quiz:

1. Unit used to measure the solid angle
- Ans: Steradian

2. Unit used to measure capacitance -

3. United used to measure the density of
magnetic flux - Ans: Tesla

4. United used to measure radiation by
its effects on biological tissue - Ans:

5. Unit used to measure the catalytic
activity of an enzyme - Ans: Katal
Visual: W.E. Weber

First contact: K.N. Viswanathan |
Muhammed Shahid Suri | Appa Rao M.
| Jyot Prakash Gulati

[N

drugs. PUBLIC DOMAIN

Please send in your answers to
science@thehindu.co.in

Visual: Name this famous English writer who, after trying LSD, joined as an
advisor to researchers at Harvard University in the 1960s working on similar

ACoral Fort’ that researchers are using to protect
laboratory-grown coral off the coast of Fort
Lauderdale, Florida. AP

Scientists
grasp at
straws to
save corals

from fish

Associated Press

Researchers trying to prevent predatory
fish from devouring laboratory-grown
coral are grasping at biodegradable straws
in an effort to restore what some call the
rainforest of the sea.

Scientists around the world have been
working for years to address the decline
of coral reef populations. Just last
summer, reef rescue groups in South
Florida and the Florida Keys were trying
to save coral from rising ocean
temperatures. Besides working to keep
existing coral alive, researchers have also
been growing new coral in labs and then
placing them in the ocean.

But protecting the underwater
ecosystem that maintains upwards of 25%
of all marine species is not easy. Even
more challenging is making sure coral
grown in a laboratory and placed into the
ocean doesn’t become fish food.

Marine researcher Kyle Pisano said one
problem is predators like parrot fish
attempt to bite and destroy the newly
transplanted coral in areas like South
Florida, leaving them with less than a
40% survival rate. With projects calling
for tens of thousands of coral to be
planted over the next decade, the losses
add up when coral pieces can cost more

The cage consists of a limestone
disc surrounded by eight vertical
straws. The device doesn’t have a
top, because the juvenile coral
needs sunlight and the fish don’t
face downward to eat

than $100 (Rs 8,300) each.

Mr. Pisano and his partner, Kirk
Dotson, have developed ‘Coral Fort’,
claiming the small biodegradable cage
made in part with drinking straws boosts
the survival rate of transplanted coral to
over 90%.

The fish eventually lose interest in the
coral as it matures, but scientists need to
protect the coral in the meantime.
Stainless steel and PVC pipe barriers have
been set up around transplanted coral in
the past, but those barriers needed to be
cleaned of algae growth and eventually
removed.

Mr. Pisano had the idea of creating a
protective barrier that would eventually
dissolve, eliminating the need to maintain
or remove it. He began conducting
offshore experiments with biodegradable
coral cages as part of a master’s degree
program at Nova Southeastern University.
He used a substance called
polyhydroxyalkanoate, a biopolymer
derived from the fermentation of canola
oil. PHA biodegrades in the ocean, leaving
only water and carbon dioxide. His
findings were published last year.

The coral cage consists of a limestone
disc surrounded by eight vertical phade
brand drinking straws. The device doesn’t
have a top, Mr. Pisano said, because the
juvenile coral needs sunlight and the
parrot fish don’t generally want to
position themselves facing downward to
eat.

Mr. Dotson, a retired aerospace
engineer, and Mr. Pisano formed Reef
Fortify Inc. to further develop the
patent-pending Coral Fort. The first batch
of cages were priced at $12 (Rs 1,000)
each, but the two believe that could
change as production scales up.
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Pitch for continuity

BJP manifesto is as focused on
achievements as on promises

the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has sought a
popular mandate for a third consecutive
term under the leadership of Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi. The party’s campaign is based pri-
marily on its track record of the previous two
terms. It has underscored its achievements in
terms of the advancement of a core ideological
agenda and governance promises, while making
the case for a third term. The special status of
Jammu and Kashmir under Article 370 was un-
done, and the Ram temple in Ayodhya was inaug-
urated during the second term of Mr. Modi. A
third component of the core programme of the
BJP, namely, implementation of a Uniform Civil
Code, has been promised in the third term. The
manifesto has a catalogue of measures already
implemented by the BJP, which include the ongo-
ing free grain scheme that covers two-thirds of
the population, piped drinking water, and other
anti-poverty programmes, particularly in hous-
ing. The manifesto claims that 25 crore people
have been lifted out of poverty during the last
two terms of governance. Criminalisation of tri-
ple talaq is also cited as an achievement. The ma-
nifesto cites the expanded representation of Oth-
er Backward Classes, tribal communities and
Dalits in government — 60% of the outgoing
Council of Ministers, according to the manifesto
— as proof of the commitment to social justice.
In its pitch for a third term, the BJP argues that
continuity of a strong, stable government is es-
sential in steering the country through a period
of global instability. It also promises the imple-
mentation of the Citizenship (Amendment) Act
and the law for women’s reservations in the third
term. The party steers clear of any view regard-
ing the demand for a caste census — which is a
promise in the Congress manifesto — but makes a
mention of the 10% reservation that it imple-
mented for the Economically Weaker Sections.
The key new promise that it makes for a third
term is a health-care guarantee worth up to 35
lakh for senior citizens. In a notable departure,
there is no reference in the manifesto for a Na-
tional Register of Citizens, a contentious topic.
Apart from the emphasis on Mr. Modi’s personal
appeal — the entire manifesto is titled ‘Modi’s
Guarantee’ — the BJP is making an appeal to the
Gramin, Yuva, Annadata, Nari and Middle Class
(GYANM) segment, which refers to rural areas,
youth, farmers, women and the new middle
class. The manifesto documents the BJP’s strate-
gy and vision which indicates continuity in the
trajectory of India set during the last 10 years. Af-
ter two terms, the BJP had to necessarily recount
its welfare schemes and other achievements, but
as a party in power, its promises should have
been more substantive. The voters will necessari-
ly weigh the promises in the backdrop of the
achievements.

l n its manifesto for the 2024 general election,

Two-horse race

Karnataka is seeing a straight contest
between BJP and Congress

Congress rode to power in Karnataka

with a thumping majority of 136 seats out
of 224 in the State Legislature, the party is bank-
ing on the widespread appreciation for imple-
menting its ‘five guarantees’ that it had promised
in order to take on the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-Janata Dal (Secular) (JDS) alliance in the
general election. While the polls to the Lok Sabha
are in the backdrop of the Rameshwaram Cafe
blast in Bengaluru on March 1, that left nine peo-
ple injured, the incident has had little impact on
the ground, with even the BJP, which has alleged
that it is a case of a ‘law and order’ failure, tread-
ing carefully to avoid giving it communal under-
tones. It is a difficult lesson the BJP is likely to
have learnt from its performance in the Assembly
elections on May 10, 2023. Its governance was
marked by months of communally polarising go-
vernment orders and issues, beginning with the
hijab ban in February 2022 soon after Basavaraj
Bommai replaced the hugely popular party vete-
ran B.S. Yediyurappa as Chief Minister. This was
followed by the repeal of the 4% reservations for
Muslims in State government jobs and education-
al institutions, and distributing this quota equally
between Vokkaligas and Veerashaiva-Lingayats.
The repeal, in the form of a government order on
March 27, came weeks before the Assembly elec-
tions in May. Yet, the Congress bettered its 2018
Assembly poll performance by four percentage
points, garnering an impressive 43% vote share,
while there was no change in the BJP’s vote share
of 36%.

The Congress’s ‘five guarantees’ have resulted
in tangible benefits for more than two-thirds of
the State’s population, going by government
claims. But the party’s attempt to make the ‘de-
nial of Karnataka’s central pool of funds’ a poll is-
sue has had little resonance. The BJP has wit-
nessed steady success in the Lok Sabha polls in
Karnataka, bettering its 2014 record of 43% by 8.4
percentage points in the 2019 general election,
crossing the half-way mark at 51.4%, and winning
25 of the 28 seats. With the JD(S) steadily losing
ground and vote share and being viewed as re-
presenting only one community, the Vokkaligas,
it has been relegated to being allotted three seats
in the BJP-led alliance. This general election
would thus be a direct contest between the BJP
and the Congress. But it appears unlikely that the
BJP, now the principal Opposition in the State,
will be able to replicate its performance in 2019.
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‘ Imost a year since the Siddaramaiah-led

Guarantee is precarity, welfare is self-care

he National Democratic Alliance (NDA)

years are often, in mainstream media,

lauded as years with a generous

welfare agenda. But do budgetary
allocations in the Union Budget corroborate this
assessment?

We try to answer this by looking at the trend in
welfare spending over the past 20 years. We
compare expenditure on what we label “NDA
schemes” with United Progressive Alliance (UPA)
or “UPA schemes”.

Contrasting models?

For the UPA decade (2004-2014), we include five
major programmes as “UPA schemes”. These are
the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(NREGA) 2005 and four schemes of the National
Food Security Act (NFSA) 2013: the Public
Distribution System (PDS), Mid-Day Meals (MDM),
Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS)
and maternity entitlements (provided through
the Pradhan Mantri Matru Vandana Yojana
(PMMVY) that operationalised very belatedly in
2017).

For the PDS, we use the food subsidy.
Apportioning the food subsidy into a consumer-,
producer- (i.e., the farmer’s share, who sells
wheat and rice at minimum support prices)
subsidy and administrative costs is not
straightforward. However, halving the food
subsidy (as an approximation of the consumer
subsidy) does not make much of a difference.

During the NDA period (2014-2024), the
Bharatiya Janata Party funded the Swachh Bharat
Abhiyan (SBA) from 2014, Pradhan Mantri Awas
Yojana-Urban (PMAY-U) from 2015 and PM-Awas
(rural) the following year along with Pradhan
Mantri Ujjwala Yojana. The PM-Kisan Samman
Nidhi (PM-Kisan) and Ayushman Bharat were
initiated in 2018, while the Jal Jeevan Mission
(JJM) was in 2019. The total budget for Ayushman
Bharat from 2019-24 was ¥32,000 crore, i.e., half
the annual expenditure on PM-Awas, averaged
over the same period. Including it does not
change the broad results, which is why we
exclude it.
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The NDA
government has
managed to
project itself as
a big welfare
spender by
renaming
pre-existing
UPA
programmes
but has been
underfunding
them without
any
compensatory
social assistance

of its own

The state of welfare

Notwithstanding the Modi government's shrill rhetoric, welfare spending (as %

of GDP) has stagnated during its term

Expenditure on UPA and NDA schemes as % of GDP
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"UPA" includes food subsidy, MGNREGA, Mid-Day Meals, ICDS and PM-Matru Vandana Yojana.
"NDA" includes Swachh Bharat Mission, PM-Awas, PM-Kisan, Jal Jeevan Mission and LPG
subsidy. Sources: Union Budget, various years. When actuals were unavailable, Revised
Estimate (RE) is used. Where RE is not available, Budget Estimate (BE) is used.

For Ujjwala Yojana we use the LPG subsidy (as
with the food subsidy), though only a small part
of it is spent on Ujjwala Yojana. The chart
includes five major “NDA schemes”: SBA,
PM-Awas, LPG subsidy, PM-Kisan and the JJM.

Some have contrasted the UPA with the NDA,
where private goods (toilets, LPG cylinder and
water connections, housing) are provided by the
government, and have labelled this “new
welfarism”. However, several of these schemes
existed in the UPA years, with different names
(Swachh Bharat was Nirmal Bharat, PM-Awas was
Indira Awaas, and so on) and lower budgets. After
2014, the UPA schemes continue with new names
(e.g., MDM is Pradhan Mantri Poshan Shakti
Nirman, or PM POSHAN, and the PDS is Pradhan
Mantri Garib Kalyan Anna Yojana, or PMGKAY).

The NDA schemes follow a saturation
approach that allows an element of
‘self-targeting’. Only those who do not have a
toilet or ‘pucca’ room or LPG connection, are
eligible. Once they receive it, others get a chance.
In the case of the UPA’s benefits, entitled people
get benefits enshrined in the laws on a yearly (100
days of work for rural families), monthly (PDS
grains) or daily (meals in schools and at
anganwadis) basis. Here too, there is some
self-targeting — only those who cannot get work at
higher wages than NREGA show up for it and
children in government schools and angwandis
tend to be from poorer families.

On how welfare spending has changed

Let us, nevertheless, keep the distinction for now.
The chart shows expenditure in the Union Budget
on “NDA schemes”, “UPA schemes” and the
combined total. The level of welfare expenditure
(top line) is low and stagnating, in spite of good
GDP growth in this period. It exceeds 3% of GDP
only once (in one of the two COVID-19 years).
Whatever increase there is, was during the UPA
years. After the Fourteenth Finance Commission
devolved more funds to the States; the Centre’s
share was reduced to 60% from 90% for some
schemes. Adjusting for this, the point still stands.

In contrast to the NDA schemes, none of which
are legal entitlements, the UPA benefits are
enshrined in the law. So, it is not easy to defund
them entirely. The NDA schemes, therefore, are
much more like ‘freebies’ dependant on the
whims of the government. Legal compulsions
notwithstanding, the UPA schemes, especially
those for children (school meals and the ICDS)
suffered budgetary neglect under the NDA
(middle line). Their share declined gradually from
around 1.5% of GDP in 2014 to 1% of GDP in
2018-19. Then, the pandemic forced the
government to ramp it up.

Increased funding to NDA schemes barely
offsets the decline in spending on UPA schemes.
It rose steadily (bottom line) in the past decade
but remained below 1% of GDP. This explains
their modest achievements: according to the
National Family Health Survey, LPG usage
increased from 43% in 2015-16 to 58% in 2019-21
(the most recent year for which the data is

available). The proportion of households
practising open defecation has halved (from 39%
to 19%) and those residing in ‘pucca’ homes
barely changed (from 56% to 60%).

It is precisely because the NDA lacked
imagination that during COVID-19, it fell back on
UPA initiatives, including NREGA which was
mocked in 2015 by the Prime Minister as a symbol
of the Congress’s failures.

The NDA’s fraught relationship with UPA
schemes is evident in the case of the
PDS/PMGKAY too. The NFSA 2013 mandated 50%
coverage in urban areas and 75% in rural areas
(i.e., 800 million in all), providing five kilograms a
person a month at ¥2-33 a kg (for wheat and rice,
respectively) for those covered by the PDS.

From April 2020 to December 2022, the
government doubled people’s entitlements (from
five kilograms each month to 10 kg, providing the
extra five kilograms free) as COVID-19 relief.
When the COVID-19 top up was discontinued in
2023, to blunt the blow, the original NFSA
entitlement (five kilograms for ¥10-X15) was made
free. This repackaged PDS, that saved each
person an additional 15 a month at most, was
renamed PMGKAY.

Facts aside, the current expanded coverage of
800 million through the PDS that a UPA
legislation (the NFSA 2013) enabled, is now
associated much more with the BJP than the
Congress. This is astonishing because the NDA’s
failure to conduct the 2021 Census has excluded
millions from the PDS. Estimates based on
population projections show that applying NFSA
mandated coverage ratios (50% in urban and 75%
in rural areas) to the 2021 population would have
added more than 100 million to the PDS.

State initiatives

The silver lining is that several State governments,
especially those ruled by regional parties, have
stepped up to the plate. For instance, while the
Union government has barely increased per child
cooking costs for school meals, even poorer
States such as Bihar, Jharkhand and Odisha
provide for eggs a few times a week in the MDM
and ICDS.

Similarly, the central contribution to some
social security pensions (for the elderly, widows)
has stagnated at 3200 per month since 2006.
Meanwhile, most States provide a top up and
several have increased coverage. Odisha’s Madhu
Babu Pension Yojana supports 58% of pensioners
in the State. Odisha and Tamil Nadu provide
higher amounts (10,000 and 18,000,
respectively) as maternity entitlements to
pregnant women than the Centre’s PMMVY
(%5,000-%6,000).

The NDA government has managed to build a
reputation as a big welfare spender by renaming
pre-existing programmes (MDM/POSHAN,
PDS/PMGKAY), while underfunding them without
any compensatory social assistance of its own. In
an Orwellian world, “war is peace”, “freedom is
slavery”, so under the NDA’s, “guarantee is
precarity” and “welfare is self-care”.

New data law, a barrier to journalistic free speech

comprehensive data protection law, the

Digital Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Act,
2023. The government is in the process of
framing rules and regulations to operationalise
the law and the process is expected to be done
after the general election. The law is largely based
on users giving consent for the processing of their
personal data. It provides basic rights such as
access to and erasure of data, places some
obligations on companies, and establishes a
complaints body for grievance redress. However,
the law might have an invisible impact on
journalistic free speech.

Typically, data protection laws exempt
journalistic activities from privacy obligations
such as notifying users and taking their consent
before using their personal data. Three previous
drafts of the DPDP Act had exemptions for
journalistic activities, but the final law withdrew
such an exemption. The Editors Guild of India
also pointed to this risk and in a letter to the
government, requested that journalistic activities
be exempted from the DPDP Act.

l n August 2023, India got its first

An impediment

Now you may ask, what does privacy have to do
with journalistic free speech? Imagine that you
are a journalist writing about a Member of
Parliament (MP) and his performance. For your
story, you use information from their lives such as
the meetings they held, where, and with whom,
the towns, villages, and cities they travelled to.
How often did they use a private jet or a
chartered plane? What about their financial
background and also the investments made by
their close family members? Most of this
information is not available in the public domain
and needs a lot of research. All this information
about an MP is their ‘personal data’, which is data
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protected under the DPDP Act. Consequently,
any journalist who wishes to use this data will
have to get their consent before publishing the
story. Even after publication, the MP can exercise
their right to erasure and request journalists to
delete such stories.

Further, the DPDP Act empowers the
government to call for information from any data
processor in India. Depending on how this
provision is interpreted and applied, this may
impact the confidentiality that journalists must
maintain for their sources and research
documents. Taken together, this need for
journalists to get consent before publishing their
story, the potential for the subject to rely on the
right to erasure to have the story deleted, and the
power of the government to call for information
would likely impede a journalist’s ability to
discharge their role as the fourth estate — of
holding the state accountable.

If this is a well-identified challenge, then why
did the government remove such an exemption
from subsequent drafts? This remains unclear.
Three previous drafts of the DPDP Act, one
released by an expert committee on data
protection (2018), the other by the government
(2019), and the third released by a Joint
Parliamentary Committee in 2021, contained
clear exemptions for journalistic activities. In two
subsequent drafts of the DPDP Act (2022 and
2023), the exemption given to journalistic
activities was withdrawn without reasons being
given.

No clarification

This instance of the end stage removal of the
clause for journalistic exemption points to the
need for adopting a more robust and transparent
public consultation process around proposed
laws. One of the primary ways to get feedback on

a law is to institute an ‘open and transparent’
public consultation model. Although the Indian
government released three separate drafts of the
data protection law for public consultation, none
of the comments received on the drafts has ever
been released in the public domain. This impedes
the ability of citizens to understand what
different stakeholders were saying and who was
finally heard in the final formulation of the law.
The government has also conducted invite-only
town halls to gather feedback on drafts of the
DPDP Act.

The withdrawal of exemptions for journalistic
activities was not discussed in such town halls.
And, no clarification was provided by the
government for its withdrawal. Unfortunately,
these consultations and town halls are often not
conducive to enable open debate and
deliberation on the proposed law and its
provisions.

An appeal

Legally then, what are the solutions we can
envision? In addition to enabling an open and
transparent consultation process, the
government can swiftly remedy this problem via
rules under the DPDP Act. Under the Act, the
central government has the power to exempt any
data processor or ‘classes’ of data processors
from any provisions of the law. These give wide
powers to the government to single-handedly
provide and take away an exemption — but it is
the quickest route available in this case. Although
an exemption for journalistic work should form
part of the core text of the law, the government
must use this rule to exempt journalistic entities,
including citizen journalists, from any obligations
under the DPDP Act. This will ensure that the
DPDP Act does not have negative consequences
on journalistic free speech in India.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Think and vote

General election 2024 has a
deeper implication due to
the Bharatiya Janata Party’s
socio-politico agenda. It
looks like it is another war
of independence because of
the divisive and hate
politics of the BJP, which is
dangerous for the unity and
integrity of the nation.
Democratic values are in

fading fast. One

against them.

great danger. Secularism is

government at the Centre
with no rights for the States
will hamper the growth and
development of States. On
the one hand, the BJP buys
off its opponents, failing
which cases are filed

Instrumentalities of the
government such as the ED

and CBI are used towards
party ends. On the other
hand, the BJP has
successfully weaponised
Hindutva for electoral gains.
The reality is that Hindutva
is being used as a smoke
screen to hide the crony
capitalist policies of the BJP.
The real issues facing the
nation are unemployment,
inflation, poverty, wealth

and income inequality,
religious polarisation, caste
discrimination among
others which can never be
tackled with the BJP’s
agenda.

terms of their perception of
one leader but on the basis
of which leader will be able

to meet the aspirations of
the people while uniting the
country as a whole. Else, we
would be fast heading to
one man rule, and not a
constitutional form of

‘Ageless Dhoni’
Julius Caesar came, he saw

and he conquered
Pharnaces II.

M.S. Dhoni came, he saw
and he conquered
Wankhade against Mumbai
Indians with his

It is imperative that people governance. swashbuckling four-ball 20
mobilise themselves to N.G.R. Prasad, runs laced with a hat-trick
think and act not merely in Chennai of sixes. And, CSK won by 20

runs (‘Sport’ page, April 15).

K. Pradeep,
Chennai
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India’s Arctic imperative

n December 2023, when

four Indian climate

scientists arrived in Oslo to

begin acclimatisation for
India’s maiden winter expedition
at the Arctic, they had little idea of
what lay ahead. Himadri, India’s
research station in the
International Arctic Research Base
at Svalbard in Norway, had until
then hosted missions only in the
summer. A winter expedition
entails living in the intense cold (as
low as -15 degrees Celsius) after a
period of rigorous acclimatisation.
More concerning for Indian
researchers was the daunting
prospect of polar nights.

Growing interest in the Arctic
In March 2024, India’s first winter
experience at the Arctic came to a
successful end. While the
scientists will doubtless be proud
of their feat, India’s long
reluctance to embark on an
all-year Arctic mission calls for
introspection. For over a decade,
India’s National Centre for Polar
and Ocean Research saw no
reason for a winter mission to the
Arctic. What changed Indian
policy, ostensibly, was scientific
data showing that the Arctic was
warming faster than previously
thought. When facts tying
catastrophic climatic occurrences
in India to the melting of Arctic
Sea ice emerged, decision-makers
felt compelled to act.

Second, New Delhi is seized of
the opening up of Arctic Sea
routes, primarily the Northern Sea
Route, and would like to route
Indian trade through the region.
This might help India reduce costs
for shipping companies along with
time, fuel, and security costs for
transmitting goods.

The third reason is geopolitics.
China’s growing investments in the
Arctic have raised concern in
India. Russia’s decision to grant
China expanded access to the
Northern Sea Route has deepened
this anxiety. India’s increasing
focus on the Arctic comes at a
time of heightened tensions in the
region, fuelled by the
Russia-Ukraine conflict and
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exacerbated by the suspension of
various regional cooperative
forums. There are concerns about
the potential repercussions of
these tensions, especially given
Russia’s growing reliance on its
nuclear deterrent on the Kola
Peninsula. For India, which aims
to maintain constructive relations
with both western nations and
Russia, these developments carry
significant strategic implications.
To be sure, India is no
newcomer to the Arctic. Its
involvement in the region goes
back to 1920, with the signing of
the Svalbard Treaty in Paris. In
2007, India undertook its first
research mission to investigate
Arctic microbiology, atmospheric
sciences, and geology. A year later,
India became the only developing
country, aside from China, to

Oslo establish an Arctic research base.

While the Indian
government
seems keen to
benefit from
seabed mining
and resource
exploitation in
the Arctic, it
ought to
unequivocally
back a
sustainable
mode of
extraction

After being granted ‘observer’
status by the Arctic Council in
2013, India commissioned a
multi-sensor moored observatory
in Svalbard in 2014 and an
atmospheric laboratory in 2016.
The work at these stations focuses
on examining Arctic ice systems
and glaciers and the consequences
of Arctic melt on the Himalayas
and the Indian monsoon.

Even so, the issue of Indian
engagement in the Arctic divides
the country’s academic and policy
communities. Opinions are split
over the potential impacts of the
changing climate in the Arctic on
India’s economy. The concern
primarily stems from mining in
the region for fossil fuels, an area
where India has yet to articulate a
clear economic strategy. The
proponents of economic
exploitation in the Arctic advocate
a pragmatic approach in the
region, especially around oil and
gas exploration, and mining. The
sceptics warn about the potential
environmental consequences and
underscore the need for a more
balanced policy framework that
recognises the negative aspects of
maritime resource exploitation.

Potential for collaboration
Norway, the present chair of the

Arctic Council, has close ties with
India. Since the late 1980s, the two
countries have collaborated to
investigate changing conditions in
the Arctic and Antarctic, as well as
their impact on South Asia. As
climate change ends up more
deeply affecting the Arctic and the
South Asian monsoon, these
efforts have accelerated over time.

India’s present policy is to
cooperate with Arctic countries in
green energy, and green and clean
industries, as a way of bolstering
its ‘responsible stakeholder’
credentials. With Denmark and
Finland, for instance, Indian
collaboration has come in areas
such as waste management,
pollution control, renewable
energy, and green technology.
Many believe a partnership with
Norway could be transformational
for India as it would enable greater
Indian participation in the Arctic
Council’s working groups, tackling
issues such as the blue economy,
connectivity, maritime
transportation, investment and
infrastructure, and responsible
resource development. While the
Indian government seems keen to
benefit from seabed mining and
resource exploitation in the Arctic,
it ought to unequivocally back a
sustainable mode of extraction.

Understandably, a partnership
with Norway is likely to be focused
on scientific research and climate
and environmental protection.
These are two of the six pillars
that comprise India’s Arctic Policy
(the other four being economic
and human development;
transportation and connectivity;
governance and international
cooperation; and national
capacity building). India would
perhaps still look to explore
economic opportunities in the
Arctic. Norway could, then, help
India design a sustainable policy
that accommodates the needs of
both the scientific community and
industry. As global geopolitical
tensions are also mounting in the
Arctic, finding constructive and
non-sensitive ways to alleviate
pressure will be in the interest of
both India and Norway.

The Next-Gen steps up in J&IK

The BJP’s main plank is dynasty politics, but the regional parties are unfazed

STATE OF PLAY

Peerzada Ashiq

peerzada.ashig@thehindu.co.in

his is an election of
T many firsts in Jammu J&K

and Kashmir (J&K). It
is the first parliamentary elec-
tion after the State of J&K was
bifurcated into the two Union
Territories, and its special
constitutional status
scrapped, on August 5, 2019.
This is also the first election in
which the next generation of
influential families in the re-
gion — the Abdullahs, Muftis,
and Azads — are plunging into
politics, even as the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) continues to
attack the practice of dynastic
politics, a strategy which it
hopes will help it keep these
political families in J&K at bay:.

The reins of the National
Conference (NC), a party
which was founded by Sheikh
Mohammad Abdullah in 1939,
has remained firmly with the
Abdullahs for more than nine
decades despite the efforts by
rivals, both within and outside
the party, to dislodge them.
The name Abdullah remains
the pivot of the party.

However, successions have
never been a cakewalk.
Sheikh Abdullah’s son, Farooq
Abdullah, succeeded him as
the leader of the party in a for-
mal ceremony on August 21,
1981, at Mujahid Manzil in Sri-
nagar’s downtown area. But
given the souring of relations
between the Abdullahs and
the Gandhi family then, there
were apprehensions that the
Congress-led Centre would re-
move Sheikh Abdullah as
J&K’s Chief Minister.

Since the 1980s, there has
been no formal succession of
the Abdullahs in J&K. Dr. Fa-
rooq Abdullah’s son Omar Ab-
dullah saw a subdued entry in-
to politics in 1998, at a time

when J&K was in the grip of
militancy. Mr. Omar Abdullah
became India’s youngest mi-
nister at the age of 29 and held
the portfolio of Minister of
State, Commerce and Indus-
try, in 1999 under the BJP-led
National Democratic Alliance
(NDA). The NDA believed then
that only the Abdullahs could
save Kashmir from separatists
and militants.

Cut to 2024. Zahir and Za-
mir Abdullah, Mr. Omar Ab-
dullah’s sons, were conspicu-
ous at the NC’s iftar party
thrown for local journalists.
The two of them joined the
evening prayers and helped
their father place traems, cop-
per plates from which four
persons eat — a marker of tra-
ditional Kashmiri hospitality.
Both the sons hold law de-
grees and have begun express-
ing their political views. Com- | ing
menting on a recent speech by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in Jammu, promising to res-
tore Statehood, Mr. Zahir Ab-
dullah wrote on social media,
“Yet again, vague and ambigu-
ous timelines (from the PM).”

When People’s Democratic
Party (PDP) president, Meh-
booba Mufti,
daughter of former Union
Home Minister Mufti Moham-
mad Sayeed, was jailed on the
eve of August 5, 2019, in Kash-
mir, her daughter Iltija Mufti
became the face and voice of
the party. Ms. Iltija Mufti’s
plunge into politics is com-
plete now. She has been visit-
ing residents and getting feed-

back on various issues in the
remote areas of south Kash-
mir, where her mother is tak-
ing on political stalwarts such
as the NC’s Mian Altaf and the
Democratic Progressive Azad
Party’s Ghulam Nabi Azad. By
speaking about issues faced by
rural women and employing
social media to connect with
the youth, Ms. Iltija Mufti is
clearly preparing to take up a
bigger role within the party.

Similarly, Mr. Azad’s son,
Saddam Nabi Azad, has been
canvassing for his father on-
line and offline.

These developments have
brought the dynasty debate in-
to focus once again. The rea-
son the BJP is unable to make
a dent despite its accusations
of dynasty rule resonating
with voters is that the party
has failed to bring in a new
crop of politicians to take on
these families. The leaders
propped up by the BJP
through the panchayat and
municipal elections in the past
five years have failed to infuse
new blood into the party or
emerge as alternatives to these
families.

On the other hand, the Ab-
dullahs and Muftis have cap-
tured the discourse by defend-
J&K’s  intra-regional
identity and fighting for the
restoration of autonomous
status to J&K. This has struck a
chord with the people and dif-
fused the BJP’s dynasty narra-
tive. The only worrying sign
for them is the murmurs with-
in their parties about the need
to create a more competitive
and democratic space for non-
family members.

Responding to accusations
of dynasty politics, Dr. Farooq
Abdullah recently said, “Dy-
nasts may be the case in Bolly-
wood and business. In polit-
ics, people and votes propel a
leader... A leader has to con-
nect with the people and gar-
ner support to win elections.”

who is the

What share of global CO: emissions come

from aviation?

Aviation accounts for 2.5% of global COz emissions. But it has contributed around 4% to global warming to date

DATA POINT

Hannah Ritchie

lying is one of the most car-
F bon-intensive activities, yet

it contributes just 2.5% of
the world’s carbon emissions.
How does this add up? Well, nearly
everyone in the world does not fly.
Studies estimate that just 10% of
the world flies in most years. But
as incomes rise, this will change.

Increased demand and techno-
logical improvements have driven
the change in aviation emissions
over the last 50 years. Total CO2
emissions are often explained
through the “Kaya identity” — how
many people there are, their in-
come, the energy efficiency of eco-
nomies, and the carbon intensity
of energy. We can use a similar fra-
mework to understand the drivers
of aviation emissions.

This article looks at historical
changes in aviation demand, effi-
ciency, and its contribution to cli-
mate change. Most of this work is
based on an excellent paper by
Candelaria Bergero and colleagues
and another by David Lee and col-
leagues. To calculate carbon emis-
sions from aviation, we need to
know three metrics. Aviation de-
mand: how many passenger and
freight kilometers; energy efficien-
cy: how much energy is used per
km; carbon intensity: what fuel is
being used, which tells us the car-
bon emitted per unit of energy.
Multiply these metrics together,
and we get CO2 emissions.

Chart 1 shows trends in these
relevant metrics since 1990. For
now, let’s ignore the period of the
pandemic and focus on the trends
up to 2019. Between 1990 and
2019, both passenger and freight
demand approximately quadru-
pled. In 2019, passengers travelled
more than 8 trillion km, which is
about the same as a light year.

At the same time, flying has be-
come more than twice as energy
efficient. Travelling one passenger-
km in 1990 used 2.9 megajoules

CM
K

(M)) of energy. By 2019, this had
more than halved to 1.3 MJ. This ef-
ficiency has come from improved
design and technology, larger
planes that can carry more passen-
gers, and a higher ‘passenger load
factor’. Empty seats are less com-
mon than in the past.

The carbon intensity of that fuel
— how much CO2 is emitted per
unit — has not changed at all. We
used standard jet fuel in 1990 and
we are using the same today. It has
not become any cleaner. Biofuels
and other alternatives are just a ti-
ny fraction of global demand.

If flying has become more than
twice as energy efficient, and the
carbon emitted per unit of energy
has not changed, then it follows
that the carbon efficiency of travel-
ing one km is also more than twice
as high. In 1990, one passenger-km
would emit 357 grams of CO2. By
2019, this had more than halved to
157 grams. How have the changes
in demand and technology affect-
ed CO2 emissions?

If demand has quadrupled, but
aviation has become twice as effi-
cient, then emissions will double.
The gains in efficiency have partly
counteracted the emissions from
increased demand. In 1990, global
aviation emitted around 0.5 billion
tonnes. In 2019, that was around 1
billion as shown in Chart 1.

Global CO2 emissions from avia-
tion have quadrupled since the
1960s. To examine a longer-term
perspective, the recent data was
extended back to 1940 (Chart 2).
Emissions have quadrupled since
the mid-1960s.

Aviation’s share in global emis-
sions has been calculated using the
time series above and total CO2
emissions data using the Global
Carbon Project. In 2019, aviation
accounted for 2.5% of CO2 emis-
sions from fossil sources and land
use. This share fluctuated from 2%
to 2.5% since the mid-1990s but
with a marked increase since 2010
(Chart 3).

Dr. Hannah Ritchie is the Deputy Editor and
Science Outreach Lead in OurWorldInData

Polluted skies

Hannah Ritchie (2024) - “What share of global CO, emissions come from aviation?” Published online at OurWorldInData.org.
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Chart 1: The charts show year-wise global aviation demand,
energy efficiency and CO, emissions
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Chart 2: The chart shows global CO, emissions
from aviation
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Chart 3: The chart shows aviation’s share in
global CO, emissions
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FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 16, 1974

Railmen decide to go on
indefinite strike from May 8

New Delhi, April 15: Following the deadlock at
to-day’s talks with the Railway Board on the
railwaymen’s demands, the National
Co-ordination Committee of Railway Unions has
decided to launch an “indefinite strike from May
8. The Co-ordination Committee, after over six
hours of deliberations, to-night called upon the
three Railway federations and other Railway
unions to serve a 14-day notice on the Railways
on April 23 for the strike from May 8.
Meanwhile, the Railway Minister, Mr. I.N.
Mishra, has conveyed to Mr. George Fernandez
that the Member (Staff) of the Railway Board,
Mr. G.P. Warrier’s talks with the Negotiating
Committee earlier in the day, were not the “last
words” and that he (Mr. Mishra) would like to
meet him (Mr. Fernandez) and other members
of the Committee on the afternoon of April 18.
Though the date for the proposed indefinite
strike has been fixed by the Co-ordination
Committee, the time from which the strike
should commence is to be decided to-morrow.
Mr. Fernandez, after his discussion with the
Railway Board Member, Mr. Warrier, had written
to the Railway Minister, Mr. Mishra, pointing out
the “dead end” reached in the talks since the
Government’s position on all the demands “was
totally negative.” “We have certain just and
legitimate demands and your Ministry’s
response is a flat ‘no’ to all our demands. The
National Co-ordination Committee is due to
meet at 3 p.m. to-day and we would have
appreciated knowing from you whether Mr.
Warrier’s word is the last word. And if it is not,
then how and where do we go from here?” Mr.
Fernandez in his letter asked Mr. Mishra.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 16, 1924
Lake levels of Victoria Nyanza

In a geographical memoir by O.E.P. Brooks, the
author has set forth that the variations in the
lake levels of Victoria Nyanza from 1896 to 1922
and those of Albert Nyanza from 1904 to 1922 as
recorded by tide gauges, have occurred more in
accordance with variations in sunspots than
with those of rainfall. As most of the rain is
removed by evaporation and as evaporation is
highest during the periods of minimum
sunspots, the lake levels are then lowest. He
points out the level was highest in 1917, a year of
maximum sunspots and there was no increase
of rainfall to account for the high level.
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Siachen: 40 years of Op Meghdoot

April 13, 2024 marks four decades since the Indian Army pre-empted Pakistan and occupied the Siachen glacier on the Saltoro ridge, overlooking the Nubra valley in

FULL CONTEXT

Dinakar Peri

‘ ‘ he land is so barren and
the passes so high that
only the best of friends

and fiercest of enemies
come by” — reads a Ladakhi saying at
Kumar post on the Siachen Glacier
located at an altitude of 15,632 feet. The
saying captures the conflict on the icy
glacier between India and Pakistan. April
13, 2024 marks four decades since the
Indian Army pre-empted Pakistan and
occupied the glacier on the Saltoro ridge,
overlooking the Nubra valley in the
Karakoram ranges. Extreme weather is
the biggest enemy on the glacier. Around
1,150 soldiers have lost their lives,
majority of them to the vagaries of
extreme weather.

Conflicting claims

Siachen, in Balti language means “land of
roses’ — ‘Sia’ is a kind of rose species that
grows in the region and ‘Chen’ means “in
abundance”. However, it is known for
being the world’s highest and coldest
battlefield. It sits at a very strategic
location with Pakistan on the left and
China on the right.

Siachen is a legacy of the Partition
between India and Pakistan. While the
Line of Control (LoC) was delineated and
accepted by both sides upto NJ-9842 as
part of the 1972 Simla agreement, the
glacier itself was left unmarked. India
claims the area based on the Jammu and
Kashmir Accession Agreement of 1947 and
the Karachi Agreement of 1949, which
define the ceasefire line beyond NJ-9842
as running “Northwards to the glaciers”.
On the other hand, Pakistan interprets it
as ‘North-Eastwards’ to claim the area
beyond the Saltoro Ridge and beyond
Siachen as its own. This would give
Pakistan direct connectivity to China as
well as strategic oversight over the Ladakh
region and the crucial Leh-Srinagar
highway, posing a serious threat to India.

The genesis of Operation Meghdoot
In the 1970s and 1980s, Pakistan began
allowing foreign mountaineering
expeditions, resorting to cartographic
aggression, to add credence to its claims.
Following intelligence inputs of imminent
military action by Pakistan in early 1984,
India moved to pre-empt it.

Mountaineering expeditions led by Col.
Narinder ‘Bull’ Kumar to the Siachen
glacier and Saltoro range as Commandant
of the High Altitude Warfare School
(HAWS) in the early 1980s helped
immensely in the planning process
leading up to Operation Meghdoot. Based
on these recce reports, the Indian Army
launched ‘Operation Meghdoot’ on April
13,1984 to capture the 76.4 km-long
glacier. This was accomplished after a
platoon of 4 Kumaon led by then Captain
Sanjay Kulkarni (retired as Lt Gen)
planted the Indian flag at Bilafond La at
an altitude of 18,000 feet. Personnel from
the Ladakh Scouts were also deployed via
Cheetah helicopters by the Indian Air
Force (IAF).

Although the operation began in 1984,
IAF helicopters were already operating in
the glacier with the first landing of a
Cheetah helicopter in October 1978.
Additionally, in preparation for the
operation, IAF’s tactical and strategic
airlifters, An-12s, An-32s and IL-76s
transported stores and troops and
air-dropped supplies to high altitude
airfields, from where Mi-8, Mi-17, Cheetah
and Chetak helicopters ferried men and
material to the icy heights on the glacier,
far above the limits helicopters were
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the Karakoram ranges. While a ceasefire is in place, the operation continues to this day

meant to be operated. Soon, about
300-0dd troops were positioned on the
strategically important peaks and passes
of the glacier, the IAF recounted in a
statement on Operation Meghdoot.

In June 1987, Indian troops captured
the Quaid post at 21,153-feet under
Operation Rajiv. The post was later
renamed the Bana top, in honour of then
Naib Subedar Bana Singh (later Subedar
Major and Hony Captain) from 8-Jammu
and Kashmir Light Infantry (JAK LI) who
was also conferred the Param Vir Chakra,
India’s highest wartime gallantry award
for leading the attack in an impossible
situation by scaling a 1,500 foot ice wall.

From 1984 to 2003, both sides were
exchanging fire regularly. The guns finally
fell silent in 2003 after the ceasefire
agreement along the LoC and the 110km
long Actual Ground Position Line (AGPL)
in Siachen. While the LoC has flared up
on multiple occasions, ceasefire along the
AGPL has held since. Operation Meghdoot
continues to this day, becoming the
longest continuing operation in the world.

A test of endurance
The actual Army posts are located at
heights of 18,000 feet and above, with the
Bana post being the highest on the glacier
and Indira Col the highest point. At
18,000-19,000 feet, Indian and Pakistani
posts face each other; however, at 20,000
feet and beyond, it is only India.
Operations on Siachen remain a test of
human endurance and skill. It was
especially so in the early days of
Operation Meghdoot with limited high
altitude clothing and equipment. While in
the initial months, IAF operations saw the
employment of helicopters and transport
aircraft, the fighters entered the fray
when a detachment of Hunter aircraft
from the No. 27 squadron commenced
operations in September 1984 from the
high altitude airfield at Leh. In the next
couple of years, the Hunters flew over
700 sorties from Leh carrying out fighter
sweeps and simulated strikes to keep the
adversary at bay. Later, live armament
sorties were carried out at the high

altitude firing range at Kar Tso, south of

Leh, according to the IAF. The IAF
inducted the Cheetal helicopters in the
glacier in 2009. Cheetal is a Cheetah
helicopter with a re-engineered engine
offering better reliability and load
carrying capability at high altitude.

Recent developments on the glacier
A lot has changed over the last four
decades, especially in terms of
technology, improvement in facilities and
logistical support to ensure smooth
operations and save lives. Some of the
major improvements have been in the
areas of habitat, communications,
mobility, logistics and medical support
and green initiatives.

The glacier is also bearing the brunt of
climate change.

In 2015, the snout, which is the starting
point of the glacier at the base camp, had
receded by over a kilometre from where it
originally was in 1984.

Elaborating on major enhancements in
the last five years, officials say that mobile
and data connectivity has improved
considerably. “The introduction of VSAT
technology has revolutionised
communication on the glacier, providing
troops with data and internet
connectivity. This leap in technology has
enhanced real-time situational awareness,
telemedicine capabilities, and the
well-being of our soldiers by keeping
them connected with their families,” one
official said.

In addition to All-Terrain Vehicles
(ATVs) and ATV bridges improving
mobility across the glacier, the induction
of Chinook heavy-lift helicopters and
logistic drones has significantly improved
the supply of essential provisions to
personnel deployed in posts that are cut
off during winters. New logistics chains
also means fresh rations and vegetables
for forward posts. The availability of
special clothing, mountaineering
equipment, advanced rations and timely
weather updates ensure that soldiers are
better prepared to withstand
temperatures that fall to -60 degrees.

Today, nearly all the aircraft of the IAF
including Rafale, Su-30MKI, Chinook,

Apache, Advanced Light Helicopter Mk III
& Mk 1V, Light Combat Helicopter
Prachand, MiG-29, Mirage-2000, C-17,
C-130], IL-76 and An-32 operate in
support of Operation Meghdoot, the IAF
said. Helicopters continue to remain the
lifeline on the glacier supporting troops in
remote posts. IAF’s 114 helicopter unit
along with the Army aviation continues to
play a stellar role.

On the medical front, in addition to
telemedicine nodes established by the
ISRO for forward posts, the medical
facilities in Partapur and Base Camp boast
some of the best medical and surgical
specialists in the country, Army officials
say it includes state-of-the-art high
altitude pulmonary oedema (HAPO)
chambers, and oxygen generation plants
besides life support systems.

What next?

Siachen along with Sir Creek have often
been referred to as “low-hanging fruits” in
the India-Pakistan conflict, especially
considering the much more complicated
Kashmir issue.

India and Pakistan have had dialogues
on Siachen at the level of Defence
Secretaries. On occasions when
demilitarisation of the glacier was
mooted, India while expressing
willingness has called for authenticating
the 110 km AGPL as the first step, which
Pakistan has refused.

In January 2020, then Army Chief Gen.
Manoj Mukund Narvane termed Siachen
as the place from where a collusive threat
from China and Pakistan was maximum
while stressing on the importance of
keeping that particular area always in
India’s possession.

Siachen overlooks Shaksgam valley
which is part of Pakistan Occupied
Kashmir (POK) and adjacent to Siachen
was ceded by Pakistan to China in 1963 —
a year after the India-China war. The 2020
standoff with China in Eastern Ladakh
and the continuing tensions all along the
Line of Actual Control has only further
complicated any settlement of Siachen.

Siachen is probably not so ‘low
hanging’ any more.

THE GIST

v

Siachen is known for being the
world’s highest and coldest
battlefield. It sits at a very
strategic location with Pakistan
on the left and China on the
right.

v

In the 1970s and 1980s,
Pakistan began allowing
foreign mountaineering
expeditions, resorting to
cartographic aggression, to
add credence to its claims over
the glacier. Following
intelligence inputs of imminent
military action by Pakistan in
early 1984, India moved to
pre-empt it.

v

In January 2020, then Army
Chief Gen. Manoj Mukund
Narvane termed Siachen as the
place from where a collusive
threat from China and Pakistan
was maximum while stressing
on the importance of keeping
that particular area always in
India’s possession.
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BUILDING BLOCKS

How does hydrocarbon
extraction happen?

Hydrocarbons are found in underground reservoirs created when a more resistant rock type overlays a less

resistant one, in effect creating a lid that causes hydrocarbons to accumulate below it

Vasudevan Mukunth

ver millennia, mighty
geological processes in the
earth’s crust heated and
compressed together pieces of
life-forms that had been dead for a while.
Eventually, this mulch of organic matter
accumulated as hydrocarbons inside rock
formations. The two Industrial
Revolutions were the result mainly of
people finding a way to extract these
hydrocarbons and using them to drive
many great engines, whose foul breath
polluted the air and water and eventually
gave us global warming.

Where are hydrocarbons located?
The most common forms in which these
hydrocarbons exist in subterranean rock
formations are natural gas, coal, crude oil,
and petroleum. They are usually found in
underground reservoirs created when a
more resistant rock type overlays a less
resistant one, in effect creating a lid that
causes hydrocarbons to accumulate
below it. Such formations are important
because otherwise, the hydrocarbons
would float to the surface and dissipate.

Experts use the tools, methods, and
techniques of the field of petroleum
geology to assess these rocks, including to
check for their porosity and permeability.
If a rock formation is highly porous, it
could hold a larger quantity of
hydrocarbons. Similarly, the more
permeable a rock is, more easily the
hydrocarbons will flow through it. The
primary source of hydrocarbons in this
rocky underground is called kerogen:
lumps of organic matter. Kerogen can be
deposited from three possible sources: as
the remains of a lake (lacustrine), of a
larger marine ecosystem, or of a
terrestrial ecosystem. Rocks surrounding
the kerogen can become warmer, more
compact over time, exerting forces on the
kerogen that cause it to break down.
Lacustrine kerogen yields waxy oils;
marine kerogen, oil and gas; and
terrestrial kerogen, light oils, gas, and
coal. The rock containing the kerogen is
called the source rock, and petroleum
geologists are tasked with looking for it,
understanding its geophysical and
thermal characteristics, and
characterising its ability to yield
hydrocarbons. They also undertake
modelling activities informed by
observational data and dig smaller
exploration wells to estimate the amount
of hydrocarbons there, and report it to
the relevant regulatory body.

Once a particular location is
determined to be a profitable source of
hydrocarbons, drilling can begin.

How are the hydrocarbons accessed?
Drilling and reservoir engineers are
responsible for extracting as much of the
hydrocarbons as is gainful without
damaging the reservoir, to which end they
deploy a variety of methods.

The first task is to create a production
well, the principal hole through which the
reservoir will be drained to the surface; its
location is chosen to maximise the
amount of drainage. The well is created
with a drilling machine. The drill consists
of the drill pipe, the drill collars towards
the bottom, and the drill bit at the
bottom. The drill bit is the object that

The outline of an oil pump. ISTOCKPHOTO

breaks through the rock, creating a hole
as it tunnels further down.

Once the tunnelling is underway,
engineers lower steel casings that are
slightly less wide than the hole itself into
the tunnel, and pump cement slurry in
the gap between the outer edge of the
tunnel and the casings. As the cement
solidifies, it protects the upper parts of
the tunnel from caving in and prevents
fluids in the surrounding soil from
entering the well. The tunnel is also filled
with drilling fluid, which reaches and
swirls around the drill bit. Its primary
purposes are to keep the bit from
overheating and to bring the pieces of
rock being cut away with it when it is
pumped to the surface, where they can be
removed from the tunnel.

The pressure at which the drilling fluid
is delivered needs to be carefully
controlled or it could force the
hydrocarbons in the source rock to rush
into the gap between the casing and the
drill string (pipe + collar + bit) and erupt
on the surface like a volcano of oil.

Modern drilling setups include
mechanical valves called blowout
preventers to trap the gushing in the
borehole, and manage the equipment
already inside as necessary.

The process of recording the rock
cuttings by depth and studying their
properties is called mud-logging.

As the drill bit descends, the length of
the drill pipe is increased by tacking on
extensions; it can also be pulled up if it
needs replacing.

Today, all of these processes are
conducted by sophisticated drilling rigs,
which also come with generators and
batteries to power various steps of the
drilling process. These rigs can also be
installed offshore, with additional
facilities to boost their stability and aid
extraction through the water column.

How are the hydrocarbons extracted?
Once the production well has been
drilled, it has to be prepared to drain the
hydrocarbons — a step called completing.
Here, engineers remove the drill string

out of the borehole and punch small
holes into the casing. More often than
not, the pressure inside the well is
sufficiently lower than in the surrounding
rock for the hydrocarbons to start flowing
into the well and rise up on their own.
And as they rise, they are forced to exit at
the top via a narrower tube — which is
installed to, among other things,
encourage the fluids to flow in only one
direction (out).

The flow of hydrocarbons ends the
completion stage and begins the
production stage, when the most
important aspects of the extraction
operation are the systems at the well’s
head controlling its outflow using valves.
Sometimes, the pressure difference may
be too low to bring the hydrocarbons to
the surface. A common solution in some
oil-rich sites is to use pump jacks, facilities
seen dotting the American midwest with a
hammer-shaped piston moving up and
down in languid fashion. They draw
mechanical power from, say, an engine to
lift up hydrocarbons from the bottom of a
well. Some long-standing wells may
require additional components or having
old ones replaced to get more
hydrocarbon out of them; these tasks are
called workovers.

The production profile of a well can be
split into three phases: primary,
secondary, and tertiary, depending on the
methods required to maintain
production. The primary phase banks on
natural processes, like pressure
differences between the reservoir and the
well and less dense compounds floating to
the top. Secondary interventions are
concerned with inducing artificial
pressure in the rock to maintain the
differential (for example, by injecting
water into it or diluting the hydrocarbon
mix to help it flow better). The tertiary
phase is focused on forcing the remainder
into the well. Steam injection is a
common example of such an enhanced
recovery method. An on-site gas turbine
generates electricity while its waste heat
is routed to a steam generator. The
resulting steam is pumped into the rock:
its heat makes heavy-oil hydrocarbons
less viscous and more willing to flow
while its pressure pushes them out. When
recovering petroleum, for example, the
well may yield about 15%, 45%, and 15% of
its hydrocarbon volume in three
respective phases.

What happens when a well is
depleted?

As the extraction rates indicate, a well
needn’t be fully depleted before the
extraction process ends. The process’s
economics matter greatly: the contractor
may stop extraction if it’s no longer
profitable to keep extracting from a well.

A well thus abandoned needs to be
plugged so that its contents — both the
hydrocarbons and the gases accumulating
in the borehole— don’t escape into their
surroundings. These plugs can be
temporary, in case the project proponent
wishes to recommission it later, or
permanent. A common issue with
improperly plugged wells is that the plugs
deteriorate and fail, either because of
quality issues or due to nearby
disturbances.

The most exhaustive way to conclude
operations at a well, whether on land or
offshore, is to decommission it, but this
process is expensive and often
commercially infeasible for the
proponent. Improperly abandoned wells
are a major source of methane emissions
— to go with the emissions released
during the production and use of various
components required to extract
hydrocarbons.

One 2018 study estimated that 9,000
oilfields in 90 countries released 1.7
billion tonnes of carbon dioxide in 2015
alone.
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Please send in your answers to
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Charlie Chaplin was born on this day in 1889. A quiz on the life of the
English comic actor, filmmaker and composer

Radhika Santhanam lines for prostitution, debauchery, or even
sex between unmarried persons. What is

A the name of this controversial Act?

QUESTION 1 A

In the 2000s, declassified British archives | QUESTION 4

showed that this well-known author had
secretly accused Chaplin of being a
communist. An adjective derived from
this author’s pen name is used to
describe totalitarian and authoritarian
social practices. Name this author.

A

QUESTION 2

Name the title of Chaplin’s first war film,
a comedy set in France, which starred his
half-brother.

A

QUESTION 3

Chaplin was prosecuted in 1944 under
this Act in a case stemming from a
paternity suit involving the actor Joan
Barry. This Act made it a federal crime to
transport women across federal state

CM
K

Long after the shift to sound, Chaplin
continued to make silent movies. Name
one such successful film in which
Chaplin’s character befriends an alcoholic
millionaire.

A

QUESTION 5

A French journal, named after a Chaplin
film, closed in 2019 after 74 years. Its
founders were two existentialist French
philosophers, a couple who never got
married. Name the two philosophers and
the Chaplin film which inspired them to
name their journal.

A Visual question:
QUESTION 6

Chaplin’s first talkie was a satire of two
dictators. Name them.

This is a statue of Charlie Chaplin in the city where
he was born. Which famous character of the
comedian does it portray?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily
quiz: 1. The ports the Titanic called on before disaster
struck. Ans: Cherbourg (France) and Queenstown
(Cobh) in Ireland

2. Survivors were picked up by this ship. Ans: Carpathia
3. The relevance of J. Bruce Ismay with respect to the
Titanic. Ans: He was the chairman of White Star Line
that operated Titanic and was branded a coward
for taking a lifeboat ignoring women and children
4. The novel written by Morgan Robertson. Ans: Futility,
or the Wreck of the Titan

5. Lifeboats on the Titanic had a total capacity to take
on these many passengers. Ans: 1,178

6. The significance of the words “Hard astarboard! Stand
by the engines!”. Ans: The last words reportedly
spoken by Titanic’s crew before the giant vessel
started going down

7. The explorer who discovered the wreck of the Titanic
in 1985. Ans: Robert Ballard

Visual: Name the organisation. Ans: International Ice
Patrol

Early Birds: K. N. Viswanathan| Jyot Prakash Gulati|
Rajeev Jain| Saheni George| Prashant Nain

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

K. Subrahmanian

“Grin like a Cheshire cat (C. N. Bhagavan,
Hyderabad).”

“It means ‘to be constantly smiling
widely for no apparent reason’. It has a
connotation of ‘smugness or
vacuousness.” The expression dates from
the 18th century and was popularised by
Lewis Carrol through his Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland. When Alice
asked the Duchess why the cat grinned so
broadly and inscrutably, the Duchess
said, “It’s a Cheshire cat and that’s why”.
The Cheshire cat in the book used to
disappear, leaving behind its grin! It is
believed that in the 18th century, Cheshire
cheese was sold in the shape of a cat with
a grin on its face. From this we get the
expression.”

“Finger (C. Jeyaraj, Madras).”

“In Indian languages, no distinction is
made between ‘fingers’ and ‘toes’: ‘finger’
is used for the movable parts at the end of
the hands as well as the feet. In English,
‘toe’ refers to the movable parts at the
end of the feet. The names of the fingers
are: thumb, index finger or forefinger,
middle finger, ring finger, little finger.
Sometimes the little finger is called ‘baby
finger. It is also called ‘pinkie’ by Scots
and Americans.

There are no special names for the
toes. They are numbered one to five. You
refer to the big toe, second toe, third or
middle toe, fourth toe, little or baby toe.
In Latin, ‘index’ means ‘the forefinger.
The fourth finger was used as the ring
finger by the Romans and the Greeks as
they thought that a nerve ran through it to
the heart.”

“Letter of the 6th instant (A. G. Manoj
Saldana, Shimoga).”

“ ‘I received your letter of the 6th
instant’ means ‘I received your letter
dated 6th of this month’. ‘Instant’ means
‘of the current month’. This was being
generally used in commercial
correspondence, though now it is rarely
used in English-speaking countries. It is
widely used in India in private and
business correspondence. Like Indian
English, there is also Indian business
English and it has an archaic flavour.”

“Putsch (G. Sedouram, Pondicherry).”

“ It means ‘a sudden, secretly planned
attempt to remove a government by
force. The ‘v’ is pronounced like the ‘v’ in
‘put’ and tsch’ like the ‘ch’ in ‘touch.’ It is
a German word.

The current topic of discussion is the
putsch in the Soviet Union.”

Published in The Hindu on September
17, 1991.

Word of the day

Surfeit:

the state of being more than full; the quality of
being so overabundant that prices fall; eating
until excessively full

Synonyms: overabundance, excess, glut,
oversupply

Usa g€ Last summer, we had a surfeit of
mangoes.

Pronunciation: bit.ly/surfeitpro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /ss: fit/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

STEP BACK NOW

Israel and Iran have both crossed red lines. The ball is
now in the Netanyahu government’s court

HE ATTACK ON Israel — Iran launched over 300 missiles and drones on

Saturday — could mark either an ominous chapter in an escalating conflict, or

lead to a much-needed pause in a region rocked by violence. The unprece-

dented attack onIsraeli soil — the last time a similar strike took place was dur-
ing the first Gulf War — was a response to the airstrike, allegedly by Israel, on an Iranian
consulate building in Damascus. Several people were killed in that attack, including sen-
ior officers of the Revolutionary Guard. Nearly all of the missiles and drones launched by
Iran were neutralised by Israel’s missile defence systems as well as those of friendly na-
tions and there has been minimal damage to property and no loss of life. Iran’s mission
to the UN stated that the attack was a proportionate response under the Charter for Self-
Defence and that Tehran considered “the matter concluded”. The ball is now in the
Benjamin Netanyahu government’s court.

The fact remains that red lines have been crossed. Thus far, the conflict between Israel
and Iran has been carried out largely through proxies and attacks on each other’s per-
sonnel on foreign soil. With the attack on the Iranian mission and the missile attacks,
there is a danger of an all-out conflict between the two regional powers. The perils of
such a conflict have been recognised by the US and other Western countries. US President
Joe Biden has made it clear that the US will not back Israel in offensive operations against
Iran and G7 countries, and while condemning the attack, has flagged the dangers of an
escalation. The Netanyahu government, however, has been sending mixed messages.
Over the last two days, it has hinted that it could “retaliate”, though it would do so ina time
and manner of its choosing. Some are viewing the missile attack as a failure of Israel’s
“deterrence” policy — this constituency might demand reprisals. The prime minister was
deeply unpopularin Israel before the October 7 attack by Hamas. The failure to bring back
the remaining hostages and the prolonged conflict have put Netanyahu in the dock once
again. His increasing dependence on the conflict and the country’s far-right to stay in
power means that the Israeli government might act in dangerous and unpredictable ways.

The attacks on civilians in Gaza, expansion of the conflict to the West Bank and now the
possibility of a wider regional conflict have isolated Israel internationally. The gains of the
Abraham Accords, which saw moderate Arab nations willing to deepen ties with Tel Aviv,
have been squandered by the prolonged conflict and callousness towards humanitarian
concerns in Palestine. It is time the government listens to its friends. India’s statement in
the aftermath of the attacks puts forth the view of many in the global community: “We are
seriously concerned at the escalation of hostilities between Israel and Iran which threat-
ens the peace and security in the region... We call forimmediate de-escalation, exercise of
restraint, stepping back from violence and return to the path of diplomacy.”

FARM TALK

On agriculture, BJP’s manifesto skirts populist promises, while
Congress manifesto doesn’t. Both lack a larger vision

NE IS PROMISING what is probably a pie in the sky and the other more of the

same. That, perhaps, is also reflective of the two rivals’ relative self-confi-

dence. The BJP’s 2024 Lok Sabha election manifesto is shorn of populism

when it comes to farmers. It talks about a continuing increase in minimum
support prices (IMSPs) of crops “from time to time” (which the Narendra Modi govern-
ment has anyway been doing) and providing “sustained financial support for our farmers”
through the Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi (without specifying whether or by how
much the current Rs 6,000 annual transfer under it will be raised). The 2024-25 interim
Budget, unlike the one five years ago, did not announce any hike in the PM-Kisan scheme
payout or other giveaways. The Modi government didn’t see any need for these before the
model code of conduct came into effect, nor does the BJP feel the need now.

The protests against the three farm laws were one of the most serious challenges the Modi
government had to face in its 10 years. It was forced to repeal them. The BJP manifesto’s
merely reiterating the government’s existing or proposed programmes — including the
not-so-far-successful ones, like making India “atmanirbhar” (self-reliant) in pulses and ed-
ible oils, establishing clusters for production of essential TOP (tomato, onion, potato) veg-
etables and promoting natural farming — may demonstrate its conviction of returning for
a third term. The manifesto is, however, silent on the farm laws. The party clearly does not
want to rock the political boat, or commit to things it does not consider feasible to deliver.

On the other hand, in its manifesto, Congress has pledged to give a “legal guarantee”
to MSP. How this would be done — making it a right for farmers to receive and obligatory
for the government to ensure MSP — is not spelt out. As most economists have argued, a
“legal MSP” is neither fiscally nor physically sustainable. How credible the promise is to the
farmers themselves also remains to be seen. That said, there are good things in both man-
ifestos. The Congress has promised to “double” the funding for R&D in agriculture in five
years, while the BJP has stressed on technological interventions to enable more accurate
assessment of crop loss and faster payouts under the PM Fasal Bima Yojana. Unfortunately,
what is missing in both documents is a vision for Indian agriculture. Producing more from
the same or less quantity of water, nutrients and energy requires politically-sensitive in-
put pricing decisions. But that may be too much to expect from election manifestos.

T'HE NOT NICE APE

Bonobos can be violent. It turns out that the evolutionary
jigsaw is more complex than it was made out to be

CIENTISTS TRYING TO understand why human societies are both altruistic and
competitive often turn to insights from primatology. For long, human capacity
for aggression was explained as evolutionary preconditioning. In his 1982 clas-
sic, Chimpanzee Politics, Dutch primatologist Francis de Waal described the bru-
tality with which the humans’ closest ancestors raided and ambushed other members of
their species. A decade after the publication of Chimpanzee Politics, scientists began to fill
in more blanks. Research on bonobos revealed that these primates are predisposed to co-
operation, tolerance and negotiation. The more than 98 per cent genetic affinity with these
laidback apes, it appeared, had hardwired humans for empathy and selflessness.

It turns out that the evolutionary jigsaw is a little more complex. A study published last
week in Current Science shows that bonobos live a more aggressive life than their reputa-
tion suggests. The research led by University of Boston anthropologist Maud Mouginot re-
vealed that these apes are nearly three times as violent as chimpanzees. Bonobo aggres-
sion usually involves a male attacking another male. Chimps, in contrast, gang up against their
victim. And the nicer bonobos do not fare well when it comes to getting partners.

Mouginot and her colleagues do not completely overturn earlier theories. Their research
aligns with the current thinking which holds that, unlike chimps, bonobos rarely use coer-
cive mating strategies. But this is because the females don’t hesitate to quell male aggres-
sion when it’s directed at them, even though they like their suitors to be feisty. Conflicts
aren’t decided by sharing partners as the “hippie ape” theory had assumed. The findings
also challenge the belief that bonobos took the evolutionary route to cooperation. Animal
societies do have similarities with those of humans. Merely underlining shared ancestry,
however, doesn’t do justice to the complexities of human — and ape — behaviour.
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WORDLY WISE
AN EYE FOR AN EYE ONLY ENDS UP MAKING
THE WHOLE WORLD BLIND.
— MAHATMA GANDHI

Spectre of retaliation

Netanyahu is unlikely to let Iranian attacks pass — not

responding will be admission of Israeli weakness

P R KUMARASWAMY

THE MAGNITUDE OF the missile attack on
Israel by Iran in the early hours of Sunday
was unprecedented, even by Middle East
standards. The Islamic Republic fired over
300 long-range projectiles, including
drones and ballistic missiles, at the Jewish
state. In recent years, similar missile and
rocket attacks have been carried out by mil-
itant groups such as Hamas and Hezbollah.
This is the first time Israel has faced a direct
missile attack from a state since the Iraqi
Scuds in January 1991.

The unprecedented volley of long-range
projectiles from Iran was supposed to be are-
sponse to the killing of Mohammad Reza
Zahedi — a senior Quds Commander of the
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)in
Damascus on April 1. There were disputes over
the exact structure, which Israel supposedly
attacked; whether the building was within
the Iranian embassy in Damascus, as Tehran
claims, or outside the compound, as Western
critics have argued. Even before the long-
range projectiles reached Israel, the Iranian
mission in New York invoked the rights un-
der Article 51 of the UN Charter and declared
that Tehran “does not seek escalation”.

As President Joe Biden pointed out, the
physical damage of the missile attacks was
minimal as the Israeli defensive mechanism
was successful in intercepting them. Israeli
officials proudly declared that they were able
to intercept 99 per cent of the Iranian mis-
siles. A seven-year-old Bedouin girl was in-
jured in the Negev by shrapnel and an air-
base in the south suffered minor damages.
Inthe immediate sense, Israel has “won” the
missile attack and in the words of President
Biden, “Israel demonstrated a remarkable
capacity to defend against and defeat even
unprecedented attacks.”

Anticipating the Israeli response, Iran was
quick to declare that the missile attacks were
in response to the attack on its mission in
Syria and that it wished to close the matter.

This time is different.
Though the physical damage
was limited, the Iranian
missile attacks have crossed
a significant redline. They
signalled the failure of Israeli
deterrence. That Iran could
attack the Israeli mainland
indicates not only the
logistical capabilities of the
Iranian arsenal but also its
political determination to
challenge Israeli deterrence.
It also signals Iranian
readiness to face a possible
Israeli response.

At the same time, it also warned that in case
of “any further provocation by Israel”, Iran’s
response would “assuredly and decisively be
stronger and more resolute”. Several states,
led by the US, expressed their anguish over
the attack and condemned it. At the same
time, they are urging Israel to be measured in
its response and avoid escalation.

Israel has been extremely sensitive about
its security, especially of the homeland.
Despite frequent bouts of violence, Israel
proper has been free from enemy attack.
This changed in the 1980s when non-state
actors like Hezbollah and Hamas entered
the scene. Since then, Israel proper — not
the occupied territories — has become the
main battleground.

Moreover, October 1973 was Israel’s last
war with an enemy state. Conflicts during
the past five decades have been with mili-
tant non-state actors. Though Iraq fired 42
scuds in January 1991 during the US-led
campaign for the liberation of Kuwait, the
physical damage and military consequences
were limited. The overwhelming American
military campaign against Iraq prevented
Israel from responding to these attacks; there
were, however, murmurs that the Scud at-
tacks undermined Israeli deterrence.

This time is different. Though the physi-
cal damage was limited, the Iranian missile
attacks have crossed a significant redline.
They signalled the failure of Israeli deter-
rence. That Iran could attack the Israeli main-
land indicates not only the logistical capabil-
ities of the Iranian arsenal but also its political
determination to challenge Israeli deter-
rence. It also signals Iranian readiness to face
a possible Israeli response. The unprece-
dented attacks could be a precursor to sim-
ilar and larger attacks. The Iranian offence
would also stir similar military responses
from other adversaries of Israel as and when
they develop sufficient military capabilities.

Not responding to Iranian attacks will be

an admission of Israeli weakness, both
political and military. Thus, no leader — dem-
ocratic or authoritarian — could accept
the barrage of over 300 missiles and be con-
tent with public statements of condemna-
tion. Political inaction is suicidal even for
authoritarian rulers.

If the past is an indication, Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu will respond to the
Iranian missile attacks. Netanyahu, not
known for using diplomatic options, will re-
spond sooner than later. A symbolic response
will be inadequate both politically and mili-
tarily. Several allies of Israel are unable and
unwilling to join hands with an offensive
Israeli response. Already, President Biden de-
clared that the US will not be a party to any
aggressive response to the Iranian attacks.
Hence, Israel will have to act alone and with-
out any support from its allies.

Direct military action has proved to be in-
effective in the Gaza Strip, and the cost of an
aggressive strategy will be higher vis-a-vis
Iran. Distance and Iranian defences minimise
the possibility of direct Israeli attacks against
Iran’s military installations.

Thus, Israel might settle for its time-
tested strategy of targeting key personnel —
military as well as political — in the Iranian
establishment. Attacking Iranian figures in
third countries, like Syria and Lebanon, might
be easier, but their propaganda utility is lim-
ited. Both to maximise the effects and
reestablish a modicum of deterrence, Israel
will act inside Iran as it did against key nu-
clear scientists in recent years. However, the
outcome of such a robust Israeli response is
uncertain, probably worse and even be coun-
terproductive. But one thing is certain: Bibi
will respond and respond forcefully to the
Iranian missile attack.

The writer teaches contemporary
Middle East at Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi

FEMINISM WITH A LIGHT TOUCH

Draw of ‘Laapataa Ladies’ lies in its optimistic depiction of a contested milieu

TRISHA GUPTA

WITHIN THE FIRST few minutes of Laapataa
Ladies, a young bride trips and nearly falls —
clearly not yet used to wearing a veil that cov-
ers her face and therefore, her eyes. An older
woman promptly slips in a comment: “Ek
baar ghoonghat le liya toh aage nahi, neeche
dekh ke chalna seekho” (“Once you've worn
the veil, you better learn to walk looking
down, not ahead”.)

Kiran Rao’s second film, 14 years after
2010’s Dhobi Ghat, is a tapestry of such
“homespun” truths. In any society, idioms
warn against common misfortunes or help
people deal with them. Idioms are crucial in
creating the setting of Laapataa Ladies: The
fictional Hindi-belt state of Nirmal Pradesh,
around 2001. As Phool Kumari (Nitanshi
Goel) sets out for her new home, her hus-
band Deepak (Sparsh Shrivastav) advises her
to take off her gold. “Jevar chori, do dukh
paana. Chhota dukh chori, bada dukh thaana,”
(“Being robbed of jewellery makes one sad,
but visiting the police station makes one sad-
der.”) he proclaims. The experience of police
malfeasance is lodged so deep in the veins of
North Indian life that it is now folk wisdom.

What makes Rao’s script rare for main-
stream Bollywood, though, is her attempt to
take viewers from this sort of wisdom, offer-
ing commentary on an unjust world, to the
sort that can see beyond it. The film’s em-
bodiment of the latter is Manju Maai (Chhaya
Kadam), at whose tea stall the lost Phool
finds herself, literally and metaphorically.
Like the older women in Phool’s family, Maai
has seen life. But unlike them, she’s not blink-
ered by the domestic.

For the sheltered young woman (like the
sheltered schoolboy hero of Gulzar’s 1977
classic Kitaab), four days at the railway sta-

The draw of ‘Laapataa Ladies’
lies in its sweetly optimistic
depiction of a bitterly
contested milieu — perhaps
deliberate in times when the
Hindi belt seems like a war
zone. Kiran Rao occasionally
tempers her Doordarshan
nostalgia and almost
teacherly tone with self-
reflexive humour, like when
one character asks another if
she’s been watching too much
Krishi Darshan. But try as
the film might to laugh at it, it
is in the state — embodied in
Ravi Kishen’s eventually law-
abiding policeman — that
‘Laapataa Ladies’ optimism
really resides.

tion are a crash course in worldliness.
Learning to trust the young men who give
her shelter, or discovering her skills can earn
money are revelations for Phool, as for most
Indian women brought up to blindly trust
men in their own family while distrusting
every man (or woman) outside it. Maai’s
words offer the necessary corrective to that
social brainwashing, humorous in tone
but almost clunkily feminist in content
— joking about the large-scale “firaad” that
tells women they're dependent on
men, or suggesting that a suhaagraat
and jewellery might be all husbands want
from weddings.

Maai may be wrong about Deepak, but
she’s right about there being something very
wrong with Indian matrimony. Shaadis on
screen, though, usually press some invisible
feel-good button on the Indian psyche. The
recent uncovering of social ills in Made in
Heaven (2019, 2023) or marital frauds in
Wedding.con (2023) are exceptions.

These new narratives are largely urban
and realist. And while our melodramas used
to show poverty-stricken fathers of daugh-
ters made to stoop low by greedy fathers of
sons, those tragedies offered no justice.
Bride-takers gloat and bride-givers suffer;
such ordinary tragedy can only be accepted.
It takes comedy for everyday villains to get
their comeuppance.

Yet making people laugh about serious
thingsisrare, on screen as in life. When hero-
ines teach dowry-seeking bridegrooms a les-
son, like Sonam Kapoor in Dolly ki Doli (2015)
and Parineeti Chopra in Daawat-e-Ishq
(2015), the films don’t run. Consumerist
greed is so normalised in post-liberalisation
India that even nice guys assume dowry is

their due. In the 2020 show Panchayat, vari-
ous harmless men in a UP village calculate
“appropriate” demands based on their
salaries. Visiting city-slicker Abhishek
(Jitendra Kumar) declares he’s anti-dowry.
But when a visiting groom demands his new
swivel chair, Abhishek has to bend with the
bride-givers. Dowry wins.

That spoiled-child dulha is a ridiculous
version of the masculinity that arises from
treating boys as prizes and girls as burdens.
Laapataa Ladies offers a villainous version: A
dulha who's killed one wife marrying a sec-
ond for a free slave, with a dowry. Because
it's a comedy, we needn’t weep or rage. But
also because it’s a comedy, we have the joy of
seeing this vile man robbed of social power
legally — best of all, by the police he thinks
are on his side.

The draw of Laapataa Ladies lies in its
sweetly optimistic depiction of a bitterly con-
tested milieu — perhaps deliberate in times
when the Hindi belt seems like a war zone.
Rao occasionally tempers her Doordarshan
nostalgia and almost teacherly tone with
self-reflexive humour, like when one char-
acter asks another if she’s been watching too
much Krishi Darshan. But try as the film
might to laugh at it, it is in the state —
embodied in Ravi Kishen’s eventually law-
abiding policeman — that Laapataa Ladies’
optimism really resides. However fictional,
Rao’s film is a throwback to the memory
of a more benevolent, constitutionally-
bound state — as well as an unspoken plea
for its continuation.

Guptais a Delhi-based writer and critic, and
Professor of Practice at the Jindal School of
Journalism and Communication
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ARSON IN PUNJAB

TERRORISTS SET ON fire 31 railway stations
spread over nine districts of Punjab, in what
the police described as a major pre-planned
action. (According to a PTIreport, the number
of railway stations burnt was 37). A Punjab po-
lice spokesman said the terrorists in groups of
six to 15 struck at the wayside railway stations
and burnt records, looted cash and escaped.

ASSASSINATION PLAN

THE SECRETARY OF the Shiromani Akali Dal,
Gurcharan Singh, has hatched a conspiracy to
get Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale and his chief

epaper.tndianexpress.mm.. .

lieutenants assassinated. The murder of
Surinder Singh Sodhi in a hotel is part of the
conspiracy. Rachhpal Singh, personal assis-
tant to Bhindranwale, played a tape-recorded
“confessional statement” made to the “men
of Bhindranwale” by one Baljit Kaur who is
allegedly involved.

SRI LANKA’'S CLAIM

SRI LANKA PRESIDENT Junius Jayewardene
has expressed resentment at what he sees as
India’s attempts to “bully” his government.
“The Indian government keeps saying: Don’t
enter into this pact. But why should they tell
me what I should or shouldn’t do? That goes

against my grain, whatIlearnt from Mahatma
Gandhi and othersincluding Mrs Gandhi’s fa-
ther, Jawaharlal Nehru”. He did not think India
would invade his country, but if it did, that
would be “the end of Tamils in his country.”

ZJIA'S REFERENDUM CALL

PAKISTAN PRESIDENT ZIA ul Haq said that,
if necessary, he might hold a national refer-
endum to determine whether the people
wanted the Western form of democracy or
an Islamic system of government. He reiter-
ated his resolve to implement the August 12
plan and bring in the Islamic form of govern-
ment in the country.
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Religion is for adults only

Law that mandates registration of a child’s religion at birth damages
the democratic fibre, promotes patriarchy and majoritarianism

ASHOK LAL AND
NASEERUDDIN SHAH

THE LEAD HEADLINE of a prominent news-
paper on April 5 reads, ‘Government to
record parents’ religion to register births’. The
Registration of Births and Deaths
(Amendment) Act, 2023, was passed by
Parliament on August 11 last year. This Act
mandates the maintenance of a birth and
death database at the national level, which
may be used to update various databases, in-
cluding the National Population Register
(NPR), electoral rolls, Aadhaar number, ra-
tion card, passport, driving licence, property
registration, and others as may be notified.
The Amendment also mandates the regis-
tration of the religion of the parents, if they
belong to different religions, against the col-
umn of the child’s religion. This, deceptively,
gives the law a liberal look. To us, labelling a
child’s religion at birth is a retrogressive and
dangerous practice.

Let us clarify the title: By adult, we don’t
mean the legal age for voting or marrying.
An adult here means an individual who has
grown up enough to develop an individual-
istic moral framework. Religion refers to
organised religions.

Inlegal terms, “adult” encompasses traits
that are physical in nature. However, religion
is quasi-metaphysical. To club it with the ac-
quired DNA of the child imposes restrictions
on their freedom and threatens to retard
their growth. Itis, in that sense, a violation of
human rights. It is also a dangerous law be-
cause it damages the democratic fibre and
promotes communalism, patriarchy and ma-
joritarianism. The fact that some states have
passed a law against “love jihad”, a roman-
ticassociation or marriage of a Muslim male
with a Hindu girl, points out that the provi-
sion may not be aninnocent one. At the very
least, it is patriarchal.

First, the question of human rights. A
child supposedly has to grow to adulthood
to make an informed choice about voting
or marrying. There is no law, though, which
compels anyone to vote or marry. The adult
child has the freedom to refrain from mak-
ing a choice. However, organised religion
imposes, sometimes surreptitiously, but of-
ten directly, dos and don'’ts, as also rights
and wrongs. The hapless child has no choice
but to accept the mythological “truths” and
the traditional “wisdom” of the parents and
other elders, and social pressures — the so-
called “sanskaar” or expected norms, ritu-
als and rites. Such subtle but intense brain-
washing interferes with the child’s
innate scientific temper, spiritual and
individualistic growth.

Research shows that 80 per cent of a
child’s brain development occurs within the
first 1,000 days of life. The ambient ortho-
dox, even liberal, surroundings during this
period account for the child’s life-long and
indelible attitudes — and they could be
grossly retrogressive, repressive, even inhu-
man. The impact of the environment shapes
a child’s development based on their own

moral framework for what is right and
wrong. Physical and mental impairments
caused by DNA can potentially be recognised
and corrected by technological or medical
sciences, but the impairments caused by
prejudices and predetermined “truths” to
one’s belief system, humaneness, sensitiv-
ity,and behaviour tend to be permanent. The
beliefs and persuasions that a child is born
into become their reality, their truth.

In his journey, after the age of 30, it
dawned upon Gautama Buddha that: “The
life I have yet to live, / If it must be a mirror of
my Self, / Then break free [ must from my
own boundaries / from the shelter of my
illusory certainties.”

Had Gautama not attained spiritual ma-
turity, he would have remained unaware of
being ensnared in a web of beliefs and intu-
itions not truly his own, failing to recognise
their misalignment with his authentic self.
Consequently, the world would have been
denied access to a humane life philosophy
that has provided solace and direction to
countless individuals worldwide. While not
everyone can emulate Gautam Buddha, so-
cietal norms and the law should not present
insurmountable barriers to a child’s potential
to forge their own unique path.

An established religion can exhibit ex-
treme cruelty towards individuals of a scien-
tific bent of mind, free thinkers and intellec-
tuals. The Roman Catholic Church, for
example, had branded the Italian physicist
and astronomer Galileo as a hereticand sub-
jected him to punishment. In 1633, the
Church accused Galileo of endorsing the be-

The environment in which a
child grows up holds the
power to mould their
mindset and, by extension,
influence the world around.
However, this influence can
carry a dual nature, posing a
significant risk of the child
either perpetuating or
falling victim to divisive
ideologies such as
communalism, casteism,
and violent expressions of
hatred, all under the guise
of self-righteousness.

CR Sasikumar

lief — deemed false and contrary to religious
scriptures — that the Sun is the centre of the
world and stationary and that the Earth or-
bits around it. Ironically, Galileo’s ground-
breaking discoveries not only laid the ground-
work for the theories of Newton and Einstein
but also paved the way for the development
of modern physics as we know it today.

The phrase “The Child is father of the
Man”, originating from William
Wordsworth’s poem ‘My Heart Leaps Up’,
transcends mere poetic expression. It encap-
sulates the profound truth that children play
a foundational role in shaping successive
generations. The environment in which a
child grows up holds the power to mould
their mindset and, by extension, influence
the world around them. However, this influ-
ence can carry a dual nature, posing a signif-
icant risk of the child either perpetuating or
falling victim to divisive ideologies such as
communalism, casteism, and violent expres-
sions of hatred, all under the guise of self-
righteousness. Such tendencies can foster
majoritarianism and desensitise individuals
to social and economic inequalities. Even
well-intentioned parents, entrenched in in-
herited beliefs spanning centuries, may in-
advertently stifle the true essence of their
child. Furthermore, lawmakers have the po-
tential to perpetuate and institutionalise
such forms of cruelty.

Lalis an author, theatre and cine personality
and Shah is a Hindi/Urdu playwright, poet
and author. The lines quoted above are from
apoem by Lal

No longer a shadow war

Iran-Israel conflict could be imperilled by mutual lapses in judgement

RAMIN JAHANBEGLOO

IRAN’S UNPRECEDENTED DRONE and mis-
sile offensive against Israel on Saturday has
brought the long-running shadow war be-
tween the two countries into the open. For
more than four decades, Tehran and Tel Aviv
have been confronting each other indirectly
through Iran’s proxies in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria,
and Yemen. Though the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) has, inthe
past, ordered its proxy militias to launch acts
of terrorism against Israeli citizens and inter-
ests in the region, the Iranian regime never
admitted having been involved directly in a
conflict with the state of Israel. Similarly, Israel
neither confirmed nor denied its role in the
killings of the Iranian nuclear scientists, three
years ago.

More recently, Iranian authorities did not
spell out clearly their role in the attacks initi-
ated by Hamas on Israel on October 7. The
Hamas and Hezbollah leaders were careful
to not mention the Iranian role in this opera-
tion. However, the Iranian state has benefited
from the Gaza conflict and the chaos in the
Middle East to strengthen its hegemony in
the region.

Iran has never considered itself a passive
player in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Three weeks ago, senior Hamas and
Palestinian Islamic Jihad officials travelled to
Iran, likely to discuss their ongoing con-
frontation against Israel in the Gaza Strip and
across the Middle East, with Iranian officials.
In February, the head of Iran's Quds Force vis-
ited Beirut to discuss the possibility of a joint

operation with Hezbollah in Lebanon. This
was after Israeli defence minister Yoav
Gallant had indicated Israel’s plans to in-
crease attacks on Hezbollah in the event of a
possible ceasefire in the Gaza conflict. As a
result, over the past months, Iran has been
mindful that a wider war between Israel and
the Lebanese Hezbollah could lead to strikes
on [ran’s nuclear installations.

Iran’s nuclear programme continues to
remain largely unchecked, creating additional
complexities and problems for the
Americans, Europeans and the Middle
Eastern countries already embroiled in the
Gaza crisis. Iranian officials have repeatedly
insisted that Tehran is not seeking an atomic
bomb and that the only thing that could pro-
voke it to develop one would be an Israeli at-
tack onIran. However, Israelis continue to be-
lieve that there is no other way to contain
Iran’s nuclear programme except through
military intervention.

As for Iran, despite its past “prudent” tac-
ticsregarding Israel, the situation in Gaza and
beyond has been highly critical. The Iranian
regime has had to constantly assure Iranians
and the regime’s proxies in the Middle East
that it had not lost the game against Israel in
this. Therefore, the more the war in Gaza
dragged on, the chances of a direct conflict
between the two countries increased.

Itisinteresting that Israel did not publicly
claim responsibility for the April 1 attack
against the Iranian Consulate in Damascus
and did not notify Washington of the strike.

The urgency for Iran to retaliate for the attack
onits consulate in Damascus could have been
avoided had the UN Security Council con-
demned the strike. In response to the Israeli
attack, the naval forces of Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards seized a Portuguese-flagged vessel
connected toIsrael near the Strait of Hormuz.
Inaddition to this, Iran’s drone and missile at-
tack againstIsrael was the only way for Iran’s
Supreme Ruler, Ayatollah Khamenei, and the
IRGC to not lose face in the great power
conflict in the Middle East.

The Iranian strategy towards the Middle
East is overdetermined by its desire for hege-
mony over the region, including the
Palestinian territory. Iran considers itself a
model state, with a special task to create
geopolitical changes in the Middle East.
Since 1979 and the creation of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini, and
his successor, Khamenei, have helmed a for-
eign policy in which Iran acts as the self-ap-
pointed leader of the world’s Shia Muslims.
It aspires to direct influence in Palestinian,
Iraqi and Lebanese politics. The IRGC relies
upon its subordinate element, the Quds
Force, which according to Khamenei, is com-
mitted to “establish popular Hezbollah cells
all over the world”. Iran’s response to re-
gional challenges and opportunities in the
aftermath of its war with Iraq involved an
offensive and defensive strategy that in-
cluded the creation of a network of proxies.
This vast network of allies and proxies was
built and maintained by the Quds Force, led

by Qassem Soleimani after 1998.

The Syrian conflict served as a powerful
test of Iran’s external military doctrine.
Consequently, the Iranian regime used the
US’s alleged role in the assassination of
Soleimani as a new source of legitimacy for
the IRGC. By driving religious and nationalist
sentiments and turning attention away from
the failings of the Shiite leaders in Baghdad
and Lebanon, it gave a lifeline to the Iranian
leadership and its allies in Iraq, Lebanon
and Syria.

In the past few years, Israel and the US
have been dealing with most of Iran’s proxies
inIraqg, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen. While the
Houthis nolonger have the upper hand in the
conflict in Yemen, the Lebanese Hezbollah
will also have many difficulties in securing
the support of the non-Shiite Lebanese pop-
ulation if it enters into a war with Israel.

Atthis stage, Tehran does not support any
widening of the conflict with Israel, especially
because its young population does not seem
ideologically inclined to war. Yet, it also seems
to believe that the Netanyahu government’s
failures have restricted Israel’'s options in case
of a confrontation with Iran. Iran and Israel
will remain the two great military powers in
the Middle East. In case their conflict esca-
lates into a war, both could be handicapped by
the lack of common sense.

The writer is director, Mahatma Gandhi
Centre for Nonviolence and Peace at OP Jindal
Global University
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Addressing climate change requires

more aggressive progress from the big

emitters outside the club of the rich... If China faced penalties, as well as incentives
to clean up, this picture would change more quickly. No one wants to be banned

from the clubhouse.”

— THE WASHINGTON POST

Empowerment
over entitlement

BJP’s Sankalp Patra 2024 champions
atmanirbharta while the Opposition’s
manifestos aim to cement a dependency on state

-

(7|

ABHINAV PRAKASH

strengthen the existing efforts at self-re-
liance. It promises to make 3 crore Lakhpati
Didis — a self-help group member who
earns an annual household income of Rs 1
lakh. Already, nine crore women have been
mobilised into more than 83 lakh SHGs un-
der the Aajeevika Yojna. More than one
crore women (34 per cent) have been mo-
bilised in the last three years, and more than

PRIME MINISTER NARENDRA Modi has un-
veiled the BJP's Sankalp Patra for the 2024
Lok Sabha elections, a manifesto that, unlike
those of other parties, holds significant
weight and is treated with sustained com-
mitment beyond the electoral season. It not
only outlines the party's governance philos-
ophy butalso charts a strategic vision for the
nation’s future.

These are not mere electoral promises
but reflections of a profound commitment
to national rejuvenation, ideological con-
sistency and civilisational renaissance. The
manifesto has been a testament to BJP's re-
solve even when it was a peripheral figure
in Indian politics, having committed to
transformative policies such as making
India a nuclear power, abrogating Article
370, banning Triple Talaq, and the recon-
struction of the Ram Mandir, all of whichiit
ultimately delivered.

Sankalp Patra 2024 outlines short-term
policy measures and schemes that the party
aims to implement, seamlessly integrating
these with their overarching objectives for
the nation's social, economic, and political
development. It not only reflects the party’s
commitment to transformative governance
and enhanced welfare models butalso illus-
trates the synergy between their immedi-
ate plans and long-term visions, presenting
a coherent roadmap for India's future.

It sharply contrasts with the welfare
rhetoric of the opposition alliance and high-
lights the distinct perspectives the BJP holds
regarding Indian polity and socio-economic
challenges. The opposition alliance is com-
mitted to reviving the outdated socialist wel-
fare model, merely tweaking it slightly and
further burdening it with financially unsus-
tainable promises of direct income transfers.

Unlike the freebies model of the
Opposition, the BJP's approach is toinvestin
human capital and expand the horizon of
opportunities for the masses. Unlike the ir-
responsible promises with serious fiscal sta-
bility implications, the Modi government
aims to empower the poor by aiding capac-
ity building, Its policies are based on objec-
tive criteria and are backed by adequate pro-
visioning. Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
ensures affordable housing for the poor;
Pradhan Mantri Sahaj Bijli Har Ghar Yojana
provides electricity to households; Pradhan
Mantri Ujjwala Yojana provides LPG cylin-
ders; Har Ghar Jal Yojna provides piped
drinking water to households; Swachh
Bharat Abhiyan provides sanitation. All these
policies for public provision of private goods
are aimed at ensuring basic necessities to
the deprived sections to enable them to
strive for a better future.

The provision of LPG cylinders, toilets,
and safe tap water drastically reduces the
disease burden and morbidity. It also re-
duces the associated financial burdens and
frees women from drudgery, enabling them
to participate in economic activities and
take advantage of government schemes to
promote women's entrepreneurship, self-
help groups, etc. Instead of making unsus-
tainable promises, like cash transfers of 1
lakh to women, Sankalp Patra seeks to

nine crore rural women have already be-
come Lakhpati Didis.

Rather than succumbing to the allure of
offering free electricity, the Sankalp Patra
2024 promises a transformative approach
through the PM Surya Ghar Muft Bijli
Yojana, which facilitates the installation of
rooftop solar electricity units. This initiative
not only promises to alleviate household
electricity expenses but also opens avenues
forincome generation by allowing families
to sell surplus power back to the grid. Such
a strategy is poised to invigorate the entire
solar energy sector, creating extensive em-
ployment opportunities in service and re-
pair, in stark contrast to the unsustainable fi-
nancial burdens imposed on power
companies and government budgets by
populist freebie politics.

These measures enhance the productiv-
ity of the populace, imbuing them with dig-
nity and a secure future. BJP stands in sharp
contrast to the culture of freebies promoted
by the AAP and now zealously adopted by
the Congress party, which prioritises short-
term relief over long-term empowerment.

The Opposition’s manifesto aims to ce-
ment a perpetual dependency on the state
and politicians, whereas Sankalp Patra
2024 champions self-reliance
(Atamnirbharta) and prosperity. In agri-
culture, for instance, the opposition's poli-
cies have narrowed the focus to merely
supporting minimum support prices
(MSP), while the BJP adopts a comprehen-
sive strategy aimed at modernising and
diversifying the sector to enhance the in-
come of farmers and farm labourers.

Moreover, the BJP envisions transform-
ing India into a robust manufacturing hub,
maintaining a delicate balance between en-
vironmental sustainability and worker wel-
fare. It is determined to industrialise India
and create mass prosperity, thus reversing
the impact of de-industrialisation India suf-
fered under colonial rule and lost opportu-
nity under socialist dystopia. Higher, stable,
broad-based, and sustainable economic
growth is an important cornerstone of the
decolonisation process, which is the histor-
ical role of the BJPin the Amrit Kaal of Bharat.

The Sankalp Patra 2024 reflects a pro-
found trust of the BJP in the wisdom of the
electorate, who are increasingly resistant to
the superficial allure of freebies and short-
term gains. This confidence is manifested in
the document's focus on long-term struc-
tural transformations and substantial invest-
ments in social, physical, and digital infra-
structures. It outlines ambitious goals such
asachieving energy independence through
solar and nuclear power, expanding the
high-speed rail network, advancing the
Green Hydrogen mission, pursuing a
manned moon mission, and intensifying ef-
forts in research and development along-
side implementing the Uniform Civil Code
and advocating for One Nation One Election.

These and other such Sankalps under-
score a vision that is both aspirational and
transformative, laying the foundation of
Viksit Bharat by 2047.

The writer is National Vice President of
BJYM, BJP’s Youth Wing

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

A NEW SCREEN ICON

THISREFERS TO the article, ‘Babasaheb
& the new Dalit cinema’ (IE, April 15).
The growing presence of BR Ambedkar
on screen is a welcome trend as it re-
flects increasing Dalit assertion.
Ambedkar played a pivotal role in draft-
ing our Constitution. Only recently have
filmmakers of regional cinema begun
torepresent his politics and discuss his
tireless efforts towards Dalit empower-
ment. Hindi filmmakers need to follow
in the footsteps of their brethren. While
portraying episodes from the life of
Ambedkar, such movies could make us
an egalitarian and just society.

S H Quadri, Bikaner

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Babasaheb
& the new Dalit cinema’ (IE, April 15).
The rise of Dalit cinema has occurred
through a few conscientious directors
and producers. With a humble begin-
ning in regional languages like Tamil
and Marathi, it has now expanded to
reach alarge Hindi audience and spread
further through new audio-visual tech-
nologies, OTT platforms and social me-
dia. Dubbing the movies in multiple
languages and using subtitles radically
enhanced the reach as well. These films

have great potential to spark societal di-
alogue on caste biases and conflicts and
canserve as a catalyst for reflection and
social change.

LR Murmu, New Delhi

CHALLENGE THE BJP

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Freeze
frame’ (IE, April 15). The observation
here that India needs a strong
Opposition to keep the ruling dispen-
sation within ethical limits is appropri-
ate. The Indian National Development
Inclusive Alliance (INDIA) is indulging
only in criticism of Modi, not the BJP, in-
stead of posing a conscientious chal-
lenge to his party. At the surface level,
the alliance partners appear to be
united. But in fact they have serious in-
ternal ramblings. An example is the AAP
and Congress’ tie-up in Delhi and
Punjab. Voters are aware of the prom-
ises made in the manifesto and the fact
that the Opposition (Congress) has not
fulfilled those in the states they are in
power. There is still time to make an ef-
fort to achieve political gains by evad-
ing crackdowns and other tactics em-
ployed by the ruling party to weaken
the Opposition.

Subhash Vaid, New Delhi




E.

13

THEINDIAN EXPRESS, TUESDAY,APRIL 16,2024

EXPLAINED

0
@ieExplained

#ExpressExplained

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

If there are questions of current or contemporary relevance that you would like
explained, please write to explained@indianexpress.com

Tamil Nadu’s decentralised industrialisation model

The state’s cluster capitalists and ‘entrepreneurs from below’ explain in part its success in achieving industrialisation and diversification beyond agriculture

HARISH DAMODARAN

TAMILNADU, which voteson April 19, isIndia’s
No. 1 state in terms of economic complexity,
measured by the diversity of its gross domes-
tic product (GDP) and employment profile.

The table shows that the farm sector’s
sharein TN’s gross value added (GVA)and in
its employed labour force is well below the
national average. Lower dependence on agri-
culture is matched by higher shares of indus-
try, services, and construction in TN’s econ-
omy relative to all-India.

Gujarat is more industrialised than TN,
with the factory sector generating 43.4% of
the state’s GVA, and engaging 24.6% of its
workforce (as against 22.7% and 17.9% re-
spectively in TN). But in Gujarat, agriculture
accounts for a higher share of GVA (15.9%)
and workforce (41.8%) thanin TN (12.6% and
28.9% respectively). That makes its economy
less diversified and balanced vis-a-vis TN's.

Another indicator of economic complex-
ity is agriculture itself. About 45.3% of TN's
farm GVA comes from the livestock subsec-
tor, the highest for any state, and well above
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the 30.2% all-India average. TN has India’s
largest private dairy company (Hatsun Agro
Product), broiler enterprise (Suguna Foods),
and egg processor (SKM Group), as well as
the country’s “egg capital” (Namakkal).

Cluster-based industrialisation

TN has just a handful of large business
houses with annual revenues in excess of Rs
15,000 crore — TVS, Murugappa, MRE,
Amalgamations, and Apollo Hospitals. In
turnover, they are not in the league of Tata,
Reliance, Aditya Birla, Adani, Mahindra, JSW,
Vedanta, Bharti, Infosys, HCL or Wipro.

The economic transformation of TN has
been brought about by medium-scale busi-
nesses with turnover between Rs 100 crore
and Rs 5,000 crore (some, like Hatsun and
Suguna, have graduated to the Rs 5,000-
10,000 crore bracket). Its industrialisation
has also been more spread out and decen-
tralised, via the development of clusters.

Some of these clusters — agglomerations
of firms specialising in particular industries —
are well known: Tirupur for cotton knitwear
(exports of Rs 34,350 crore and domestic sales
of Rs 27,000 crore in 2022-23); Coimbatore
for spinning mills and engineering goods
(from castings, textile machinery, and auto
components to pumpsets and wet grinders);
Sivakasi for safety matches, fire crackers, and
printing; Salem, Erode, Karur, and Somanur
for powerlooms and home textiles;
Vaniyambadi, Ambur, and Ranipet for leather.

Many cluster towns are hubs for multiple
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EVENIF CONVICTED, TRUMP COULD BE
PRESIDENT AGAIN. HERE'S WHY

is four years imprisonment. First-time of-

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI, APRIL15

fenders (like Trump), however, are rarely
sent to prison solely for the falsification

of records.

DONALD TRUMP, THE Republican presi-
dential candidate, became the first former
President toface a criminal trial on Monday;,
when he appeared in a New York court on
charges that heillegally covered up a hush-
money payment to adult film star Stormy
Daniels. Will a conviction hamper his bid
to become President again?

A fine, probation, and in the worst-

case scenario, home confinement, are all
more likely punishments Trump will re-
ceive if convicted. Even if imprisoned,
Trump is likely to still be released on bail
during any appeal.

But can Trump still be President if

convicted?

What is the current trial about?

The trial relates toa $130,000 payment
made by Trump’s then lawyer
Michael Cohen to Daniels in
October 2016, during the final
weeks of his first presidential
campaign, in exchange for
Daniels’ silence about an al-
leged sexual encounter with
Trumpin 2006.In 2018, Cohen
testified that Trump had falsely
classified the purpose of this
payment by labelling it as ale-
gal expense.

Prosecutors thus concluded

Donald Trump

There is no legal provision barring

Trump from becoming President, even if

he is convicted. According to
the US constitution, the only el-
igibility criteria to become
President is age (minimum 35
years old), birth (“natural born”
citizen), and residence (must
have lived in the US for at least
14 years). In theory, Trump
could even be sworn in from
prison if he were to win the
election. While states could try
to keep Trump off the ballot by
passing laws requiring a clean

that the money given to Daniels

was “animproper donation” to the Trump
campaign, made to silence a potential sex
scandal. Making a false entry in company
records is a misdemeanour as per New
York law, but falsifying records to conceal
another crime — in this case violation of
election law — is a felony.

criminal record, such legisla-

tion is unlikely to stand in courts.

Trump has long leveraged criminal

cases against him. According to his cam-
paign filings last year, he saw a surge in
donations every time he was indicted.

Nonetheless, a convictionis a very dif-

ferent matter. A Reuters/Ipsos poll this

month found a firm majority of voters

If convicted, what punishment is
Trump looking at?

The prosecution has charged Trump
with 34 counts of felony — which he has
pleaded not guilty to — for falsifying busi-
ness records. The maximum sentence for
each charge, according to New York law,

viewed the New York criminal charges
against Trump as serious, with a quarter
of Republican respondents saying that
they would not vote for Trump if he were
convicted of a felony crime by a jury.

(WITHINPUTS FROM REUTERS)
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SECTOR-WISE SHARES OF GVA & WORKFORCE: 2022-23 (%)

Gross Value Added* Workforce
All-India Tamil Nadu All-India Tamil Nadu
Agriculture 18.19 12.55 45.76 | 28.87
Industry™** 18.80 22.69 12.27 | 17.88
Construction 8.84 11.70 13.03 | 18.04
Services 5418 53.05 28.94 | 35.21

*At Basic Prices; ** Includes manufacturing, mining, electricity and utilities. GVA is GDP net of product taxes and
subsidies. Source: National Accounts Statistics and Periodic Labour Force Survey.

industries. Thus, Karur has powerlooms, bus
body builders, and even makers of mosquito
and fishing nets (one of them, VKA Polymers,
is a major exporter of insecticide-treated bed
nets). Dindigul has spinning mills and leather
tanneries. Namakkal is as famous for layer
poultry farms asits large lorry
fleet/ bulk cargo logistics op-
erators and tapioca-based
sago(sabudana)factories. Sal-
em has powerlooms and tapi-

ECONOMICS

drilling services contractors take their truck-
mounted rigs all over the country to dig up to
1,400 feet. Dhalavaipuram, 10 km from
Rajapalayam, specialises in nighties and
ladies innerwear. Natham, next to Dindigul,
produces low-priced men'’s formal shirts.
Most of these clusters
have come up in small ur-
ban/ peri-urban centres, pro-
viding employment to peo-
ple from surrounding

oca starch-cum-sago produc-
ers, while Erodeis a textile and “turmeric city”.
There are also more sub-specialised clus-
ters. Chatrapatti, in Virudhunagar district, is
“bandage city” — a manufacturing centre for
bandages, gauze pads/ rolls/ swabs and other
surgical cotton products and woven dress-
ings. Tiruchengode near Namakkal is the
“borewell rigs capital” — whose borewell

villages who might other-
wise have migrated to big cities. They have
also created diversification options outside
of agriculture, reducing the proportion of the
workforce that is dependent on farming,.
Tirupur’s knitwear industry employs some
800,000 people, including migrants from sev-
eral states. KPR Mill Ltd, with Rs 4,740 crore
sales in 2022-23, has 21,819 permanent em-
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ployees —more than 84% of whom are women
— at its garmenting, knitting, spinning, and
processing facilities in Tirupur and nearby ar-
eas of Coimbatore and Erode districts.

Entrepreneurship from below

TN'’s early industrialists were mainly
Nattukottai Chettiars and Brahmins.

Prominent Chettiars included Annamalai
Chettiar (from whom the MA Chidambaram
and Chettinad groups descended), AMM
Murugappa Chettiar (Murugappa Group),
Karumuttu Thiagaraja Chettiar (textile mag-
nate) and Alagappa Chettiar (textiles, insur-
ance, hotels, and education).

The big Tamil Brahmin-owned houses in-
cluded TVS, TTK, Amalgamations, Seshasayee,
Rane, India Cements, Sanmar, Enfield India,
Standard Motors, and Shriram. A more recent
name is the business software solutions com-
pany Zoho Corporation of Sridhar Vembu.

The drivers of TN’s more recent decen-
tralised industrialisation have, however, been
entrepreneurs from more ordinary peasant
stock and provincial mercantile castes.

Coimbatore’s spinning mills, foundries,
machining and pumps & valves, textile
equipment, and compressor making units
were mostly started by Kammavar Naidus.
The promoters of Suguna Foods, CRI Pumps,
Elgi Equipment, and Lakshmi Machine
Works too, are from this community.

The cluster capitalists of Tirupur, Erode,
Salem, Namakkal, Karur, and Dindigul are
mainly Kongu Vellalar or Gounders. This is a

community to which the owners of the
Coimbatore-based Sakthi and Bannari
Amman groups — and politicians such as for-
mer Chief Minister Edappadi Palaniswami
and BJP state president K Annamalai — belong,

Sivasaki’s fireworks, matches, and printing
industries have been built largely by Nadars.
But this belt in southern TN — also covering
Virudhunagar, Srivilliputhur, Watrap and
Rajapalayam — has produced entrepreneurs
from other communities as well: Raju(Ramco
Group and Adyar Ananda Bhavan),and Udayar
(Pothys). Many from here have also gone onto
create successful product brands: Hatsun
(‘Arun’ ice-cream and ‘Arokya’ milk), VVV &
Sons (‘ldhayam’ sesame oil), and Kaleesuwari
Refinery (‘Gold Winner’ sunflower oil).

The remarkable thing about TN’s entre-
preneurial culture is its percolation among
diverse communities and in a range of indus-
tries. That includes Christians (MRF, Johnson
Lifts, and Aachi Masala Foods) and Muslims
(Farida Group). CavinKare’s CK Ranganathan,
a Mudaliar, was selling ‘Chik’ shampoo in sin-
gle-use sachets well before the likes of
Hindustan Unilever latched on to the idea.
Ranganathan’s brother, C K Kumaravel, runs
Naturals Salon & Spa that has nearly 700 hair
and beauty care outlets across India.

This “entrepreneurship from below”,
combined with high social progress indices
from public health and education invest-
ments, probably explains TN'’s relative suc-
cess inachieving industrialisation and diver-
sification beyond agriculture.

A&N Islands, through a strategic lens

The new thrust on developing strategic infrastructure, both civilian and military, on the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands is decades overdue. Here’s what needs to be done, how, and why

EXPERT &=
EXPLAINS

BiswaAjIT DASGUPTA

THE TRANSFORMATION of India’s Look East
policy intoa robust Act East policy, arealisation
of the critical importance of ocean power, and
the rapid enhancement in the capabilities of
the Chinese PLA Navy, have brought a degree
of seriousness to the imperative of develop-
ingIndianisland territories in general, and the
Andaman and Nicobar group in particular.

The recent thrust on developing strategic
infrastructure, both civilian and military, on
the islands is welcome — and decades over-
due.The neglect of this strategic island group
betrays a lack of strategic maritime vision in
the decades since Independence.

What is the strategic importance of the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands?

The islands are located 700 nautical miles
(1,300 km) southeast of the Indian mainland.
The Malacca Strait, the main waterway that
connects the Indian Ocean to the Pacific, is
less than a day’s steaming from Port Blair.

Sabang in Indonesia is 90 nautical miles
southeast of Indira Point (on Great Nicobar
island), and Coco Island (Myanmar ) is barely
18 nautical miles from the northernmost tip
of the Andamans. Should Thailand build the
Kra Canal connecting the Gulf of Thailand
with the Andaman Sea, its mouth would be
about 350 nautical miles east of Port Blair.

The islands share four of India’s interna-
tional maritime zone delimitations with
Myanmar, Thailand, Indonesia, and Bangla-
desh. They also give India substantial ocean
space under the United Nations Conference on
the Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS) in terms of exclu-
sive economic zone and continental shelf.

In the foreseeable future, a serious chal-
lenge could emanate from a build-up of
Chinese maritime forces at the eastern choke
points of the Indo-Pacific,namely the Malacca
(between Sumatra and the Malay peninsula),
Sunda (between Java and Sumatra), Lombok
(between Bali and Lombok), and Ombai-
Wetar (off East Timor) straits.
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The A&N Islands should be the first line of
offence against any attempt from the East to
undermine India’s maritime security. While
some effort was made to leverage this loca-
tional advantage with the Andaman and
Nicobar Command (ANC) being constituted
as a tri-services command in 2001, subse-
quent efforts have been grossly inadequate.

Why has the pace of developing strategic
infrastructure in A&N been slow?

First, itis fairly recently that political deci-
sion-makers have realised that the islands are
strategically critical for India’s security. The
reasons behind the realisation include the un-
precedented expansion of the PLA Navy.

Second, the distance from the mainland
and difficulties of developing infrastructure
have been used as an excuse to delay and stall
various projects.

Third, complex procedures for obtaining
environmental clearances even for small proj-
ects have been a dampener. Regulations on
the conservation of forests and native tribes
have complicated issues of land acquisition.

Fourth, the development of islands and
strategic infrastructure is a multi-dimen-
sional project involving several ministries, de-
partments, and agencies, that presents sig-
nificant coordination challenges.

Finally, the conflict between a long-term
strategic vision and immediate political gains
has often tilted in favour of the latter.

What should strategic infrastructure
development in these islands focus on?

The first requirement of maritime security
istokeep the vast area around the islands un-
der surveillance. The security of all 836 islands,
both inhabited and uninhabited, must be en-
sured against attempts at their occupation or
use by entities engaged in unlawful activities.

Second, a strong element of deterrence
must be ensured against any naval misadven-
ture from the East.

Third, infrastructure that can bolster
India’s maritime economy must be built on
the southern group of islands that is strategi-
cally located vis-a-vis the main shipping lane
from the Indian Ocean to South East Asia.

Fourth, ease of travel to and between the

islands is key. Without rapid movement of

people and goods, the pace of development
will remain slow. Improved transportation
will help to create and sustain the tourism po-
tential of the islands.

Fifth, the islands’ dependence on main-
land support, whether in respect of foodstuffs
or relevant local industries that support main-
tenance, repair, and other services, must be

reduced to the extent possible.

And what kind of infrastructure should
be prioritised on the islands?

M The islands stretch 420 nautical miles
(777 km) from north to south. This sea area
needs to be monitored and patrolled by air-
craft and surface platforms. Separate airfields
with long runways that can operate Boeing
737-sized aircraft are essential.

M Ports and fuel storages must be built in
both the northern and southern groups of the
islands for ships’ operational turnaround with-
out the need to return to Port Blair.

B The Army, Navy, and Air Force must not
only commit more forces, but station the right
mix of assets at the ANC. The presence of
troops must match the requirement to keep
the islands sanitised at all times. There is a
need to ultimately base surveillance and
fighter aircraft there, and frequent detach-
ments must operate in the interim.

B Work on the Galathea Bay (Great
Nicobar Island) transhipment port must be
expedited. Maritime services such as repair
and logistics must be developed for interna-
tional and Indian shipping.

M Road networks, high-speed inter-island
ferry services, and a seaplane terminal must
be developed.

M The pace of development must be en-
hanced by sourcing suitable material from
abroad, utilising international expertise on
creating marine infrastructure, and using
components that can withstand the weather
and possible seismic shocks.

M Forest and environmental clearances
must be accorded with minimum red tape.
The concessions for defence infrastructure al-
lowed along India’s northern borders must
be extended to the A&N Islands.

M Planned habitation of uninhabited is-
lands should be considered by providing in-
centives such as free or subsidised land,
where eco-friendly entrepreneurial efforts
could be encouraged.

M India could also explore the possibility
of leveraging international arrangements in
the Indo-Pacific such as the Quad and the
Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI) to catal-
yse development efforts on the islands.

Vice Admiral Biswajit Dasgupta (Retd)is a
former Commander-in-Chief of the
Eastern Naval Command

How 2,000 senior women from Switzerland won a landmark climate case

ALIND CHAUHAN
NEW DELHI, APRIL 15

THREE DAYS after a three-judge Bench led by
Chief Justice of India D' Y Chandrachud said
people have a “right to be free from the ad-
verse effects of climate change”, Europe’s
highest human rights court on April 9 sided
with a group of 2,000 senior Swiss women
who had sued their government for violating
their humanrights by failing to do enough to
combat the adverse effects of climate change.

The landmark ruling, which is the first
of itskind, by the European Court of Human
Rights (ECHR) has paved the way for future
plaintiffs to sue their governments for bet-
ter climate protections.

What was the case in Europe?

The case was brought against
Switzerland by KlimaSeniorinnen Schweiz
(Association of Senior Women for Climate
Protection Switzerland), a group of women
climate activists all above the age of 64, in
November 2016. The women claimed that
the Swiss government’s inadequate climate
policies violated their right to life and other
guarantees under the European Convention
on Human Rights. The convention is an in-
ternational agreement to protect human
rights and political freedoms in Europe.

The petitioners built their case by partly
relying on their medical vulnerability as
senior citizens to extreme heat caused by
climate change. They cited the reports by
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change (IPCC), a UN body that assesses the
science related to climate change.

The reports show that senior Swiss
women — especially those over 75 — are
more prone to heat-related medical prob-
lems such as heat cramps and heat strokes.

What did the court say?

A 17-judge panel of ECHR
noted that Article 8 of the con-
vention “encompasses aright
for individuals to effective
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combat climate change impacts, according
to the court. It also failed to meet its green-
house gas (GHG) emission reduction goals.

Why is the ruling significant?

The Swiss government is now obliged
to update its climate change policies.
However, the ECHR cannot
tell authorities what kind of
policies to implement.

Nonetheless, the judgment
could have far-reaching impli-

protection by the state au-
thorities from the serious adverse effects of
climate change on their lives, health, well-
being and quality of life”.

The Swiss government, however, violated
the law as it did not enact adequate laws to

cations. The ECHR’s verdict is
applicable in 46 member states, including
all of the EU, plus the UK and various other
non-EU countries. This means that any cli-
mate and human rights case brought before
ajudge in Europe’s national courts will now

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

have to consider ECHR’s judgment in what-
ever decision they make. It may also encour-
age citizens and communities to file similar
cases in countries that are party to the
European Convention on Human Rights.

“The decision affirms that European
Human Rights law...requires governments
to pursue a high level of climate ambition,”
Michael Burger, executive director of the
Sabin Center for Climate Change Law at
Columbia University, told Vox.

What about other climate litigation?
There is arecentrising tide of climate lit-
igation — a form of legal action that is be-
ing used to hold countries and companies
accountable for their climate mitigation ef-
forts and historical contributions to climate

change — in many countries.

As of December 2022, 2,180 climate-re-

lated cases have been filed in 65 jurisdictions,
including international and regional courts,
tribunals, quasi-judicial bodies, or other ad-
judicatory bodies across the world, according
to the Global Climate Litigation Report: 2023
Status Review. This is a large increase from
884 cases in 2017 and 1,550 in 2020.

In India, a 9-year-old girl from
Uttarakhand approached the National
Green Tribunal in 2017, arguing that the
Public Trust Doctrine, India’s commitments
under the Paris Agreement, and India’s ex-
isting environmental laws and climate-re-
lated policies oblige greater action to miti-
gate climate change. Her petition, however,
was rejected.
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Staying the course

BJP manifesto retains development-welfare policy mix

he BJP manifesto, bearing the

unmistakeable imprimatur of Prime

Minister Narendra Modi, has an undertone
of quiet confidence running through it. It focuses
more on economy and governance issues than
ideologically contentious ones, which is very
welcome. The assurance is of ‘hitting the road up
and running’ on winning a third term. The manifesto
does not unveil extravagant plans that could
compromise the fisc, perhaps because it feels they

are not electorally necessary.

The party seems to be sure that the

0

existing schemes with respect to
infrastructure and welfare are working
well, and that there is no need to tamper
with them. There is no hint of a new

package. The development formula of big
ticket physical infrastructure, creation of
entrepreneurs over job seekers, and
efficient delivery of welfare and credit to
weaker sections through digital
infrastructure is here to stay. On physical
and digital infrastructure, the decadal
claims of the manifesto are not out of place.
There has been a major improvement in
road and rail networks, with 28 km of
national highways and 14.5 km of rail
networks being constructed every day. The
growth of solar power, as well as
improvement in last mile electricity reach
are undisputed achievements. The creation
of 50 crore Jan Dhan accounts to which
¥34-lakh crore have been transferred marks
ahuge shift in income transfers to the poor.
Digital technology plays a role in improving
market outreach of rural businesses and the
urban self-employed. The government has
reaped electoral dividends from efficient
delivery of foodgrains and cash to the poor.

But in the party’s outreach to the youth
and the middle classes, the manifestois less
eloquent. The policies for skilling and
self-employment seem geared more to
serve the needs of the rural and urban poor,
while the traditional job seekers in the
middle class have not been promised any
new deal, save comfortable train and road
travel, even as they suffer rising costs of
goods and services. It is notable that the
BJP manifesto — indeed as that of the
Congress — does not have much to say on
basic health and education. The BJP
manifesto highlights its achievements in
Ayushman Bharat insurance coverage
besides having created IITs and medical
colleges, but there is no perspective on
offer. It is disappointing that major political
parties have failed to reassess issues of
access and quality in health and education,
despite upheavals such as Covid that
derailed these sectors.

As for surprises, ‘uniform civil code’ and
‘one nation one election’ have virtually
been mentioned as agenda items, with none
of the argumentation that one might have
expected. If the manifesto has stuck to the
straight and narrow, it is because the
government has already rolled out its
elaborate sector plans and its vision for
2047. The Prime Minister’s ‘guarantee’ to
actualise this vision was all that was left to

be said.

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.

Speak the voters’ language

|
Parvathi Benu

nIndia, aregistered voterin

any constituency,above 25

can contest the Lok Sabha
election, usuallyheld everyfive
years. One can contest the election
fromany constituencyinthe
country, except the autonomous
districts of Assam, Lakshadweep
and Sikkim.

Onceelected, the Member of
Parliamentis expected to
represent the viewsand
aspirations of the people of their
constituencyin Parliament, apart
from performing their other
duties.

The questionarises:isit fairfora
candidate torunfor electionina
constituencywithwhichhe or she
haslittle connection? Many
candidates mayfind it easy towin
with strong party support, but this
canlead toadisconnect between
theleaderand the constituency.
Thisissueis compounded when
the elected representative doesn’t
speak the local language, hindering

regular interaction with
constituents. Inrural areas, MPs
and MLAs are often seen asroyalty,
and some politicians exploit this
perception. But that shouldn’tbe
the case. MPsand MLAs must be
accessible for people tolet them
know their grievances. Language
plays animportantrole here,as
communicationvia translation
often confusesand can evenlead to
misunderstandings.

Whileit’sunreasonable to
restrict candidates based on their
residencyinaconstituency, there’s
apressingneed for MPs who speak
thelanguage of their constituents
and understand their challenges.

Old habits die hard for certain
voters. Theyvote for political
partiesnomatter whothe
candidate is. In many cases, thisis
borne out of the voters’ trustinthe
party. Inthose situations, the onus
ison political parties too, to choose
acandidate whounderstands their
peopleand can successfully
represent their needsin
Parliament.

Isthattoomuch toask?

2 The path toa‘Made in
India’ passenger aircra

ARAVIND MELLIGERI

ndianeedsacomprehensive

National Aerospace Policyto

makea ‘Made in India’ passenger

aircraftarealityand propel the

local aerospace ecosystem to
maturity. Ayear ago, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, while inaugurating the
Shivamogga airport in Karnataka, said
the dayis notfar when Indians will travel
inMade in India planes. Several senior
ministers and government functionaries
stress it willnot be longbefore Airbus and
Boeing setupfinalaircraftassemblylines
(FALSs),inIndia.

Theneed for adomestic commercial
aircraft programmeis undisputed. India
isthe fastest growing aviation marketin
the world with the largest order-book for
newaircraft,atawhopping $70billion
over the next decade. Its existingairports
arebuzzingwith travellers evenas new
onesarebeingbuiltorare onthe
planningboard.

Buthowsoon Indiawill be able to
achieve the Prime Minister’s
proclamation of aMadein India
commercial aircraftislinked toahost of
factors.

Europe and the USlead in commercial
aerospace manufacturing, while China
hasemerged anew challenger. China’s
journeybeganin 2002 withthe ARJ21,a
regionaljet, followed by the C919,a
larger narrow-bodyaircraft. Although
the ARJ21 faced delaysand is considered
apartial achievementatbest, the C919,
with over one thousand orders, stands as
anotable success. Both programmes
heavilyrely on foreign technologies from
global original equipment manufacturers
(OEMs), emphasising the importance of
collaborationsand makingitattractive
for foreign companies to operate
domestically.

INDIAN REALITY
Fewrealise that India’s own aerospace
endeavour predates China’sbymore
than 60years. Hindustan Aeronautics
Ltd (HAL), started offin 1940 as the
privately promoted Hindustan Aircraft
Ltd. Given this early start,one would
have expected India tobe amajor forcein
aerospace manufacturing. However,
Indian companies currently account for
justover 1 per centof the global
aerospace design and manufacturing
market. With their rootsinIT services,
some companies have moved up the
value chain torender engineering design
services. Then thereare thosewhohave
madeamarkin manufacturingandarea
partofthe globalaerospace supply chain
and deliver build-to-print detail parts,
sub-assemblies and smaller assemblies
toglobal OEMs. Every OEM operatesits
own captive engineering/design armin
India. Therefore,aerospace engineering
capabilities,across the value chain, exist
inIndiaalbeitinsilos.

Thereare veryfew Indian companies
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CHALLENGING. An ecosystem of design expertise, manufacturing acumen, component
supply base and regulatory system must be in place. For this, govt support is vital

thatoperateinboth designand
manufacturing. There are still fewer who
canboast ofanyworthwhile aerospace IP.
Tobe able to conceive and execute an
independent commercial aircraft
programmeisastupendous task given
the complexities in makinganair-plane.
Sample this: an average commercial
aircraft (Airbus 320) consists of upwards
0f340,000 parts, while the Boeing 737
MAX is said to have 500,000 parts. Eachis
acomplexmachine thatneeds toworkin
perfectharmonywith everythingelse
onboardforatleast 20 yearsunder
demanding conditions. Tobuild an
aircraft an entire ecosystem of design
expertise, raw materials supply base,
component suppliers,and end-to-end
manufacturingacumenapartfroma
regulatory system for certifications
(life-cycle programme management
expertise of design toretire) isneeded.

UNIQUE NEEDS
Andthen Indiaisaunique marketthat
needs aunique aircraft programme. India
hasahigh density of flyers who typically
want to travel over short distances —
fromthe hinterland to the metros. The
number of operational airportsis
projected to grow to 230-240from the
current 140as air travel expands to Tier-2
and Tier-3 cities. So,a commuter aircraft
that caters to the Udaan segment (high

Sustaining a full-fledged
aircraft programme is a
long haul and needs
long-term risk capital with
ample support from the
government.

volume/high frequency connectivity
between 500+ district HQs to State
capitals/metros) isacryingneed.

Thegovernment’sfocuson
developingaregional transport aircraft
(RTA), designed by the National
Aerospace Lab (NAL),and manufactured
by HAL, which hasbeen on the anvil for
some time now; is thusin the right
direction. However, while the
government’s nudge to Airbusand
Boeingto setup FALs mayraise doubts
onthe future of the RTA, thereis space
forall. One needs to consider the market
segmentation and distinguish between
Makein Indiafor Indiaand Make in India
for theworld. More importantly,
developingan aircraft design from
scratchisalongand expensive affair. It
callsforacollaborative approach bothin
theinterests of costand time to take-off.
Either way,both the NAL-HAL combine
forthe RTA, and the global OEMs for
their own platforms, will have to leverage
thelocal supply chain for their respective
endeavoursand ride on the domestic
capacityand capabilities for profitability.

Butgraduatingto ‘designand build’isa
lengthy process fraught with risks. Indian
aerospace supply chain companies tend
toinvest capital for the short-term,
minimal risk opportunities. Sustaininga
full-fledged aircraft programmeisalong
haul and needslong-termrisk capital
withample supportfromthe
governmentas hasbeen the caseinmost
developed markets. According toone
estimate, COMAC received $49-72
billionin state-related support over its
lifetime. Airbus in contrastreceived $22
billion over manyyearsfromthe EU,
accordingtoa WTO estimate.

Likewise, the government of India will

VELANKANNIRAJ B

have togo the extramile tomakea
National Passenger Aircraft Programme
arealitybytaking several measures.
Amongthese, the followingwill be
critical:

A comprehensive National
Aerospace Policyintegrating elements
fromvarious other policy approacheslike
the National Aviation Policy,the MRO
Policy, etc.

ANational Aircraft Programme that s
well funded throughinnovative
mechanismsincludinggrants, subsidies,
and preferential buyingarrangements
withairlines.

Adedicated fund to promote
investmentsinaerospaceand defence
projects witha particular emphasis on
R&D and IP generation.

Extending PLIfor aerospace
manufacturing with substantial
allocations.

This apart, the programmeneeds to
bein PPP mode with involvement ofall
ecosystem elements.

Emphasisonatleast 75 per cent
in-countryvalue additionis essential to
growthe ecosystem.

Thereisalsoa case for classifying
both commercial and defence aerospace
asinfrastructure to enable companies
accesslongterm funding of over 20+
yearsatattractiveinterestrates.

The government will have to pave the
runway for the supply chain to take risks
and partner a domestic commercial
aircraft programme on priority, whileit
also ‘designsand builds’ for the world.

Thewriteris Chairmanand CEO,Aequs Pvt.Ltd,and
operatesthe Belagavi Aerospace Cluster (BAC), India’s first
notified precision engineering SEZ for Aerospace
components

Resurrecting the dead, digitally

Al is doing so by using old voice recordings, images or video. But it throws up moral, humanitarian issues

|
Atanu Biswas

newmethod of rememberingand
A reviving their cherished relatives

isemergingas millions of people
throughout China flocked to their
ancestors’ graves to pay their respects for
the annual tomb-sweeping festival this
April,acustomarydaytorevere and
upkeep the graves of the dead. Some
businesses promoted online, however,
allow Chinese netizens to constructa
movingdigital avatar ofa deceased loved
oneforaslittleas 20yuan (about $2.75).
The market for “digital humans” was
estimated to be worth 12 billion yuanin
2022 and is predicted to grow fourfold by
2025.

Al-resurrected avatars mayremind us
of one of the fabled Deathly Hallows from
Harry Potter andthe Deathly Hallows, the
“Resurrection Stone.” Ithad the ability to
recallloved ones from death.

Well, deepfakes are currentlybeing
employed extensivelyin many spheres of
life tobring the dead back tolife. These
days, Alis far more powerful and can
regularlybring the dead back tolife by

using their old voice recordings,images,
orvideo. The domainis being expanded
toinclude variousaspects of life, such as
bringingbackloved ones, resurrecting
deceased actors for new films (e.g., Peter
Cushing, Audrey Hepburn), or even
reviving deceased politicians to capitalise
ontheir magic for election campaigning
(e.g.,J Jayalalithaa, M Karunanidhi). The
options appear to be endless. What about
the moral and humanitarianissues,
though?

MENTAL PAIN

Some are evenadvocating the outlawing
of content that uses Al services to
“resurrect” the dead if it causes “mental
pain” tothe departed’s families. What,
though, isthe true trade-off? Takean
appealing example. While he sat athis
computeralittle over two decades after
hisfather’s deathin 1999, American
novelist and journalist Michael Grothaus
watched avideo of his father, whowas
healthyand sportingayellow T-shirt,
playing with a smartphone thathad been
invented manyyearsafter his death. He
was having fun and taking pictures of the
park, which was dappled with sunlight.

Al AVATARS. Rising in the real world

Then he turned to face the TV and, with
his trademark bushy eyebrows raised,
gave his sonabenign smile.

Grothaus had brought his father back
tolife througha “deepfake.” Itjust comes
withabouta $200 price tag. Grothaus
supplied more than 60 seconds of
mid-1990s VHS footage for the video. For
Grothaus, his father’s digital
resurrection created conflicting
emotions. He enjoyed the reconnection
asheviewed thevideo overand over.
Thenhe deleted it, appalled at the riftit
had created inrealityand the
implicationsitheld for our perception of

truthand trust. In this connection, in his
review of Grothaus’book, in a December
2021 piece published in The Guardian,
documentary filmmaker Peter
Pomerantsev questioned why people
consented to participatein his
documentaries. “Our relationship with
visual representations of ourselves
always runs along this axis of narcissism
and dread: at once promising a defeat of
death, but byarousing that desire only to
disappointit, crushingly reinforcingits
inevitability,” stated Pomerantsev.

Maybe so. Butin ‘The End of Life’, the
last chapter ofhis 2021 book Trust No
One: Insidethe World of Deepfakes,
Grothaus stated that “everything about
deepfakesis complex —except for the
expertise needed to create them.”
Indeed, nothingis more intricate than
howtheyaffect our perception of truth
and trust. Al avatars are starting to
appear inanincreasingnumber of
human endeavours,and civilisations will
have adifficult time handling these
complex scenarios.

Thewriteris Professor of Statistics, Indian Statistical
Institute, Kolkata
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Economic headwinds

This refers to the editorial ‘Storm
warning’ (April 15). The geopolitical
landscape presents a complex
challenge for central banks
worldwide. The conflict between Iran
and Israel has escalated tensions,
potentially leading to higher crude oil
prices. This situation could disrupt
the global commodities supply chain
and contribute to inflationary
pressures. Central banks may need
to reconsider their monetary policy
strategies, particularly regarding
interest rate cuts. The rise in gold
prices has prompted central banks to
increase their gold reserves, which is
atraditional move during times of
economic uncertainty.

For India, the current geopolitical
events could impact forex inflows,

potentially leading to a depreciation
of the rupee. However, India’s robust
domestic investor base has beena
source of resilience for its stock
market. Leveraging this domestic
strength could help maintain market
vibrancy despite external pressures.
Srinivasan Velamur

Chennai

PoS players

Apropos ‘RBl likely to bring
point-of-sale players under licence
regime’ (April 15), the regulatory
action has not come a day soon as
theissue has been under discussion
for longand even doubts have been
expressed regarding the eligibility of
some of the PoS players like Bharat
Pe and Paytm to continue in offline
PoS business. It is common

knowledge that the merchants have
been using these PoS machines to
swipe cards and pay cash to
customers for acommission, which
is not only illegal, but also considered
usurious. Thereis need to putin
place regulations that would stop
unauthorised cash transactions and
ensure secured access to PoS
systems with measures such as
multi-factor authentication and
prevent unauthorised access to the
machines.

Kosaraju Chandramouli

Hyderabad

Fans go overboard

This refers to ‘When fans behave
unsportingly’ (April 16). When fans
literally treat cricketers as demigods,
they have the right to criticise them

too. Butin the case of Hardik Pandya,
it has gone a bit too far, from the
time he took the field in the very first
match of the ongoing IPL. It was
Mumbai Indians’ decision to appoint
Pandya captain in place of Rohit
Sharma, and players moving from
one franchise to anotherisa
common phenomena. Fans should
have shown more restraint in their
over-the-top behaviour. Thanks to
former Indian captain Virat Kohli for
urging the fans not to unnecessarily
boo Pandya..

Bal Govind

Noida

Factors of production
Thearticle ‘The poverty of Indian
economic discourse’ (April 15) did
not mince words on the imperative

need to encourage capital-intensive
industries in India to optimise
economic growth. It must be
remembered that capital doesn’t
displace labour.

As amatter of fact, to produce
physical capital (for instance,
machinery) and also to operate it,
labour is needed. A judicious mix of
these two factors of production —
labour and capital — can enhance
the production of goods and
services or real income, which is the
best indicator of growth. India can
take a cue from the Asian Tigers —
Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan and
South Korea — which maximised
economic growth by rapid
industrialisation.

S Ramakrishnasayee

Chennai
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Thermal comfort norms

Affordable housing schemes must integrate them

|

Dhaval Monani
Nikhilesh Sinha
Sharadbala Joshi

swe get to the hottest
A months of the year,

millions of households are
running their ACs 24 hours a day.
Between 8-10 per cent of India’s
300 million households have an
air conditioner, but what about
the other 90 per cent?

Low-income families struggle
with rising temperatures, unable
to afford ACs and are most
vulnerable to the effects of
extreme heat. Yet surprisingly
there are no special guidelines to
ensure thermal comfort in the
Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
(PMAY).

Under PMAY-U, States and
cities offer increased floor space
index (FSI), or transferable
development rights (TDR) for
slum redevelopment and low-cost
housing. This promotes dense
high-rise developments that
improve land use efficiency and
also increases emissions per unit
area. In addition, while the
increase in building heights,
non-reflective roofs, higher
reflectivity of roads and poorly
vegetated parking areas create hot
air pockets around buildings, the
extensive use of cement and steel
without proper insulation in the
buildings cause higher indoor
temperatures and thermal
discomfort.

Thermal comfort is a subjective
measure of an individual’s
satisfaction with the thermal
environment, including air
temperature, mean radiant
temperature, air speed and
relative humidity. This has not
been given much importance
except for token consideration by
providing windows for cross
ventilation. Even this has become
largely irrelevant due to planning
that has disrupted wind paths,
paved up percolation zones and
reduced green cover in cities.

ACS’ ECO IMPACT
While the use of air conditioners
achieves thermal comfort they
emit fluorocarbons and account
for nearly 20 per cent of
electricity used in buildings.

Additionally, continuous
exposure to an air conditioned
environment has been associated
with respiratory and skin
ailments. Recent observations
reveal that the use of
air-conditioners has increased
even in the smallest affordable
government housing, where the
walls contribute substantially to
heat gain.

Indian building guidelines
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GREEN IMPACT. ACs emit and
consume lot of power periasamy m

focus primarily on space
utilisation. There are some parts
relating to openings/fenestrations
that can be inferred to utilisation
of natural light. But there are no
other guidelines that directly
address thermal comfort —on
the contrary many guidelines
seem to penalise good thermal
practices.

Wall thicknesses are
considered within FSI
calculations — thicker or cavity
walls that would help reduce heat
transmission restrict the amount
of usable space. The rules for
concrete walls, which transfer
very high amounts of heat,
stipulated a wall thickness of
100mm that was subsequently
increased to 150mm. No
guidelines take into account sun
paths, wind direction or on-site
conditions which at times lead to
facades that face the direct
afternoon sun.

The Centre in its ‘Housing for
All’ mission can implement best
practices for thermal comfortin
buildings. Retrofitting and
mitigation by occupants will
always be sub optimal, expensive
and lead to unforeseen
consequences. Simple measures
like orientation, alignment of
openings to wind paths, use of
reflective paint and green roofs
can create great impact.

Whatis needed thoughisa
greater attention to design, new
materials and better guidelines.
For instance, building codes could
mandate adoption of passive
design to promote thermal
comfort.

In addition, initiatives like the
Eco Niwas Samhita co-developed
by the Bureau of Energy
Efficiency could be adopted to
ensure building envelopes and
shaded areas were designed to
minimise heat gain.

Monaniis Associate Professor & Director,
Affordable Housing; Joshi is Senior
Researcher and Visiting Faculty, Anant Centre
for Sustainability, Anant National University;
Sinha, Professor of Economics & Finance, Hult
International Business School, London
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HLL goes for business rejig, installs new management team
FMCG leader, Hindustan Lever Ltd (HLL), today announced major changes in
the management and organisational structure in a bid to provide sharper focus
on key brands and ensure better deployment of resources. Mr M.S. Banga,
Chairman, HLL, has been appointed as the Business Group President of
Unilever’s $6-billion home and personal care (HPC) business in Asia.

IMD predicts 100% normal monsoon

The country is set to have a “100 per cent’ normal southwest monsoon this
year, with the India Meteorological Department (IMD) today releasing a long
range forecast that is even more bullish than the one it made for 2003.
According to the IMD Director-General, Dr S.K. Srivastay, total rainfall for the
country as a whole during the coming monsoon season (June-September) will
be 100 per cent of the long period average (LPA).

Hyundai bullish on sales, launches Elantra

Hyundai Motor India expects its unit sales to jump 37 per cent this fiscal on the
back of surging domestic and export demand. Its sales rose 25 per cent in the
last fiscal. Its latest launch is Elantra family sedan.

The true face of ‘philanthropic aid’

A recent spike in aid has been spurred by Western assistance to Ukraine, serving the interests of West’s arms manufacturers

MACROSCAN.

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH

he Organisation for

Economic Cooperation and

Development (OECD),

predominantlya club of rich

market economy countries,
has just released preliminary estimates
of the flow of Overseas Development
Assistance (ODA) or “aid” from 31
members of its Development Assistance
Committee (DAC) to developing
country recipients.

The figures seem to suggest that
nothing really changes in that domain.
The promise held outina UN General
Assembly resolution of 1970 that “Each
economically advanced country will
progressively increase its official
development assistance [...] and will
exert its best efforts to reach a minimum
net amount of 0.7% of its gross national
product [...] by the middle of the
Decade” still remains unrealised.

As Chart 1 shows, there are only five
countries that have realised or exceeded
that target. The average for all DAC
members is just above half of that
modest target. And the figure for the US,
the world’s largest economy, is a
pathetic 0.24 per cent.

The contribution of the countries that
realised the target fades in importance
once we realise that they together
accounted for just $51.5 billion of the
total flow of ODA from DAC countries of
$223.7 billion in current prices in 2023.

That was less than flows of $66 billion
from the US, which contributes close to
30 per cent of the total. In the flows from
the five countries that met the ODA
target, Germany, with $36.7 billion,
accounted for $51.5 billion or more than
70 per cent.

More recently, however, the DAC
‘donors’, including laggard US, seem to
be getting their act together. There has
been a noticeable rise in the volume of
ODA flows from the DAC during the
three years ending 2023. ODA measured
by the OECD in grant equivalents at
constant 2022 prices rose from $166.5
billion in 2020 to $180.3 billion in 2021,
$210.7 billion in 2022 and $214.1 billion
in 2023 (Chart 2).

Flows from the US too rose from
$39.8 billion in 2020, to $51.2 billion in
2021, $60.5 billion in 2022, and $63.6
billion in 2023.

However, a more disaggregated look
at the destination of these flows
suggests that there is little reason to
applaud this improvement. As Chart 3
shows, the two years 2022 and 2023
were marked by a steep rise in ODA
flows from the DAC members to
Ukraine, from $1.1 billion in 2021 to
$17.8 billion in 2022 and $19.4 billion in
2023.

Moreover, besides bilateral flows
from member governments, flows of
“development assistance” from EU
institutions (not governments) also
rose from $1.1 billion in 2021 to $10.6
billion in 2022 and $18.7 billion in 2023.
Among member governments, the US
was the dominant contributor,
accounting for close to 60 per cent of the
flows of ODA from the DAC members to
Ukraine (Chart 4).

UKRAINE FACTOR

The sharp and sudden spike in flows to
Ukraine in 2022 and 2023 is not difficult
to explain. To recall, it was on February
24,2022 that Russia chose to invade
Ukraine, leading to a war in which
Ukraine’s response was completely
dependent on military aid from the US
and Europe.

Having been partly responsible for the
failure of efforts to arrive at a mediated
settlement of the conflict triggered by
official Russian perceptions of threats to
the country’s integrity, the West has
backed Ukraine in a war that has not
ended as soon as expected.

Thus, the increase in ODA from the
DAC countries is not “development aid”,
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but the cost of expansionism by proxy of
the US and its European allies.

Paradoxically, with the US and EU
allied in an effort to win a war against
Russia fought by proxy Ukraine, there
has been much hand wringing about the
inadequacy of support from them for
Ukraine’s war effort. Especially since
that country appears to be failing in its
effort to push back against Russia.

The recent aid flows from
the West seem to serve
its “strategic” objectives
more than any real
development goals as
traditionally defined

Domestic politics, the genocidal Israeli
attack on Gaza, and the widening of the
conflict in West Asia, have resulted in
the waning of US support for the
Ukrainians.

A $60 billion package of US military
support has not progressed through the
House of Representatives. What is more,
Donald Trump has made it clear that he
sees the conflict in Ukraine as Europe’s
problem, which the European members
of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (NATO) must pay for.

European countries have been
promising to step up their contribution,
but differences on the size and form of
that support persist. In January, the EU
agreed on a package of support totalling
around $55 billion, but delivery has been
slow. A call from Estonia that NATO

countries must commit to provide
support to Ukraine amounting to 0.25
per cent of their GDP has few takers.

But the call makes the priorities clear.
Ifaid is to increase, it will only be for
strategic purposes that would not meet
the requirements of “development aid”
as properly defined. The recent
increases in flows included in the DAC
aid figures only confirm that perception.
But even that spurious inclusion does
not help take average aid levels
anywhere close to the promise made in
1970.

ARMS TRADE

Even the observed increase in support to
Ukraine is not driven by purely
geopolitical considerations geared to
containing Russia. Rather it is partly
influenced by pressures from the US
military-industrial complex and arms
producers in the OECD countries.

Military “aid” for Ukraine, which
involves no non-Ukrainian “boots on the
ground” but only supply of military
equipment and ammunition, generates
substantial demand for this
military-industrial complex that
produces those weapons and the needed
ammunition.

According to one estimate, Ukraine
became the world’s third biggest arms
importer in 2022 and was ranked fifth
among the arms export destinations of
the US.

The US was the major supplier of
arms to Ukraine in 2022, and as per the
trade-indicator values (TIV), based on
known unit production costs of different
kinds of equipment collated by the
Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute, Ukrainian arms
imports from that country amounted to
917 million TIV in that year.

The corresponding figures were 297
for Germany and 276 for the UK. They
were the leading sources of imports,
other than Poland with 466 TIV. A lot of
“aid’ was circling back to boost profits of
the military-industrial complex.

That s a stark and telling revelation of
the real purpose of what is
euphemistically identified as
‘philanthropic’ aid.
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Signalling continuity
BJP to build on its govt's work over the last decade

he Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) on Sunday released its manifesto, or
Sankalp Patra, for the 2024 Lok Sabha elections, highlighting what its
government has achieved over the past 10 years and how it intends to
take the country forward if voted back to power for the third consecutive
term. From the economic standpoint, the manifesto signals continuity, or building
on the achievements, with some significant reforms. One of the noticeable
achievements of the Narendra Modi government over the past 10 years — one
that is perhaps not adequately appreciated — is bolstering macroeconomic sta-
bility. The macroeconomic outlook in 2014 — with a near-currency crisis in 2013
— was very different from today. India now has large foreign exchange reserves
and the banking system is in its best position over the past decade. India’s
restrained fiscal-policy response to the pandemic and the central bank’s com-
mitment to a legally mandated inflation target have helped boost investor con-
fidence. Thus, the BJP has done well to reiterate its commitment to sustaining
macro-financial stability, which is necessary for growth and development.

The two other important promises that stand out are strengthening statistical
institutions and facilitating fiscal autonomy for panchayati raj institutions. Both
these commitments should help improve governance. Making policy decisions in
arapidly developing country like India requires timely availability of data. Although
India has a robust statistical system, it requires an overhaul to align with the
evolving nature of the economy’s demands. The national accounts data, for instance,
comes with a significant lag and is subject to multiple large revisions, affecting
policymaking and making decision-making for business more difficult. One impor-
tant aspect of reforming the statistical system will be to ensure that institutions
engaged in this area are made independent and credible. Timely availability of
data will improve decision-making and help boost investor confidence.

Further, one of the valid criticisms of the Indian governance structure is
that power is not adequately decentralised. As a result, the third tier of the gov-
ernment, or local bodies, which are best-placed to deliver a variety of services to
citizens, are not adequately empowered. In this regard, the BJP’s promise to
facilitate fiscal autonomy for panchayati raj institutions must be welcomed,
though how it will be done remains critical. Despite enabling constitutional pro-
visions, not much has happened over the years. As highlighted in this space
earlier, the average revenue per panchayat, including grants, was only 321.23
lakh in 2022-23. The fiscal autonomy of local bodies can be improved by both
empowering them to raise resources and through a predictable devolution of
funds. One of the possible ways out, subject to legal changes, could be to allocate
resources directly through the Finance Commission. Granting a share in revenue
from goods and services tax collection could also be an option.

Among other commitments, if voted back to power, the BJP will continue
to focus on investment and building infrastructure, which should help boost
economic activities and create employment. It also intends to build on initiatives
in the manufacturing sector to enable job creation. In this context, it would be
useful to review the trade policy. A sustained increase in exports can be a big
driver of both economic growth and job creation. One big political promise with
economic reasoning is “One Nation One Election”. While the idea promises to
reduce policy uncertainty, the way forward suggested by the high-powered com-
mittee must be extensively debated.

Reckoning in West Asia

Too soon to assume that the Israel-Iran crisis is over

ran’s widely anticipated response over the weekend to Israel’s attack on the

Iranian embassy in Damascus on April 1, killing an Iranian general and six

officers, appears to have caused a rethink among Tel Aviv’s key allies. Instead

of pushing for escalation, the US has ruled out joining any Israeli counter-
attack, and French and UK leaders have called on Israel not to respond to Iran’s
attack. This was also the message emanating from an emergency meeting of the
United Nations Security Council meeting, at which Secretary General Antonio
Guterres rightly pointed out that the world could not afford another war in West
Asia. Taken together with India’s statement expressing “serious concern” at the
escalation of hostilities, the concerted de-escalatory pressures on Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu may weaken his hopes of widening the war against
Hamas, which is supported by Iran, to retain his precarious hold on power. Thus,
oil prices and financial markets saw muted responses to Iran’s aggression; some
analysts suggest the events were already priced in. The fact that the widely antic-
ipated attacks by 360 missiles and drones by Tehran, said to be on a far vaster
scale than similar attacks by Russia on Ukraine, were defeated in a coordinated
operation by the US, the UK and Jordan may have also helped contain the response
of Israel’s allies.

The urgent next step for the international community is to prevent an esca-
lation of the attacks on Gaza in which Palestinian civilian casualties have mounted.
Doing so demands a scaling back of arms supplies to Israel by key allies, especially
the US, which accounts for almost 66 per cent of major arms supplies to Israel,
and they have been deployed for what is being increasingly described as genocide
acts. Israel bombed a refugee camp in central Gaza on Monday, killing five and
wounding many more even as the UN Security Council met. Mr Netanyahu has
stated his government would not be distracted from the war on Gaza after Iran’s
unprecedented strikes on Israeli territory. He intends to go ahead with plans to
attack Rafah in southern Gaza. An Israeli War Cabinet meeting on Sunday con-
cluded without a decision on how to respond to Iran’s attacks. Iran is already
defiantly suggesting that the West should appreciate Iran’s “restraint”. All this
suggests that it is too soon to assume that the Israel-Iran crisis is over.

A barrage of retaliatory responses between Israel and Iran could spell bad
news for India. Though international sanctions have ruled out oil purchases from
Iran, the country imports 88 per cent of its oil requirements and 45 per cent of
gas. The bulk of this is imported via the Red Sea, the principal route of Russian oil
to India, and the Strait of Hormuz, dominated at its northern shore. Any escalatory
violence in the region can destabilise global supplies and push up prices. Some
analysts suggest oil prices might rise past $100 a barrel in the immediate aftermath
of an escalation. The “return to the path of diplomacy” as South Block counselled
on Sunday has never been more crucial.
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Priority for human development

The Union governmentshould allow federalism to function more
effectively if it wishes to push human development

ing a developed country by 2047 or before. For

this to happen, we will need changes in several
areas of development policy. The top two areas of policy
where substantial change was required would be human
development, particularly education and health, and
technology innovation. In some ways the second
depends to a significant extent on the first and hence
my focus on priority for human development. The
national accounts data shows that in 2021-22 education
and health had a modest size in our economy, account-
ing for 4 per cent and 1.6 per cent, respectively, of the
gross value added. This will have to change if we aim to
become a developed country. Education and health
matter not just for growth but are also as an essential
part of the goals of development, which should include
the quality of life of individuals.

A correlation between the rate of economic growth
and some measure of human develop-
ment does not tell us whether high eco-
nomic growth leads to better human
development or whether better human
development leads to high economic
growth. A better understanding requires
a more careful statistical analysis.

A recent article by Janak Raj, Vrinda
Gupta, and Akanksha Shravan does this
for the link between the human develop-
ment index (HDI) as measured by the
United Nations Development Programme

T here is much discussion now about India becom-

NITIN DESAI

broadly comparable with the data for lower middle-
income countries. However, government spending on
health, which was 3.5 per cent of government expendi-
ture in 2018, was significantly below the 5.1 per cent in
lower middle-income countries.

How dependent are education and health on spend-
ing by the Union and state governments? The two
account for about 80 per cent of the national accounts
sector labelled “Other Services”. The public sector
accounted for 17 per cent of gross fixed capital formation
(GFCF) in “Other Services” and 83 per cent came for the
private sector and households. The relative neglect by
the governments is reflected in the fact that the share
of “Other Services” in public-sector GFCF was just 5.9
per cent in 2021-22.

The outcomes in education and health have been
disappointing. The recent report of Pratham titled
“Annual State of Education”, which focuses on students
in the 14-18 age group, states that 25 per
cent in this category cannot read a stan-
dard IT level text fluently in their regional
language and more than half struggle with
division (three-digit by one-digit) prob-
lems. The quality problem among younger
students is worse.

As for health outcomes, there are posi-
tive developments, for instance in the
reduction in infant mortality. But the per-
sistence of under-nutrition in children and
the continuing prevalence of communica-

and economic growth at the state level
for 1990-2019.1 Their analysis shows a
long-run relationship between the HDI and economic
growth in India. But the relationship in terms of causality
is bidirectional, which means that accelerated growth
requires higher human development and improvement
in human development requires growth. They could
not find a clear impact of public spending on education
and health on the HDI. An analysis of the impact of
education shows improvements in primary education
have no discernible impact on inter-state growth varia-
tions but that improved secondary education has a sig-
nificant impact on growth in agriculture and manufac-
turing and improved higher education on services.
Could the lack of impact of public spending be a
result of an inadequate level of funding? According to
the World Bank’s Development Indicators, in India gov-
ernment spending on education as a percentage of gov-
ernment expenditure was about 14.7 per cent in 2021 —

ble diseases are two aspects of underper-
formance. The crucial defect is the inade-
quacy of public provision for poor people. The
out-of-pocket expenditure of households accounted for
52 per cent of current health expenditure, according to
the health ministry data and a significant part of this is
because of the inadequate provision of free medicines
even in public health facilities. A recent study using data
from Consumer Expenditure Surveys estimated in 2011-
12 around 46 million people faced catastrophic health
expenditure, amounting to 10 per cent or more of their
total expenditure, usually for extreme illnesses. In such
situations they are forced to sell productive assets, borrow
money, and sometimes even reduce expenditure on edu-
cation by moving children to inexpensive schools and
many move into the poverty category.

Substantial improvement in human development
will depend both on higher and better-organised public
spending and on promotion and policy regulation of

private activities in education and health development.

The primary focus of public policies and spending
on health care has to focus on its impact on people’s
lives rather than on an economic impact. The primary
focus had to be on reducing the substantial out-of-pocket
expenditure incurred by poor households. In fact, the
impact on poverty looks even worse when one takes
into account the costs incurred on travelling out of a
village or small town for treatment.

A broader approach to health care that also seeks to
improve the environment will have an economic impact.
I remember a nutrition specialist who advised the
Planning Commission that safe water supply was a more
reliable way of improving nutrition than supplementary
food supply. One must also recognise that better health
will have an economic impact. I remember a vigorous
argument by an eminent economist from Punjab that
malaria eradication was a contributory factor in the
advancement of agriculture in the state.

The spread of schools and colleges is now
widespread. One exception is the need for a better spread
of higher education for engineering. The challenge is
improvement in the quality of education not by rewriting
textbooks for political reasons but better teaching —
from primary schools to higher institutes. This requires
a rigorous performance assessment system for public
and private educational institutions. If Pratham, a non-
government organisation, can undertake plausible per-
formance assessments, why can the states not set up a
more comprehensive system for this purpose? A more
radical approach to promote better performance in high-
er education would be to shift public funding from grants
to institutions (and abolishing the excessively dominant
University Grants Commission) to grants or loans to
students and rely on them to choose institutions on the
basis of established teaching quality.

A substantial emphasis on health and education
advancement will require substantial and variable
innovative actions by state governments as the under-
lying reasons for underperformance vary. In any case
the Union government’s spending on health and edu-
cation is significantly smaller than that of states, par-
ticularly if one deducts spending for working and
retired employees. Hence the Union government
should allow federalism to function more effectively
if it wishes to push human development at a pace that
is required for attaining the long-term objective that
it wishes to promote.

[1]Janak Raj et al, Internal linkages between economic growth
and human development in India, Indian Public Policy Review
2024,5.1:113-155

desaind@icloud.com

Managing competition in a digital world

ddressing competition in the digital domain pre-

sents a formidable challenge for governments

and regulators. Unlike the physical realm, where
network effects are limited, digital products and services
often exhibit robust network effects. Put simply, network
effects occur when every new user enhances the value
of the offering for all others. The telephone is a classical
example. Networks defy the traditional economics of
competition and efficiency. Instead, they can lead to
winner-takes-all scenarios, creating monopolies or
oligopolies. Recognising this characteristic of the net-
work industry, AT&T, a hundred years back, described
telephony as a natural monopoly. Google Search,
Microsoft Office, Android OS, Google and Apple play
stores, WhatsApp, and Facebook are examples of a mul-
titude of network-economy products that have become

near monopolies.

Conventional economic theories pro- .
pound that competition drives down f
prices and improves quality and efficien-
cy, and is therefore best for consumer &

welfare. In a network economy as net-
works amass vast user-bases, they
enhance the value provided to each user
and collectively increase society welfare.
However, the concentration of power in
a few profit-maximising entities poses
risks, including the potential to desta-
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that such practices reinforce the dominance of leading
players, risking irreversible polarisation in favour of the
incumbent. Given the fast-paced nature of the digital
domain, they felt the ex post approach was inadequate
and recommended an ex ante approach especially for
those enterprises that had “a significant presence and
as such, the ability to influence the Indian digital market”.

A draft Bill has been put out for comment. The Bill
has some similarities with the European Union’s (EU’s)
Digital Markets Act, 2022. The EU had designated major
online platforms as gatekeepers and proposed regulations
to prevent practices like self-preferencing, leveraging
market power in adjacent markets, hindering third-party
access, and ensuring platform interoperability. The pro-
posal for ex ante regulation sparks concerns that the reg-
ulatory environment may resemble the restrictive licence
raj and inspector raj, potentially lim-
iting the freedom that has charac-
terised this sector thus far.

In the early 20th century, govern-
ments recognised the network effects
in the telephone industry and took
the lead in regulating the sector to
prevent private monopolies and have
multiple players. Measures included
licensing, sub-dividing territories, and
price regulation. The International
Telecommunication Union, the reg-

bilise the political and social structures.

Historically, network effects were AJAY KUMAR

ulatory framework at global level, was
also government-led. While some

recognised in technologies like telepho-

ny, telegraph, railways and postal services but they com-
prised a small portion of the economy. Digitisation has
increased the network economy’s share in gross domes-
tic product to substantial levels. Moreovetr, this trend is
only going to grow. As networks expand and acquire
large user-bases, their offers resemble public goods,
though privately controlled, leading to significant policy
implications. Consequently, addressing the economic
reality of network effects has become imperative.

Both the Parliamentary Standing Committee on
Finance and the Committee on Digital Competition Law
set up by the Ministry of Corporate Affairs have recom-
mended a law with ex ante control to deal with the
emerging challenge of anti-competitive practices among
major digital enterprises like bundling or tying products
to existing networks, self-preferencing, preventing third-
party products, monopolistic use of data, deep e-com-
merce discount, exclusive tieups, search and ranking
preferences, restricting third-party apps, and anti-com-
petitive advertising policies. They rightly pointed out

measures like interoperability and

common standards were beneficial, others failed to pre-
vent the emergence of monopolies/oligopolies in the
sector. India’s experience serves as an illustration. India
initially had a public-sector monopoly in telephony. It
opened up the sector in 1994 but despite ex ante regula-
tion, a two-player oligopoly has emerged. Similar monop-
olies/oligopolies exist in countries like the United States,
the United Kingdom, France, the United Arab Emirates,
and Singapore. Regulation slowed down innovation in
the sector and even after 100 years of existence, telephone
calls were exorbitantly high and accessibility relatively
low. Regulated prices provided assured and growing
returns for incumbents, who, instead of prioritising inno-
vation, prioritised turf protection and erecting entry bar-
riers, masking these actions as regulatory compliances.
A stark contrast to telephone networks is the case of
the internet, which is humanity’s largest network with
strong network effects. Developed as a non-profit private
enterprise, it prioritised open networks with minimal
government interference. Embracing open standards

like TCP/IP, it established a multi-stakeholder gover-
nance framework involving industry, academia, gov-
ernment and civil society. There is no hierarchy among
stakeholders and all, including governments, participate
on an equal footing. Over its 30-year history, the internet
has spurred transformative innovations, driving the dig-
ital economy’s growth unlike anything before. Despite
being a monopoly, the internet has propelled global eco-
nomic and social progress. When some stakeholders
tend to dominate decision-making, the same is tempered
due to a multi-stakeholder approach.

The preceding case studies offer valuable insights.
First, network effects are inherent and integral to a net-
work economy and rules of classical economics will fail
in these contexts. Secondly, public-sector monopolies,
particularly in liberal democracies, are not a solution
because they lag in innovation and efficient resource
utilisation, thereby reducing consumer welfare. Thirdly,
government-led regulation fails to prevent the formation
of monopolies/oligopolies because incumbents start
wielding considerable influence over policies. Fourthly,
when governments are in the driver’s seat, decision-
making tends to be sub-optimal in terms of innovation
because they may lack the understanding of unseen
opportunities. Fifthly, while regulation is essential to
curb the emergence of monopolies, it must ensure both
consumer welfare and innovation.

Insome ways, the internet is the reason for the explo-
sive growth of the network economy. It is said every
problem also contains seeds of its own solution. The
internet governance model offers an alternative model
to address the challenges posed by a network economy.

Accordingly, governments could consider creating
statutory mechanisms for governing network-economy
products, in which all stakeholders are on an equal foot-
ing. For example, there could be a multi-stakeholder
group for app stores, which would include academia,
startups and industry, government and civil society,
ensuring fair representation and creating checks and
balances which would prevent any one entity or group
hijacking the governance. While maintaining oversight,
governments may refrain from directly prescribing solu-
tions, however retaining overriding powers whenever
national security, sovereignty, or substantial public inter-
estisinvolved. Such an approach would also be consistent
with the government’s “minimum government maxi-
mum governance” thinking, offering a new paradigm
for effective governance of the digital network economy.

Thewriter, former defence secretary, is distinguished visiting
professor, IIT Kanpur

Leader as ‘friction fixer’

BOOK REVIEW

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

hatarethe corerolesofa
leader? Too many are listed
and written about. But have

you heard of arole as a “friction fixer”?
Leadershipis, in some ways, an odd
subject when compared to finance or
engineering. Whatyou see is not what
thereis,and whatyou have been taught is
notnecessarily what willwork. Thereisa
strongtendency to not do what you know
needsdoing. Inthissense, leadershipis
akintolifeitself. Issues unravel, you try to
solve them, some actions work, and some
donot,soyouworkatitall over again.
Inthebookunder review, the authors
observe that organisationsshould be
filled with people who make the right
thingseasier and the wrong things harder.

Leadersshould reduce the “bad” friction
intheirorganisationsothatthe
organisational parts are better lubricated;
equally, they introduce “good” friction
intojointsthat should be slowed down.

In makingtheright things easier,
leaders solve operational irritants and
niggling problems by “walking around”.
Thebook cites how in the Hewlett
Packard of the 1970s, Bill Hewlett and
Dave Packard would visit employees at
their workplace. They would talk about
their work challenges—a practice which
aformer HP senior leader captured in
the colourful phrase, “We needed less of
MBA and more of MBWA, management
bywandering around.”

Hereisan example from my
experience. Former Hindustan Lever
Chairman, Ashok Ganguly, recalls a
switchin his early career from scientific
research to an unfamiliar manufactu-
ringrole. “The only way Icould learn the
details of the new role and be seentobe
helping my team was to turn up
unannounced during the night shift of
the factory, share achai with some
operators and supervisors, and chat

with them about their shop floor work.”
This, too, isan example of lessening
“bad” frictionjoints.

There can also be value by
introducing friction. The book cites the
case of chemical manufacturer Rohm
and Haas (now part of Dow Chemicals),
which taught its leaders that when they
face adecision with broad and enduring
consequences, they should slow down
and abandon the general tendency for
speedy action. The company preached
the “Five Voices” method to assess the
impact on—Customer, Employee,
Shareholder, Community and Process.

From my experience at Hindustan
Unilever, Irecall a deliberately placed
friction. During the price controland
costsaving pressures of the1970s and
1980s, the internal procedure to recruit
even ajunior staffer was socumbersome
thataline manager avoided undertaking
the pain of the process.

SinceIhavebeenassociated with a
lubricating oil company for over two
decades, I refer to friction-fixing asthe
“tribology” of management organisa-
tions. Now what isthatjargon?

Tribology in the language of lube
oil companiesisthescience of
understanding friction, lubrication,
and wear.

Thisbookisall about improvingthe
tribology of organisations and the
role of the leaderin thataction.
Impressivejargon?

Unintelligible jargon is what the book
referstoas “Jargon

coordination suffer, giving rise to
dysfunctional conflict because people
don’t quite know what todo, and how to
doit,” accordingtothe authors.

In2001, 17 software developers
published “The Manifesto for Agile
Software,” emphasising (i) individuals
and interactions over processes and tools
(ii) working software over comprehensive

Monoxide.” Leaders =
use seemingly —==
impressive . T
terminology like “let Pt T
usleverage our core '.'E..
competenciesto gy~
createsynergies |
thatmovethe TIIEEEPH
needle” or | PR
“elucidatingthe [ et
antecedents of i b
upright striding

vertical bipedality on

horizontal terrestrial substrates by non-
human primates” (it means learn how
gorillasand monkeyswalk on the
ground). With the advancesindata
handling and intelligent technologies,
acronymslike LLM, Industry 2.0, GenAl,
and AGILE are used quite commonly.
These are valuable technologies, but,
afterastage, “decision-makingand

documentation
THE FRICTION PROJECT;  (iii) customer
How Smart Leaders collaboration over
Make the Right contract
ThingsEasyandthe  negotiation,and
Wrong Things Harder  (iv)respondingto
Author: Robert| changeover
Suttonand HuggyRao stickingtoaplan.
Publisher: Penguin  Clearlytheagile
Random House manifestohas
Pages: 304 playedacrucial
Price: 799 role for companies

like Adobe,

Google,and

Salesforce. But aconfounding babble has
alsodeveloped around agile
organisationsand agileleadership.

Thelast part of abookisagood place
totaste sanity again. The Friction
Project relies on three principles. First,
leaders fervently believe that they are
trustees of other people’s time; hence,
they are constantly at the task of

diminishing obstacles to good work,
and placing friction wherever slowing
downisa positive. Second, leaders own
friction-fixing as akey role and hold
themselves accountable for the results.
Third, designingand updating
organisational structure is a high form
of friction-fixing. The authors have
beeninterviewed in the strategy +
business magazine of April 8,2024.
Expandingon apoint they makein the
book, they said that leaders tend to
“add” processes, things, and controls,
butdo notadequately consider how to
subtract existing processes, things,
and controls.

Inthisregard, leaders arejust as we
allbehave at home: We accumulate new
things atamuch faster rate than we
dispose of things we no longer need. On
rare occasions, such aswhen we are
transferred or face retirement, wedoa
reluctant spring-cleaning; funnily,
soon, we find the need to refer toabook
orwear a pair of trousers that we had
recentlyjunked! Such is the nature of
organisations. Successful friction-fixers
are assured of along-lasting functional
jobthatis forsure.

The reviewer is an author and corporate
commentator
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Speaking politics
through manifesto

The BJP’s sankalp patra— Modi ki guarantee —
reflects transformation of polity and the party

he Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s manifesto
(sankalp patra) for the 2024 general elections
reveals a party confident of another term in
office and confident that it only needs to
promise continuity of its policies to win over voters.
On this count, it is more like the last Union budget,
where the Centre refused to offer pre-poll sops but
stuck to fiscal prudence and policy continuity.
A decade in office and the hegemonic position it now
enjoys in politics seem to have influenced the BJP to
see itself as a party of government and craft a language
that suits its new profile in the manifesto. The
manifesto is also offered as the guarantee of Narendra
Modi — Modi ki guarantee — where the leader is
privileged over the party: It reflects unparalleled trust
in the leader to deliver electoral goods.

Each of Modi’s guarantees is linked to the grand idea
of Viksit Bharat (developed India) that the Prime
Minister champions in his campaigns. Welfare,
employment, education, culture, tourism, national
pride, defence and India’s global image have been tied
together to envisage a governance model that
promises to transform India into a developed
economy and a global power by 2047. Even
contentious topics such as the Uniform Civil Code,
Citizenship Amendment Act, One Nation, One
Election, and Common Electoral Roll have been
presented as central to the governance promise — not
as ideological choices. On politically sensitive topics
such as minimum support price in agriculture, the
manifesto steers clear of any promise that may entail
major fiscal allocations and has refused to promise
legal guarantees. In this sense, the manifesto is rooted
in a political economy in which the State is only a
facilitator, an entity that will build infrastructure,
promote private enterprise, and nurture a culture of
entrepreneurship to address the crisis in employment
rather than spend to provide jobs. There is, of course,
the odd “guarantee” that is in perfect sync with the
BJP’s commitment to cultural nationalism but could
also be interpreted as an outreach to sections so far
indifferent to the party — for instance, the promise to
build Thiruvalluvar Culture Centres which is an
attempt to reach out to Tamilians.

In an election short on emotional pitch, the BJP’s
focus on governance is an interesting gambit.

The Opposition has a counter-narrative on Modi’s
record in office around inflation, and unemployment,
of course. In this battle of narratives, manifestos play a
crucial role, but elections, of course, are won with
hard-nosed politics — smart tactics, organisational
muscle, managerial skills, leadership and hunger for
office. And there, if 2014 and 2019 are any indication,
the BJP does way better.

Apple shows the way
for electronics exports

t $10 billion in FY24, exports of India-assembled

iPhones have doubled from the previous fiscal.

What makes the showing even more impressive
is that Apple had estimated meeting this target under
the Production Linked Incentive (PLI) scheme only by
FY25. Apart from the export boost, there have been
significant employment gains; Apple is projected to
have created 450,000 direct and indirect jobs in the
country. While India-made iPhones are still a small
fraction compared to China-made ones, the gathering
pace of production in India is encouraging.

Now, Apple’s success needs to be replicated for other
consumer electronic goods. While the iPhone instance
is evidence of policies such as the PLI for smartphones
working, India must do more to convince the world
that it has the makings of a preferred China+1
destination for electronics exports. It has lagged in
taking advantage of the de-risking of global value
chains away from almost exclusive reliance on China.

At present, the world may seem more inclined
towards Vietnam or Malaysia, which offer stable, low-
tariff regimes; this allows marquee manufacturers to
import components and assemble them for export.
India, of course, aims to have more local production,
and therefore, has maintained a tighter tariff regime.
But New Delhi’s January decision to lower tariffs for
high-end smartphone parts and the new electric
vehicle policy that allows for tariff reduction for
specific imports in exchange for local production above
a certain investment floor show that policymakers are
notaverse to providing such impetus. A balanced
approach towards tariffs may well allow India to
become an electronics export powerhouse without
having to sacrifice its local manufacturing ambitions.

Apex court muzzles a
media silencing tool

In its ruling against
interim injunctions in
defamation, the Supreme
Court has restated basic
principles with respect
to the freedom of speech
and expression

n March 22, 2024, the
Supreme Court (SC)
handed down a brief —
but important — judg-
ment, restating some
basic principles with
respect to the right to freedom of
speech and expression. The context
was a defamation case against
Bloomberg TV, its editor and certain
journalists. Defamation cases
against the media are, of course,
common in India. Such cases, how-
ever — as with all civil cases — take
a very long time to be decided. For
this reason, much turns upon
whether plaintiffs in defamation
cases can persuade the court to
grant an interim injunction, requir-
ing that the allegedly defamatory
material be taken down (in the case
of online content) or expunged or
not released (if it is physical con-
tent), pending the final determina-
tion of the suit. As the suit itself will
not be determined for many years,
this has the effect of killing the
inconvenient piece or story.
It is a matter of some regret that,
despite certain honourable excep-
tions, the courts have been far too

quick to grant injunctions. This has
especially been the case when pro-
ceedings have been brought by pow-
erful and influential individuals,
who can engage the best and high-
est-paid lawyers (a famous recent
example was a biography of Baba
Ramdev). This, indeed, was pre-
cisely what happened in the present
case, where an ex-parte ad interim
order (that is, an interim order
passed without hearing the other
party) was passed by a Delhi addi-
tional district judge, direct-
ing Bloomberg TV to take
down a February 21 article
published on its website,
within a week. This order
was subsequently upheld
by the high court (HC) as

well. Gautam
Bhatia

The SC set aside the
orders of the district court
and the HC and vacated the
injunction. In doing so, the
Court also — importantly — restated
the core principles around judicial
injunctions in the context of free-
dom of speech. While these princi-
ples are a part of settled law, the
restatement is important, as far too
often, they are honoured more in the
breach.

The main principle is known as
“the rule in Bonnard vs Perryman”,
after the English case in which it
first evolved. The logic of the Bon-
nard vs Perryman rule is that the
appropriate remedy in case of a civil
defamation claim is that of compen-
sation, or damages (should the
plaintiff succeed). In a defamation

claim, therefore, an injunction —
which would have the effect of tak-
ing the allegedly defamatory speech
entirely outside the marketplace of
ideas — is a disproportionate
interim remedy, given that even if
the plaintiff were to finally win, they
would only be awarded financial
compensation. For this reason, the
rule in Bonnard vs Perryman states
that ordinarily, in cases involving
defamation and free speech, injunc-
tions should not be granted. The
only exception to this is
when the defendant cannot
muster up even a plausible
case during the injunction
hearing. If the defendant,
however, is able to put for-
ward a plausible defence,
then the court will stay its
hands, and let the defence
be tested during the course
of a full trial.

More than a decade ago,
in a case involving litigation
between Tata Sons and Greenpeace,
the Delhi HC famously held that the
rule in Bonnard vs Perryman ought
to apply with even greater force in
the context of a Constitution that
explicitly protects the right to free
speech. However, as we have noted,
when it came to the daily practice of
injunctions, this rule was not being
followed. The SC’s clear restatement
of the rule, therefore, is welcome. In
the words of Chief Justice of India
DY Chandrachud, “Courts should
not grant ex-parte injunctions
except in exceptional cases where
the defence advanced by the

Far too often, even despite the SClaying down legal and constitutional
doctrine, not much changes at the level of grassroots practice SANCHIT KHANNA/HT

respondent would undoubtedly fail
at trial.” This will, it is to be hoped,
be of use to journalists and writers,
going forward.

In addition, in the Court’s order,
Chief Justice Chandrachud also
noted the increasing trend of SLAPP
suits — that is, Strategic Litigation
Against Public Participation — being
deployed to silence dissenting or
critical voices. Defamation suits —
with their attendant claims for
injunctions — are the primary
examples of SLAPP litigation. As the
Court, therefore, correctly noted, in
such SLAPP suits, “the grant of an
interim injunction, before the trial
commences, often acts as a ‘death
sentence’ to the material sought to
be published, well before the allega-
tions have been proven”. The Court

issued a salutary warning, therefore,
to judges considering such claims in
the future.

The proof of the pudding will,
undoubtedly, lie in the eating: Far
too often, even despite the SC laying
down legal and constitutional doc-
trine, not much changes at the level
of grassroots practice. However,
given the clear and pithy nature of
this order, it is to be hoped that it
will provide a valuable arrow in the
quiver of journalists and writers
who find themselves resisting defa-
mation and injunction claims,
brought at the behest of powerful
parties who are intolerant of criti-
cism.

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based advo-
cate. The views expressed are personal

Kerala Muslim politics
is rooted in pragmatism

he electoral politics of Muslims in

Kerala, who constitute about 28% of

the population, has followed a dis-

tinct trajectory in the past three dec-
ades. What makes it interesting is the pres-
ence of a pan-Indian line of thinking that
identifies certain seminal national issues and
sets them as political equalisers fitting into
every context cutting across regional lines.
These political equalisers aid in shaping
Muslim politics in the state, but the circula-
tion of each of these national —and interna-
tional — issues produces different meanings,
motivations and aspirations in the local con-
text.

The rise of Hindu nationalism and the
resultant insecurity and humiliation that the
community feels at the national level have
been perennial sources of mobilisation in
Parliament elections, especially since the
demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992. Inter-
nationally, acts of Islamophobia, instances of
attack on the Muslim States of West
Asia by western powers, the ques-
tion of Palestine and issues of Mala-
yali Muslim migrants in Gulf coun-
tries also influence Muslim choices
in politics.

Locally, issues like the under- MH

representation of Muslims in gov-

ernance, stereotyping of their llias

images in the media, and violation

of minorities’ rights serve as the

raison d’étre for Muslim organisations to
mobilise people politically. There are also
occasions when the response of political par-
ties to these issues matters more than the
actual impact of these issues for Kerala Mus-
lims.

Let me give two examples to highlight the
exceptional nature of the political response
of Kerala Muslims. In 1991, the Communist
Party of India (Marxist)-led Left Democratic
Front (LDF) won a landslide victory in the
district council elections thanks mainly to its
symbolic ideological support to Saddam
Hussein during the Gulf War L.

More recently, in local body polls, the
Indian Union Muslim League (IUML)’s posi-
tion favouring the conversion of the sixth-
century church in Istanbul, Hagia Sophia,
into a mosque by the Erdogan administra-
tion in Turkey upset many Christian groups,
which, in turn, affected the poll prospects of
the Congress-led United Democratic Front
(UDF)’s chances. The IUML is the second
largest party in the UDF after the Congress,
and the Christian groups predominantly
back the UDF.

The political tactics of Kerala Muslims
have now become pragmatic as they switch
support between the LDF and the UDF. The
one notable trend visible in the political
opinion of the Muslim voters in the 2021
assembly elections was a trust deficit in the
Congress, which many among them increas-
ingly believe can’t tackle minority issues
effectively. Interestingly, there was a major
tilt towards the Congress two years earlier in
the 2019 general elections out of hope that
the party would regain office at the Centre.

The anguish and anger felt by Muslims
over the tactical silence of the Congress on
many important issues such as the Uniform
Civil Code (UCC), temple consecration at
Ayodhya, and the Citizenship Amendment
Act (CAA) could spell trouble for the party in
the state. Unlike the 2019 general elections,
only the Social Democratic Party of India
(SDPI), among various Muslim organisa-

tions, has announced support for the UDF
this time. On the other hand, the stance of the
Left Front on issues such as reservations for
forward communities in higher studies and
employment and the state police’s conduct of
cases involving Muslims have invited the dis-
pleasure of the community.

The pragmatism of Kerala Muslims is in
large measure a result of the confidence and
the power of bargaining that the community
has gained in state politics owing to their
deep involvement in governance, chiefly
through the IUML. The IUML, or League,
holds 15 seats in the state assembly and is
represented well in local self-governments
and cooperative societies. The party enjoys a
“sought after” status among both the UDF
and LDF, in sharp contrast to the sense of
alienation Muslim political parties generally
feel in the rest of India.

The Muslim migrants to the Gulf are the
other force that contributes to the influence

of the community in Kerala politics.
At times of need, state units of major

& X political parties, including the Bhar-
atiya Janata Party (BJP), turn to
‘N them for support, including funds.

The Muslim migrants play a key
mediatory role in Kerala politics and
their voices are now increasingly
heard in the public discourse.
Engrossed in global politics, the
issues pertaining to the politics of
West Asia create substantial reverberation in
the migrant circles including their families in
Kerala. The CPI (M), which employs the rhe-
toric of anti-imperialism (read anti-United
States) for political mobilisation, has a dis-
tinct edge over others among the Gulf
migrants.

The subtle entry of the Samastha Kerala
Jem-iyyathul Ulama (known popularly as
Samastha E K faction), an outfit of tradition-
oriented Sunni Muslims who make up
around 60% of the Muslim population in Ker-
ala into mainstream politics is another major
development. Traditionally backers of the
League, the present move from Samastha
points to disillusionment with that party for
what it perceives as indifference towards the
majority Sunnis and the newfound enchant-
ment with Salafi ideology among its leaders.

Meanwhile, the rising polarisation makes
it tough for both the Left Front and the UDF
to capitalise on each other’s frailty vis-a-vis
Muslim issues. The latest contentious issue
has been a row over the screening of the Hin-
dutva propaganda flick, The Kerala Story, by
a section of the Catholic clergy. The screen-
ing was justified as being aimed at educating
women in the community about alleged “love
jihad”. Though the Congress and CPI (M)
agree on the movie’s potential to polarise,
both parties engage in delicate balancing by
presenting it as an attack on Kerala’s secular
identity.

Meanwhile, another set of priests from the
Catholic community have started screening
documentaries on the Manipur violence
against the Kuki Christians in their parishes
as a political counter. Clearly, the politics of
minorities in Kerala is constantly evolving,
with multiple issues forcing a reset at unex-
pected moments, and because of unexpected
reasons.

MH Ilias is professor, School of Gandhian
Thought and Development Studies,
Mahatma Gandhi University, Kerala.
The views expressed are personal
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Everyone agrees that the way in which
Israel managed to successfully repel

this attack is really impressive. That
is a success that should not be given
away and our advice is to contribute to

de-escalation

HT

War avoidance the only
path for Iran and Israel

hough itis too early to predict the tra-

jectory of escalation in the Iran-Israel

crisis, it is important to assess the

events as they occurred and bench-
mark them against three strategic aspects of
intent, credibility and the willingness to go to
war in respect of both the belligerents.

Both Iran and Israel consider the other an
existential threat and have evolved distinctly
different strategies to keep the other at bay. For
Israel, coercive credibility vis-a-vis Iran has
been repetitively on show. The collaborative
Stuxnet virus attack on Iran’s nuclear reactors
in 2010, the erosion of its nuclear manpower
through covert means, and the direct attacks
on its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) leadership outside Iranian borders are
all examples of the Israeli philosophy of “it
ain’t credible if it is not pre-emp-
tive, preventive and repetitive”.

Israel, under Benjamin Net-
anyahu, has been seriously
tested and at times frustrated by
Iran’s perfection of “proxy and
hybrid war strategies”. However,
Iran’s strategy of using Hezbol-
lah and Hamas to undermine

Arjun
Subramaniam

so-sophisticated missiles and drones, all bar-
ring a few were claimed to have been shot
down before they could cause any damage.
Barring some damage to a military installation
on its borders, there was no loss of life reported
in Israel even as crowds in Tehran rejoiced at
Iran finally hitting back at its “mortal enemy”.

Considering past trends, Israel could now
target Iranian assets and IRGC leaders outside
Iran or launch its own version of a few retalia-
tory precision strikes on secluded military tar-
gets inside Iran. Beyond a “no response” policy,
this would be the closest to a careful calibra-
tion of escalation under the watchful eye of
Uncle Sam. Neither Iran nor Israel have the
intent or the wherewithal to go to war.
Although resilient and defiant, the Iranian
economy and its society are extremely fragile,
recovering from the triple
whammy of the Islamic Revolu-
tion of 1979, the crippling Iran-
Iraq war, and decades of sanc-
tions. Israel is no better off, fol-
lowing its miscalculated assault
on Gaza, internal criticism over
the hostage crisis, political insta-
bility at home, and growing

Israel’s security from multiple
directions under a blanket of
deniability has met with mixed success. On the
one hand, the strategy has kept Israel on ten-
terhooks and forced it to launch direct kinetic
attacks on the IRGC whenever the opportunity
presented itself. On the other hand, Iran finds
itself increasingly isolated in the Gulf and West
Asia, which has been collectively trying to
usher in some modicum of peace and prosper-
ity amidst the ruins of Iraq, Syria and Gaza.

Iran’s strikes on Israel early Sunday can log-
ically be classified as retaliatory after Israel
bombed the Iranian embassy in Damascus two
weeks ago, killing IRGC commanders who
allegedly had gathered to plan a strike on
Israel. The plot takes a strange twist here. Tak-
ing advantage of Israel being preoccupied with
Gaza, it appears that hawks in Iran felt that an
immediate retaliatory strike was important to
save face. Sane voices within Iran’s strategic
establishment may have concurred with the
need to retaliate, but asked for time to look for
an exit window that would combine rhetoric,
action and the avoidance of war.

The fact that Iran kept threatening Israel
with attacks forced the latter to bring its air
defences and anti-ballistic missile defences to
high alert. Informing the United States (US) of
imminent attacks on Israel would have alerted
similar US defences in the entire region. Conse-
quently, when Iran launched its barrage of not-

international pressure to find a
resolution to the Palestinian
problem. In such an environment, war avoid-
ance seems to be the only way forward unless
one of the belligerents feels ordained to com-
mit harakiri and plunge the region into war.

At the operational level, there are some
questions for both the Indian Air Force and the
Defence Research and Development Organisa-
tion (DRDO) to ponder over when it comes to
dealing with such a large barrage of missiles
and drones that could come across India’s
northern borders without much warning. Do
we have the warning systems and the air
defence and anti-ballistic missile systems to
cope on our own, or do we embrace a collabo-
rative mechanism till we can go it alone? How
come this barrage was ineffective in compari-
son to less intense attacks in the Russia-
Ukraine conflict and does this add fuel to the
debate on the effectiveness of precision strikes
using fixed-wing aircraft versus the more cost-
effective option of drones and missiles?

The stakes are high for India to do what it
can to defuse tension in West Asia. The last
thing it wants is a Black Swan event that slows
down development and derails economic
progress.

Arjun Subramaniam is a retired Air Vice Marshal
and an independent strategic analyst.
The views expressed are personal
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Cold War Il in West Asia:
Minimize hot eruptions

Oil prices softened a bit after Iran’s attack on Israel, but to cap the risk of a regional flare-up

that would disrupt the global economy, the US must mount a credible push for lasting peace

nvestors are well aware that every war
heightens uncertainty. It entails risks that
are hard to price, as they defy probability
estimates. A recency bias, however, must
not get the better of us on the disruptive
potential of hostilities in West Asia, where
Israel’s night-sky was lit up on 13 April by the
flares of aerial strikes by Iran in retaliation to
an attack on its consulate in Syria. With the
Gaza War proving hard to abate, it was some-
thing of arelief that Tehran’s spectacle of
drone-and-missile attacks was ably fended off
by an Israeli air-shield operating in alliance
with the US and others. At the United Nations
(UN), Tel Aviv was offered a chance by Tehran
to call the score level and end the slugfest,
and since Israel took only a minor blow in this
mutual exchange of fire-power, it can claim an
upper-hand and take that olive branch. In fact,
thisis what the US, in its effort to forestall an
escalation, isreported to have advised Tel
Aviv. Although Israeli hints of hitting back—to
stiffen its deterrence, perhaps—have not sent
oil prices flaring and inflation forecasts have
held firm, so far, we must not under-estimate
the likelihood of today’s Cold War II turning
too hot to handle. The world economy may yet
turn out to be less war-proof than assumed.
Oil stability tempts the view that shale-oil
rigsin the US and a progressive squeeze on
fossil fuels for climate action are reducing the
relevance of West Asian wars. True, the US
matches Saudi Arabia as an oil supplier today,
and last year’s eruption of the Israel-Palestine
dispute was only a faint echo of the oil shock
halfa century earlier. Still, energy forecasts
suggest that carbon pricing will give cheaply
extracted West Asian oil a cost advantage and
so every path towards a phase-out would raise

itsrelative value till the time it’s finally choked
off. In other words, we cannot count on a fade-
away. On the contrary, what’s evident are the
rising stakes of geopolitics in this region amid
anew Cold War, with Tehran and its proxy
militia in cahoots with Beijing and Moscow
ranged against Washington and its allies.
While Hamas’s terror outrage of 7 October
2023 may have been timed to mark 50 years
ofthe 1973 Arab-Israeli war, it also came soon
after a project was declared for a new trade
route from India to Western markets via the
Arabian peninsula and an Israeli port, Haifa.
Whether another ‘great game’ is afoot is open
to speculation, but the possibility of a big chal-
lenge to US authority means we can’t overlook
other scenarios: of rebellions being stirred up
against US-allied governments in the region,
for example. In 2001, taut nerves over Israel’s
treatment of Palestinians, raked up even at the
UN summit on racism in South Africa, had pre-
ceded the 9/11 terror attacks in America that
provoked the Iraq War. The legacy of US hard-
power actions adds to the region’s volatility.

In the latest episode, oil markets had priced
in worse, which explains why prices softened a
bit in the wake of Iran’s barrage against Israel.
Yet, the ideal way to de-risk the region durably
would be for the US to display even-handed-
ness in a conflict going back to 1948 by helping
alleviate the plight of Palestinians. This would
make it harder for America’s adversaries to
mobilize forces against its interests (and world
order). For its pitch of ‘Pax Americana’ not to
ring hollow in West Asia, US President Joe
Biden should show statesmanship. Calm oil
prices don’t relieve the US of its need to make a
credible push for permanent peace. Helping
end the Gaza War would be a good start.
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The innovation trap: There is a
way for organizations to avert it

They should foster alternate thinking as a strategic aim and that means resisting mental short cuts

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

he ancient art of magic might

seem a strange way to understand

human behaviour, but two neuro-
scientists Stephen Macknik and Susana
Martinez discerned that master magi-
cians had discovered the secrets of neu-
roscience and human behaviour much
like master painters had developed
techniques to get a three-dimensional
effect while painting on two-dimension
surfaces centuries before modern tech-
nology. Here is a quick example to show
how neural pathways can be highjacked
toinfluence behaviour.

Think of any number from 2-10 and
multiply it by 9. Now add the two digits
and subtract 5. You should be left with a
completely random single digit num-
ber. Next find the corresponding letter
of the alphabet for that number—ifthe
numberis], then the letteris A; ifit’s 2,
the letteris B; ifit is 3, then C; and so on.
Now think of a country that starts with
your letter. Next, think of an animal
whose name starts with the second let-
ter of the country’s name and picture its
colour. This is much more fun when I
doitinalarge group, where almost
everyone would end up with a grey ele-
phant in Denmark. (For those who can’t
read further until you know how this
works: Any number from 2 to 10 multi-
plied by 9 will result in two digits that
add up to 9. Subtracting 5 leaves 4,
which lands most of us in Denmark).

This trick, popularly called ‘Ele-

phantsin Denmark, demonstrates how
an entire group of diverse people can
follow herd behaviour while believing
that they have made unique and inde-
pendent decisions. Ironically, this is
also the behaviour of many organiza-
tions where status quoists follow herd
mentality but are convinced that their
decisions or behaviour is distinctive.

There will always be a few who devi-
ate from the herd, perhaps going wrong
in their calculations or choosing an
eagle or eel instead of an elephant and
getting a different result. These are
deliberate or accidental iconoclasts who
by virtue of their previous experiences
(orlack of'it), or by deviating from the
norm, discover approaches that are dif-
ferent from the herd’s. These are the
genuine pathfinders who question
organizational assumptions. But such
outliers are usually bludgeoned into
submission under the euphemism of
organizational ‘alignment’. That's why
entrepreneurs feel stifled and depart
with their valuable ideas and passion, or
worse, stay back in a disengaged state
while the organization languishes in
dull conformity. How then can leaders
create an environment where alterna-
tive thinking is encouraged?

As George Bernard Shaw observed,
“The reasonable man adapts himself to
the world; the unreasonable man per-
sistsin trying to adapt the world to him-
self. Therefore, all progress depends
on the unreasonable man.” The key
job of strategic leadersis to find such
‘unreasonable’ persons who are simply
not satisfied with the status quo,
empower their audacity and support
them, especially when they face push-
back, which they most certainly will if
theirideas are truly futuristic.

Some of our larger companies try to
do this with frameworks like incubators
and idea generation campaigns, but
while their intent may be noble, the
implementation is usually suboptimal.
Results are often measured in terms of
businesses incubated or number of
ideas generated. That misses the whole
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point. If the measurement is focused on
success, then by definition outliers will
be ousted because all radical ideas will
fail a few times before succeeding. Even
highly admired companies such as
Apple, Google, etc, have had a string of
high-profile failures like Lisa, Newton,
Pippin and Apple Maps in the case of
the former and Google Glass, Wave,
Buzz, Google Plus, etc, in the latter’s.
However, the key differentiator of these
world-leading conglomerates is that
they genuinely encourage alternative
thinking using three strategies.

The first is establishing a structured
outlier recognition programme that
seeks to identify, empower and reward
such individuals and create the initial
set of change agents. Next is to create a
culture of experimentation where suc-
cessis measured by what was learnt,
rather than whether the experiment
was successful. This requires creating
frameworks like hackathons, innova-
tion labs and brainstorming off-sites,
and investing in people, ideas and pro-
jectsthat are different from the norm.
The third step is to make the rubber
meet the road by implementing an out-
come-oriented mindset. Thisinvolves
transitioning from measuring outputs
to evaluating outcomesin assessing the
success of outlier-driven initiatives.
This shift entails looking at the big pic-
ture aligned to the organization’s future
objectives and emphasizing the impact
of outlier ideas on those ambitions.
Metrics like ‘speed of trust,” business
velocity and strategic capacity building
are benchmarks to gauge the effective-
ness of such projects. Furthermore,
teams are constantly encouraged to set
audacious goals and given a free hand to
deliver on them.

In a world that glorifies well-aligned,
consensus-driven conformists, the use
of alternative thinking doesn’t just offer
acompetitive advantage, it is an existen-
tial need. Unless organizations realize
this, they will keep placing grey ele-
phants in Denmark while believing they
are unique in their thinking.

JUST A TROTQAT

Yes, think outside the box.
And for that matter twist
the box around and make
itawhole new shape.

EMILYANN ALLEN

Tracking poverty mustn’t become a casualty of politics

Tomake sense of the latest controversy, it
is useful to understand the backstory first.
The idea of a poverty line is as old as eco-
nomicsitself. Classical economists (such as
David Ricardo and Thomas Malthus) held
that workers were paid “subsistence
wages”—just enough to buy the minimum
quantity of food and clothing needed to sur-

official poverty lines announced by India’s
erstwhile Planning Commission. Recent
changesin how India’s official consumption
expenditure survey is conducted have polar-
ized this debate further.

Over the past few decades, India’s con-
sumption expenditure survey has faced crit-
icism from economists for

several big changes were introduced in the
new survey without leaving any scope for
precise comparisons with the past data.
They are now crying foul.

This controversy was entirely preventable.
When the survey was being rolled out, the
then NSC team led by Bimal Roy had asked

for acomparable sub-sam-

vassed in the next consumption survey, so
thatthe new database can be linked with the
old consumer expenditure data. That would
be the first step in resolving this controversy.

Goingahead, we need torethink how we
define poverty in the country. All official
poverty linesin India have been pegged toa
definition of poverty formulated by a Plan-

PRAMIT BHATTACHARYA

lectionsin India seem to be incomplete
these days without the background

noise of a statistical controversy. Ahead | vive. The first poverty line for British India, | underestimating con- A CONsensus on ple. However, the NSC | ning Commission task-force in 1979. That
of the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, the sup- | developed by nationalist thinker Dadabhai | sumption expenditure. went back on its decision | definitionwasbased onthe average calorie
pression of an unflattering employment | Naoroji, was also based on a similaridea. Mospi hastried to address wh at it ta kes since Mospi’s mandarins | requirementsinruraland urbanIndiaat that
report had ignited a controversy. At that Across ages and continents, mostecono- | those criticisms by tweak- were not keen on canvass- | pointoftime. A lot has changed since then,
time, two members of the National Statisti- | mistshave held thatapersonmustcountas | ing the questionnaire to to I ive a I ife of ingacomparablesub-sam- | suchassocial normsofwhat constitutesa life
cal Commission (NSC), India’s apex statisti- | poorifshe doesn’thave enoughtoeat.Most | elicit better responses. plethistime,accordingtoa | ofdignity;also,consumption patterns. The
calregulator, had resigned in protest. They | modern economistsalso agree thatitisnot | Eachtimeithasdoneso, it d i gn ity wou |d person with direct knowl- | average Indian hasalessactive life, meaning
is a Chennai-based journalist. were vindicated when the ministry of statis- | enoughjustto eatadequatefood;peoplealso | has ensured that a repre- edge of the matter. The | thatcalorierequirementshave also changed
tics and programme implementation | need access to basic services (education, | sentative sub-sample is hel p resolve Our NSCchief,whosetermwas | considerably. The 1979 definition worked
(Mospi) released the report just after that | health, shelter, etc). Aslong asthere’scon- | canvassed using the older about to end, went along | for a while in estimating extreme poverty.
year’s elections were concluded. sensuson the minimum income (orexpend- | questionnaire, so that it is cont roversy with Mospi’sview. Thenext | Butit needs to be revisited.
This time, the partial release of arather | iture) needed to maintain a life of dignity, | possible to link back the NSC chief, Rajeeva Karan- We also need a new definition of not-so-
flattering consumption expenditure survey | andareliable database ofhouseholdincome | new data with the older over vaerty dikar, has been at logger- | extreme poverty that goes beyond food and

nutrition. To arrive at this definition, we will
need to forge a national consensus on what
itmeansto live alife of dignity, and the kind
of income (or expenditure basket) needed to
sustain such a life. More maturity from our
politicians and technocrats could help bring
about such a consensus. Till then, any defini-
tion of poverty in India will remain deeply
contentious.

heads with Mospi’s top
bosses, according to the
above-mentioned source, and has not
approved any survey-related decisions so far.
This may have given Mospi officials a pretext
torelease the latest consumption survey fact-
sheet without consulting the NSC.
Some economists have suggested that a
comparable sub-sample should be can-

consumption database
(based on a different pat-
tern of questions).

In the 2022-23 survey, Mospi chose not to
have asub-sample based on the old pattern
of questions. This means there is no direct
way of comparing the 2022-23 figures with
earlier rounds. Economists who pay atten-
tion to detail haven’t missed the fact that

(or expenditure), estimating the number of
poor households (those unable to afford a
life of minimum dignity) is just a matter of
simple arithmetic.

Unfortunately, there’s no consensus in
India or globally on the basket of goods and
services needed to maintain a life of dignity.
The World Bank’s $1 a day or $2 a day pov-
erty lines have been as contentious as the

hasstirred a controversy. Niti Aayog’s chief
executive was quick to claim that the survey
shows an unprecedented decline in poverty
over the past decade. Some economists lent
support to the establishment view. Others
have challenged such claims, since the new
consumption survey of 2022-23 has been
conducted using a different method, which
makesitsresultsincomparable with the past.
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Scaring people over the climate
will yield scars but not solutions

The onus is on other geographies, in line with the Paris principle, and trade-offs mean an absolutist path would be harmful

is the chief economic advisor to the
Government of India.

ast week, the economics division at the

ministry of finance in India invited Pro-

fessor Mike Hulme at the University of

Cambridge to share his views on climate

change. In 2007, he received a personal-

ized certificate from the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), recognis-
ing his contribution to the (joint) award of the
2007 Nobel Peace Prize to the IPCC. Hisrecent
work, Climate Change Isn’t Everything piqued my
interest, and I read it. In the book, he decries “cli-
matism,” which he defines as an ideology that “nat-
uralises” all the problems of the world in that they
are all attributed to climate change. The dominant
explanation for all social, political and ecological
phenomenais a “change in the climate.” Social,
economic and cultural factors, policies and paths
do not matter.

The world is strewn these days with such an
absolutist and exclusivist approach in many areas,
of which climate change is the most prominent
example. Mechanisms such as doomsday clocks,
climate-change cliffs and apocalyptic predictions
of the end of the world have become so common
that they have lost their power to demand our
attention, let alone action. If alarmists were right,
the world would have become extinct several times
in the last decade or two. Such alarmism, far from
motivating action to mitigate the effects of climate
change and combat it, spreads panic and foments
‘climatism.” On this, we have not learnt much, if
anything, from our recent failures in dealing with
the pandemic.

The costs of a total-lockdown approach to the
pandemic are now being tallied. We are not done
with it yet. The most striking outcome was the lost
years of learning for children. We are at it again. A
scare-mongering approach polarizes people and
deters cooperation. It alienates and discourages
ownership of the problem that must be solved. In a
recent report (alturl.com/woxf9), the Financial
Times clubs India along with the US and EU in an
astonishing display of ignorance of the historical
responsibility for emissions over two centuries
that are stalking us and of current per capita emis-
sions of the three regions.

If we pick up a copy of The Economics of Climate
Changeby Richard Tol, itis clear that average
global temperatures have shifted higher since the
1970s. Pursuing growth at all cost through the neo-
liberal agenda of financialization (debt accumula-
tion) and globalization bears a large share of the
shame and blame. His book features a chart that
converges with another one carried by The Econo-
mist13 years ago on how much economic growth
happened in the second half of the 20th century
and first decade of the next, eclipsing the growth of
the previous 19 centuries (alturl.com/syod)). The
simple point is that much of the acceleration in the

atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gases
was due to the pursuit of growth through globali-
zation and leverage, unmindful of trade-offs. So,
the West is trying to compensate for it through
another approach that places emission mitigation
above all else— again, unmindful of trade-offs. Two
wrongs, however, do not make aright.

In1992, the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change rightly placed climate
change in the context of other goals such as poverty
elimination, economic development and reduction
of inequality. The Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) of September 2015 followed that template.
Three months later came the Paris Agreement.
Given the varied historical contributions to green-
house gas emissions, the Paris pact accepted com-
mon-but-differentiated responsibilities in accord-
ance with national capabilities. But, over time, this
principle is being shoved aside amid rising insist-
ence in the West that developing nations prioritize
emission reduction equivalently.

A standard argument many deploy is that no
economic development is possible without tack-
ling climate change. It is a seductive but vacuous
argument. Resources are finite, and there are
trade-offs. Climate change will have negative con-
sequences, but whether experts believe it or not,
humans adapt. Further, combating climate
change, whose severest consequences will be
towards the end of the 21st century, while letting
people suffer in poverty in the next few decades
serves no purpose. Climate change will have
adverse impacts and we must acknowledge them,
but elevating it to the near-total exclusion of
equally pressing humanitarian problems is to trivi-
alize the existential concerns of millions of people
in Asia, Africa and Latin America.

The SDGs include climate and environmental
aims and the world gave itself a more exacting
timeline for achieving SDGs by 2030 than for ‘net
zero.’ Taking those goals and the timeline seriously
will give the world’s people hope and the resources
to tackle climate change.

In 2022, India updated its Nationally Deter-
mined Contributions, first enunciated in 2015, and

AP

upped its targets of reducing the energy intensity
of growth and share of installed capacity of non-
fossil-fuel power by 2030. The country is well on
track to meet those goals. India is investing in pub-
lic transportation in major cities. Indians, with
their lifestyles (alturl.com/2g8n7), including eating
habits, are already making a contribution to lower
greenhouse gas emissions. The economic and
social costs of asking them and the people of other
developing economies to shoulder the burden of
keeping greenhouse gas emissions in check will far
outweigh the benefits, if any. The onus of action
rests on advanced geographies.

Daniel Yergin of S&P Global wrote eloquently in
arecent research note (alturl.com/3sw55) that an
energy transition could progress only if energy
security were assured. Otherwise, a backlash
against climate policies would follow, as is already
happening in Europe today, he said. Similarly, he
noted that energy transitions have historically
taken a century to achieve (alturl.com/srtrp). To try
and compress the time-frame to one-fourth of it is
torisk social upheavals and conflicts.

Towards the end of his book, Hulme wrote,
“Climate change isn’t everything. It is quite easy to
imagine future worlds in which global tempera-
ture exceeds 2° C warming, which is ‘better’ for
human well-being, political stability and ecological
integrity, for example, than other worlds in
which—by all means and at all costs—the global
temperature was stabilised at 1.5° C.” That is pre-
cisely the trade-off that should be debated, along
with all the costs and benefits of either approach
onthetable.

Four attitudes are critical if policymakers and
expertsare to help billions of poor people realize
their aspirations and keep the world safer from
climate change. One is humility. The second is to
resist the temptation of hectoring nations into sub-
mission. The third is to minimize certitudes in an
area where science acknowledges uncertainties.
The fourth is to trust people and grant them
the agency to adapt and do the right thing for
themselves.

These are the author’s personal views

Beyonce’'s cowboy call-out for
Levi's can help reposition both

Two big American icons are trying to rework their brand profiles
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is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
consumer goods and the retail industry.

evi Strauss & Co’s jeans got a hat tip

with the recent release of Beyoncé’s

album, Cowboy Carter, which draws
on country and folk music across cultures
and eras. It includes a sensual song called
Levii’s Jeans. Asfans speculate, the double
‘i’ plays off the fact that the albumis ‘Act IT’
ofaplanned trilogy. The company nodded
by changing its Instagram name to ‘Levii’s’
and posting a carousel of photos with the
subtitle, “Oh to be Levi’sjeansright now.”
Thereis speculation thata Cowboy Carter
tour could be the type of windfall for the
jeans maker that Beyoncé’s Renaissance
tourwas for glitzy Etsy businesses. It’s like
aglittering ad campaign served on asilver
platter for Levi. But it’s the brand’s cost-
cutting and growth plan that will keep it
headed well, not the Beyhive alone.

Of course, being on the radar of one of
the biggest fandoms in the world has its
perks. It could help Levi thrive during this
stretch of slowing US consumer demand
for goods and Kkick off its campaign to
become amore sought-after brand. Yet, on
its last earnings call, the company indi-
cated thatit’snot getting too caught up in
the Queen Bey hype. That’s wise. In the
long run, it'll take more than Beyoncé to
get choosy shoppers to spend on jeans.

Although Levi’snew CEO Michelle Gass
said the company was “very honoured” by
the shoutout, she stopped short of saying
the song impacted sales so far. “Denim is
having amoment, and the Levi’s brand is
having a powerful moment around the
world,” she added. This comes months
after the company began slashing costs. In
January, it announced that it would trim
about 12% of its global workforce, discon-
tinue its lower-margin Denizen business
and reduce discounts. Leviis also doubling
down on getting shoppers to buy directly
fromitinstead of department stores, and it
isexpanding its merchandise in an effort to
become more of a denim lifestyle brand
than just a jeans maker.

Achieving that particular aspiration will
require more than cutting costs. While an
iconic denim wear brand, Levi still faces all
the same challenges dogging the rest of the
retail sector. Executives from Etsy to Ulta
Beauty have warned investors about a con-
tinued slowdown in consumer spending
due toincreased prices. Denim sales, more
specifically, have been volatile over the last
few years as shoppers switched out their
skinny-leg jeans for wide legs. After that
stretch of growth, denim sales fell by an
overall 6% last year, according to Circana.

Levi is also taking a risky move by bet-
ting on its brand name to get people to

Beyonce's new album has a song dedicated

to Levi's jeans REUTERS
shop directly at full price rather than on
sale at Macy’s, for instance. While it sounds
simple, that same strategy has marred even
bigger names such as Nike. In the sneaker
maker’s case, leaving department stores
and third-party retailers pushed some
shoppers to choose a similar sneaker at a
cheaper price than seek out the Nike brand
inits own stores or online.

For Levi to avoid that fate, consumer
perceptions about denim have to shift. This
is where Beyoncé may be helpful. The
Levii’s Jeans lyrics help serve as fashion
pointers for listeners: “Denim on denim on
denim on denim, Giveyou high fashionina
simple white tee.” This all plays well into
Levi’s vision for its future as a premium
brand. But it could lose market share if it
doesn’t find the right direct and wholesale
balance. Rivalry in denim-wear is fierce.

While Levi’s still leads in the American
denim department, Shein Group is making
inroads. Last week, the Singapore-based
company announced it would be a fashion
sponsor at Stagecoach: California’s Coun-
try Music Festival for a third year. It
released a partner collection of western-in-
spired music festival apparel, including
fringe tops, bedazzled denim and metallic
boots. A pair of $21 high waist fringed jeans
seems like a better deal for a Cowboy
Carter concert than a pair of Levi’s $98 501
jeans (the brand’s best-known pair). His-
tory has also shown that Shein’s market
operations move as fast as the swipe of a
finger while browsing TikTok. Shein may
be more prepared for Cowboy Carter than
Leviisso far.

Perhaps sensing competition, Levirelies
on fabric innovation and stays ahead of
trends. For example, it recently released 511
Slim Tech Men’s Pants that are moisture-
wicking and cooling and plans to launch
new denim fabrics for warmer weather.
And it’s investing more in baggier and
looser silhouettes that are driving fashion
trends and salesrather than skinny styles,
says Kristen Classi-Zummo, an apparel
industry analyst with Circana. As Cowboy
Carter challenges the limits of country
musicas a genre and the meaning of Amer-
icana, Levi is rethinking how denim fits
into wardrobes. Two USiconsare leaning
into the kind of American innovation that
will keep their names on our lips years after
this latest buzz. ©BLOOMBERG

Masterpiece recovery: Ramcharitmanas in new light

SIDDHARTH PAI

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

have written in this space before about

how technology artefacts can be used as

instruments of power. Privacy isdead, and
people the world over have become pawns
in Big Tech’srelentless move to commodi-
tize and sell human beings and their data. At
the same time, image recognition algo-
rithmsbaked into artificial intelligence (AI)
systems have proven problematic. They har-
bour the biases of their programmers. This
isnot new; even the construction of US road
bridgesin New York state hasbeen shown to
haveracist or discriminatory undertones in
their design. This time, I want to focus on
how technology artefacts can be used well in
an unusual context.

Irecently visited the breathtaking recon-
struction of the Ramcharitmanas of Varanasi
at the Museum of Art & Photography (MAP)
in Bengaluru. MAP is the brainchild of
Abhishek Poddar, an old friend who donated
all hisart and built this museum in a labour
of love. I was so taken with the work that I
asked Poddarif T could see MAP’s chieftech-

nology officer (CTO), who technologically
curated the reconstruction. Mayank Manish,
founder of Opezee, volunteers his time as
MAP’s CTO. He and his teammate Raghava
Kumar walked me through what the team
had done.

The Ramcharitmanas of Varanasi origi-
nated in that culturally rich city and is also
known as the ‘illustrated’ Ramcharitmanas.
Like Kamban’s re-creation in Tamil of the
original Sanskrit epic by Valmiki, the Ram-
charitmanas was written by the saint poet
Goswami Tulsidas in a local language for a
broader audience. His version isa 16th-cen-
tury epic. Like Valmiki’s and Kamban’s
epics, it narrates the story of Lord Rama,
focusing on his trials, triumphs and moral
teachings. The Varanasi version was an
embellishment of Tulsidas’s original work,
with intricate illustrations to go with almost
1,000 pages of its timeless verses. It married
the literary richness of the text with the
visual allure of artistic expression, using
scenes from Varanasi as a basis for illustra-
tion. Each visual was a masterpiece in its own
right, depicting a key moment from the nar-
rative with exquisite craftsmanship.

However, despite its significance, the fate
of many pages from the original illustrated
edition remains mysterious. As with many

historical artefacts, its pages were vulnera-
ble to neglect, decay and damage. Unsur-
prisingly, they were also dispersed through
thelooting and selling of individual pages to
collectors. MAP began with access to only 70
or 80 pages of the initial anthology. Thisloss
isparticularly poignant in the context of art
exhibitions, where curated
collections tell stories,
evoke emotions and

The illustrated

Thisallowed for creating high-resolution
scans and photographs of the pages, pre-
serving them in a digital format that can be
easily accessed and shared. The MAP team’s
VR efforts took this a step further, offering
immersive experiences at MAP that allow
viewers to enter a virtual gallery and explore
the artworks asifthey were
physically present within
the painting. VR recon-
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unimaginable ways. The
technology team at MAP
was lucky in that a com-
plete photographicrecord
(in black-and-white) of the pages of the Var-
anasi Ramcharitmanas had been made by an
American team in the early 20th century;
thisrecord was made available to MAP. Col-
lectors also came forward by donating some
lost pages to the exhibition or making them
available for digitization.

art and heritage

site illustrations that once
adorned its pages.

Al also played a role in
the reconstruction process,
with algorithms capable of analysing visual
artefacts and generating plausible recon-
structions of lost pieces. While Al-driven
reconstructions may not be perfect replicas,
they offer valuable insights into the appear-
ance and context of the original artworks. In
MAP’s case, they could colourize the mono-

chromatic American photographs torepli-
cate the original.

MAP occupies a small space in Bengaluru,
and space is always a constraint for large
exhibitions. Even if the entire manuscript
hadbeen available, MAP would not have had
the space to exhibit it, but the digitization of
the masterpiece allowed for a physical-cum-
virtual exhibition. MAP is now at the point
where the entire reconstructed exhibition
can be held simultaneously at several cen-
tres worldwide. Museums worldwide have
approached MAP to conduct this virtual
exhibition in their locales.

Thereconstruction of lost art exhibitions
represents a vital endeavour in preserving
cultural heritage. By harnessing the power
oftechnology and leveraging visual artefacts
such as photographs, we can breathe new
life into lost masterpieces and ensure that
they continue to inspire and captivate audi-
ences for generations to come.

The illustrated Ramcharitmanas from
Varanasi is a compelling example of the
potential of technology and visual artefacts
toreconstruct lost art. Through collabora-
tion, innovation and a deep appreciation of
the past, we can honour the legacy of our
artistic heritage and keep alive the stories
and traditions they embody.
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Glad tidings on rains

The policy imperative must be to ensure that farmers don’t
remain hostage to the vagaries of the southwest monsoon

FAVOURABLE AUGURY for India’s agricultural sector is the

India Meteorological Department (IMD) and Skymet’s forecasts

of normal and above normal rains respectively this year. Nor-

mal means that rainfall over the southwest monsoon season
from June to September is between 96 and 104% of the long period aver-
age (LPA) of 868.6 mm. The IMD states that it would be 106%. Agricul-
ture’s nominal share in the nation’s gross value added may have declined
to17.6%but 55 to 60% of its contribution to the economy emanates from
rain-fed crop lands. More than a half of the country’s net cultivable area of
141.4 million hectares is un-irrigated and rain-dependent. More than
three-fifths of India’s farmers cultivate crops without irrigation.While the
prospect of copious rainfall is good news, these forecasts are not always
accurate.Last year, the IMD predicted normal rainfall but it turned out to
bebelownormal at 94% of the LPA.Normal orabove normal rainfall refers
toonlytheoverall precipitation during the season and doesn’tindicate its
spatial and temporal distribution which can be highly uneven.

The differences between Skymetand theIMD depend on theweightage
they place on important variables that influence the monsoon like the El
Nifio factor —associated with thewarming of sea surfacewatersin the cen-
traland eastern tropical Pacific Ocean — which tends toweaken the south-
west monsoon as it did last year. Due to the lingering “remnant impacts of
the EI Nifilo phenomenon”, the season may start with risk of impairment
according to Skymet.The IMD, forits part,expects El Nino to furtherweaken
during the early part of the season. Both are in agreement regarding the
probability of La Nifa conditions — associated with the cooling of sea sur-
facewatersinthe PacificOcean — developingin August and strengthening
the southwest monsoon. The IMD also factors in positive Indian Ocean
Dipole conditions which are good for rainfall — warmer sea surface tem-
peraturesin thewestern Indian Ocean and cooler sea surface temperatures
inthe easternIndian Ocean — developing during the second half of the sea-
son and Eurasian snow cover which has an inverse relation with the mon-
soon.Forsuchreasons,the second half of the season is expected tobe much
better than the first.

However, the likelihood of impairment should warrant concern as it
hasa crucial bearing on crop output during the kharif or summer season
as June and July are crucial months for sowing operations for crops like
paddy, coarse cereals, pulses, and soya bean. That said, normal or above
normal rainfall with abetter spatial and temporal spread should translate
into higher grains production. But if the rain gods are parsimonious, the
spectre of drought and distress will haunt the countryside. The policy
imperative mustbe to ensure that agriculture does not remain hostage to
the vagaries of the southwest monsoon.

The need is tobuild moreirrigation facilities to reduce monsoon-depen-
dence,especially for smalland marginal farmers in peninsular India.Thisis
perhaps less of a concern in Punjab, Haryana, and western Uttar Pradesh
which haveaccessto canalirrigation.In fact,the share of irrigation in paddy-
growing stateslike Punjabisashighas 99.7%butaslowas 31.5%in Odisha.
Aboveall,contingency plans mustbe in place if drought conditions occurin
order to minimise distress among small and marginal farmers.

Women entrepreneurs can
make the world $6 trillion

EVERY SMALL BUSINESS owner knows how difficult it can be to get access to
affordable capital. But for many women in the Global South, it’s not just difficult
— it’s often impossible.

Afewyearsagoin Senegal,I metawoman who decided to do something about
that problem.In 2017, Thiaba Camara Sy left her job as the head of a consulting
firm and co-founded WIC Capital,an investment fund forwomen entrepreneurs
in West Africa. Since then, WIC Capital has raised more than $5 million and
invested in eight businesses run by women who knocked on far too many closed
doors before WIC saw their potential.

One of those women, Souadou Fall, co-founded a company that turns aban-
doned tiresinto fuel for factories. Fashion designer Safiétou Seck,who’d struggled
tofind funding despite an MBAand years of experience,was able to grow her com-
pany and now sells her designs to customers around the world. And Isseu Diop
Sakho expanded a business that bakes French pastries from native grains, sup-
porting 20 local suppliers and 75 employees.

As inspiring as these stories are, they underscore a grave problem: When
women entrepreneurs succeed,it’s in spite of the system,not because of it. World-
wide, there’sa $1.7-trillion gap between the credit women need and what they’re
able to get. Estimates suggest that by closing that gap, as much as $6 trillion in
global GDP can be unlocked.

No country can grow healthierand more prosperouswhileleaving behind half
its population. So as leaders gather at the World Bank and International Mone-
tary Fund meetings this week to find ways to accelerate economic growth, they

must also seekways to unlockwomen’s economic power

— starting with access to capital.
Afterall,while investment funds like WIC Capital can
make a huge difference for a handful of entrepreneurs,
2 - they can’t come close to making up the huge financing
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shortfall. For that, there needs to be systemic change.
Many financial systems simplyweren’t built with small
borrowers — and particularly women — in mind.

Fortunately, there are a number of reforms leaders
can pursue that would address the financing gap.

First, governments should remove the barriers fac-
ingresponsible lenders trying to serve low-income cus-
tomers while still protecting people from predatory
lenders. That means creating systems in which mini-
mum capital requirements and compliance expectations increase along with the
size and complexity of the lender in question.

Second, the development community should make funds from donor coun-
tries available to lenders to help manage their perception of risk.If lenders know
they’re partially covered in case of default, they’re more likely to invest in a more
diverse range of entrepreneurs. By providing those guarantees, donors can also
incentivise larger financial institutions to loan to smaller, more nimble ones in
their own countries.

Third,governments should invest in digital infrastructure so thatlenders can
add customers more cheaply and assess creditworthiness in new ways. Women
arelesslikely than men to have formal credit histories — but they may have infor-
mal ones, built by paying bills on time and saving and pooling money in commu-
nity groups. With digital tools, lenders can evaluate customers based on less tra-
ditional data and share that information securely with otherlenders.

Finally,donor countries must fully fund the World Bank’s International Devel-
opment Association (IDA),which in turn must prioritise the lowest-income coun-
tries in its efforts to reduce poverty and spur economic growth. By offering loans
onbetterterms than the broader market, the IDAhelpslay the foundation for those
countries to build stronger financial systems.

Getting capital to women is not just the right thing to do.It’s the smart thing
todo.Afull quarter of all African women are entrepreneurs.Imagine the progress
thatwould be possible — for their families,communities,and countries — if those
who hold the keys to capital opened the doors to all.
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FTER MY RECENT trip to
Beijing to attend the 25th
annual China Development
Forum (CDF), the country’s
mostimportant public con-
ference,one question keeps turning over
in my head: What’s the point?

Iraise this questionasa CDFinsider
—asthelongest-attending foreign del-
egate,having participated in all but the
first CDFin 2000.1 have witnessed this
event at its best and its worst.I can say
with certainty that this year’s gather-
ing marked a new low — hence my
question.

Former Premier Zhu Rongji con-
ceived of the CDF as a forum for debate
and exchange between senior Chinese
leaders and foreign academics, think-
tank experts,and businessleaders.The
timing of the conference — immedi-
ately following the National People’s
Congress (NPC) — was deliberate: Zhu
held the provocative view that the min-
isters of the State Council should
engage with outside experts immedi-
ately after their internal deliberations
atthe NPC.Itwas,in effect,a stress test
for senior Chinese officials.

Zhu practised what he preached. At
my first CDFin 2001 — a much smaller
and more intimate gathering — I deliv-
ered a keynote luncheon address on the
state of the global economy,arguing that
a post-dot-com slowdown was at hand.
Fred Bergsten, the founding director of
the Petersen Institute for International
Economics, challenged me in the dis-
cussion that followed.At the concluding
session of CDF 2001, Zhu interrupted
John Bond, then chairman of HSBC,dur-
ing his summary of the three-day gath-
ering, and instead called on me and
Bergsten to recap our views. Zhu was
more interested in the debate than in
Bond’s commentary.

After the meeting, Zhu pulled me

MUZZLING THE TRUTH?
WHILE SINOPHOBIA IS NOT TO BE CONDONED, CHINA DOES FACE SERIOUS GROW TH CHALLENGES

China stifles its own debate

STEPHEN S ROACH %’;

Faculty member, Yale University and former

chairman, Morgan Stanley Asia b

aside and said, in perfect English,
“Roach,Ihopeyou arewrong,but we will
planasifyouare right” At the following
year’s CDF, hewarmly greeted mewitha
simple,“Thankyou.”

It is in that spirit and in the spirit of
many subsequent years of active partic-
ipation in CDF sessions that I bemoan
theloss of what had been avigorous cul-
ture of debate in China.
The CDF has effectively

in 24 years. Moreover, my background
paper on Chinese rebalancing, which I
had been invited to prepare as part of
the CDF Engagement Initiative, was
neither published nor distributed, as
has always been the case for invited
submissions in the past.

Nor was I the only one singled out:
an economist friend whom I have
known and respected
foryears was instructed

been neutered asan open This year's event was  pefore going on stage
and honest platform of  tightly scripted, with  nottosayanythingneg-
engagement. Word has no debate. no ative about the eco-
been sent down from on ' nomic outlook.

high that there is room
for only “good stories of
China”.Anyone whoraises
questions about prob-
lems, or even challenges,
faces exclusion from the
public sessions.

That was certainly
true forme.On the eve of thisyear’s CDF,
the powers thatbe informed me that my
recent comments on the Chinese econ-
omy “have generated intense scrutiny
and even controversy” among the Chi-
neseand international press,which sug-
gested to them that anything I say pub-
licly at the conference “will be
misinterpreted and even sensation-
alised” by the media. I was told in no
uncertain terms that this would not be
in my — or China’s — best interest.

No surprise, then, that I was not
given a speaking role for the first time

Apple security alert:

APPLE WAS IN the news last week for
two consecutive days.On April 10,itwas
reported that the companyhasachieved
amajor featin India in FY24 by produc-
ing smartphones worth $14 billion,
which was double of what it manufac-
tured in the previous fiscal. The achieve-
ment is by no means small, since the
India production story started only
some threeyears backand today, onein
seven iPhones in the world are being
assembled in the country.

The very next day — on April 11 —
came the news that the company has
warned its users in over 100 countries
including India against mercenary
spyware attacks such as Pegasus in
their devices. A similar alert was
received by users on October 30,2023.
While all hell had brokenloose in Octo-
ber, this time no such thing happened,
though the countryisin the midst of a
sharp and polarised election.

What changed between Octoberand
April?Trivial asit may sound, the answer
isthelanguage or,to be more precise, the
wording.

Sample this: “Apple believes you are
being targeted by state-sponsored
attackers who are trying to remotely
compromise the iPhoneassociated with
yourAppleID.”

And this: “Apple detected that you are
being targeted by a mercenary spyware
attack that is trying to remotely com-
promise the iPhoneassociated withyour
AppleID”

The first one is the October 2023
alert and the second one came on April
11.Botharethesame,barringthatinthe

former, the supposed attackers have
beennamed as“state-sponsored”and in
the latter, “mercenary spyware”, and
therein lies a tale and alesson.

The usage of the term “state-spon-
sored”, followed by Opposition leaders,
activists,and journalists flashing screen-
shots of their iPhones, indicated that the
government was behind the move. Put
simply, the phones of the Opposition
leaderswere under surveillance.

Free press, a fearless Opposition,
and an independent judiciary need to
be protected atall times. So,any attack
on their freedom, especially through
“sophisticated” spyware,
is not something to be
taken lightly. It needs
serious examination and
investigation since

meaningful exchange
of views — not even
at the smaller
roundtables designed
for engagement
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While Apple could
have done better
by using more

Political correctness
can be bad enough. But
censorship and
attempted thought con-
trol, with the aim of sti-
fling debate, are some-

I thing else entirely. That

led me to the seemingly
pointless feeling of resignation. Why
even bother?

My answer is both idealistic and
admittedly naive.Iwent to Beijinginlate
Marchwith the hope that the CDFwould
retain a sliver of its original spirit. As I
wrote in my book Accidental Conflict, 1
am fullyaware of the changesin Chinese
discourse in recent years. Even taking
into account recent efforts by Chinese
authorities to tighten their control of
the narrative, I clung to the hope that
there may still be room for empirical
research and analysis. After all, I was

ernments, non-state actors, and even
private companies.

Third, the ruling party,which ordered
an investigation in the matter,in which
Apple was asked to cooperate and
explain the vulnerabilitiesin its security
system, should also have known better. It
never clarified whether any of its mem-
bers possessing iPhones received such
alerts.If they had shown the screenshots
of their phones, the matter would not
have become politically acrimonious.

Fourth, while Apple could obviously
have done better by using more accurate
and transparent language in the notifica-
tions, it’s hilarious that the
companywas underattack.
This is because the fact is
that 949% of India’s smart-
phone users are on non-

stakeholders’ privacy transparent language Appledevices.

and security — some-
times theirlives — canbe
at threat.

Since there is no
brouhaha this time, one
can safely come to a set of
conclusions. First, it
seems that there was no surveillance by
the government.Had that been the case,
questions should have been raised this
time too, as Opposition leaders and
activistsare notlikely tobe convinced by
a mere change in the wording of the
security alert.

Second, Apple, the maker of iconic
brands, should have known all along
that “mercenary spyware” is the right
terminology rather than “state-spon-
sored” — the former encompasses gov-

THE EDITOR

BJP’s Sankalp Patra

The Bharatiya Janata Party's (BJP)
election manifesto shows the vision of
the party for Viksit Bharat with long-
term perspectives after considering
15 lakh suggestions from the public. It
is an aspirational document to guide
the BJP-led National Democratic
Alliance in its probable next tenure, as
the opposition alliance does not
appear to contest Lok Sabha elections
unitedly. Prime Minister Narendra

Modi's guarantees for development,
infrastructure, welfare schemes,
education, industry, start-up
ecosystem, manufacturing, railways
and aviation, agriculture, etc. are all
incorporated in the manifesto on
expected lines. The last chapter on
environmental issues deserves
appreciation and welcome. Political
parties will contest the next Lok Sabha
elections with 33% reservation for
women under the Nari Shakti Vandan
Adhiniyam, so they should have

in the notifications,
it's hilarious that
the company was

under attack
—y

Did anybody, at any
stage,bothertoaskwhywe
are not seeking an expla-
nation from Xiaomi, Oppo,
andVivo,the three Chinese
companies that occupy
80% of India’s mobile
phone market, and Samsung, which
occupies approximately 12%, for not
alerting their customers of any such spy-
ware attacks?

Apple’s reputation for privacy and
securityislegendary,soit’sunderstand-
able that expectations from it would also
be higher. But to attack it for providing
security alerts, which is the right thing
todo,and giving every other company —
especially the Chinese firms operating
in the country — a pass seems strange.

prepared themselves in this election
itself to avoid a vacuum in the future.
—Vinod Johri, Delhi

Iran-Israel face-off

The Iran drone strikes into Israel does
create concerns over a widening
conflict in the region that is already a
hotbed of many vintage militant
outfits. But it could compel Israel to
tone down its belligerence in Gaza
and threats over Rafah. The very fact
that the US has ruled out its direct

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM

@ INDIA AND ELON MUSK

Union minister for commerce & industry Piyush Goyal

Musk sees India not only as a lucrative
market but also as a strategic base for
serving global markets

China’s “good friend”. My error was to
presume that this seemingly special sta-
tusallowed me to raise tough questions
about China’s medium- to longer-term
growth outlook.

CDF 2024 closed the door on that
possibility. This year’s event was tightly
scripted,with no debate,no meaningful
exchange of views — not even at the
smaller roundtables,which are designed
for engagement. Yes, plenty of Western
businessleaderswere in attendance,but
mainly for shameless commercialised
pitches of their commitment to China.
Moreover,the truncated conference had
a streamlined agenda. The normally
high-profile Monday lunch slot was left
empty, while the premier’s closing ses-
sion was replaced by an opening speech
that regurgitated the work report he
delivered to the NPC on March 5.

It saddens me to watch the CDF
becomearemnant of its formerself. But
my admiration for the Chinese people
and the extraordinary transformation of
China’s economy over the past 45 years
persists.Istill disagree with the consen-
sus view in the West that the Chinese
miracle was always doomed to fail.
Moreover,I remain highly critical of the
US’virulent Sinophobia, while main-
taining the view that China faces serious
structural growth challenges.And I con-
tinue tobelieve that US-China codepen-
dency offers a recipe for mutually bene-
ficial conflict resolution. My agenda
remains analytically driven, not politi-
cally motivated.

In the end, I intend to keep showing
up. In the spirit of Deng Xiaoping’s
credo, “seeking truth from facts”, I will
keep pushing for free and open debate
in China.Iamnot giving up. Ultimately,
that is the point of it all.

Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2024.
www.project-syndicate.org

Mind your language

While sending out spyware threat notices, big tech firms
should avoid using terms like “state-sponsored” or
“nation-state” unless they can back the same with evidence

It’s also known that other big tech
firms use similar language while issu-
ing threat notifications. Meta, for
instance, uses “state-sponsored actors”
to describe the attacks, Google uses
“government-backed attackers”, and
Microsoft uses “nation-state attacks”
to describe cyberattacks.

While Apple course-corrected, it’s
time to point out to other big tech firms
that they either provide hard evidence
of state involvement if their security
alerts say so, or taper their language to
ensure that the victims are informed.
Then, such alerts would not create any
chaosandincrease therift between civil
society,journalists,and governments.

Lastly, there’s another corrective
action undertaken by Apple this time.
The April notification has three additions
that are critical for the victims and the
governments. It discloses that the cur-
rent batch of threat notifications has
been sent to targeted users in 92 coun-
tries —which s practically half theworld.
Further,Apple has, thistime,madea clear
disclosure that it does not attribute the
attacks or the notice to any specific
attackers or geographical regions.

The newwordage, therefore,ensures
that while the consumers are alerted —
and even alarmed — they act to protect
themselves rather than make harmful
allegations.

The lesson is clear: whether it’s
Apple or any other big tech firms,
sophisticated technology,branding, or
quality of services, everything fails if
the language used to communicate is
not accurate.

involvement against Iran is a signal to
contain the hostilities and a move to
force Israel and Palestine to effect a
ceasefire and negotiations. This helps
Joe Biden in his bid to retain the Oval
office and a offer a sigh of relief for
western nations. Besides, Israel which
is facing heavy flak over its virtual
genocide in Gaza will be happy to use
this diversion as a face saver.

—R Narayanan, Navi Mumbai
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

NEXT GOVT WILL
NEED A RETHINK
ON JOB CREATION

ESPITE the BJP’s confidence in coming back to power
with an even bigger mandate, the INDIA bloc is not
letting the ruling coalition have a stroll to that goal.
The opposition parties have made joblessness a big
electoral issue, which the ruling party is not able to
easily ward off. The Congress manifesto offered a detailed
plan to improve the employment situation in the country. In
comparison, the BJP, which released its manifesto this Sun-
day, has put out fewer specifics on job creation. While the
Congress’s focus is on filling 30 lakh government vacancies,
the BJP has shied away from making any such announce-
ment. The Congress has talked about jobs through small and
medium enterprises, employment-linked incentives, and
the launch of mining schemes with projected new jobs for
1.5 crore people. The BJP, on the other hand, has mostly
promised creating a better environment for entrepreneurs
and start-ups, who in turn would provide jobs; it has also
talked about skilling the young to make them job-ready, but
not much about where the jobs would come from.
Employment is an enormous challenge for a country where
millions of young people enter the job market every year. Un-
employment or underemployment is becoming both a political
as well as a social problem in the country. An increasing
number of experts are now convinced that overall growth
alone would not create enough jobs in the economy. Growth is
happening in the organised sector;, not in the unorganised sec-
tor that employs 94 percent of Indians counted in the labour
force. The unorganised sector has faced several severe shocks
since 2016—demonetisation, adjusting to the goods and serv-
ices tax, the non-banking financial crisis and pandemic lock-
downs. The country faces a challenge particularly in creating
low-skilled jobs, which are mostly provided by labour-inten-
sive sectors. However, with automation and mechanisation
increasing at a fast pace, even those sectors that were consid-
ered labour-intensive are no longer generating enough jobs.
So policy makers and party think tanks need a rethink on
jobs. Apart from the usual steps like creating a conducive
environment for smaller players to do business and labour-
Intensive sectors to grow, the next government would do well
to fill alarge number of government vacancies. The govern-
ment should support public education and health, which in
turn can generate a large number of jobs. The services sec-
tor should also be seen as a generator of low-skilled jobs.

ROHIT’S RED-HOT FORM
AUGURS WELL FOR INDIA

OMETIMES, small gestures can reflect a man’s

personality. On Sunday, when the Mumbai Indians

looked vanquished, one person stood unperturbed and

tall in the middle—Rohit Sharma. He had just com-

pleted a century, but looked dejected—his team still
needed 29 runs off three balls against an accurate and
wily Chennai Super Kings attack. When the match was over,
Rohit did not celebrate his 105 off 63 balls. He walked alone
past the customary handshakes to the dressing room.
For him, as for many other players, a team win is more im-
portant than individual milestones.

However, it’s not just about not celebrating. The way
things unfolded days before this Indian Premier League sea-
son started, Rohit could have been distraught. Even as he
continued to be the India captain in the shortest format, he
was replaced by Hardik Pandya as the MI skipper, some-
thing that did not go down well with the fans. Hardik has
been booed every time he has walked in. He has looked un-
sure, like in the last over on Sunday when he bowledto M S
Dhoni; he gave away 26 runs, 20 of them in four balls to
Dhoni. Hardik has been under pressure right from the first
match of the season and it has been telling on his form.

On the contrary, Rohit has been a rock for the beleaguered
franchise that is walking a tightrope this year. The season has,
in fact, been a revelation for the 36-year-old India opener. Like
all great players, he is pushing his way back from adversities.
His form hasnot been at its greatest over the last several years.
His last IPL century came 12 years ago. Last year, he scored
332 in 16 matches at an average of 20.75 and a strike rate of
132.8. Compare this to 2024: in six matches, he has already
scored 261 at 52.2 while striking at 167.3. This augurs well for
India at the next T20 World Cup in June, where he would be
the captain. Rohit did not play the shortest format for India
from November 2022 until early this year. Though the IPL is a
long way from being over, he needed these runs. And for MI,
his role in reversing the team’s fortunes would be crucial.
Hardik may be under pressure, but he must labour on too.

QUICK TAKE

SYMBOLIC POLL-TIME SALES

HE last Brazilian presidential election saw the advent of
—‘V Data Toalha, an informal index of public sentiment divined

from the sales of towels printed with the candidates’ faces.
In India, we can look at the sales trajectories of some of the
objects assigned as party symbols. We are witnessing O Pan-
neerselvam’s jackfruit selling out in Ramanathapuram, Dhool-
pet kite makers finding it hard to keep up with orders for
AIMIM’s kite, and Aurangabad’s craftsmen amid a quinquen-
nial spike in demand for RJD’s hurricane lamp. Do they really
stand for voter sentiment? Perhaps not in our pluralistic polity,
but it’s surely a swell time for the makers of these objects.

TUESDAY |, ()

S soon as Hamas executed its
attack last October 7, it was in-
evitable that Israel would strike
back in strength without any
remorse. It was equally evident
that the action by Hamas, act-
ing as a proxy of Iran, would at
some stage lead to another round of pos-
sible hostilities between Iran and Israel.

Alongside the war in Gaza, Iran acti-
vated Israel’s northern borders by em-
ploying its assets through proxies in
Syriaand Lebanon. A series of air strikes
in retaliation were conducted by Israel
against various Iranian assets, culminat-
ing in the April 1 strike that flattened an
Iranian consulate in Damascus. Of the
twelve people killed were seven person-
nel of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC); among them were at least
two senior IRGC commanders. Iran’s su-
preme leader Ali Khamenei promised
retribution, which apparently is in
progress against Israel but has met with
questionable success.

Before assessing what this latest
round of hostilities really means in
terms of potential escalation beyond
the already on-fire Middle East, it’s
good to make a brief recall. Israel and
Iran enjoyed the best of relations before
1979, when the Iranian Revolution
took place—considered one of the earth-
shaking geopolitical events of the second
half of the 20th century. Iran, as the
centre of Islam’s Shia ideology, entered
into confrontation with Saudi Arabia,
the core of Sunni ideology. The Saudis
were close to Iran’s new nemesis, the
US, for a variety of reasons. Hence, de-
spite the purported leadership of the
Islamic world that Saudi Arabia aspired
to, it could never get itself to fully oppose
the closest US ally, Israel. A tacit live
and let live attitude prevailed.

Iran, itself a flag bearer of the Islamic
world, found its lot was enhanced by
strongly supporting the Palestinian
cause and projecting itself as a strong
adversary of Israel. It has never dithered
from this policy over the last 45 years.

Besides ideological differences with
much of the Sunni Arab world, Iran
has trudged a lonely path of opposition
to Israel—an opposition that is vehement
in many ways. One of the ways Iran
chose to play its strategic course for
domination of the Islamic world was
by remaining a strong player in militari-
ly opposing Israel, something that the
combined strength of the Arabs had
not succeeded in ever achieving.

Not enjoying a common land border
with Israel, Iran adopted two approaches

EDITORIAL

THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

Iran and Israel keep crossing regional lines to target
each other. The latest escalation is another dangerous
episode in a continuum stretching almost half a century

THE SHIFTING
RED LINES
IN WEST ASIA

 LTGENSYEDATA
HASNAIN (RETD)

to remain a potent threat to the Israeli
military’s potential and perceived domi-
nation. The first was the employment of
surrogate forces, often referred to as
proxies, in the Levant. This essentially
meant that Lebanon and Syria were to be
fully pliant in providing space for deploy-
ment of forces, assets and positions.
Attacks by proxy forces on Israel’s
northern border have been a longstand-
ing phenomenon. In 2006, a full
conventional war was fought to a stale-
mate by Hezbollah, the Shia surrogate
in Lebanon and Syria. Hamas played
the same role in Gaza. Further, the
Houthi rebels, who have fought against
an Arab military alliance, were support-
ed by Iran to extend the proxy reach far
south. In the current situation in 2024,
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Former Commander, Srinagar-based 15 Corps.
Now Chancellor, Central University of Kashmir

SOURAV ROY

the Houthis have virtually prevented the
movement of oil tankers to Israel and
other places through the Red Sea.

The second and far more deadly
part of the Iranian strategy goes back to
the early 1990s, when it decided to ac-
quire missile technology from Russia,
North Korea and China. Over time, it
developed a dangerous arsenal of mis-
siles to include the Kheibar, with arange
of 2,000 km, and the Haj Qasem, which
has a range of 1,400 km. It has also
achieved hypersonic capability and
its armed drones have been extensively
employed in Ukraine. Missiles and now
armed drones have become the cutting
edge of Iranian deterrence. This, com-
bined with the proxy forces, IRGC pres-
ence and the constant supply of missiles

The more hopeless the world in the artist’s
version, the more clearly perhaps must we
see the ideal that stands in opposition

Andrei
Tarkovsky

and rockets that Iran has maintained to
Hamas and Hezbollah, have been the fo-
cus of Israeli pushback all these years.

Despite all its attention on Hamas
in Gaza and the hostage situation there,
Israel has continuously targeted Hezbol-
lah across the northern border as well
as the IRGC presence in Syria. The
intent has been to prevent these forces
from consolidating themselves in the Le-
vant , from where it will be well nigh
impossible to evict or neutralise them.
Israel remains apprehensive of being
hemmed in from the north and from
Gaza in the south, and is essentially
attempting a quasi-holding action in
the north through violent actions that
it resorted to in recent weeks. Perhaps
a few red lines were crossed.

What triggers fears regionally and
internationally is the fact that Iran
also has a nuclear programme, a fairly
active one that is only partially under
control. An overkill response by Israel
either against nuclear facilities or
directly against strategic targets could
result in escalation, which may spiral
completely out of control.

What is clear is that Iran could not have
sat out the Israeli strike of April 1 with-
out response. In 2020, in response to
Qasem Soleimani’s Kkilling by the US, it
had adopted symbolic attacks on US as-
sets in a military operation code-named
Operation Martyr Soleimani. The IRGC
launched over 12 ballistic missiles at the
al-Asad airbase in Western Iraq; they
were more symbolic than strategic. This
time, it has already responded with over
300 weapons, most of which have been
shot down by Israel’s air defence systems.
There has been conjecture that the US, in
assisting Israel, may enter the conflict by
firing some of its arsenal at Iran.

It is highly unlikely that this war will
escalate. No one can rationally afford to
do that—all sides are taking their chanc-
es, testing red lines everywhere. Cross-
ing a red line could have repercussions
that can be ignored only at the cost of
their own peril. This is simply because
none of these wars are winnable, neither
the proxy nor the direct ones. They re-
main situations for scheming, manoeu-
vring, testing will and a long wait for a
moment that someone may discern as
one of intense advantage. That wait can
go on forever, without an outcome. So the
Iran-Israel standoff will likely continue
at different levels of intensity for fairly
long. The current situation is likely to
dilute not too long hereafter.

(Views are personal)
(atahasnain@gmail.com)

A LESSON FROM DANTE IN
SEASON OF GUARANTEES

have been carrying Dante’s In-
ferno (Robert Pinsky version)
on my back like a cross for
some time now. On Friday, it
got rid of me at Bhubaneswar
airport. The parting was sub-
conscious—and perhaps de-
signed. The air hostess might have had
something to do with it though. I was a
lone passenger on the emergency row.
Before the plane took off, the hostess
came up and said not to open the heavy-
looking but invitational door unless she
or the captain said, “Evacuate! Evacuate!
Evacuate!” I had been eyeing the door.

In my younger days, I might have tel-
epathically persuaded her to utter the
word thrice right away and proceeded at
least in my mind to open the door. Aren’t
we in all some kind of emergency at all
times and looking for an exit? But these
are days one could get into trouble for
lesser thought crimes, and I refrained.

A couple of hours later, I went past the
TV showing Gaza news on my way to the
airport lounge. Transaction over, I made
my way out. There was a little confusion
as the driver who had come to pick me up
thought I was Ms Pinky Mishra, and I
had to make a couple of calls to prove to
him this was not the case.

It was only later in the car that I real-
ised that Dante and I had parted compa-
ny. And, later still, it struck me that the
cautionary words uttered by the air host-
ess in her sing-song voice held a kind of
relevance to Indian politics.

On Saturday, a liberal media house
released a pre-poll survey that said
the Narendra Modi-led NDA front had
a ‘comfortable 12 percentage lead over
the rival alliance, INDIA'. One of the
conclusions said the Modi loyalists
‘swore by the welfare schemes undertak-
en by the government’. The news-
paper sounded disappointed.

It is not as if the opposition leader
Rahul Gandhi has been less generous
than the PM in his promises to the pub-
lic. For example, in Dhule in Maharash-
tra he recently promised to deliver
Z100,000 every year to every woman in
need. This is in addition to many other
welfare schemes and ‘guarantees’
that the opposition and the government
have been promising, though admittedly
the BJP manifesto released on Monday
shifts the emphasis to development.
But, in his campaign speeches, Modi
has been large-handed. His direct cash

C P SURENDRAN

promises and welfare schemes together
constitute a new politics of guarantee.
Indeed, the prime minister has been a
real innovator in this sense. No speech of
his complete without a mention of the
inspirational ‘Modi Ki guarantee’.

On both sides, the guarantee politics
is little more than baiting the poor
with candies. The material nature of

CC/WORLD HISTORY ENCYCLOPEDIA

In Dante’s Inferno, the lately pious
Emperor Constantine donates vast
sums to the pope for a guaranteed
seat in heaven. A similar Faustian
bargain is at work to get our vote
with the promise of guarantees
fromall sides

the transaction is quite similar to the
electoral bond scheme, which the opposi-
tion is critical of. It is essentially a
quid pro quo. Only, we cannot tell for
sure. In our world, more than ever, the
good and the bad are inextricably mixed.
Reality is a ghost haunting our con-
sciousness. I think it was the French his-
torian Jules Michelet who said that hu-
mans have invented a language in which
truth can never be fully articulated.

The BJP talks of development. Which,
of course, India could do with. In the
heart of our hearts, who doesn’t want an
India that looks a bit like the gleaming
Nordic Europe, no matter that the Indian
geniusfor dirt and chaos militates against
that orderly and snow-crusted dream?

In addition to the guarantees, the

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

Congress talks about caste census
(another guarantee, really) so that
proportionate representation is enforced.
Well, if instead of merit only caste is
considered, would you really like your
heart to be operated upon by a caste-
quota doctor or an upper-caste dude
with greater surgical skills?

To come back. All elections, of course,
are fought on promises. But at no
point in Indian history have both the
incumbents and the opposition been
so competitive in a campaign catering
to the basic material urges of a people.
Our money, your vote.

The vote, then, is like an electoral
bond. It is the same Faustian principle
at work. In the first, the political party
buys your vote. In the other, a company
sweetens up a political party. There
seems little of ideology at work when it
comes to the masses. How different really
is this transaction from auctioning? The
highest bidder hopes to rule. It is our
modern variation of the papal bull, an
official letter from the pope in the Middle
Ages that could exonerate the donor from
the sins he might have committed.

In Inferno, Dante mentions the former-
ly pagan Emperor Constantine of the
4th century CE, who ‘donated’ vast
amounts of land and money to the pope
before he died converted as a Christian.
In return, the lately pious emperor was
guaranteed a safe seat in heaven: “Ah,
Constantine, what wickedness was
born—and not from your conversion—
from the dower that you bestowed upon
the first rich father!” deplores Dante.

To cut a flight of fancy short, all of
us seem to be seated on one long
emergency row, one eye on the door,
one ear to the crew. We fasten our seat-
belts, stretch our legs, think about
donations, our votes, their promises. We
walit for the plane to take off, vaguely
wondering about emergency exits, wait-
ing for the captain or the crew to say,
“Evacuate! Evacuate! Evacuate!” Silence.
We are relieved. How lightly we float.

(Views are personal)
(cpsurendran@gmail.com)
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Dictatorial record

Ref: The troubled past between Congress and
the judiciary (Apr 15). Despite its dictatorial
record, the Congress has the audacity to call
PM Narendra Modi a dictator. The Congress
did not lift the Emergency even when the Lok
Sabha elections were announced. It was the
Janata Party government that humbled the
Congress government in the election.
Shreeram Paranjape, Bengaluru

Sapling solution

Ref: Govt must protect animals from drought
(Apr15). School students are aware of
various issues these days. If they are asked to
plant a minimum of two saplings for marks,
they’ll create a huge impact before the next
academic year. Making afforestation a topicin
essays alone may not bring it into practice.

R Prabha, Tiruvarur

Informed decisions

Ref: Why financial literacy is falling short (Apr
15). Financial literacy will be an irreplaceable
asset, especially for the nation’s youngsters.
We execute financial decisions daily, but are
we informed enough to introspect the benefits
of the proposed interests?

Nithish G S, Tirupati

Explosive match

Ref: Rohit’s ton in vain for Ml as MS blitz powers
Kings (Apr 15). A scintillating century by Rohit
Sharma of Mumbai Indians went in vain, but

a glittering 20 runs in four balls by M S Dhoni
brought the win to CSK. The match between the
two star-studded teams was absorbing. Both
teams played with full gusto to win the match.
It was a treat to watch.

K S Aswathanarayana, email

Extending tenure

Giving extension to senior officials on their
retirement can be justified under special
circumstances, though it would be an injustice
to the next in line legitimately aspiring

for the position. If this provision is used
indiscriminately at the whims and fancies of
the authorities in exchange for favours, it is an
unhealthy practice that cannot be justified. A
case in point is the extension of service given
to the SBI chairman.

Raju Mathai, Kochi

Sustainable democracy

If democracy is to be sustainable, we should
have a rule that no party can be in power for
more than one term in one go. In the current
system, the incumbent party in power, with
the sense of indispensability, continues

with governance as per its own whims and
fancies. This gradually erodes democracy and
establishes autocracy.

B S Badarinarayana, email
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Gesundheit, Even as
West Asia Sneezes

Disruption of merchandise trade should be limited

Theeffect of Iran’sstrikeagainstIsrael over the weekend,
inretaliation with the suspected IsraeliattackontheIra-
nian consulate in Damascus on April 1, has been muted
in the energy market. This would suggest the market ex-
pects ade-escalation of hostilities. Fundamentally, ener-
gy demand is weak on account of Western economies
and Opec+, which includes Russia, having to go in for de-
eper production cuts to establish an $80-a-barrel floor for
crude oil prices. The US has alower tolerance for high fu-
el prices inan election year and would not like to see Rus-
sia benefit from a surge. Oil-producing nations in the
Gulf, including Iran, are wary of a ramp-up in US pro-
duction if the conflict were to push crude oil towards $100
abarrel. Besides, energy price volatility would force cen-
tral banks to keep interest rates higher for longer, with
second-order effects on demand.

Disruption of merchandise trade
should, in line with energy supply, be
of a limited order. Asia’s maritime
trade with Europe through the Persi-
an Gulf has already seen some dislo-
cation since Israel’s strikes on Gaza.
Alternate sea routes and air freight
are already in operation. Supply cha-
ins in Asia, by and large, appear cushioned from energy
and trade dislocation. A weak Chinese economic recove-
ry lends additional stability against possibly deeper tra-
de disruption in West Asia.

Apart from a flare-up in crude oil prices, India faces
turbulence in capital flows on account of higher interest
rates and flight to safety in the event of an escalation. Its
merchandise trade also has an over-dependence on the
Persian Gulf sea route. It would have to lend its voice to
global efforts at conflict mitigation to protect its growth
momentum and inflation control. The downside risk to
inflation is greater than to growth. Core inflation is now
well within the tolerance zone. But higher energy prices,
if sustained, could work their way in. Meeting medium-
term fiscal goals might become more difficult if Gol has
toabsorb yet another fertiliser price shock.

Lets Make Elections
Manifesto-Mukt

In the run-up to Lok Sabha elections, political parties have be-
enreleasing their manifestoes. In these times of 24x7 commu-
nication, such ‘letters of intent’ and ‘MoUs’ are, at best, twee
and redundant, at worst, distractions and obfuscations. They
serve little in influencing public opinion and voter response.
So, parties, why don’t you just do away with them?

Decision to support a party or politician is multipronged, of-
ten influenced by factors such as performance of incumbents,
local issues and collective interests of communities. Manifes-
toes hardly get into such granular practicalities. Two, mani-
festoes reflect intentions, which is different from concrete po-
licvmaking. This disjunction undermines the credibility of
manifestoes asreliable indicators of futu-
re governance providing a false correla-
+ tion.Inany case, political parties in India
=% are not legally committed to fulfil their
manifesto promises. Three, parties utili-
se media — social and otherwise — thro-
ugh the vear to engage with supporters.
So, manifestoes are really akin to telepho-
ne directories in the mobile age. Four, in an age of info overlo-
ad, voters don't need an anachronistic source of further enga-
gement, Finally, studies show that in advanced economies, ra-
teof fulfilment of manifesto promisesisashighas82% overan
average of four elections. In India, such slicing and dicing of
data on promises made and promises delivered is hardly done.

Effectiveness of manifestoes in influencing voter behaviour
and shaping governance — always in doubt anvway — has
dwindled to the point of redundancy, It's time to stick to more
immediate forms of engagement that have more bearing on
voters’ wish lists and the electoral contest at hand. So, why go
through the manifesto motions?

J Tryingta be coolis super uncool even
by prime ministerial standards

didad’ Joke's On You,
Try-Too-Hard Rishi

There’s nothing as uncool as trving hard to be cool. And if
you're considered uncool tostart with, the uncool quotient
justspreadslikethe utter silence thatfollows a boomer com-
mentonaSephorakids’ site, Politiciansfit the bill of people
whosejobis to, well, fitthe bill. Rishi Sunak reeks of notfit-
ting—notjustthebillbutalsothe pairof AdidasSambashe
was caught wearing inan interview In what has overwhel-
mingly been seen as the PM trying to be “with it, innit? the
shoe is on the other foot now, with the fashionable trainers
now laced with Sunakiness. Such is the effect of Brand Ri-
shi, the walking-talking example in Britain of a dad joke,

on Brand Adidas, that the Sambas are now being shorn off
trendy Brit feet faster than vou can say, Allo, Vindaloo.’

In his subsequent ‘apology’ —that added another dollop of

dowdinesstohisalready impressive reservoirof conserva-
tively laboured chicness—Sunak insisted thathe had been
Adidas-ing ‘for many, many vears’. Caught in this toe jam,
thefootwear brand now finds the till-now trendy Sambas re-
ceiving the kick of death from 10 Dowdy Street. So, whatnext
fromthe Tory Sneaker? Samplingfish’'n’chipsfrom thelocal
chippy? Blasting DJ Cloonee’s “Sippin’ Yak’ from his man
cave? Release ‘candid’ photos of himself taking out the gar-
bage in Carhartt WIP Dungarees?

Inequality shouldn't be a concern if it coincides with improvement in lives and livelihoods

% '
Bibek Debroy &
Aditya Sinha

o 1 April 9, Sensex breached

£ % the 75,000 mark for the first

= | time thankstoaresilienteco-
%/ nomyreforms, policy certa-
o inty and improved easeof do-

ing business. On the back of this stock
market surge, many have suggested
that India must have a wealth redistri-
bution plan. Such ideas, while populist,
harm social welfare.

Milton Friedman and Friedrich Ha-
vek argued that redistributive policies
can stifle innovation and productivity
If individuals feel their efforts will be
heavily taxed or redistributed, they
may not be motivated enough to invest
in new ventures or improve producti-
vity leading toan economicslowdown.

Moreover, administrative costs, as
highlighted by Greg Leiserson, Will Mc-
Grew and Raksha Kopparam in their
2019 paper, ‘Net Worth Taxes: What
They Are and How They Work’, and
complexities of implementing redistri-
bution schemes can create inefficien-
cies in resource allocation.

Data from France indicates that the
1488 solidarity tax on wealth (ISF) has
resulted in:

B 200 bn in capital flight.

P Yearly fiscal deficit of around €7 bn,
double its revenue,

P Estimated decrease in GDP growth

We're on the same up train

pavers’ behavioural responses, such
as altered wealth accumulation, fin-
ancial decision-making shifts and eva-
sion tactics.

Two papers — ‘In Behavioral Res-
ponses to Wealth Taxes: Evidencefrom
Switzerland’ (2022) by Marius Briilha-
rt, Jonathan Gruber, Matthias Krapf
and Kurt Schmidheiny, and “Wealth
Taxation and Wealth Accumulation:
Theory and Evidence From Denmark’
(2019) by Katrine Jakobsen, Kristian
Jakobsen, Henrik Kleven and Gabriel
Zucman — show that wealth is highly

by 0.2% each year, amount- Econ 101 teaches us sensitivetotaxrates, lead-
ingtoalossof about €3.5bn.  that as an economy  ing to strategic asset shift

Assessingwealth in India

grows, so does

ts and altered wealth de-

for redistributionisfraught jnequality, a concept clarations to mitigate tax

withchallengesbecause:  jjjystrated by the liabilities.
P Many E'-SH'F:'tS can beun- Kuznets curve At the core of this
dervalued, hiddenorheld - T debate is a philosophi-

informs thataredifficult =g
toassessduetoalackof ga
formal documentation I" o=
or reporting. : .
B Fluctuating nature {
of valuesof assetsma- o8
kes capturing the accu-
rate scale of wealth even
harder. .
P Taxing wealth and redis-
tribution pose technical and
policy challenges, due to tax-

cal stance that champi-
ons the principle that
personal endeavour sh-
ould dictateone’searn-
ings, and individuals
are entitled to the re-
wards of their labour
Thisperspective challen-

rich are vet toearn their sta-
tus independently
Theunderlying intent is vili-

fication of those who generate wealth,
casting themas adversariesratherthan
contributors to economic prosperity
The state is bound to address issues of
equity But this doesn’t mean that the
right to private property is challenged
in the state’s attempt to address the
problem of inequality

Supporters of wealth redistribu-
tion often refer to Article 3%b) and
3%c) of the Constitution, which em-
phasise the state's role in ensuring the
fair distribution of resources for the
common good and preventing wealth
concentration.

However, interpretation of Article

39%b) has sparked legal debates, parti-
cularly regarding the redistribution
of private property.
P Kesavananda Bharati v State of Ke-
rala (1973) established the doctrine of
the basic structure of the Constituti-
on, implyving that directive principles,
including Article 3%(b), must align
with fundamental rights and cannot
infringe upon them, especially the rig-
ht to property

Interpretationof Article3%h) wasex-
panded in Sanjeev Coke Manufactur-
ing Cov. Bharat Coking Coal Ltd (1983),
where the court interpreted the article
as encompassing the state’s power to
redistribute private property Howev-

T'SNOT MIND THE GAP

er; this broad interpretation was chal-
lenged for potentially overstepping the
constitutional mandate, especially pro-
tecting fundamental rights.

P Property Owners' Association v Sta-
teof Maharashtra (2001) brought these
concerns to the forefront, signalling a
judicial re-evaluation of the scope of
Article 3b) in relation to private pro-
perty Supreme Court hinted at the ne-
cessity to reconsider the expansive in-
terpretation adopted in Sanjeev Coke,
suggesting a need to align the article’s
application more closely with the cons-
titutional protections afforded to pro-
perty rights.

Constituent Assembly debates also
shed light on the original intent behi-
nd Article 3%(b). Figures like B R Am-
bedkar emphasised the balance bet-
ween state-directed resource distribu-
tion and safeguarding individual pro-
perty rights,
More recent-

The underlying intent is vilification
of those who generate wealth,
casting them as adversaries rather
than contributors to economic
prosperity

on wealth redistribution was ignited
by a March 2024 paper by Nitin Kumar
Bharti, Lucas Chancel, Thomas Piket-
ty and Anmol Somanchi, ‘Income and
Wealth: Inequality in India,1922-2023;
The Rise of Billionaire Raj’. However,
Econ 101 teaches us that as an economy
orows, 30 does inequality, a concept il-
lustrated by the Kuznets curve,

Living standards of India’s poorest
have improved significantly, a reality
underscored by improvements in the
Bare Necessities Index and Multidi-
mensional Poverty Index(MDPI). NITI
Aavog has shown that 24.82 cr Indians
haveescaped multidimensional pover-
tv in thelast nine vears, thanks to sche-
mes such as Jal Jeevan Mission, Swa-
chh Bharat Mission, PMJAY, PMAY or
PM Ujjwala.

Inequality isarelative measure. [t is
not a concern if it coincides with imp-
rovement in people's lives.

Debroy s chairman, and Sinha = 05D,
research, Economic Aduvisory Council to the
Prime Minister (EAC-PM)
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OF THE DAY

It the land of
voting allure,

Elections drag on,
that's for sure!

Campaigns that never
seem lo end,

Candidates, they just
won't blend,

Oh, how we wish theyd

find a quicker cure!

Top 10

Global Space Economy

The global space economy will be worth $1.8 trillion by 2035, up from $630
billion in 2023, according to a report by the World Economic Forum and
McKinsey & Company. Five industries—supply chain and transportation:
food and beverage; state-sponsored defence; retail, consumer goods and
lifestyle: and digital communications - will generate more than 60% of the
increase in the space economy by 2035. In addition, nine other industries”
will see space-related revenues reach several billion dollars...

Estimate of industry size*
(3 billion) EZE :

supply chain and transportation [l $88bn
Food and beverage Il 100

State-sponsored (defence) Il 94
Retail, consumer goods and lifestyle 1l 56
Media, entertainment and sports N 143
State-sponsored (civil) [l 62
Digital communications | 19 70
space | 22 &7
Aviation and aerospace (non-space) | 14 N0 34
Agriculture | 5 ‘B 33

Curves =RPrasad

ALLINDUSTRIES

£630bn $1,790bn

/ *Space-enabled tech; “Media, entertainment & sports; State-backed {civil); space;
- aviation & aerospace (non-space); agriculture; infotech; engineering & construction;

e professional services; automotive & manufacturing

SANJEEV RAJ JAIN
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O P Agarwal
—_——

It's often said that India has good polici-
es but poor implementation. But how
can apolicy be good if it isn’t implemen-
ted well? A serious consideration of the
ability —and capacity —to implement
policy must be an integral part of any
policymaking process.

Policy formulation and policy imple-
mentation happen at two very different

levels. Formulation involves think tanks,

academia and policymakers primarily
working in Gol agencies. Implementa-
tion involves grassroots-level officials,
and district-, municipal- and panchayat-

level functionaries. Unfortunately, there

isa huge gap in the levels of education,
knowledge and understanding between

both levels. It is critical to bridge this capa-

city gap if policies are to be successful.
Take climate action. Every year; at the

intergovernmental COPs, global leaders,
think tanks and environmentalists gath-

ertodiscuss actions needed to save the
planet, Each year, the call to action beco-

mes more urgent, commitments become

bolder: But over the years, this climate
community has turned into a jargon-
ridden in-group. Ground-level person-
nel responsible for implementation or
delivering on COP commitments seem
to have very limited understanding of
what goes on at these meets. Thisis
the yawning capacity gap.

Take another example. Gol has been
promoting the idea of transit-orient-
ed development (TOD)asa way of
encouraging greater use of public
transport. The idea is tocreate
high density and easier access
for alarge number of properties
around metrostations so that people

menters, Arisel ;

living and working in these properties

find it more convenient to use the metro.
This is alaudable objective. Yet, little has
happened by way of implementation, and

barriers, if any
P Call for capacity Policies must
embed an intense capacitv-building

component to ensure they're well un-

% PARANORMAL
“ ACTIVITY

The Ground
Beneath Her Feet

Salman Rushdie

maost metro systems don't get an adequ-
ate number of passengers to justify inv-
estments made.

A major reason is that these policies
haven't been made with a good enough
understanding of the challenges of im-
plementing TOD, and clearly assigning
responsibility to some institution. There
is often confusion with regard to who
will implement the policy Will it be the
metrorail company? Or the local deve-
lopment authority, which is responsible
for master-planning and overall deve-
lopment of acity? Unless this responsi-
bility is clearly assigned and steps taken
to understand implementational chal-
lenges, they will only remain on paper:

Discussions at high levels, involving
various stakeholders, must be clearly
understood and appreciated by those
who would be ‘implementers’. The real
problems of implementation on the gro-
und must be well understood by people
who make these policies. There are sev-
eral ways in which this capacity gap can
be bridged:

- Stakeholders at the table Ensure
every policy being formulated goes thro-
ugh a serious stakeholder consultation
process during its formulation, and be-
fore being adopted. This will not only
help explain the policy’s objectives to
‘implementers'butalso  helpunder-
stand implementation

derstood and implemented.

P Training implementers A regu-
lar system of training and capacity-
building must be institutionalised for
all levels of funectionaries in govern-
ment, be they lower-level staff in dis-
trict offices, municipal corporations
or panchayats, or senior-level offici-
als in government departments and
ministries. Such training not only
helps impart knowledge and skills
but also helps enhance motivation.

Staff members begin to realise that
they are important members of alar-
gerecosystem and become energised.
Enhanced motivation can oftenbea
more powerful reason for conducting
these programmes than the improved
knowledge they impart.

Senior government officials do have
aregulartraining system, especially
at the induction level. In addition, LAS
officers have at least three mid-career
training opportunities. However, this
is sorely missing at the lower levels.
The grassroots level of functionaries
also forms the citizen interface of gov-
ernment. Their behaviour and effici-
ency help make or break the image
of agovernment.

Hence, investing in building their
capacity especially it it can help impro-
ve performance, can be politically more
attractive than spending a lot more on
building high-cost and visible infrast-
ructure. India would, therefore, dowell
to look at capacitv-building at this level
of government more seriously

Success in the upcoming elections is
not a function of how good policies are,
but how well they are implemented.
They depend on how well the capacity
gap between policymakers and policy

- implementers gets bridged.

The writer is senior fellow, Indian School of
Public Policy, New Delhi

Theman had begun to intro-
duce himself, to preen and
fawn, but shedidn't wantto
know his name or the size of
his bank balance. She had
picked him like aflower and
now she wanted him between
her teeth, she had ordered
him like a take-home meal
and now she alarmed him by
the ferocity of her appetites,
because she began to feast
upon him the moment the
door of the limo was closed,
before the chauffeur had time
to raise the partition that gave
the passengers their privacy

Afterwanrds
he, the cha-
uffenr; spoke
with rever-
enceof her
naked body,
whilethe
newspaper-
men plied
him with
tequila he
whispered
about her swarming and pre-
datory nudity as if it werea
miracle, who'd have thought
she was way the wrong side
of forty, I suess somebody up-
stairs wanted to keep her just
the way she was.

I would have done anything
for such a woman, the chauf-
feur moaned, I would have dri-
ven at two hundred kilomet-
res an hour for her if it were
speed she wanted, T'would
have crashed intoa concrete
wall for her if it had been her
desire to die.

THE SPEAKING TREE

Stepping
Stones

KAMLESH D PATEL

Life is a journey of ups and dow-
ns, challenges and opportunities,
How we navigate through these
moments defines our character
and shapes our future, Destiny 15
always built in the present; it is
not dependent on our past. The
Buddha said, "What you are is
what vou have been. What vou
will be is what vou donow’

We all face challenges every day
in our lives — personal, professi-
onal or societal. They test our re-
silience, sirength and determina-
tion. However, it helps to remem-
ber that challenges are not obsta-
cles, they are stepping stones to-
wards growth and development.
It is said that behind every chal-
lenge lies an opportunity, waiting
to be discovered and embraced.

Our immediate reaction on fac-
ingachallenge is often full of dou-
bt, uncertainty and fear, But with
a calm frame of mind, when we
think objectivelv from an elevat-
ed state than the problem state,
solutions become visible. It's pos-
sible to acquire this state of mind
through a cleansing process, by
letting go of the previous impres-
sions of the problem or challenge,
and developing lateral thinking
and an ability of discernment.

In Bumi’s words, “The wound is
the place where the Light enters
voll.’ Challenges are not meant to
break us but to build usup. Itisof-
ten in our darkest moments that
we discover our greatest streng-
ths— we are forced to dig deep
within ourselves and find the cou-
rage to persevere. So, we need to
accept challenges joyfully and
cheerfully and see the beautifl
triumph emerging through that.

Chat Room |

NotoUniversal
Sufferage

Apropos the Edit, ‘Do We Really
Need Summer to Vote? (Apr 15),
the larger question of allowing
people to vote online from their
homes or workplaces, or from
Akshaya centres, should be con-
sidered. In this era of huge tech-
nological advances, a safe prog-
ram toenable such suffrage can
beeasily devised. Thiswill also
bring down electoral expenses be-
cause the setting up and security
concerns of polling and count-
ing centres would no longer be
relevant. Additionally the option
of electronic voting from own
premises may also bring more
vouth into the polling process.

KPARAMESWARAMN
Coimbatore

Dip Makes the
Dish Delicious

This refers tothe Edit, ‘Bulls on
Parade On Dalal St' (Apr 11). Sto-
ck markets all over the world are
ooing up in the hope that the US
Fed will cut interest rates 3 tim-
25 in the calendar yvear; but the
latest US consumer price index
for March 2024 has created con-
fusion regarding cut in interest
rates in the near
future. Some of
the Fed officials
have started
making state-
e mentsabout
hiking interest
rates, instead
of reducing
them, if inflation in the US re-
mains sticky for long, Retail in-
vestors should avoid investing
instocks at the current levels as
a steep correction in the market
is expected if the Fed changes
its stance and rules out interest-
rate cut for a couple of quarters.

MAHESH NATANI
Indore

Inclusive Force,
Exclusive Result

Apropos the Edit, ‘Broaden Base
to Fill Boardrooms' (Apr 15), em-
bracing diversity and fostering
inclusiveness vield greater fin-
ancial returns for the organisa-
tion and promote well-being of
its employees, Companies can
enhance inclusivity by recruit-
ing individuals from diverse
backgrounds and actively valu-
ing their input. This approach
allows for a broader range of
viewpoints on problem-solving,
mitigates the risk of groupthink
and promaotes innovative soluti-
ons to obstacles. In effect, work-
force inclusivity enhances the
range, promotes well-being, sti-
mulates creativity and attracts
highly skilled individuals.

RONAK MAIDAMWAR

Lijain

Letters to the editor may be addvessed fo
editet@timesgroup.com




A thought for today

Success usually comes to those
who are too busy to be looking for it
HENRY DAVID THOREAU

Cash Trumps Culture

Small states are relatively out of fashion these days
because politicians now understand economic realities

Campaigning in western UP, BSP chief Mayawati said her

party will take concrete steps to spin-off the region into a

separate state. She held similar views when she was
CM of UP. There may be some political support for the move, with
administrative efficacy being a frequently cited reason.

How and why of states | Culture has been the primary approach
todemarcating states. Language is the most practical way to identify
culturally coherent regions. Andhra Pradesh was carved out in Oct
1953 as thefirst linguistic state but the matter didn’t end there,

Doessizematter? | A States Reorganisation Commission studied
the issue and in 1955 concluded there’s a strong basis for linguistic
units. It felt a state is not just an administrative unit, but one where
the working of democratic institutions required an emotional
response. The answer was language. But there was another issue. The
guestionof anappropriate size for admini-
strative efficacy did come up. The Commis-
sion said “efficiency of administration is
seldom determined by the size of theunit.”

When matters | Demands to revisit
borders never seem to fade as grievances,
real or imagined, are a recurring source
of social and political mobilisation. A call
to spin-off western UP as Harit Pradesh
has surfaced often. About 24 years ago, it
was an important plank of RLD. This
coincided with new sub-divisions within
relatively coherentlinguistic regions that
led to formation of Jharkhand, Uttarakhand and Chhattisgarh.
Later, when AP was bifurcated, a new economic factor came into play.

Urban dynamics | A parliamentary committee report on
housing and urban affairs estimated that urban India now contributes
65% of the national GDP. Therefore, the presence of an urban
dvnamo in a state can change its political dynamics because it
determines the extent of autonomous control over own tax
resources (OTR)a govt will have.

Telangana movement was based partly on economic grievances
of arelatively poorer agrarian sub-region. But Telangana's control
over Hyderabad put it in charge of what really mattered. In 2021-22,
Telangana generated about 79% of its revenue through its OTR,
while AP could manage just 50% . Consequently, a govt in Telangana
will have far more fiscal space to fulfil the needs of the people.
Economicreality can no longer be ignored when talking about state
formation. Social grievances and cultural factors do drive mobilisa-
tion butIndia’s changing economic structure will temper demands.

[ran: A Tragedy

It could have been a modern West Asian power.
But foreign interference & ayatollahs ruined it

Iran’s barrage of drones and missiles aimed at Israel again cast

Tehran as a major security problem in West Asia. Asadisruptor;

it has cultivated a host of regional militias - from Hezbollah to
Houthis -to carry out its strategic goals. Internally, avatollahs rule
with an iron grip, impose an ultra-conservative form of Islam, and
deny Iranian women freedoms. But it wasn’t always like this. Iran
could have been a great modern power.

Inflection point | A major turning point for Iran came in 1953 with
the coup against then democratically-elected Iranian PM Mohammad
Mosaddegh. The coup, backed by CIA, was a huge blow to Iran’s demo-
cratic aspirations — Mosaddegh had undertaken a slew of reforms
with the aim of turning Iran into a genuine
rights-based democracy. It also concentrated
= power in Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi,
creating a brutal regime and paving the way
for the ayatollahs’ 1979 Islamic revolution.

Surviving sanctions | Iran has been
under Western sanctions for 40 years. While
this seriously curtailed Iran’s economic
development, it did not lead to collapse.
Iran’s military prowess - domestic production of drones and
missiles, a covertnuclear programme - and continued export of oil,
highlight the country’s inherentresilience.

Human resource | With a population of close to 90 million, and
with some of the highest levels of education in West Asia, Iran has
no dearth of human resource. In fact, 70% of its STEM graduates
are women. Imagine the impact of thisresource, properly deploved,
inan Iran that’s free.

Nuclear deal | The deal created much hope of giving Iran a
chance at becoming a normal country. Trump torpedoed it and
Biden didn’t pick up the ball. Anti-US ayatollahs were happy.
Israelis and Saudis rejoiced. But for ordinary Iranians, who feel
trapped in the Islamic Republic, the door slammed shut again on a
better life —continuing Iran’s disruptor/pariah status.

Mrs P’s pulao

A lifelong lesson from a home science teacher
Chitra Phadnis

Last week, I made pulao - not just any old pulao, but Mrs
Punhani’s pulao. Because, like every girl who went to school
with me will swear, that is the only way to make it.

Back in the dark ages when girls learnt to cook and boys
threw bricks around as part of “Socially Useful Productive
Work”, Mrs Punhani was our home science teacher Her
classes open z-*-d up an Entlrehf new world for us. We actually had a useful skill,
armed with which we could Ehallenge our respective mothers. We also found to

our horrorthat our mothers had therecipeall wrong-wrong quantities, wrong
spices and wrong order of putting them in.

Thankfully, most mothers were also open to changing their bad ways.
Unlike fathers.

Fathers, of course, refused tolisten toreason. Mineonce left me with aleave
letter that violated every rule of the ICSE-approved format for formal letters.
How on earth was I supposed to show it to my class teacher who was also

 my English teacher? Far better to attend school every single day,
m \ Idecidedresignedly.
_ .:;) But life always has its way of getting back. Years later, I found
myself at the other end of this staunch faith in the education
system. My daughter was struggling with her homework, writing a news
report. My mild offer of help was rejected at once. “This is 8th grade syllabus.
You wouldn’t know it,” she scoffed, dismissing my career both as a journalist
and a 7th grade English teacher.

Iwasn'treally offended. Maybe Mrs P's Pwasat the back of mymind. I knew
that somewhere in a child’s life, the adult is always up on a pedestal, for much
longer than we imagine.

Just eavesdrop into conversations at school reunions —and you'll hear white
haired grandmothers and fathers swap stories of how half a century ago, a
teacher treated them either unfairly or exceptionally well. We never really forget.

Then there are days when vour entire life is suddenly validated, when your
daughter comes and asks you to teach her to make pulao. “Not any old pulao,”
shesavs, “but Mrs P's pulao.” Is there any other way, really?
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Noora Kushtl, West Asian Style

Oil prices fell after Iran’s attack. That suggests Iranians were perhaps coordinating
with US & Israel. So, a global economic headache is unlikely

Somnath Mukherjee

Noora Kushti, a term widely used in the
Gangetic plains of India, has Persian
L - {modern-day Iran) origins. Broadly, it
means a fixed fight, or pretending
to fight (while fooling a target
audience). The world in general,
and financial markets as a subset, pray that the
latest escalation in the conflict in West Asia, in a
darkly Freudian twist via Iranian drone-missile
attack on Israel, is a Noora Kushti.

There are at least some indications that it might
indeed be so0. These might also explain why, after
Iran’s attack on Israel over the weekend, oil prices
actually fell on Monday.

For starters, Iran’s own words and actions point
towards a Noora Kushti.

@® This attack, In retaliation for an alleged

Israeli air attack on an Iranian embassy complex

in Syria (which Killed several Iranian military

officials), was announced days in advance.

@ Information about the timing of the attacks

seemed well socialised with major world capitals-

enabling advisories from a range of countries,
including India, on travel.

® The information was precise enough to also

enable Israel to activate a general lockdown of

key services (like schools).

@® When the attacks came, on Saturday night,

not only were Israeli air defences prepared, they

were also coordinated with US, British and

French forces in the region, besides seemingly

Saudiand Jordanian air defences too.

@® As a result, nearly all missiles and drones

were intercepted and very little damage to life

and property was reported.

@ Iran’s permanent mission to UN put out a

message sayving, “The matter can be deemed to

be concluded,” a firm indication of an off-ramp
for all parties.

The model isn't new. Earlier this year, a similar
face-off took place between Iran and Pakistan.
In response to Iranian missile strikes on alleged
terror camps in Balochistan, Pakistan bombed
targets in Iran's Sistan-Baluchistan region. Both
sides quickly put the tit-for-tat strikes behind and
engaged in diplomatic parleys to de-escalate.

For a world that was just about getting used to and
working around two hotspots - in Ukraine and in
Gaza-afresh escalation is certainly a matter of worry.
Financial markets reflected the worry On Friday, in

anticipation of the Iranian strikes, risk assets - stocks
and cryptos - declined, while flight-to-safety assets -
oold and US dollar - advanced.
Financialmarketimpactof a widerconflictcould of
course be extensive, with oil prices being the single-
biggest adverse variable in play. West Asia accounts for

Image s Enr representational purposes

nearly a third of global oil supply. Add to it another
15-20% of supplies, from Russia, already under a tricky
sanctions regime. No wonder, oil prices have been on a
boil for the last couple of weeks, topping $90.

Globally, inflation seems to have been brought
under control, even if slower than what central banks

would have hoped for. Higher oil prices can slow the
trend even more, if not reverse it. And that really queers
the pitch on therelated variable, global interest rates.

Risk assets, especially eguities, are in the middle
of a vear-long rally, at least partially predicated on
expectations of policy rate cuts, especially by the US
Fed. Deferral of these expected rate cuts will bring
into question current valuation levels of risk
assets, especially equities,

A second adverse variable is the impact on
global supply chains. It's one thing to negotiate
Houthi pirates through the Gulf of Aden/Red Sea/
Arabian Sea route. That itself has stretched
collective naval resources of the world - Indian
navy alone has deploved a dozen ships to the effort.

Negotiating a full-scale war between two large
countries in the region will severely disrupt supply
chains, push up costs and, invariably, feed into
olobal inflation. At an extreme level, any Iranian
actions to shut down Strait of Hormuz will be
catastrophic.

For India, rise in oil prices could disrupt the
current virtuous cycle in the economy Higher oil
prices lead to higher trade deficit, higher inflation,
increasing pressure on rupee, reducing foreign
investment flows and putting pressure on the fisc.
Every$l0increase inoil pricesleads toarough0.5%
addition to India’s current account deficit. With
consumption already weak, it could result in a
significant negative impact on the biggest cvlinder
firing the economy today — investments, especially
public investments.

The good news is that in the past, India’s capital
markets have demonstrated significant resilience
to oil price shocks. From Lebanon War in 2006
(between Israel and Hezbollah) to Israel’s Opera-
tion Pillar of Defence in 2012 ({in Gaza) and another
operation in 2014 in the same theatre, as oil prices
predictably went on some boil, Indian markets by
and large shrugged off the impact.

Today, while oil prices remain salient, India’s
mitigating options have also multiplied - burgeo-
ning services trade surpluses and flows arising out
of bond index inclusion provide a level of cushion
that wasn't available in the vears gone by,

Noora Kushti is the best-case scenario. Given
the stakes, hopefully that is the scenario that plays out.
In the meanwhile, hoping and praying are not great
strategies - investors would do well to diversify their
investments and keep discipline if the worse cases
play out.

The writer is CIO of an asset and wealth management firm

Here’s A Hot Button Election Issue

Will soaring temperatures keep people from voting? 2019 data offers some clues

Nandita.Sengupta@timesgroup.com

The joke goes that Sheohar in Bihar
logged 45—for both temperature("C)on
polling day and turnout (%). It may
so0n not be a joke, given the number
of constituencies where turnout and
temperature are increasingly proxi-
mate. Phulpur voted on May 12, 2019, for instance, in
41°C —amere 48.7 % turned up to vote, UP’s lowest.

In LS elections 2009, 13 of Maharashtra's 48 LS seats
voted in temperatures of 44°C - 10 constituencies in
Vidarbha, 3 in Marathwada - voter turnout averaged
54%. Summer heat has turned inecreasingly more
intense in scale and scope, scorching large swathes of
the country for longer periods. Nosurprises if it makes
the electorate cold to the idea of voting.

This vear, frequent and longer heatwaves, predicted
Aprilthrough June, will rage through the 44-day LS poll
schedule, the longest general election stretch after
1951-52. A heatwave is temperature above 40°C in the
plains, above 37°C along the coast, and 30°C in the hills,
with a minimum 4.5°C deviation from normal tempera-
ture fortwo days.

For candidates, party workers, election officials,
the schedule is punishing. Rayalseema’s already
touched a max of 43°C end March-early April.

=

Weather matters | By mid-June 2019, 32 days had been
classed as heatwave days — the second longest on record.
Lucknow voted May 6 in 43°C, turnout 55%. Patna
sahib voted May 19, temperature 42°C, turnout 46%.

J&K aside, 50 seats in 2019 with lowest turnout
(44-55"%) were in states that sweltered — UP, Bihar,
Maharashtra, Rajasthan, ME Telangana. City clusters
congeal into heat islands more than any rural area,
surely contributing to ‘urban apathy’.

This time, EC directed that booths must have
coolers, drinking water facilities, ORS for workers ete -
essentially LS elections will need the cover of heatwave
action plans. The challenge for EC is that the primary

heatwave action rule - stay indoors - can also apply in
election season. In 2019, turnout was 67%, ie 29.7cr
eligible voters didn’t vote.

Weather is never the only reason people stay
indoors, Nor is urban apathy. The turnout challenge is
multidimensional — past turnout matters, as does
political inducements of various kinds. Last year EC
focused on 266 LS constituencies where turnout was
less than the 2019 national average of 67% - the aim being
to boost turnouts. But it :
isa tough challenge.

Can't head home | Of 50
seats with the lowest
2019 turnout, 22 are in
UP 13 in Bihar-both high
out-migration  states.
Why migrants, especially
circular migrants, don’t
vote is long established -
they can afford neither
the time nor the money
to return to vote from
faraway Kerala, Karna-
taka, TN, Maharashtra,
Gujarat. If they do head
back indroves, it'son EC
to figure out if the jour-
ney was facilitated by any political party - which is(a)
not allowed, and (b) near-impossible to track.

Remote voting is a long bumpy road, in terms of
trust in tech and process, for both voters and political
parties, Migrants are being wooed greatly in destina-
tion states to head home to vote in UP and Bihar - at
59% and 57 % respectively, the two states had the lowest
turnouts in 2019,

Nothere, notthere | Turnout was83% in Manipur in 2019.
It will vote in two phases for its two seats, Inner Manipur
and Outer Manipur. Inarare case—evidence of thestate’s
vulnerability - Outer Manipur will vote in both phases,

on April 19(15 assembly segments) and April 26 (13).
Internally displaced Manipuris will vote in 94
special booths (Inner 29, Outer 65). But hill residents
forced to flee to neighbouring states, may have to
abandon their vote, Around 9,000 Manipuris are in
Mizoram, about 2,000 in its refugee camps. They have
no option to vote, except to return home, still a feared
prospect. They point out that till 2019, Bru refugees in
Tripura could vote in Mizoram's elections.
- People displaced
because of infraprojects
often end up not
voting during long-drawn
resettlement periods.

Why turnouts matter | An

increased turnout means
g Increased representation,
- 2 seen as desirable as it
2 reduces biases of choice
£ that may exist between
i g core/habitual voters
2 and the occasional voter
_g Some non-India studies

L 5 show higher turnout

R | _= " 22 increases smaller party’s

— rﬁ vote share, thus higher
turnuut is associated
with lower vote share for the incumbent party But
research so far also shows no causal effect of turnout
on poll outcomes, except that in increased turnouts,
vote shares are less predictable.

Turnouts exert influence on seats where contests
are close. Non-India studies have also shown that
mobilisation influences turnout but doesn’t impact
direction of the vote. There’s little research in Indiaon
turnout or what drives it. For instance, if we know
intimidation is in play to suppress votes, how do we
measure it? As EC studies those 266 constituencies
whose turnout was below 67% the last time, one can
expectrich data in public once the election heat is over:

Calvin & Hobbes
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AND DECORATING!
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HOLIDAY
STRESS? 2 G)
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I'M HAYING WHY P Yoo DoNT SHoP FoR
A 1LOT OF ANYONE , MOUWE GOT TWO
HOL\DAY WEEKS OFF FROM SCHOOL,

AND YOUR PRRENTS Do ML
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Sacredspace

If youare
2 offering vour
0 ciftat thealtar;
W and there
remember that
vour brother
has something against vou, leave
vour gift there before the altar and
go; first be reconciled to your
brother, and then come and offer
vour gift,

Matthew 5.23-24

Human

Homayun Taba

ach of ushasaunique voice that
E isouroral signature. The voice is

the instrument through which
we converse, convey ideas, and express
emotions. Asan instrument like any
other, one canlearn to play it well
with focus on tempo, timbre, tone,
emphasis, speed and volume.

Twounmistakable voicescome to
mind; “Ihaveadream...” and “Whata
Wonderful World...”; one of Martin
Luther King Jr, and the other of Louis
Armstrong.

It is still amazing how the pumping
of air from the lungs to vibrate the
vocal cords could create such arange.
The quality of avoice depends on the
position of the tongue, teeth and
variation in pronunciation.

There seem toexist three kinds of
‘volces' —one we speak with, one when
wethink or ruminate, and one when

any author.

we write. [tissaid, metaphorically,
finding one’s voice isa challenge for

Anechoisthereturnof avoice;
silenceisitsabsence, thoughthiscan
still communicatealot! A voicecan be
gentle, stern, melodic, piercing,
lilting. It can convey the sugari-
nessof flattery, intensity of
passion, tenderness of
seduction, coldness of ee
reason, thedisheartening
tone of fatalism,ora
critical voice of judgment.

Voice is power;the
marginalised haveno
voice. Therefore, the voice
of justice reachestohelp, equally so
when people speak in one voice
against injustices. Democracy at its
core implies diversityv of voices.

Allspiritual traditions know the
significance of the sound of the
voice - recitations of sacred texts, the

with voice.

THE SPEAKING TREE

psychological one.

Gregorianchant, mantrarepetitions,
and the Azan, call to prayer. Words or
mantras become alive when infused

In order totune to the inner voice,
quiet solitude is required, and the
cacophony of the external ones needs

to be hushed. One authentic voice
that is difficult to ignore is the
voice of conscience—that

gquietly audible one that tells
us, ‘Don‘tdoit.’
Toexpressandto
connect are twomain
human psychological needs
expressing feelings, needs,
ideas, that establish
connection. Disconnection often
explains why people shout; not
because of physical distance but the

From amother’s soothing melodious
lullaby tothe inspiring voice and
words of agreat speaker, the acoustic

Voice Is A Unique Gift, Use It Well

energy of a voice can lift us with
warmth of enthusiasm or dampen our
spirits. It isan instrument of impact,
therefore, a careful choice astohow to
deploy it —appealing tounite, helping
toguide, asking to be reasonable, or
attempting todisunite, creating
disharmony That may be the reason
we can still hear the voices of those
who have impacted our lives. However,
weexperience lessof it because the
epidemic of textingand emojis hasleft
little scope for sensing the tonal quality,
mood, nuance, and the warmth of the
spoken word. For this reason, I prefer
sending voice messages,

Thesinging of birds at dawn
and dusk could be interpreted as the
voice of joy. What they convey isthat
the world is meant to be celebrated.
And hereonce again, Louis
Armstrong’'s voice begins toresonate
in ourears.

April 161s World Voice Day
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BJP manifesto

Focus on development & welfare, but gaps remain

ANEKALP Patra, the BJFP's election manifesto

that was released by Prime Minister Narendra

Modi and other senior party leaders on Sunday,

18 being dissected not just for its inclusions but

alsotheexclusions. According to the PM, the doc-
ument — also titled Modi ki Guarantee — 1s ‘more than
just a collection of promises. It outlines the collective aspi-
rations and goals of our nation.” Reiterating its commit-
ment to rolling out ‘one nation, one election’ and a pan-
India Uniform Civil Code — two issues mentioned in its
2019 manifesto as well — the BJP has highlighted devel-
opment and public welfare as its top prorities.

The manifesto comes days after the Lokniti-CSDS
survey's findings red-flagged unemployment andrising
prices as primary concerns of the voters surveyed. The
recently released India Employment Report also painted
agrim picture of the job scenario in the country Looking
to retain its hold on the middle class — its time-tested
vote bank — the ruling party has promised ‘ample
employment opportunities, quality housing and health-
care, and access to quality education’ for this section of
the population. The pledge to extend the PM Garib
Kalyan Anna Yojana, under which free ration is being
provided to over 80 crore citizens, for another five years
15 aimed at mobilising the support of the poor.

Eyeing a third successive term, the BJP has largely
desisted from announcing sops towoo voters. It has also
avolded any mention of the National Register of Citi-
zens, a controversial initiative which had been prom-
1sed in the 2019 manifesto. In the agriculture sector, the
party has patted itself on the back for the ‘unprecedent-
ed’ increase in the minimum support price (MSP) for
major crops, but has stopped short of addressing the
main demand of farm unions — legal guarantee of pro-
curement at the MSP All in all, the manifesto walks a
tightrope while spelling out a roadmap for making
India a developed nation by 2047.

No, its not healthy

Misleading labelling of ‘health drinks’ comrected

HE recent directive from the Mmnistry of

Commerce and Indusfry to e-commerce plat-

forms toremove Bournvita and similar bever-

ages from the ‘health drink’ category is a

mudh-needed step towards ensuring trans-
parency and raising consumer awareness. The move
comes after an inquiry by the National Commission for
Protectionof Child Rights revealed that there was no offi-
cial defnition of a ‘health drink’ under the Food Safety
and Standards Act, 2006. Earlier this month, the Food
Safety and Standards Authority of India had clarified
that dairy-, cereal-or malt-based beverages should not be
labelled as ‘health’ or ‘energy’ drinks.

Boumvita found itselfin the eve of the storm last year
when questions were asked about its nutritional daims,
particularly regarding its sugar content. The controver-
sy prompted a re-evaluation of how such products are
marketed and labelled. While Bournvita did reduce its
sugar content following the backlash, the broader issue
of misleading labelling persisted acrossthe industry. The
term ‘energy drink’ specifically refers to flavoured
water-based drinks, both carbonated and non-carbonat-
ed. These beverages are often marketed as ‘health
drinks’, even though their high sugar content poses seri-
ous health risks, especially for children. Excessive sugar
consumption can lead to a host of health issues, inchud-
ng obesity, diabetes and dental ailments, The absence of
clear regulatory guidelnes exacerbates the problem,
leaving consumers vulnerable to misleading claims.

The latest clarification addresses this ambiguity,
besides empowering consumers tomake informed choic-
es. Moving forward, the stakeholders must eollaborative-
Iy establish comprehensive standards for labelling and
categorising food products. By holding manufacturers,
retailers and e-commerce platforms accountable for
labelling, regulators can safeguard public health.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO
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Shadow-boxing in West Asia

Iran has indicated that it is willing to call it quits, but will respond strongly if Israel retaliates

NAVDEEP SURI
FORMER AMBASSADOR
TO EGYPT AND UAE

's war on Gaza, now
in its seventh month, has
abways carried the nsk of
spiralling into a wader
wmnal conflagration. After
all, the veneer of shadow-bodng
between Israel on the one side
and Iran and its partners and
prooaes on the othercould only be
stretehed to a point before it nup-
tured. That rupture came on the
night of April 13 as Imn launched
a wave of kamikarze drones and
missiles towards Israel, This was
the first imeafter four-and-a-half
decades of fiery thetone against
its ‘Zionist enemy’ that Iran had
actually camied out a stnke
directed at Ismeli territory. An
immutable red line had been
breached, some analysts felt. The
gloves were off and a devastating
revenge strike by Israel would
inevitably take the region closer
to the abyss. But is that really the
case, or are we simply witnessing
a new act in a long-running shad-
ow-boxang drama?

The fire and brimstone that
characterise Iran's declama-
tions in support of the Palestin-
ian cause often conceal an
underlying reality that is now
quite apparent. The government
ofthe Islamic Republic under its
supreme leader Ayatollah Ab
Khamenei 15 actually a lot more
cautious and risk-averse and has
shown little appetite for a frontal
confrontation. Its preferred
approach towards deterrence is
todeploy its advanced capabil-
ities in asymmetric warfare
through proxies to send warn-
ings to unfriendly states, even
as t maintains a plausible
deniability of its own actions.
The operative principle, as the
old song goes, 15 ‘samojhne

FALX PUNCH: t appears that the April 13 attack was not a true reflectionof lmn's offensive ca pabilities. ReuTers

waale samajih gaye hawm...’

An Iranian hand behind the
October 7 attack by Hamas was
widely presumed, even though
there was no smoking gun to
hink Tehran or its Quds force to
the attacks. As Israel started its
destructive offensive against
Gara, there was genuine con-
cern that Iran might unleash the
battle-hardened  cadres  of
Hezbollah to target Ismell assets
from Lebanon, possibly opening
a second front to support 1ts
Hamas allies in Gaza, However,
z1x months down the road, it is
olear that both Iran and Hezbaol-
lah have continued to stay with-
n the unwritten red lines that
have maintained an uneasy
equilibrium on Israel’s northern
border with Lebanon. Hezbol-
lah's precision munitions have
mainly been used against the
now depopulated villages and
settlements in northern Israel,
while miltary and awihan tar-
pets a few miles south have not
been touched, even though they
are well within the range of
Hezbollah missiles, Israel has
responded with dire threats
agamst Lebanon if Herbollah
escalates the conflct. It has car-
riedl out tarpeted airstrikes
against top Hezbollah personnel
and assets in Lebanon and Syria,
but has so far refrained from a

The next tew days will
be crucial as PM
Netanyahu weighs
LS pressure against
domestic politics to
fashion aresponse that
could have far-reaching
consequences.

frontal attack on Hezbollah,

The Houthis in Yemen, another
proxy carefully nurtured by Iran
over the yvears, have unleashed
their drones and missiles to play
havoe with merchant shipping in
the marttime lanes of the Red
Sen, There is hittle doubtabout the
origing of its stockpiles, traimng
and tactics, but Iran has been con-
tent to play the ringmaster and
quiethy assert the influence that it
canwield as a disniptorifthe West
continues with its hostile posture.

That fragide equilibrium howey-
er, was shaken on Apnl 1 whenan
Ismel airstrike on the consular
building of the Irmnian embassy in
davi. head of the@Quds Force of the

slamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps in Syna and Lebanon, The
precision stike also took outsboof
Mahdavi's compatriots and creat-
ed a fumrein Tehran, Ismel hadin
December 2023 killed Sayved
Rari Mousavi, Iran's seniormost
commander in Syna and there
was mounting pressure by hard-
liners in Tehran that the leader-
ship's frequent threats of severe
retribution should now be
matched by firm action.
Howewver, the military action
that eventually came on Apnl 13
had been telegraphed by Tehran
for almaost two weeks, There was
widespread expectation that it
would come soon after the end of
the Eid-ul-Fitr festivities, and it
did Iran has also confirmed that it
gave a T2-hour notice to countnes
m the region, griang enough time
to India and others to suspend
flights andissue warnings to their
citizens, Little wonderthat "09 per
cent’ of the drones and missiles
were successhilly intercepted by
Ismel's formidable Imon Dome
and other air defence sy stems and
by a range of allies, including the
U5, the UK. France and even Jor-
dan. A statement 1ssued by the
US Central Command confinmed
that it had destroyed more than 80
drones and six ballistic missiles.
The ones that got through caused
relatively minor damage at one

Ismeli arbase m the Nepev
desert. For now, it appears that
this attack was neither a true
reflection of Iran's offensive
capabilities nor a real test of
[srael's air defences,

For Ismel's embattled Prime
Minster Netanyvahu, the iming
couldn’t have been better. Until
last weekend, allies like the TS,
the UK and France were becom-
mg increasingly critical of the
wanton destruction and human-
tarian suffering bein g caused in
Gaza. But within hours of Iran's
attack, the US administration
reiterated its ‘ronclad support’
for Israel, while the UK and
France deploved their naval
assets to interdict the incomng
projectiles. The Ismel Defence
Ebrees’ reputation for mvineibil-
ity, which had taken a hit on
October 7, was again burnished
by its success in neutralising the
overwhelming majority of the
drones and missiles, Gaza is off
the front pages for now, and yes,
Netanyahu 15 again at the centre
stage as the US, India and other
nations predictably counsel
restraint and wam against the
dangers of escalation.

Iran has indicated that since its
shadow-boxers have landed their
faux punch, it is willing to call it
quits, but will respond strongly if
[smel retaliates. Within Ismel, the
fractious polity is split down the
middle. Right-wing leaders want
toteach Iran alesson for crossing
the red line, with National Securi-
ty Minister Ben-Gor suggesting
that Israel should *go berserk’ to
establish  deterrence,  while
Finance Minister Bezalel
Smotrich has called for a
response that “echoes throughout
the Middle East for penerations to
come”. More moderate fipures
like Benny Gantz and Defence
Minister Yoav Gallant have coun-
selled agamst a rash reaction and
advised Netanyahu to pay heed to
[srael's allies and rebuild its
strategic alliance apgamst Iran,

Thenext few days will becrucial
as Netanyahu weighs 1S pressure
apanst domestic politics to fash-
i0n a response that could have far-
reaching consequences,

THERE is no reason to believe that the debate which is to take
place in the House of Commons on the situation in India will
have any momentous results. A special cable published by a Cal-
cutta journal the other day stated that the Labour Government
was by no means perturbed by the resolution of which Viscount
Curzon had given notice. The statement was not without its
humour There was absolutely no question of the Labour Govem-
ment, which had so far done nothing for India and had held out
no hope of doing anything, being perturbed by a resolution of
which the clear object was to strengthen and confirm this very
attitude on its part. Interest in India, indeed, centres not so much
around the resolution as around the amendment of which a sec-
tion of the govemment's followers, headed by Mr Mills and Mr
Sourr, have given notice. This amendment calls for an immedi-
ate and drastic revision of the Government of India Act, for full
provincial autonomy and substantial autonomy in the Central
Government and for the removal on the part of the Secretary of
State of control over the Govemor-General in Council, Were this
amendment, by some chance, carried out, the House of Com-
mons would, in this matter, clearly bnng itself more or less into
hne with moderate opinion in India. Not evenamoment's reflec-
tion, however, is needed to show that there isjust as Iittle chance
of a House, constituted as the present House of Commons is, car-
rying out this amendment as ofits passing a vote of want of con-
fidence in the Cabinet over its Indian policy, which is exactly of
the kind that most members of the House desire,

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

Nowallks canseparate humanitaianorhumantights crisesinone part oftheworld from national security crises in another. — o Annan |

When agadget
becomes aguru

Poonam KHAIRA SIDHU

give parenting advice? No? Neither did I, until my

smartwatch started teaching me more about parenting
than any book or seminar ever could. Here's the lowdownon
what my tech buddy has been whispering to me between
those heart rate updates and notifications.

Let'stalk about two dubs: Tiger' parents and ‘Champion’ par-
ents, "Tiger parents dish out enticism and challen ges faster than
youcan say ‘timeout’. They love a good reward system, but aren't
shy about penalties. The ‘Champion’ parents are your cheedead-
ers, tuming every littlewin intoa tickertape parade. Forthem, fail-
ures are simply steps on the leaming ladder Ther kids float on a
cloud of confidence and high self-esteem, feeling unstoppable.

I have abvays wondered which parenting style is right. And
guess what helped me see the light? The unassuming smart-
watch. Picture this: I'm melded with my ‘retirement couch’,
halfway thmough a TV show, when my watchbuzzes, It's ikea
gentle nudge from a friend, saying: "Hey, why not take a little
stroll?” It's not judgmental; it's encouragmg. And when I get
moving and target my daily goals, my watch cheers meon.

Ifthis simple device can make one feed good about taking a few
extra steps, magine what consistent, positive encouragement
could do fora child. That's the ‘Champion"method in a nutshell.
[t's about setting those goals justright —not too high that they' re
unattainable, but not so low that they don't inspire gprowth. It's a
dehicate balanee, but when you nail it, you see mapgic happen.

My smartwatch doesn't set my poals based on what it thinks
I can do; it learns from what I have done and helps me set the
next target just a stretch away. And that's a tipwe could all take
for parenting. Observe, learn and then encourage with goals
that are within reach but require that little bit of extra effort.
Setting the bar a tad lower inttially makes it all the sweeter
when vour poppet overachieves. You can abways notch it up lat-
er, building their confidence and skills step by step.

The smartwatch 18 never harsh, It doesn't scold me for not
moving: it just reminds me of how elose I am to my goal and
encourages me to get there It's all about the positives, Instead
of focusing on what went wrong, it's about celebrating what
went right and using any missteps as learmng opportunities,
=0, here's the deal: as parents, maybe we should aim to be a bat
rmaore like the smartwatch. Be the ‘'champion’ your kid needs,
Applaud their efforts, encourage their progress, and whenthey
stumble, remind them of how close they are to their goals.

In the grand scheme of things, parenting isn't about steering
every move your children make, It's about providing a
roadmap, supporting them and celebrating their successes, no
matter how small. And if they go off course, nudging them back,
just like the smartwatch does, with every step you take, every
goal you reach, and every little bit of progress yvou make.

I AVER thought a gadget strapped to your wrist could

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Attack a harbinger of bigger war
Apropos of the editonal ‘Tran vs Israel’; the
retaliatory attack by Iranon Israel 1s notjusta
local conflict but a harbinger of 8 bmader
regional erisis, With hundreds of drones and
missiles launched, innocent lives remain at
nsk. The escalating tensions threaten to
engulf West Asia into a devastating war, The
onus 15 on world leaders to swiftly coordinate
adiplomatic response to prevent further esca-
lation. The US' backing for Israel must be bal-
anced with efforts to de-escalate the situation
and prevent a wider conflict. It is imperative
for the UN Security Coundl to condemn
Tehrans actions and find a path towards
peace. The stakes are too high to not act.
GURDEVY SINGH, MOHALI

World can't afford a bigger conflict
Refer tothe editonal ‘Tran vs Israel”; the drone
and missile attack by Iran on Israel late on Sat-
urday night has sparked fears of the six
month-old Israel- Hamas warspilling over. The
hig question now is: How will Ismel respond to
the attack? Iran has described its move as an
act of self-defence and just a response to the
attack on its consulate in Damascus. Ismel
PM Benjamin Netanyvahu, on the other hand,
haswarned: “Whoever harms us, we will harm
them”. It is very unlikely that [smel will take
the attack ving down. But it would be in the
best interest of the world to ensure a de-esca-
lation of the situation. The world has already
been reelmg from two wars, and it cannot
afford a bigger conflict in West Asia.

RK ARORA, MOHALI

Choose diplomacy, not conflict

With reference to ‘Iran vs Israel’; the Iranian
assault on Ismel marks a penlous escalation,
threatening to engull the region in a bigger
conflict. Ameriea’s unwavering support for
[srael, while commendable, underscores the
complexaty of mtemational alliances and the
delicate balance of power. More needs to be
done to address the undedwving tensions,. The
threat of a response from Israel is looming.
Iran's declaration of the condusion of the mat-
ter, juxtaposed with its stern warning against
further Israeh action s, paints a picture of a con-
flict paused but not resobved. In this precarious
mament, the intemational community must

prioritise diplomacy over aggression. The alter-
native — a regional war with untold conse-
quences — cannot be accepted.

SAHIBPREET SINGH, MOHALI

Caution thrown to the wind

Refer to the news report 550 Rewari school
buses unfit or sans permit; 345 impound-
ed'; it is astonishing that such a huge num-
ber of school buses plving on roads in
Rewari distriet lack permits. It is a matter
of shame that it took the loss of six lives for
the authorities to wake up from slumber.
The school authorities and the distriet offi-
cials are to blame for the Mahendragarh
mishap. Stringent punishment should be
gwven to them. Further, the povernment
should issue puidelines to all schools to
ensure compliance with the safety norms.
Besides, other states should also take steps
to avoid such tragedies. as the issue is not
just imited to Haryana.

RAJ KUMAR KAPOOR, ROPAR

Hope for JEK residents
Apropos of the editorial ‘'PMs JEK out-
reach’; the restoration of the statehood of
J&K and the conduct of Assembly elections
in the UT are two significant promises made
by the PM that inspire confidence. The polit-
ical atmosphere m J&K has long been
volatile. If the PM keeps the promises, it
could help foster development and prosperi-
tyv in the region, But there is a need to outhne
a roadmap and set a timeframe for the mile-
stones to be achieved. Thatis the only way to
ensure that the aspimtions of the people of
the Valley are realised.

DV SHARMA, MUKERIAN

The Kargil lessons
Refer to the article ‘A saga of bravery, disci-
pline & sacrifice’; the Army operation was
well planned and ably executed, but Kargil
was a Flanng case of inteligence faillure.
India needs to mprove its intelligence-gath-
ering system. The writer, who was a part of
the Kargil operation, has rightly lauded the
bravery of the troops and the sacnfice made
by them. But let us not forget the role played
by the Indian Air Force in the war

WG CDR CL SEHGAL (RETD), JALANDHAR
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AVUIT PATHAK
SOCIOLOGIST

VEN though we
live n a terribly

violent word char-
acterised by end-
less  war  mili-
tarism, new forms of
authoritananism,  height-

ened economic inequality,
climate crisis and multiple
forms of socetal neurosis,
there seems to be no end to
our quest for happiness. Fur-
thermore, in modern times,
aswe love the virtue of math-
ematical preasion, even a
highly qualitative and sub-
jective expenence like happi-
ness 15 quantified and meas-
ured. Every yvear, the United
Nations Sustainable Devel
opment Solutions Network
ranks and hierarchises differ-
ent countnes on the basis of
what it regards as the meas-
urable ‘happiness index' —
encompassing gross domes-
tic product, life esxpectancy,
state efficiency, freedom,
social support, or for that
matter, altruistic behaviour.
While Finland continues to
be the ‘happiest country’,
India mnked 126thout of 143
nations in the Wordd Happi-
ness Report 2024,

Well, I do not altogether
deny the merits of a report

of this kind. Of course, a rea-
sonable degree of economic
security, social welfare poh-
cies by the state, better med-
iral facilities, fulfilment m
the sphere of work, the pres-
ence of a dialogic civil socie-
ty and political freedom gen-
erate S0MEe sort of
contentment in evervday
life. However, it 1s equally
important to realise that
there 15 no such thing as
pure happiness because our
finest moments of joy and
contentment are abways
accompanied by some sort
of anxety — say, the fear of
Insing whatever we have, be
it our material wealth, the
vitality of the body, or the
company of the loved ones.
We strive for absolute happi-
ness, vet it deludes us, No
wonder there 15 no dearth of
life ecoaches, motivational
speakers and spiritual gurus
in our times who repeatedly
mstruct us to follow a set of
techniques’ — meditative
practices, breathing exercis-
es, mindfulness, ete. — m
order to be ‘happy’ and
‘successful’

But then, 1t has to be
realised that happiness i1s
not an instant remedial
capsule to be consumed
from self-help books, or
special retreats in some
ashrams and monasteries.
In fact, if we really want to
move towards a modestly
peaceful and contented
world, we need to build a
bridge between the self
and the world, or the politi-
cal and the spiritual. Think

OPED
The grand myth of absolute happiness

ILLUSION: There is nosuch thing as pure happiness because our finest moments of joy and

contentment are always accompanied by some sort of anxiety. srocx

of, for instance, the absurd-
ity of teaching ‘mindful-
ness' (the ability to live in
the present without any
obsession with the trauma
of the past or the anxiety of
the future) to a person tor-
mented by hunger, malnu-
trition and homelessness,
Or, think of the psychic vio-
lence vou would inflict on
an unemployved young
man, continually rejected
by potential emplovers, if
vou ask him to read a self-
help bestseller like I'm OK
— You're OK, and feel pood
and positive. Itis as absurd
a5 teaching the lessons of
‘minimalism’ to a slum-
dweller or a homeless per-
son. We cannot move
towards a reasonable

The fundamental
needs of food,
shelter, education,
political freedom
and non-alienated
work have tobe
distinguished from
the virus of
irresistible greed.

degree of contentment
without altering the politi-
cal and economic founda-
tions of a highly asymmet-

rical, uneven and
exploitative world. No,
Palestinians cannot be

happy amid the normalisa-
tion of genocide.

Likewise, if, as the India
Employment Report 2024
indicates, 83 percent of job-
less Indians are the youth;
or, a5 a research paper titled
‘The Rise of Billionaire
Raj reveals, if the top 1 per
cent of the people in India
hold 40 per cent of the
wealth, it 15 not difficult to
imagine the intensity of
pain, agony, fear and stress
an average Indian expen-
ences. We might have thou-

sands of babas, gurus and
self-help tutors constantly
offering us diverse brands
of salvation capsules, but
then, the harsh reality is
that ours 15 an unhappy
nation. Possibly, without a
political/economic restruc-
turation of our society, we
cannot  create a  social
miliew conducive to the
growth of a reasonably con-
tented population.

This 15 not to suggest that
I am denving the signifi-
cance of introspection or the
need for inner calmness for
a meamngful, sustainable
and compassionate living.
While a reasonable degree
of economic security and
political freedom makes our
everyday living somewhat
comfortable, we cannot
move towards a more mean-
ingful and peaceful exis
tence (ot necessarily
absolutely ‘happy’ exis-
tence) without what I would
regard as the rehgiosity of
life. For instance, this reli
Fiosity is about the cultiva-
tion of the art of non-con-
sumptionist mode of hiving.
The fundamental needs of
food, shelter, life-affirming
education, political free-
dom and non-alienated
work have to be distin-
guished from the virus of
irresistible greed — the
greed that a market-driven
society has normalised.

Yes, there 18 no happiness
in a society that sanctifies the
principle of mindless con-
sumption, or the preed for
the ever-growing new prod-

ucts and styles that the
neoliberal market constantly
mvents. This craving dis-
rupts tranquillity and calm-
ness; instead . it causes envy,
restlessness and the chronic
fear of lagging behind. Like-
wise, it is equally important
tocultivate the art of develop-
mg arelational self —the self
that finds immense joyv in
apparently simple acts —say,
meeting a friend without any
ulterior motrve, or, walking
through a mountain terrain
and  experiencing  the
glimpses of the infinite. This
art of being ‘ordinary’ — vet
filled with creative surmplus —
helps us to free ourselves
from the neurotic restless-
ness for achieving a mythical
‘success’, or running after a
mirage of a ‘perfect and hap-
py living’ through which the
seductive ‘culture industry '
continually deludes us.

The religiosity of life
requires the courage to
accept the inherent melan-
choly of existence; it 1s like
accepting that not every-
thing is under our control.
Evervything we try to hold
15 transitory and imperma-
nent. Inexplicable aecei-
dents and tragedies can
shatter our existence with-
out any prior notice; and
none can escape the reality
of death — the ultimate
reduction of our inflated
egos into nothingness.
Possibly, this realisation,
far from making us bitter,
enables us to pass through
this earthly existence with
sacred tears.

The winnability factor and the failure of NOTA

RAGHAVENDRA P TIWARI
VICE-CHANCELLOR, CENTRAL
UNVERSITY OF PUNIAB

most vibrant
orm of democracy
15 Fovemance
through dected rep-
resentatives, and
elections are the best way to
elect such  representatives.
This vear is crucial for demoe-
racy as more than 5 countries,
coverng nearly half ofthe pop-
ulation of the wodd, will go to
the polls. This 18 significant for
taking new mitiatrves for
strenpthening the cdvilisational
diseourse and inclusive devel-
opment narratives in  all
aspects of human endeavours,
be it economice prowth, sustain-
able development, affordable
quality education and health,
climate change mitigaton,
emerging technology usage,
human rights, terntonal
integnty international rela-
tions and peace, efe. inahighly
volatile world.  Poll-bound
India, which 1s considered the
maother of democracy, 1s among
the largest demoemces.

We should bear two funda-
mental things in mind at
this Juncture: firstly,
whether electability alone
should be the eriterion for
political parties to select

candidates, and secondly.
whether electorates would
cast their votes solely for
the purpose of electing or
rejecting contestants.
Theelectorate should ponder
whether the sdection of candi-
dates should entirely be based
on the electability factor and
whether the casting of voles 1s
solely for the purpose of elect-
ng e nominee and rejecting
others. Experience in public
life, populanty among the
masses for good causes, hon-
esty, integrity, transparency,
commitment o the puble
good and nation-building
attributes should form the
basis for the selection and
mjection of candidates as rep-
resentatives. The dected repre-
sentatives should be compe-
tent enough to set a
development apenda and
advocate for it. They should be
able to artweulate the aspima-
tions of the public for inclusive
and sustamable development.
Elections are opportunities
for an electomte to decde
which party can better articu-
late the aspirations of the pub-
lic, can take better decisions
for public pood. enact better
laws for pgood pgovernance,
frame and execute better poli-
ces and programmes  for
imchusive and sustainable
sofo-economie growth and
influence the worldview for
sustainable  devdopment.
Polls are also an oocasion for
the pubbic to endorse its histor
ial, cultural defence and
environmental preferences.
The best social security model,
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lectorate to decide which party can better
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articulate the aspirations of the public. A

and not the one packed with
freebies, should get prefer
ence In the selection of repre-
sentatives. This would encour
age healthy competition
among politieal outfits in
terms of pobiey formulation
and programme implementa-
tion for public welfare, Most
mmportantly, dections are an
occasion for the expression of
choices in terms of somal
emotional, intellectual, spiri-
tual, patrotic and pluralistic
gquotients. Such consider-
tions should be the puiding
principles in the selection or
rejection of candidates by par-
ties and electorates. It is wide-
Iy believed that ‘we elect the
povemment we deserve'.
Therefore, candidates should
be thoroughly screened and
assessed with respect to such
attributes dunng campaigns.

Thebestsocial
security model, and
not the one packed
with freebies, should
oel preference in
the selection of
representatives.

An unblemished reputation, a
zeal to do public good, the abil-
ity to govern in the farest
manner and the capability to
think and mnovate should
prominently figure in  the
thought process of parties and
voters while choosing candi-
dates and casting votes,

It appears that the right to
abstain — the provision of
NOTA (none of the above) —
has not served its purpose.
NOTA has not forced political
parties to evolve better critena
forthe sdection of candidates,
implying that the parties and
candidates havenot learnt any
lesson from this provision
One of the best pieces of vot-
ing advice has come from Sin-
gaporean doctor Paul Tam-
bwah: *“Voting 18 not a
marriage. It is public trans-
port. ¥ou are not waiting for

‘the one'... ¥You are gettingon
the bus, And if there is not one
poing exactly to yvour destina-
tion, you do not stay home and
sullke. You take the one that is
poing closest to where wvou
want to be” The message 1s
loud and dear: the best option
15 not to abstamn but to elect the
candidate with a policy oren-
tation most closely alipgned to
your own Eadier parties
selected candidates on the
basis of caste, community, lan-
puage, influence and financial
resourees — all euphemistical-
Iy called the “winnahility fac-
tor'. However, the selection of
candidates and woting pat-
tems based on such consider-
ations 15 detrimental to
demoeracy, which is all about
exercising choices inthe most
unbiased manner. Tt would be
prudent to provide a common
platform for all candidates to
share their developmentagen-
das with the electorate.

The media plays a crucial
role in educating voters, The
gquahty of debates in electron-
ic, print and socal media has
a huge impact on the psyche
of the voters, Therefore, elec-
tions are opportunities for the
media to reframn from spread-
mg misinformation, disinfor-
mation and fake or paid news,
The press ought to reflect
ground realties on ssues
oonfronting the voters and
help them select the best can-
didates. Those in public life
seeking renomination must
educate the public about the
healthytmits of elections and
democracy. They should pres-

ent an alternative model of
development and governance
during the election campaign
and offer themselves for per-
formance reviews,

some voters develop disen-
gagement from the eectoral
process and refrain from vot-
mg, thinking that their ballot
does not matter. How can we
overcome this defeatist atti-
tude and encourage volers to
participate in elections and
uphold democratic values?
One way would be to consider
that voting s not merely a
nght but also a duty to per
form. Inaction on the part of
the electorate may lead to
Severe consequences in terms
of the election outcomes and
gevernance, and the blame for
electing an unfit povernment
will also have to be equally
shared by even those who did
not cast their votes, Compla
cency on the partof the nch, as
popular bebef goes that the
poorvote while the rich do not,
15 hable to gel our democratic
gystem deralled. Scores of our
national heroes made sacn-
fices for making India the
maother of democracy Casting
thevote, therefore, 1s animpor-
tant way to honour the values
and high morals they stnved
for. Such considerations may
eventually lead to an increase
in the turnout and, thereby,
people’s participation in goy-
emment formation.

This parliamentary elec-
tion is, thus, a chance for us
to set higher ideals of the
democratic process for the
world to emulate.
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Damage control

World leaders scramble to soothe tempers after
Iran’s retaliatory attack on Israel for Damascus

ing a direct attack on Israel and escalating tensions. Fresh apprehensions rever-

The fragile peace equilibrium in West Asia has been hit once again, with Iran launch-

berated globally, prompting swift diplomatic action from President Joe Biden who,
besides conveying to Israel Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that the US will not be
part of any retaliatory action, has convened the G7 nations to address the urgent mat-
ter. The missiles-and-drones attack, which targeted strategic locations including mili-
tary installations and civilian areas in Israel, has escalated the situation to a dangerous
level. While casualties and damages are still being assessed, the brazenness of this assault
has sent shockwaves across the region and beyond. Iran, a key player in the region,
has often found itself at odds with Israel, citing ideological differences and regional power
struggles. However, the direct military engagement between the countries represents a
dangerous escalation that could have far-reaching consequences. Israel, known for its

cepted en route Israel.

robust defence capabilities, has vowed to respond to
Iran’s aggression, raising concerns of a prolonged and
devastating conflict. The events of April 1 in Damascus
marked the onset of a fresh chapter in the ongoing
regional strife between the countries. That assault,
resulting in the loss of several high-ranking Iranian mil-
itary officials, signified a shift from indirect hostilities
to confrontation. Subsequently, Iran initiated its long-
anticipated reprisal against Israel, deploying numer-
ous drones and ballistic missiles. Despite indications
of this impending attack during discreet negotiations
between the US and Iran, most of the strikes were inter-

Meanwhile, Israeli authorities, particularly Netanyahu, have endeavoured to depict their
nation as the target of unwarranted Iranian aggression. President Biden has responded
swiftly by convening a meeting of the Group of Seven (G7) nations. The G7, consist-
ing of the world’s leading industrialised democracies, serves as a forum for coordinat-
ing responses to global challenges, including security threats. Though the US may have
fostered conditions conducive to Netanyahu’s actions, Israel acted independently to trig-
ger the latest escalation. Therefore, to be fair to Iran, its reaction has not been an unpro-
voked attack. Lately, Netanyahu has been drawing flak for his misadventures at home
and abroad, and the US support for his military campaign is also waning. So he played
the Iran card to win brownie points and, with Iran being the West’s favourite punching
bag, it bolstered Netanyahu’s standing whereas a gullible Iran took the bait and allowed
itself to be drawn into a war in which it had no role so far. An individual’s obstinacy has
now put the entire region at heightened risk of volatility. As G7 deliberates on the appro-
priate response, efforts must be focused on de-escalating tensions and facilitating dia-
logue between the conflicting parties. Diplomatic channels should be utilised to engage
Iran and Israel in constructive dialogue to find a peaceful solution to their grievances.

Devotees perform ‘Arghya’ ritual on the last day of ‘Chaiti Chhath’ festival, in Patna
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Avoiding icebergs

in troubled times
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DEEPAK SINHA

Amid escalating unease surrounding the credibility of Government agencies, the path to
assuaging these concerns and reinstating trust lies in conducting a transparent inquiry

learly, in these
dystopian times real-
ity has come to be
stranger than fiction
and social mores
turned on their head. In an ear-
lier time, actions seen as abhor-
rent or distasteful, when caught,
would be immediately dis-
avowed. Today they are brazen-
ly flaunted as a badge of honour
and attempted to be normalised.
The blatant misuse of our Central
Agencies to hound and arm-twist
opposition politicians, journalists,
businessmen and corporates
being one such. What could be
more unconscionable than a
politician publicly claiming per-
sonal credit for an initiative after
our Supreme Court has declared
it unconstitutional? That too,
because it violates the citizens
fundamental right to informa-
tion.
In fact, not only did he attempt
to justify his action using that
tired old cliché, “it was for our
own good’, but also added to
good effect that those critical
would subsequently regret it. An
implied threat perhaps? The rea-
soning in support was that we
would never have come to know
the specifics of political donations
if not for this initiative, which
while accurate, could not be fur-
ther from the truth. There can be
no dispute that was certainly not
the intention to begin with, oth-
erwise why the secrecy in the first
place? Moreover, it was the
Government’s top lawyers who
made every effort to convince the
court that the ordinary citizen
had no right to such information.
While it may have just been an
attempt to brazen through in
view of the elections, one cannot
help but feel that the Government
believes it has not erred and is
thus unrepentant and likely to be
pushed through again. The
Belgian painter and author, Erik
Pevernagie, makes a very perti-
nent point when he writes “politi-
cians are but tantalising story-
tellers, as they mix facts with fic-
tion, grab our emotion and tell
things, they want us to believe.
Their factoids are unremittingly
reiterated, take a life on their own
and in the end become the very
truth... until the bubble bursts.”
Unfortunately for  this
Government it seems that the

bubble has been pricked, if not
burst, as the Supreme Court
appears to have finally awak-
ened from its deep slumber. Its
actions, though still at a very
nascent stage, if followed
through, may help in ensuring
alevel playing field during the
forthcoming elections and are
therefore exceedingly wel-
come. More importantly, it has
put the bosses of our public
institutions, be it public sector
companies, the central inves-
tigative agencies or the
Election Commission on
notice.

Moreover, details of alleged
linkages that are emerging
from the Electoral Bonds
issues suggest humungous
malfeasance and sordid cor-
ruption at an unimaginable
scale indulged in by the rich-
est and most powerful within
the country for their own
personal gain. All of this has
been at the cost of the ordinary
tax payer. Moreover, we have
yet to learn whether foreign
entities have channelled in
funds through domestic play-
ers, as is a distinct possibility.
Such interference, if it has
occurred, should be a matter
of great concern given the
impact it may have on nation-
al security. In this context, the
functioning of the Prime
Minister’s Cares Fund must
also be viewed with suspicion,
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IN THESE
CIRCUMSTANCES,
THE ONLY CREDIBLE
OPTION REMAINING
IS FOR THE
SUPREME COURT TO
ORDER A JUDICIAL
INVESTIGATION
UNDER ITS OWN
AEGIS, WHICH
SHOULD BE
BROADCAST LIVE TO
ENSURE COMPLETE
TRANSPARENCY AND
ACCOUNTABILITY

Screenwriters as
architects of emotion

They are the true magicians. Their contributions extend far beyond
the screen, touching hearts and shaping societal narratives

he magic of cinema is
Tnot just seen; it’s

heard in the echo of
words that linger long after
the screen goes dark.
Screenwriters, the unsung
architects of these
moments, weave dialogues
and scenes that shape our
emotional landscapes, often
becoming a part of our
very identity.
Take the classic scene from
‘Deewar, where Amitabh
Bachchan, embodying the
success and arrogance of his
character, delivers the pow-
erful lines, “Aaj mere paas
gaadi hai, bungla hai, paisa
hai... tumhare paas kya
hai?” To this, Shashi Kapoor
responds with the iconic,
“Mere paas, maa hai” This
exchange transcends its cin-
ematic origin, showcasing
the screenwriter’s ability to
capture the essence of
human values and emo-
tions in a few, yet pro-
found, words.
This is the essence of
screenwriting—not just cre-
ating dialogues but sculpt-
ing moments that become
landmarks in cinematic his-
tory. It’s about crafting nar-
ratives that engage, enter-
tain and evoke a spectrum

of emotions, from the
laughter that bubbles up
during the light-hearted
moments in ‘3 Idiots’ to the
tears that unknowingly fall
for the poignant scenes in
‘Taare Zameen Par’.

Screenwriters delve into the
depths of the human expe-
rience, drawing upon
themes of love, loss, victo-
ry and defeat to create sto-
ries that resonate across
cultures and generations.

Through their words, char-
acters come to life, embark-
ing on journeys filled with
challenges, joys, sorrows
and ultimately, growth.

Movies and shows like

‘Mohabbatein’ and
‘Maharani’ which challenge
the values of “Parampara,
Pratishtha, Anushasan,” not
only entertain but also
inspire reflections and con-
versations among audi-
ences. In the realm of cin-
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Madam — Apropos the news article,

W
- - & ka — |

given its lack of transparency
and the various allegations
made against it.

Both these initiatives were
conceived and implemented
by the present dispensation in
power, which in all probabil-
ity, will return. It is extreme-
ly unlikely therefore, that they
will undertake a credible or
fair investigation of allegations
made. Moreover, our premier
investigative agencies also find
themselves under a cloud for
their acts of omission and
commission. For example, the
Enforcement Directorate has
since 2005 registered approx-
imately 5900 cases. It has
completed and filed
chargesheets in only 1142
cases and disposed of just
twenty-five of these, with
twenty-four ending in convic-
tions.

What is worse is its biased
actions in investigating politi-
cians. As media reports show,
since 2014 the Directorate
has probed 121 prominent
politicians of which 115, or 95
per cent, belong to the oppo-
sition. As per these same
reports the Central Bureau of
Investigation mirrored the
pattern followed by the ED.
In these circumstances, the
only credible option remain-
ing is for the Supreme Court
to order a judicial investigation
under its own aegis, that

E EDITOR

should be broadcast live to
ensure complete transparency
and accountability. One does
not need to be a soothsayer to
suggest that if such a strict and
non-partisan step is not initi-
ated at the earliest, we will
always remain at the mercy of
leeches who will suck the life
blood out of our democratic
norms, right to good gover-
nance and the rule of law.
Finally, from the proceedings
in Supreme Court on the
Electoral Bonds case one can
infer that the manner in which
the Chairman, State Bank of
India, used the resources
entrusted to him by the depos-
itors to defy and hamper the
directions of the Court render
him patently unfit to hold that
appointment.
Just because the party in
power appoints him and oth-
ers to head public institutions
and agencies, they cannot see
themselves as mere factotums
of those who appointed them
and do their bidding. One
expects far more of them, not
least to show integrity of char-
acter and follow rules without
fear or favour.
(The author, a military veter-
an, is a visiting fellow with
the Observer Research
Foundation and a senior
visiting fellow with The
Peninsula Foundation,
Chennai, views are personal)

PAWAN SONY

ema, screenwriters are the
true magicians, crafting the
spells of dialogue and nar-
rative that enchant us, make
us reflect and sometimes
even change our perspec-
tives. Their contributions
go beyond the screen,
touching hearts and shap-
ing societal narratives.
As we recount memorable
lines or find solace in the
cinematic moments that
have moved us, let’s remem-
ber the architects behind
these  emotions—the
screenwriters. Their mas-
tery over words and their
deep understanding of the
human condition empower
them to create stories that
entertain, enlighten and
endure.
In celebrating their craft, we
acknowledge the profound
impact of their work, not
just on cinema, but on cul-
ture and society at large. For
in the hands of a skilled
screenwriter, words become
the bridge between the
world of the film and the
heart of the viewer, making
the cinematic experience
truly unforgettable.
(The writer is Co-Chair,
Media Sub Committee,
SWA; views are personal)

“Battle lines drawn in western UP”, pub-
lished on April 13, this is my response. In
the heartland of Uttar Pradesh, a political
battlefield is shaping up unlike any seen
before. With the looming Lok Sabha elec-
tions, Western Uttar Pradesh finds itself in
the eye of the storm, where Prime Minister
Narendra Modis vigorous campaigning
seeks to consolidate Hindu votes against
a backdrop of shifting alliances and histor-
ical legacies. The region's intricate social
fabric, woven by dominant communities
like the Jats, Muslims and Dalits, carries the
weight of political dynasties and ideolog-
ical realignments. From the legacy of
Charan Singh’s Kisan politics to the emer-
gence of new power centres like the BJP
and BSP, each move on this electoral chess-
board is strategic, aiming to capture seats
and the narrative of Uttar Pradesh’s polit-
ical future.
As the BJP navigates through the complex-
ities of caste dynamics and minority rep-
resentation, the challenge lies in maintain-
ing its Hindu vote bank while facing the
formidable opposition bloc, now bol-
stered by the BSP’s calculated manoeuvres.
In this high-stakes game, the fate of Uttar
Pradesh hangs in the balance, awaiting the
verdict of its diverse electorate.

Abhijeet Nand| Bhopal

EXPLORING HUMAN LEARNING

Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Education’s cultural impact is profound”,
published on April 12, this is my response.
The enduring belief that “man is a learn-
ing animal” has shaped civilizations, but a
deeper examination reveals nuances. While
youth and adulthood foster comprehensive
learning, its impact wanes with age. The
persistence of certain knowledge over time
underscores the need for continual renew-
al and tailored educational approaches. In
India, where knowledge, behaviour and
spirituality form the essence of personal-
ity, there’s a call to integrate these elements
into education. To achieve this, the curricu-
lum must evolve to address lifelong learn-

ability through urban farming”, published on

April 11, this is my response. The Pioneer’s
succinct write-up of urban farming as a climate
change solution is commendable. Climate
change’s urgency demands immediate action and
urban farming offers a multifaceted response. It
not only addresses food security but also miti-
gates environmental degradation and fosters com-

Apropos the news article, “Cultivating sustain-

ing needs, ensuring skills remain relevant
amidst life’s challenges.
Each subject demands a unique learning
approach, suggesting teachers articulate
specific methods for effective internalisa-
tion. Embracing learning theory in peda-
gogy promises a more pragmatic education
system, resonating with the ethos of a
nation aspiring to be a global leader.
Ultimately, acknowledging the multifaceted
nature of learning enriches our collective
understanding, enhancing not only indi-
vidual lives but also the fabric of society.
It’s time to imbue education with the wis-
dom that “man is a learning animal,” fos-
tering a culture of continuous growth and
adaptation.

Shihaab Khan | Hyderabad

A CHAMPION OF JUSTICE

Madam — Apropos the news article, “A
harbinger of justice and equality”, published
on April 13, this is my response. The lega-
cy of Dr BR Ambedkar, a towering figure
in India’s history, continues to inspire mil-
lions worldwide. His tireless efforts towards
social justice, equality and inclusivity have

munity cohesion. The article rightly emphasises
the need for supportive policies to scale up urban
farming initiatives. Governments must incentivise
and facilitate urban agriculture to make it acces-
sible to all communities. Additionally, communi-
ty engagement plays a pivotal role in its success,
fostering social bonds and economic opportuni-
ties.
Urban farming’s transformative potential lies in
its ability to convert urban spaces into sustain-
able ecosystems. By repurposing vacant lots and
rooftops, cities can combat the urban heat island
effect and reduce carbon emissions from food
transportation. In essence, urban farming repre-
sents a promising pathway towards a more
resilient and sustainable future. Its integration into
policy frameworks and community initiatives is
crucial in tackling the imminent challenges of cli-
mate change.

Khirabdi Tanya Nayak | Noida

left an indelible mark on the nation’s con-
science. Born into poverty, Dr Ambedkar
overcame numerous obstacles to become
an intellectual powerhouse and a relentless
advocate for the oppressed.
His vision of a just society, rooted in edu-
cation and empowerment, remains as rel-
evant today as ever. Dr Ambedkar’s
emphasis on dialogue, non-violence and
co-existence underscores the path towards
societal harmony. His contributions to
India’s legal framework, particularly in
llabourrights, are foundational to the
country’s progress. As we commemorate
his birth anniversary, let us not only hho-
nourhis memory but also recommit our-
selves to the ideals he espoused. Let us
strive for a nation where every individual,
regardless of caste or creed, enjoys equal
rights and opportunities. Dr Ambedkar’s
teachings resonate as a beacon of hope,
guiding us towards a democratic, secular
and inclusive future.

Priyanka Sharma | Delhi

Send your feedback to;
letterstopioneer@gmail.com
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BALANCING WELLBEING
IN WORK AND LIFE

In the intricate dance of work and life,
boundaries save individual sanctuaries

SAKSHI SETHI

oundaries serve as the invisible fences that portrays an individ-
B ual’s personal as well as professional spaces, safeguard the indi-

vidual wellbeing and preserve harmony in their interactions. Be it
in the workplace or in life, setting and maintaining boundaries is para-
mount for fostering healthy relationships, achieving balance and nurtur-
ing self-respect. In today’s world, where the pace of life is often hectic
and boundaries can easily be overlooked or disregarded, establishing
and maintaining healthy boundaries is essential for promoting individ-
ual well-being, healthy relationships and a more compassionate and equi-
table society. Moreover, boundary setting is an indispensable aspect of
both the workplace and life at large.
When talked about the workplace, setting boundaries are essential for
maintaining professionalism, productivity and helps the employees reduce
misunderstandings, conflicts and instead maintain a healthy work-life
balance, prevent burnout and improve job satisfaction. It also promotes
efficiency, prevents distractions, safeguard individuals from exploitation,
harassment and undue stress.

In a competitive and demanding work environment, it becomes crucial
to set limits on workload, deadlines and expectations to prevent over-
commitment and exhaustion. Numerous studies have also highlighted
the importance of setting boundaries to maintain a healthy work-life bal-
ance. By defining clear limits on workload, working hours and availabil-
ity, employees can better manage their work-related stress and main-
tain a positive attitude towards their jobs. In doing so, they can protect
themselves from intrusive inquiries or demands that encroach upon their
emotional well-being. Furthermore, boundary setting cultivates respect
and professionalism in workplace dynamics and encourages others to
treat self with similar respect. By clearly communicating the expecta-
tions and limits, the individual establishes a culture of mutual respect
and accountability in the workplace. When individuals assert their bound-
aries assertively yet respectfully, it communicates self-confidence and
self-worth, fostering a culture of mutual respect and dignity. Respect
for boundaries encourages open communication, empathy and under-
standing, strengthening interpersonal relationships and teamwork.
Beyond the workplace, boundary setting is equally indispensable in per-
sonal relationships and daily life too. In interpersonal relationships, bound-
aries define acceptable behaviours, emotional intimacy and personal space.
Healthy boundaries empower individuals to prioritise their needs, val-
ues and aspirations, fostering relationships based on mutual respect and
reciprocity. Whether it’s setting limits on time spent with certain individ-
uals or communicating preferences regarding personal space, bound-
aries nurture healthier and more fulfilling connections. Remember, set-
ting boundaries is not about being selfish or uncooperative rather it's
about taking care of individual self and ensuring that one can perform
their best while maintaining the individual well-being. When done thought-
fully and respectfully, setting boundaries can strengthen the individual’s
professional relationships and enhance their effectiveness at work.
Remember, boundaries are never about telling other people what they
can and cannot do. It is about telling people what they will and will not
do. Setting boundaries is an act of self-love and self-respect which is
essential for individual wellbeing. Setting boundaries around leisure time,
self-care routines and social engagements will allow an individual to
recharge, replenish their energy and cultivate resilience in the face of
challenges. By honouring their boundaries, individuals assert their agency
and reclaim control over their time, energy and emotions.

(The writer is an educator; views are personal)
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Challenges galore
for NATO@75

"The alliance confronts formidable challenges amidst mounting criticism
from European nations and the surge of right-wing nationalist movements

ne of the biggest challenges
being faced by the North :
Atlantic Treaty :
Organisation (NATO) onits :
75th anniversary pertains to :
combating and addressing the severe :
criticism from some European countries :
and the spread of right-wing national- :
ist movements. Hence, it needs to adopt :
a cautious and balanced approach to stay
relevant in the 21st century.
Challenges ahead to stay relent: NATO, :

with 32 member states and five aligned : :
nations including Japan, New Zealand, : ADOPT A

Israel, Australia and South Korea, must : :
enhance defence capabilities and secu- : COMPREHENSNE

rity arrangements to ensure mutual
trust and better cooperation. NATO also : STRATEGY THAT
called Washington Treaty, was created on : WILL BE:

LIRS 01 PRODUCTIVE AND
Eastern Europe after world war 2nd, has FRUITFUL ONLY |F
IT INTEGRATES:
ITSELF WITH
INTERNATIONAL

traversed a hazardous journey and sus- :
tained faith of security and protection :
from aggressors hinges on its commit- :
ment to stay united and germane.
Secondly, NATO’s military potential is :
being perceived as a tool and weapon of :

the United States }tlo egsure its hegemlo— ORGAN|SAT|ONS,
ny over nations that do not pose mili- :
tg’ry threats. BESIDES
There is a calamitous need to dispel such : STRENGTHENING:
impressions of supremacy, evident from : :
its 200 military interventions worldwide : |TS |V| | |_|TARY
in 75 years, including 20 major ones like : CAPABILITI ES

the questionable outcome of combating :
terrorism in Afghanistan, unlawful inter- :
ference in Syria, invasion of Iraq, bomb- :
ing of Yugoslavia, destabilisation of :
Libya and the creation of ISIS.
Thirdly, as a parting gift, NATO :
Secretary-General, Jens Stoltenberg has
proposed a $100 billion package of mil- :
itary aid to Ukraine for five years, :
aimed at avoiding a potential halt in aid :
if Trump wins the 2024 American pres-
idential elections.
Former President Trump has made it :

¢ clear to keep his country away
i from such conflicts and he is seen
¢ as pro-Putin, which might upset
{ NATO. Experts feel that NATO
i members should get this propos-
. al approved at the upcoming
 meeting in Washington and
i counter Russia’s aggression in
¢ Ukraine.

{ NATO Needs Reforms: Foreign

NATO MUST

policy experts argue that NATO
needs to focus on non-tradition-
al threats such as terror attacks,
disinformation campaigns, cyber
assaults and risks to disrupt sup-
ply chains to preserve its allies.
Otherwise, it will lose its creden-
tials and effectiveness.
Secondly, NATO must adopt a
comprehensive strategy that will
be productive and fruitful only if
it integrates itself with interna-
tional organisations besides
strengthening its military capabil-
ities.

Thirdly, it should put in place an
effective mechanism to foster a
shared sense of purpose and
make relentless efforts to ensure
cohesiveness and unity among
the member states. Consensus-
building should be the primary

: motto of the alliance, guided by

essential elements like discussion,
dialogue, unified planning and
political alignments. Fourthly,

i transparency is obligatory to cre-
i ate mutual trust and internal
¢ synergy, as well as to improve
i coordination among the five
¢ main policy formation commit-
i tees, including the executive
i working group, political commit-
i tee, policy formalisation group,
 military group and senior
i resource board. Why did India
i reject the US offer to be part of
i NATO? From the Indian perspec-

tive, experts say that India has
already rejected the US offer to be
part of an alliance to safeguard
against Chinese aggression. India
is capable of independently coun-
tering such threats and, therefore,
does not need the assistance of a
military grouping like NATO. If
India joins NATO, it will pave the
way for the US to establish mili-
tary bases, which is unacceptable
to Delhi. US allies like Australia,
Israel, Japan and South Korea
have permitted military bases, but
India cannot allow the infringe-
ment of its sovereignty and degra-
dation of its positioning in the
world arena. While maintaining
strategic autonomy, India will
never jeopardise its age-old trust-
worthy ties with Russia, which is
at odds with America and its
allies after the Ukraine conflict.
A United States Congressional
committee had recommended
that the US should strengthen
NATO Plus to safeguard borders
from China and enhance its capa-
bilities to counter Chinese aggres-
sion in the Indo-Pacific region
hence it warrants India’s inclusion
in the organisation.

The successes and failures of the
organisation go hand in hand, but
conflicts’ contamination is spread-
ing among major powers and
frozen encounters may always
heat up in the future, attributed to
growing state brittleness and spill-
over threats, thereby disturbing
the world order.

The recent Global Risk Report has
come out with curious findings
pertaining to the Global Risks
Perception Survey (GRPS) which
is the culmination of the analysis
of fifteen hundred global experts
who have investigated the global

K S TOMAR

risks through three time frames to
support decision-makers respon-
sible for balancing current crises
and long-term policies and prior-
ities.
One major failure of NATO
relates to the lack of allocation of
2 per cent of funds by defence
ministers of state members of
their GDP agreed upon in 2006
towards security — related expen-
ditures, especially when the
United States accounts for two-
thirds of the alliance’s spending,
which needs to be shared by
other nations in the organisation.
NATO had focused on restricting
communism, discouraging mili-
tant nationalism and controlling
the Soviet Union during the Cold
War, but now the situation has
become volatile in post-Cold War
era as Russia has indulged in
annexing neighbours, posing a
threat to other smaller nations as
well. Analysts feel that as NATO
celebrates its 75th anniversary in
2024, it stands at a vintage point
of passing through a litmus test of
its core mission of safeguarding
the security and freedom of its
members, based on a principle-
oriented international order and
mandate.
Trump’s potential return to the
White House may jeopardise the
existence of NATO as it may
encourage aggressors like Putin
and give a boost to China’s over-
ambitious expansion policy to
annex Taiwan in the future.
Trump may encourage Putin to
continue his onslaught on
Ukraine, putting Europe’s securi-
ty at risk.
(The writer is a political
analyst based in Shimla;
views are personal)

A call to vote responsibly beyond party lines

With focus on accountability and progress, it’s imperative to scrutinise governmental performance across key sectors

ndia is undeniably a youth-

ful nation, with a significant

portion of our population
comprising the younger gen-
eration. Every year, countless
young individuals come of
age, reaching 18 years and
gaining eligibility to vote. This
message is directed not only to
those who have recently
attained this milestone but
also to those who did so in the
past few years. With the power
to vote comes a profound
responsibility—the responsi-
bility to elect leaders who pos-
sess the competence and
integrity to effectively govern
our nation.
As citizens, it is imperative that
we transcend party lines and
critically evaluate the progress
of our nation. Are we moving
in the right direction? Are
there tangible improvements

RAVI KOCHHAR

in various sectors? Are we
receiving value for the taxes we
pay? These are fundamental
questions we must ask our-
selves as we assess the state of
our nation.

While political parties often
prioritise winning elections, it
is our duty as responsible cit-
izens to vote for candidates
who prioritise the welfare of
the people and deliver on
their promises. Over the past
75 years, India has made
remarkable strides, earning
recognition as a responsible
global player. Whether it’s our
nuclear capabilities or our
humanitarian efforts during
crises, we have demonstrated
our commitment to progress
and compassion.

The electoral process grants us
the opportunity, every five
years, to hold our leaders

accountable for their actions.
We must evaluate their perfor-
mance across various sectors,
including:-

1. Infrastructure
Development: Assess the
improvement in infrastruc-
ture, particularly in terms of
connectivity by rail, road and

waterways, which directly
impacts ease of doing business
and facilitates movement
across the country.

2.Industrial Growth and
Policies: Evaluate the govern-
ment’s plans and policies for
industrial growth and deci-
sion-making processes, ensur-

ing there is no policy paraly-
sis hindering progress.

3. Impact on Poor and
Middle Class: Examine how
Government policies impact
the poor and middle class, with
a focus on initiatives aimed at
upliftment and improvement.
4. Healthcare Sector
Performance: Evaluate the
government’s performance in
the healthcare sector and assess
the affordability and accessibil-
ity of healthcare for all citizens.
5.Education and Skill
Development: Analyse ini-
tiatives in education and skill
development, focusing on
improving literacy rates, bridg-
ing urban-rural gaps and
empowering the youth.
6.Digital Infrastructure and
Connectivity: Assess improve-
ments in digital infrastructure
and connectivity, particularly

in urban-rural sectors and
how they benefit citizens.
7.Agriculture and Rural
Sector: Review Government
initiatives in agriculture and
rural development and their
impact on rural communities.
8. Transparency and
Accountability: Ensure trans-
parency and accountability in
public administration, with
efforts to curb corruption and
promote good governance.
9.Foreign Policy and
International Relations:
Evaluate the government’s per-
formance in foreign policy
and international relations,
considering India’s standing on
the global stage.

Remember, our national iden-
tity, symbolised by our flag,
transcends religious and caste
divisions, uniting us as one
nation. As we exercise our

right to vote, let us remember
the significance of our nation-
al flag and the unity it repre-
sents. Your vote holds
immense power. History has
witnessed elections being
decided by a single vote.
Therefore, before casting your
vote, consider crucial factors
such as the government’s per-
formance and policies, rising
above religious and caste affil-
iations for the greater good of
the nation.
While this list is not exhaustive,
it underscores the importance
of informed decision-making
and prioritising the wellbeing
of our nation. Let us unite in
our commitment to building
a stronger, more prosperous
India.
(The wrtier is group
Pro VC Amity University;
views are personal)
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