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QUESTION 1

On April 16, 1943, 80 years ago this day,

the Swiss chemist Albert Hoffman

accidentally ingested a small quantity of

LSD and discovered its unique effects on

the human psyche, cognition, and

perception. What does LSD stand for?

X

QUESTION 2

Hoffman had synthesised LSD five years

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

condition in humans called St. Anthony’s

fire.

X

QUESTION 3

For some time, researchers believed that

LSD’s effects mimicked those of

schizophrenia, and thus the compound

was held to be psychotomimetic.

Around the mid-century, which English

psychiatrist coined the term

“psychedelic” to refer to LSD’s effects,

once it became clear they differed from

those of schizophrenia because they

could be psychologically beneficial?

X

QUESTION 4

Psychedelic substances are also called

serotonergic hallucinogens because

they activate receptors in the body just

the way the neurotransmitter serotonin

does, heightening the resulting

symptoms. But LSD is unusual among

psychedelics because it also stimulates

the receptors of which other

neurotransmitter?

X

QUESTION 5

Name the program of illegal human

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 –

Ans: Farad

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:

Sievert

5. Unit used to measure the catalytic

activity of an enzyme – Ans: Katal

Visual: W.E. Weber
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Eighty years since the chance discovery of LSD 

X

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

drugs. PUBLIC DOMAIN 
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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

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.

Scientists
grasp at
straws to 
save corals
from fish 

A ‘Coral Fort’ that researchers are using to protect

laboratory-grown coral off the coast of Fort

Lauderdale, Florida. AP

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

Associated Press

P
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 I
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 I
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,

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

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 Ser71Arg
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.)

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

In the U.S. alone, over a million people are afflicted with Parkinson’s, and new cases and overall numbers are steadily increasing. GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO 

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

Matthew Farrer
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A
lmost a year since the Siddaramaiah-led
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 ‘�ve 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 di�cult 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 ‘�ve guarantees’ have resulted
in tangible bene�ts 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.

Two-horse race 
Karnataka is seeing a straight contest

between BJP and Congress 

I
n its manifesto for the 2024 general election,
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 ₹5
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.

Pitch for continuity 
BJP manifesto is as focused on
achievements as on promises  

T
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 �ve
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 di�erence.

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.

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 �ve 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 di�erent 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 bene�ts, entitled people
get bene�ts 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 bene�ts 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)
su�ered 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
o�sets 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 �ve kilograms a
person a month at ₹2-₹3 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
�ve kilograms each month to 10 kg, providing the
extra �ve kilograms free) as COVID-19 relief.
When the COVID-19 top up was discontinued in
2023, to blunt the blow, the original NFSA
entitlement (�ve kilograms for ₹10-₹15) 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 ₹200 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”.

Guarantee is precarity, welfare is self-care 

Reetika Khera 
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The NDA
government has
managed to
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a big welfare
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renaming
pre-existing
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but has been
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them without
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I
n August 2023, India got its �rst
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 �nal 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.

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 �nancial
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

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 con�dentiality 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-identi�ed 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 clari�cation
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
di�erent stakeholders were saying and who was
�nally heard in the �nal 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 clari�cation 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.

New data law, a barrier to journalistic free speech 

Shashank Mohan 
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In the Digital
Personal Data
Protection Act,
2023, the
removal of
‘journalistic
exemption’
highlights the
need for more
robust public
consultation

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

and he conquered
Pharnaces II. 
M.S. Dhoni came, he saw
and he conquered
Wankhade against Mumbai
Indians with his
swashbuckling four-ball 20
runs laced with a hat-trick
of sixes. And, CSK won by 20
runs (‘Sport’ page, April 15).

K. Pradeep,
Chennai

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
governance.
N.G.R. Prasad,

Chennai

‘Ageless Dhoni’
Julius Caesar came, he saw

and income inequality,
religious polarisation, caste
discrimination among
others which can never be
tackled with the BJP’s
agenda.
It is imperative that people
mobilise themselves to
think and act not merely in
terms of their perception of
one leader but on the basis
of which leader will be able

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

great danger. Secularism is
fading fast. One
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
o� its opponents, failing
which cases are filed
against them.
Instrumentalities of the
government such as the ED

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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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 “inde�nite 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 (Sta�) 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 inde�nite
strike has been �xed 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 �at ‘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.

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 16, 1974

Railmen decide to go on
inde�nite strike from May 8 

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

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. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 16, 1924

Lake levels of Victoria Nyanza 

I
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 �rst 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 scienti�c
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 con�ict and

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
signi�cant 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 �rst
research mission to investigate
Arctic microbiology, atmospheric
sciences, and geology. A year later,
India became the only developing
country, aside from China, to
establish an Arctic research base.
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 a�ecting the Arctic and the
South Asian monsoon, these
e�orts 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
bene�t 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 scienti�c 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 scienti�c community and
industry. As global geopolitical
tensions are also mounting in the
Arctic, �nding constructive and
non-sensitive ways to alleviate
pressure will be in the interest of
both India and Norway.

India’s Arctic imperative 
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While the Indian
government
seems keen to
bene�t from
seabed mining
and resource
exploitation in
the Arctic, it
ought to
unequivocally
back a
sustainable
mode of
extraction
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T
his is an election of
many �rsts in Jammu
and Kashmir ( J&K). It

is the �rst 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 �rst election in
which the next generation of
in�uential 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 �rmly with the
Abdullahs for more than nine
decades despite the e�orts 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-
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, who is the
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 o�ine.

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
�ve 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-
ing J&K’s intra-regional
identity and �ghting 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.” 

The Next-Gen steps up in J&K 
The BJP’s main plank is dynasty politics, but the regional parties are unfazed 

Peerzada Ashiq
peerzada.ashiq@thehindu.co.in
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F
lying is one of the most car-
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 �y.
Studies estimate that just 10% of
the world �ies 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 e�ciency 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, e�-
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 e�cien-
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, �ying has be-
come more than twice as energy
e�cient. Travelling one passenger-
km in 1990 used 2.9 megajoules

(MJ) of energy. By 2019, this had
more than halved to 1.3 MJ. This ef-
�ciency 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 �ying has become more than
twice as energy e�cient, and the
carbon emitted per unit of energy
has not changed, then it follows
that the carbon e�ciency 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 a�ect-
ed CO2 emissions?

If demand has quadrupled, but
aviation has become twice as e�-
cient, then emissions will double.
The gains in e�ciency 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 �uctuated 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 

What share of global CO2 emissions come from aviation?
Aviation accounts for 2.5% of global CO2 emissions. But it has contributed around 4% to global warming to date
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Worth of poll related
seizures made by EC
authorities

4,658
in ₹ crore. Out

of the total

recoveries, the

cash component stands at over ₹395 crore,

while liquor stands at more than ₹489

crore. About 45% of the seizures are of

drugs (₹2,069 crore). PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The funds the U.S. will
grant Samsung to set
up chip plants

6.4
in $ billion. The grants to

semiconductor giant

Samsung are for producing

cutting-edge chips in Texas. Currently, the

U.S. is highly dependent on Asia for chips

and is vulnerable to shocks in

semiconductor supply chains. AFP

Compensation Odisha
�shermen demand for
ban on �shing period

15,000
in ₹.

Fisher-

men

under the banner of the Odisha Traditional

Fish Workers Union (OTFWU) demanded

compensation for the two-month marine

fishing ban imposed on Monday. PTI

Amount Nigeria’s
anti-graft agency
recovered in probe

28.88
in $ million.

Nigeria’s

anti-corruption

agency recovered the amount after

launching an investigation into alleged

fraud at a government ministry responsible

for tackling poverty. REUTERS

The level at which the
rupee settled against
the dollar on Monday

83.44
The rupee

declined six

paise against

the U.S. dollar, in line with deep losses in

equity markets and an elevated dollar

amid geopolitical tensions. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

“T
he land is so barren and
the passes so high that
only the best of friends
and �ercest 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 con�ict 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.

Con�icting 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
battle�eld. 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
de�ne the cease�re 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 �ag 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 �rst 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
air�elds, 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

meant to be operated. Soon, about
300-odd 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 �re regularly. The guns �nally
fell silent in 2003 after the cease�re
agreement along the LoC and the 110km
long Actual Ground Position Line (AGPL)
in Siachen. While the LoC has �ared up
on multiple occasions, cease�re 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 �ghters entered the fray
when a detachment of Hunter aircraft
from the No. 27 squadron commenced
operations in September 1984 from the
high altitude air�eld at Leh. In the next
couple of years, the Hunters �ew over
700 sorties from Leh carrying out �ghter
sweeps and simulated strikes to keep the
adversary at bay. Later, live armament
sorties were carried out at the high
altitude �ring 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
o�ering 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 �ve years, o�cials 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
o�cial 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 signi�cantly improved
the supply of essential provisions to
personnel deployed in posts that are cut
o� 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 IV, Light Combat Helicopter
Prachand, MiG-29, Mirage-2000, C-17,
C-130 J, 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 o�cials
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 con�ict, 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 �rst 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
stando� 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.

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

the Karakoram ranges. While a cease�re is in place, the operation continues to this day

Cold battlefield: An IAF aircraft flies past as Operation Meghdoot marks 40 years of the Army’s presence in the Siachen glacier, in Ladakh on April 13. ANI

Dinakar Peri

FULL CONTEXT THE GIST

�

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.

�

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.

�

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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O
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 �nding 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 e�ect creating a lid that
causes hydrocarbons to accumulate
below it. Such formations are important
because otherwise, the hydrocarbons
would �oat to the surface and dissipate.

Experts use the tools, methods, and
techniques of the �eld 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 �ow 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 pro�table 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 �rst 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

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
solidi�es, it protects the upper parts of
the tunnel from caving in and prevents
�uids in the surrounding soil from
entering the well. The tunnel is also �lled
with drilling �uid, 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 �uid
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 o�shore, 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
su�ciently lower than in the surrounding
rock for the hydrocarbons to start �owing
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 �uids to �ow in only one
direction (out).

The �ow 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 out�ow using valves.
Sometimes, the pressure di�erence 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 pro�le 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
di�erences between the reservoir and the
well and less dense compounds �oating to
the top. Secondary interventions are
concerned with inducing arti�cial
pressure in the rock to maintain the
di�erential (for example, by injecting
water into it or diluting the hydrocarbon
mix to help it �ow 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 �ow
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
pro�table 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
o�shore, 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
oil�elds in 90 countries released 1.7
billion tonnes of carbon dioxide in 2015
alone.

How does hydrocarbon
extraction happen?
Hydrocarbons are found in underground reservoirs created when a more resistant rock type overlays a less

resistant one, in e�ect creating a lid that causes hydrocarbons to accumulate below it 

The outline of an oil pump. ISTOCKPHOTO
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QUESTION 1

In the 2000s, declassified British archives
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. 
X

QUESTION 2

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

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

lines for prostitution, debauchery, or even
sex between unmarried persons. What is
the name of this controversial Act?
X

QUESTION 4

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.
X

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. 
X

QUESTION 6

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

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

THE DAILY QUIZ

Charlie Chaplin was born on this day in 1889. A quiz on the life of the
English comic actor, �lmmaker and composer

X

Visual question:

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

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Radhika Santhanam

“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 ‘�ngers’ and ‘toes’: ‘�nger’
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 �ngers
are: thumb, index �nger or fore�nger,
middle �nger, ring �nger, little �nger.
Sometimes the little �nger is called ‘baby
�nger.’ It is also called ‘pinkie’ by Scots
and Americans.

There are no special names for the
toes. They are numbered one to �ve. You
refer to the big toe, second toe, third or
middle toe, fourth toe, little or baby toe.
In Latin, ‘index’ means ‘the fore�nger.’
The fourth �nger was used as the ring
�nger 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 �avour.”

“Putsch (G. Sedouram, Pondicherry).”
“ It means ‘a sudden, secretly planned

attempt to remove a government by
force.’ The ‘u’ is pronounced like the ‘u’ 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.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian
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I
ndia needs a comprehensive
National Aerospace Policy to
make a ‘Made in India’ passenger
aircraft a reality and propel the
local aerospace ecosystem to

maturity. A year ago, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, while inaugurating the
Shivamogga airport in Karnataka, said
the day is not far when Indians will travel
in Made in India planes. Several senior
ministers and government functionaries
stress it will not be long before Airbus and
Boeing set up final aircraft assembly lines
(FALs), in India.

The need for a domestic commercial
aircraft programme is undisputed. India
is the fastest growing aviation market in
the world with the largest order-book for
new aircraft, at a whopping $70 billion
over the next decade. Its existing airports
are buzzing with travellers even as new
ones are being built or are on the
planning board. 

But how soon India will be able to
achieve the Prime Minister’s
proclamation of a Made in India
commercial aircraft is linked to a host of
factors. 

Europe and the US lead in commercial
aerospace manufacturing, while China
has emerged a new challenger. China’s
journey began in 2002 with the ARJ21, a
regional jet, followed by the C919, a
larger narrow-body aircraft. Although
the ARJ21 faced delays and is considered
a partial achievement at best, the C919,
with over one thousand orders, stands as
a notable success. Both programmes
heavily rely on foreign technologies from
global original equipment manufacturers
(OEMs), emphasising the importance of
collaborations and making it attractive
for foreign companies to operate
domestically. 

INDIAN REALITY

Few realise that India’s own aerospace
endeavour predates China’s by more
than 60 years. Hindustan Aeronautics
Ltd (HAL), started o� in 1940 as the
privately promoted Hindustan Aircraft
Ltd. Given this early start, one would
have expected India to be a major force in
aerospace manufacturing. However,
Indian companies currently account for
just over 1 per cent of the global
aerospace design and manufacturing
market. With their roots in IT services,
some companies have moved up the
value chain to render engineering design
services. Then there are those who have
made a mark in manufacturing and are a
part of the global aerospace supply chain
and deliver build-to-print detail parts,
sub-assemblies and smaller assemblies
to global OEMs. Every OEM operates its
own captive engineering/design arm in
India. Therefore, aerospace engineering
capabilities, across the value chain, exist
in India albeit in silos.

There are very few Indian companies

that operate in both design and
manufacturing. There are still fewer who
can boast of any worthwhile aerospace IP.
To be able to conceive and execute an
independent commercial aircraft
programme is a stupendous task given
the complexities in making an air-plane.
Sample this: an average commercial
aircraft (Airbus 320) consists of upwards
of 340,000 parts, while the Boeing 737
MAX is said to have 500,000 parts. Each is
a complex machine that needs to work in
perfect harmony with everything else
onboard for at least 20 years under
demanding conditions. To build an
aircraft an entire ecosystem of design
expertise, raw materials supply base,
component suppliers, and end-to-end
manufacturing acumen apart from a
regulatory system for certifications
(life-cycle programme management
expertise of design to retire) is needed.

UNIQUE NEEDS

And then India is a unique market that
needs a unique aircraft programme. India
has a high density of flyers who typically
want to travel over short distances —
from the hinterland to the metros. The
number of operational airports is
projected to grow to 230-240 from the
current 140 as air travel expands to Tier-2
and Tier-3 cities. So, a commuter aircraft
that caters to the Udaan segment (high

volume/high frequency connectivity
between 500+ district HQs to State
capitals/metros) is a crying need.

The government’s focus on
developing a regional transport aircraft
(RTA), designed by the National
Aerospace Lab (NAL), and manufactured
by HAL, which has been on the anvil for
some time now, is thus in the right
direction. However, while the
government’s nudge to Airbus and
Boeing to set up FALs may raise doubts
on the future of the RTA, there is space
for all. One needs to consider the market
segmentation and distinguish between
Make in India for India and Make in India
for the world. More importantly,
developing an aircraft design from
scratch is a long and expensive a�air. It
calls for a collaborative approach both in
the interests of cost and time to take-o�.
Either way, both the NAL-HAL combine
for the RTA, and the global OEMs for
their own platforms, will have to leverage
the local supply chain for their respective
endeavours and ride on the domestic
capacity and capabilities for profitability. 

But graduating to ‘design and build’ is a
lengthy process fraught with risks. Indian
aerospace supply chain companies tend
to invest capital for the short-term,
minimal risk opportunities. Sustaining a
full-fledged aircraft programme is a long
haul and needs long-term risk capital
with ample support from the
government as has been the case in most
developed markets. According to one
estimate, COMAC received $49-72
billion in state-related support over its
lifetime. Airbus in contrast received $22
billion over many years from the EU,
according to a WTO estimate.

Likewise, the government of India will

have to go the extra mile to make a
National Passenger Aircraft Programme
a reality by taking several measures.
Among these, the following will be
critical: 

A comprehensive National
Aerospace Policy integrating elements
from various other policy approaches like
the National Aviation Policy, the MRO
Policy, etc. 

A National Aircraft Programme that is
well funded through innovative
mechanisms including grants, subsidies,
and preferential buying arrangements
with airlines. 

A dedicated fund to promote
investments in aerospace and defence
projects with a particular emphasis on
R&D and IP generation.

Extending PLI for aerospace
manufacturing with substantial
allocations. 

This apart, the programme needs to
be in PPP mode with involvement of all
ecosystem elements. 

Emphasis on at least 75 per cent
in-country value addition is essential to
grow the ecosystem. 

There is also a case for classifying
both commercial and defence aerospace
as infrastructure to enable companies
access long term funding of over 20+
years at attractive interest rates. 

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

The writer is Chairman and CEO, Aequs Pvt. Ltd, and
operates the Belagavi Aerospace Cluster (BAC), India’s first
notified precision engineering SEZ for Aerospace
components

The path to a ‘Made in
India’ passenger aircraft

VELANKANNI RAJ B

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

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

ARAVIND MELLIGERI

................ND-NDE
CM
YK

DELHI

businessline.
TUESDAY - APRIL 16 - 20246 . bl . think

T
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
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
e�cient 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
a huge 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 e�cient
delivery of foodgrains and cash to the poor.

But in the party’s outreach to the youth
and the middle classes, the manifesto is 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 su�er 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
o�er. 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. 

Staying the course
BJP manifesto retains development-welfare policy mix 
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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
a traditional 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 been a
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 ‘RBI likely to bring
point-of-sale players under licence
regime’ (April 15), the regulatory
action has not come a day soon as
the issue has been under discussion
for long and even doubts have been
expressed regarding the eligibility of
some of the PoS players like Bharat
Pe and Paytm to continue in o�ine
PoS business. It is common

knowledge that the merchants have
been using these PoS machines to
swipe cards and pay cash to
customers for a commission, which
is not only illegal, but also considered
usurious. There is need to put in
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. But in 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 another is a
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
The article ‘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 a matter 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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A
new method of remembering and
reviving their cherished relatives
is emerging as millions of people

throughout China flocked to their
ancestors’ graves to pay their respects for
the annual tomb-sweeping festival this
April, a customary day to revere and
upkeep the graves of the dead. Some
businesses promoted online, however,
allow Chinese netizens to construct a
moving digital avatar of a deceased loved
one for as little as 20 yuan (about $2.75).
The market for “digital humans” was
estimated to be worth 12 billion yuan in
2022 and is predicted to grow fourfold by
2025.

AI-resurrected avatars may remind us
of one of the fabled Deathly Hallows from
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, the
“Resurrection Stone.” It had the ability to
recall loved ones from death. 

Well, deepfakes are currently being
employed extensively in many spheres of
life to bring the dead back to life. These
days, AI is far more powerful and can
regularly bring the dead back to life by

using their old voice recordings, images,
or video. The domain is being expanded
to include various aspects of life, such as
bringing back loved ones, resurrecting
deceased actors for new films (e.g., Peter
Cushing, Audrey Hepburn), or even
reviving deceased politicians to capitalise
on their magic for election campaigning
(e.g., J Jayalalithaa, M Karunanidhi). The
options appear to be endless. What about
the moral and humanitarian issues,
though?

MENTAL PAIN

Some are even advocating the outlawing
of content that uses AI services to
“resurrect” the dead if it causes “mental
pain” to the departed’s families. What,
though, is the true trade-o�? Take an
appealing example. While he sat at his
computer a little over two decades after
his father’s death in 1999, American
novelist and journalist Michael Grothaus
watched a video of his father, who was
healthy and sporting a yellow T-shirt,
playing with a smartphone that had been
invented many years after his death. He
was having fun and taking pictures of the
park, which was dappled with sunlight.

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

Grothaus had brought his father back
to life through a “deepfake.” It just comes
with about a $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
as he viewed the video over and over.
Then he deleted it, appalled at the rift it
had created in reality and the
implications it held for our perception of

truth and 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 participate in 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 by arousing that desire only to
disappoint it, crushingly reinforcing its
inevitability,” stated Pomerantsev.

Maybe so. But in ‘The End of Life’, the
last chapter of his 2021 book Trust No
One: Inside the World of Deepfakes,
Grothaus stated that “everything about
deepfakes is complex — except for the
expertise needed to create them.”
Indeed, nothing is more intricate than
how they a�ect our perception of truth
and trust. AI avatars are starting to
appear in an increasing number of
human endeavours, and civilisations will
have a di�cult time handling these
complex scenarios.

The writer is Professor of Statistics, Indian Statistical
Institute, Kolkata

Resurrecting the dead, digitally

Atanu Biswas

AI AVATARS. Rising in the real world

AI is doing so by using old voice recordings, images or video. But it throws up moral, humanitarian issues 
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I
n India, a registered voter in
any constituency, above 25
can contest the Lok Sabha

election, usually held every five
years. One can contest the election
from any constituency in the
country, except the autonomous
districts of Assam, Lakshadweep
and Sikkim. 

Once elected, the Member of
Parliament is expected to
represent the views and
aspirations of the people of their
constituency in Parliament, apart
from performing their other
duties. 

The question arises: is it fair for a
candidate to run for election in a
constituency with which he or she
has little connection? Many
candidates may find it easy to win
with strong party support, but this
can lead to a disconnect between
the leader and the constituency.
This issue is compounded when
the elected representative doesn’t
speak the local language, hindering

regular interaction with
constituents. In rural areas, MPs
and MLAs are often seen as royalty,
and some politicians exploit this
perception. But that shouldn’t be
the case. MPs and MLAs must be
accessible for people to let them
know their grievances. Language
plays an important role here, as
communication via translation
often confuses and can even lead to
misunderstandings.

While it’s unreasonable to
restrict candidates based on their
residency in a constituency, there’s
a pressing need for MPs who speak
the language of their constituents
and understand their challenges.

Old habits die hard for certain
voters. They vote for political
parties no matter who the
candidate is. In many cases, this is
borne out of the voters’ trust in the
party. In those situations, the onus
is on political parties too, to choose
a candidate who understands their
people and can successfully
represent their needs in
Parliament.

Is that too much to ask?

Speak the voters’ language
Parvathi Benu

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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A
s we get to the hottest
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 a�ord ACs and are most
vulnerable to the e�ects 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 o�er 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 e�ciency 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 a�ordable
government housing, where the
walls contribute substantially to
heat gain.

Indian building guidelines

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 comfort in
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.

What is needed though is a
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
E�ciency could be adopted to
ensure building envelopes and
shaded areas were designed to
minimise heat gain.

Monani is Associate Professor & Director,
A�ordable 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

Thermal comfort norms
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GREEN IMPACT. ACs emit and
consume lot of power PERIASAMY M

A�ordable housing schemes must integrate them

T
he Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD),
predominantly a 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 out in a UN General
Assembly resolution of 1970 that “Each
economically advanced country will
progressively increase its o�cial
development assistance […] and will
exert its best e�orts 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 di�cult
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 e�orts to arrive at a mediated
settlement of the conflict triggered by
o�cial 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”,

but the cost of expansionism by proxy of
the US and its European allies.

Paradoxically, with the US and EU
allied in an e�ort 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 e�ort. Especially since
that country appears to be failing in its
e�ort to push back against Russia.

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 di�erences 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.
If aid 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 di�erent
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 is a stark and telling revelation of
the real purpose of what is
euphemistically identified as
‘philanthropic’ aid.

The true face of ‘philanthropic aid’

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

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

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH

MACROSCAN.

SECURITY PUSH. Post Russian invasion, Ukraine is now a major arms importer REUTERS
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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. Srivastav, 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. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Reduce very heavily (8) 

04. Assuage (4) 

08. Pinch (3) 

09. Fat (5) 

10. Sailor (3) 

11. Dealt with (7) 

12. Have actual being (5) 

13. One constantly pu�ng (5-6) 

17. Punctuation mark (5) 

18. Missed footing (7) 

20. Regret (3) 

21. Untruthful (5) 

22. Fruit seed (3) 

23. Hyphen (4) 

24. Snakes, etc (8) 

DOWN 

01. Signify (6) 

02. Wire (5) 

03. Material (5) 

05. A foot either 

side (7) 

06. Deserves (6) 

07. Growing (10) 

09. Can be got (10) 

14. Stops broker

dealing (7) 

15. Marked with

incised lines (6) 

16. Skilled people (6) 

18. Rubbish (5) 

19. The Pope's (5)

ACROSS 

01. It will take one in ten to marry after December 1st (8) 

04. It is unru�ed and appears in a vertical manner (4) 

08. Stop and hold, the stoppage having been brought back (3) 

09. Too big an order to see the end o� (5) 

10. No end of sour, black stu� (3) 

11. Paid for another to be dealt with by doctor (7) 

12. To be is, in extent, ten fewer (5) 

13. One linking himself with respiratory trouble? (5-6) 

17. A pause that gets inverted before quotation (5) 

18. Troop-leader tore o� – and fell, perhaps (7) 

20. Be sorry for a plant that smells strongly (3) 

21. Is not up to being untruthful (5) 

22. Sanctimonious end of worship is something seedy (3) 

23. A line in print made in a hurry? (4) 

24. They creep East and South with triple-adjustment (8) 

DOWN 

01. Signify a half-manufactured informal

letter (6) 

02. Wire for taxi, the French conclusion (5) 

03. You and I, taken in by Edward, are 

material (5) 

05. People must be feet apart to be so (7) 

06. Deserves to stir half of them up (6) 

07. Unrolling, is making the image visible (10) 

09. A bible? Not a change that may be got! (10) 

14. Trounces the nail-knockers (7) 

15. Cut lines and got a goal (6) 

16. They are skilled, being pasted by mistake (6) 

18. Honeycomb, perhaps, is rubbish (5) 

19. Daddy, at fifty, is connected with the 

Vatican (5)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Bungalows 5. Ewe 7. Rats 8. Snapping 10. Innocent 11. Wend 13. Hungry 15. Critic 18. Fire 19. Champion 22. Neutrals 23. Base 24. Dye 25. Greenness 

DOWN 1. Burnish 2. Not on 3. Owning 4. Saps 5. Eminent 6. Egged 9. Scare 12. Frump 14. Nurture 16. Confess 17. Shelve 18. Fined 20. Image 21. Brag

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2418

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2417

NOT SO EASY
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T
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 
a rapidly 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 ~21.23 
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

I
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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T
here is much discussion now about India becom-
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 
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 —

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 II 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-
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 
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A
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 
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-
bilise the political and social structures. 

Historically, network effects were 
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. Moreover, 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 

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

In some 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-
est is involved. 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.  

The writer, former defence secretary, is distinguished visiting 

professor, IIT Kanpur

Managing competition in a digital world

BJP to build on its govt’s work over the last decade

Signalling continuity

W
hat are the core roles of a 
leader? Too many are listed 
and written about. But have 

you heard of a role as a “friction fixer”? 
Leadership is, in some ways, an odd 

subject when compared to finance or 
engineering. What you see is not what 
there is, and what you have been taught is 
not necessarily what will work. There is a 
strong tendency to not do what you know 
needs doing. In this sense, leadership is 
akin to life itself. Issues unravel, you try to 
solve them, some actions work, and some 
do not, so you work at it all over again. 

In the book under review, the authors 
observe that organisations should be 
filled with people who make the right 
things easier and the wrong things harder. 

Leaders should reduce the “bad” friction 
in their organisation so that the 
organisational parts are better lubricated; 
equally, they introduce “good” friction 
into joints that should be slowed down. 

In making the right things easier, 
leaders solve operational irritants and 
niggling problems by “walking around”. 
The book 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 
a former HP senior leader captured in 
the colourful phrase, “We needed less of 
MBA and more of MBWA, management 
by wandering around.” 

Here is an example from my 
experience. Former Hindustan Lever 
Chairman, Ashok Ganguly, recalls a 
switch in his early career from scientific 
research to an unfamiliar manufactu -
ring role. “The only way I could learn the 
details of the new role and be seen to be 
helping my team was to turn up 
unannounced during the night shift of 
the factory, share a chai with some 
operators and supervisors, and chat 

with them about their shop floor work.” 
This, too, is an example of lessening 
“bad” friction joints. 

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 a decision 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, I recall a deliberately placed 
friction. During the price control and 
cost saving pressures of the 1970s and 
1980s, the internal procedure to recruit 
even a junior staffer was so cumbersome 
that a line manager avoided undertaking 
the pain of the process. 

Since I have been associated with a 
lubricating oil company for over two 
decades, I refer to friction-fixing as the 
“tribology” of management organisa -
tions. Now what is that jargon? 

Tribology in the language of lube  
oil companies is the science of 
understanding friction, lubrication, 
and wear.   

This book is all about improving the 
tribology of organisations and the  
role of the leader in that action.  
Impressive jargon? 

Unintelligible jargon is what the book 
refers to as “Jargon 
Monoxide.” Leaders 
use seemingly 
impressive 
terminology like “let 
us leverage our core 
competencies to 
create synergies 
that move the 
needle” or 
“elucidating the 
antecedents of 
upright striding 
vertical bipedality on 
horizontal terrestrial substrates by non-
human primates” (it means learn how 
gorillas and monkeys walk on the 
ground). With the advances in data 
handling and intelligent technologies, 
acronyms like LLM, Industry 2.0, GenAI, 
and AGILE are used quite commonly. 
These are valuable technologies, but, 
after a stage, “decision-making and 

coordination suffer, giving rise to 
dysfunctional conflict because people 
don’t quite know what to do, and how to 
do it,” according to the authors. 

In 2001, 17 software developers 
published “The Manifesto for Agile 
Software,” emphasising (i) individuals 
and interactions over processes and tools 
(ii) working software over comprehensive 

documentation 
(iii) customer 
collaboration over 
contract 
negotiation, and 
(iv) responding to 
change over 
sticking to a plan. 
Clearly the agile 
manifesto has 
played a crucial 
role for companies 
like Adobe, 
Google, and 

Salesforce. But a confounding babble has 
also developed around agile 
organisations and agile leadership. 

The last part of a book is a good place 
to taste 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 
down is a positive. Second, leaders own 
friction-fixing as a key role and hold 
themselves accountable for the results. 
Third, designing and updating 
organisational structure is a high form 
of friction-fixing. The authors have 
been interviewed in the strategy + 
business magazine of April 8, 2024. 
Expanding on a point they make in the 
book, they said that leaders tend to 
“add” processes, things, and controls, 
but do not adequately consider how to 
subtract existing processes, things, 
 and controls. 

In this regard, leaders are just as we 
all behave at home: We accumulate new 
things at a much faster rate than we 
dispose of things we no longer need. On 
rare occasions, such as when we are 
transferred or face retirement, we do a 
reluctant spring-cleaning; funnily, 
soon, we find the need to refer to a book 
or wear a pair of trousers that we had 
recently junked! Such is the nature of 
organisations. Successful friction-fixers 
are assured of a long-lasting functional 
job that is for sure. 

The reviewer is an author and corporate 

commentator 
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Priority for human development
The Union government should allow federalism to function more 
effectively if it wishes to push human development
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Far too often, even despite the SC laying down legal and constitutional 
doctrine, not much changes at the level of grassroots practice SANCHIT KHANNA/HT

T
hough it is 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-à-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 
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-

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
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

War avoidance the only 
path for Iran and Israel

Arjun 
Subramaniam

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
political parties, including the Bhar-
atiya Janata Party (BJP), turn to
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-à-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.
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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

T
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-
representation of Muslims in gov-
ernance, stereotyping of their
images in the media, and violation
of minorities’ rights serve as the
raison d’être 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 I. 

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-

{ OUR TAKE }

Speaking politics 
through manifesto

Apple shows the way 
for electronics exports

A
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 
not averse 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.

O
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.

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

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
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P
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
After Iran fired over 300 missiles at Israel on Sunday

Kerala Muslim politics 
is rooted in pragmatism
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The BJP’s sankalp patra — Modi ki guarantee — 
reflects transformation of polity and the party

T
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.

MH 
Ilias

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

Going ahead, we need to rethink how we 
define poverty in the country. All official 
poverty lines in India have been pegged to a 
definition of poverty formulated by a Plan-
ning Commission task-force in 1979. That 
definition was based on the average calorie 
requirements in rural and urban India at that 
point of time. A lot has changed since then, 
such as social norms of what constitutes a life 
of dignity; also, consumption patterns. The 
average Indian has a less active life, meaning 
that calorie requirements have also changed 
considerably. The 1979 definition worked 
for a while in estimating extreme poverty. 
But it needs to be revisited.

We also need a new definition of not-so-
extreme poverty that goes beyond food and 
nutrition. To arrive at this definition, we will 
need to forge a national consensus on what 
it means to live a life 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.

To make sense of the latest controversy, it 
is useful to understand the backstory first. 
The idea of a poverty line is as old as eco-
nomics itself. 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-
vive. The first poverty line for British India, 
developed by nationalist thinker Dadabhai 
Naoroji, was also based on a similar idea. 

Across ages and continents, most econo-
mists have held that a person must count as 
poor if she doesn’t have enough to eat. Most 
modern economists also agree that it is not 
enough just to eat adequate food; people also 
need access to basic services (education, 
health, shelter, etc). As long as there’s con-
sensus on the minimum income (or expend-
iture) needed to maintain a life of dignity, 
and a reliable database of household income 
(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 

E
lections in India seem to be incomplete 
these days without the background 
noise of a statistical controversy. Ahead 

of the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, the sup-
pression of an unflattering employment 
report had ignited a controversy. At that 
time, two members of the National Statisti-
cal Commission (NSC), India’s apex statisti-
cal regulator, had resigned in protest. They 
were vindicated when the ministry of statis-
tics and programme implementation 
(Mospi) released the report just after that 
year’s elections were concluded.

This time, the partial release of a rather 
flattering consumption expenditure survey 
has stirred 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 
makes its results incomparable with the past. 

phants in 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 
(or lack 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-
sists in trying to adapt the world to him-
self. Therefore, all progress depends 
on the unreasonable man.” The key 
job of strategic leaders is 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 
their ideas 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 

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-
cess is 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-
jects that are different from the norm. 
The third step is to make the rubber 
meet the road by implementing an out-
come-oriented mindset. This involves 
transitioning from measuring outputs 
to evaluating outcomes in 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 
a competitive 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.

T
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 
to influence 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—if the 
number is 1, then the letter is A; if it’s 2, 
the letter is B; if it 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 
do it in a large 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-

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

RAGHU RAMAN
is former CEO of the National Intelligence 

Grid, distinguished fellow at Observer 

Research Foundation and author of 

‘Everyman’s War’.

Tracking poverty mustn’t become a casualty of politics 
PRAMIT BHATTACHARYA

I
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 a relief 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, 
this is what the US, in its effort to forestall an 
escalation, is reported 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 
rigs in 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 
half a 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 

its relative 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 
a new 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 
of the 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.

Cold War II 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
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The Indian economy is
no longer fragile. A lot

of the credit for this return
to stability should go to
finance minister P.
Chidambaram as well as
Reserve Bank of India
governor Raghuram Rajan.

Yet, India has a lot to do
before its growth engines
start firing again. The three
latest bits of data released
in the past week only
confirm that economic
conditions are weak. An
acceleration in retail prices
in March shows that
inflationary threats still
lurk. The increase in
consumer price inflation
has been driven by food
prices. The growing risk of
El Nino that may result in a
weak monsoon season
casts a shadow.

The inflation data
followed the numbers out
last week on factory output
and trade. Both showed a
deterioration beyond
consensus expectations.
The industrial recession
continues while weak
import growth shows that
domestic demand is
anaemic. A robust
economic recovery does
not seem to be on the
horizon yet.

QUICK EDIT

Economic

headwinds

OPEN OFFER

Shareholders
of USL have
the last laugh

Shareholders of United
Spirits Ltd (USL) should
be pleased with Diageo

Plc’s decision to make a second
open offer. In November 2012,
Diageo had announced an
open offer at `1,440 a share,
the same price it paid to the
United Breweries (UB) group to
acquire part of its stake in USL.
But shareholders were unim-
pressed as this price was a
mere 6% premium to the then
prevailing market price. Diageo
did not hike the price and the
open offer netted very few
shares.

Why this change of heart
now? Diageo never really need-
ed the open offer to succeed, as
it had stitched together a clever
deal. It would hold a 27.4%
stake in USL, while the UB
group (with a 13.4% stake)
would vote at Diageo’s discre-
tion. And, it could also buy out
the UB group’s stake later
through a put option. In effect,
without spending `5,441 crore
in the open offer for a 26%
stake, Diageo could still control
USL. Only `8.5 crore worth of
shares were offered in the open
offer.

But fate was not kind to Dia-
geo. Announcing the deal clo-
sure in July 2013, it disclosed
that it was unable to acquire a
2.38% stake from the UB group
due to a dispute. The Securities
and Exchange Board of India’s
objections to the put option
saw it being dropped to allow
the deal to go through.

More recently, another blow
was a court ruling putting at
risk Diageo’s purchase of a
block of shares from United
Breweries (Holdings) Ltd,
amounting to a 7% stake in
USL. How long this litigation
takes to get resolved and what
will be the final decision is un-

certain. If Diageo loses the
case, it will be in an uncomfort-
able position. The UB group’s
obligation to vote with Diageo
ends in mid-2018, as its July
2013 deal completion an-
nouncement had said that this
obligation will cease “at the
end of the fourth full account-
ing period of Diageo after to-
day’s date”. Diageo’s financial
year closes in June.

What’s more, the UB group’s
stake has been falling and was
down to 8.9% as of 31 March.
Diageo’s open market purchas-
es, however, have seen its stake
rise to 28.9% (including the
stake under litigation).

The current open offer seeks
to make Diageo’s control over
USL absolute, irrespective of
external events. But this clarity
of purpose comes at a price.
Diageo is now willing to shell
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SC recognizes
rights of
transgenders
BY DHAMINI RATNAM

dhamini.r@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

The Supreme Court on Tues-
day recognized transgenders

as the third gender in a landmark
ruling, saying it was addressing a
“human rights issue”.

“Transgenders are also citi-
zens of India. The spirit of the
constitution is to provide equal
opportunity to every citizen to
grow and attain their potential,
irrespective of caste, religion or
gender,” said justices K.S. Rad-
hakrishnan and A.K. Sikri in
their ruling.

A person who is transgender
does not identify with the gender
identity assigned to them at
birth.

The judgement, which was
celebrated by human rights ac-
tivists, also made medical inter-
vention to determine gender
identity unnecessary. Self-identi-
fication as man or woman, irre-
spective of sexual reassignment
surgery, is now protected by law.

“Equality not only implies pre-
venting discrimination..., but
goes beyond in remedying dis-
crimination against groups suf-
fering systematic discrimination
in society,” the verdict stated.

In concrete terms, it means
embracing the notion of positive
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The macroeconomic threat of inflation worsened after private forecaster 
Skymet said India is likely to receive below-normal rainfall this monsoon 
season  and new data showed acceleration in prices. 

DOUBLE TROUBLE

MONSOON FORECAST: 
BELOW AVERAGE

EVEN AS INFLATION ACCELERATES
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Source: Skymet, Central Statistics Office, Department of industrial policy and promotion 
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BY ANIRBAN SEN

anirban.s@livemint.com
·························
BANGALORE

Infosys Ltd, India’s second
largest software services ex-

porter, on Tuesday forecast a
higher-than-expected increase
of 7-9% in dollar revenue for the
year to next 31 March, but
warned that it still faces head-
winds in the US and European
markets as clients tighten tech-
nology budgets.

The Bangalore-based compa-
ny’s forecast was ahead of the
Street’s expectations of 6-8%, al-
though it was still lower than the
average industry growth rate of
13-15% predicted by lobby
group Nasscom for the year.

In the last fiscal year, Infosys
just managed to meet the lower
end of its forecast of 11.5-12%
increase in revenue. It posted
full-year revenue of $8.25 bil-
lion, earning a net profit of $1.75
billion.

In the quarter just gone by, In-
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Infosys beats
expectations
but struggles
for momentum

BY V IDHI CHOUDHARY &

GOURI SHAH

·························
NEW DELHI/MUMBAI

Entrepreneur Akul Ticku
hasn’t missed a single In-

dian Premier League (IPL)
cricket match since he discov-
ered the convenience of
watching the game on a laptop
at his office in the tourna-
ment’s sixth season last year.

The afternoon matches,
which typically start at 3pm,
were part of Ticku’s work
hours.

“It was more convenient and
I could tune into the matches
at my own discretion,” said
Ticku, founder of a Kashmiri
food-delivery start-up.

With an eye on cricket fans
like Ticku, one of the 55 mil-
lion viewers who watched IPL
on YouTube last year, Times
Internet Ltd and its partner
Star India Pvt. Ltd are sparing
no effort to draw audiences to
their mobile and online plat-
forms in the seventh edition of
the Twenty20 cricket tourna-
ment that starts on Wednes-
day.

Times Internet won the In-
ternet and mobile broadcast
rights for IPL for `261.6 crore
crore in 2011, and teamed up
with Star India in January 2014
to share the rights with Star-

sports.com, the broadcaster’s
online brand.

This year, the two media
companies are hoping to sur-
pass last year’s IPL online au-
dience of 55 million viewers.

According to Star India, the
video streaming of the recent
ICC World T20 tournament on
starsports.com, generated un-
precedented traction. The final
between India and Sri Lanka
attracted a record 1.93 million
unique individuals, it said.

Star is hoping for a similar
response to IPL.

“The success of ICC World
T20 really positions us well for
Pepsi IPL 2014, which is debut-
ing on starsports.com this year,
and where we have the oppor-
tunity to really deliver a whole
new experience for IPL fans.
Our aspiration is to break the
20 lakh mark for a single
game,” said Ajit Mohan, execu-
tive vice-president and head of
new media at Star India.

On April 14, Times Internet,
a Times Group company, also
launched GoCricket.com for
all content related to IPL, in-
cluding live streams.

“We’ve partnered with Star
for greater distribution for IPL
on both StarSports and
GoCricket,” said Satyan
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SEVENTH SEASON

IPL online broadcasters
eye viewership records

BY P .R . SANJAI &

M IHIR DALAL

·····················
MUMBAI/BANGALORE

D iageo Plc’s chief fi-
nancial officer Deir-

dre Mahlan said in an in-
terview that the compa-
ny’s open offer to share-
holders is priced right,
makes a sound business
case and is well-timed for
it to acquire an additional
26% stake in United Spir-
its Ltd. A previous offer
by the company failed to
excite investors. Edited
excerpts:

How hopeful are you about
the open offer?
We believe that the of-

fer is at an attractive
price. And we are confi-
dent about its success.
The offer is a 20% premi-
um to the six-month aver-
age volume price and 24%
premium price to Dia-
geo’s last purchase in
January. So we think the
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Diageo’s offer
is priced
right: CFO

INSIDE

An agenda for
the next govt

The election season is
in full swing. But it is

now also time to ask the
next question: what
should the next govern-
ment do?

Mint has collaborated
with Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace to
bring a new series of
weekly opinion pieces that
begins today in the Views
section. Eleven leading
public intellectuals will
chart out the agenda for
the next government in
New Delhi. Their essays
will cover areas such as
industrial policy, agricul-
ture, the welfare state, en-
ergy, public health, job
creation, governance and
foreign policy. The essays
will be published every
Wednesday. >P23
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Yes, think outside the box. 
And for that matter twist 

the box around and make 
it a whole new shape.

EMILYANN ALLEN

is a Chennai-based journalist.

BLOOMBERG

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 a comparable sub-sam-
ple. However, the NSC 
went back on its decision 
since Mospi’s mandarins 
were not keen on canvass-
ing a comparable sub-sam-
ple this time, according to a 
person with direct knowl-
edge of the matter. The 
NSC chief, whose term was 
about to end, went along 
with Mospi’s view. The next 
NSC chief, Rajeeva Karan-
dikar, has been at logger-
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 
to release the latest consumption survey fact-
sheet without consulting the NSC.

Some economists have suggested that a 
comparable sub-sample should be can-

official poverty lines announced by India’s 
erstwhile Planning Commission. Recent 
changes in 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 
underestimating con-
sumption expenditure. 
Mospi has tried to address 
those criticisms by tweak-
ing the questionnaire to 
elicit better responses. 
Each time it has done so, it 
has ensured that a repre-
sentative sub-sample is 
canvassed using the older 
questionnaire, so that it is 
possible to link back the 
new data with the older 
consumption database 
(based on a different pat-
tern of questions). 

In the 2022-23 survey, Mospi chose not to 
have a sub-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 

A consensus on 

what it takes 

to live a life of 

dignity would 

help resolve our 

controversy 

over poverty

The innovation trap: There is a 
way for organizations to avert it
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L
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. His recent 
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 
phenomena is 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 
Change by Richard Tol, it is 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-
mist 13 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/syodj). 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 a right.

In 1992, 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 

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 
a recent 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 
to risk 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 
on the table.

Four attitudes are critical if policymakers and 
experts are 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

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 
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L
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. As fans speculate, the double 
‘i’ plays off the fact that the album is ‘Act II’ 
of a planned 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’s jeans right now.” 
There is speculation that a Cowboy Carter 
tour could be the type of windfall for the 
jeans maker that Beyoncé’s Renaissance 
tour was for glitzy Etsy businesses. It’s like 
a glittering ad campaign served on a silver 
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 kick off its campaign to 
become a more sought-after brand. Yet, on 
its last earnings call, the company indi-
cated that it’s not 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’s new 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 a moment, 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. Levi is also doubling 
down on getting shoppers to buy directly 
from it instead of department stores, and it 
is expanding 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 to increased 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 

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 
in its 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, Give you high fashion in a 
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 
Levi is so far.

Perhaps sensing competition, Levi relies 
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 sales rather than skinny styles, 
says Kristen Classi-Zummo, an apparel 
industry analyst with Circana. As Cowboy 
Carter challenges the limits of country 
music as a genre and the meaning of Amer-
icana, Levi is rethinking how denim fits 
into wardrobes. Two US icons are leaning 
into the kind of American innovation that 
will keep their names on our lips years after 
this latest buzz. ©BLOOMBERG

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

Two big American icons are trying to rework their brand profiles

Beyonce’s new album has a song dedicated 

to Levi’s jeans REUTERS
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chromatic American photographs to repli-
cate the original.

MAP occupies a small space in Bengaluru, 
and space is always a constraint for large 
exhibitions. Even if the entire manuscript 
had been 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.

The reconstruction of lost art exhibitions 
represents a vital endeavour in preserving 
cultural heritage. By harnessing the power 
of technology 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 
to reconstruct 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.

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 is a 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 

I
 have written in this space before about 
how technology artefacts can be used as 
instruments of power. Privacy is dead, and 

people the world over have become pawns 
in Big Tech’s relentless move to commodi-
tize and sell human beings and their data. At 
the same time, image recognition algo-
rithms baked into artificial intelligence (AI) 
systems have proven problematic. They har-
bour the biases of their programmers. This 
is not new; even the construction of US road 
bridges in New York state has been shown to 
have racist or discriminatory undertones in 
their design. This time, I want to focus on 
how technology artefacts can be used well in 
an unusual context.

I recently 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 his art and built this museum in a labour 
of love. I was so taken with the work that I 
asked Poddar if I could see MAP’s chief tech-

Masterpiece recovery: Ramcharitmanas in new light
SIDDHARTH PAI

is co-founder of Siana Capital, a 

venture fund manager.

This allowed 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 as if they were 
physically present within 
the painting. VR recon-
structions of lost exhibi-
tions offer an opportunity 
to experience and appreci-
ate art that may no longer 
exist in the physical world. 
These VR reconstructions 
offer a glimpse of the opu-
lent world of old Varanasi 
and bring to life the exqui-
site illustrations that once 
adorned its pages.

AI also played a role in 
the reconstruction process, 

with algorithms capable of analysing visual 
artefacts and generating plausible recon-
structions of lost pieces. While AI-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-

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

However, technological 
advancements in digitiza-
tion, virtual reality (VR), 
and AI have revolutionized 
how we interact with art 
and cultural artefacts. Dig-
ital tools let us preserve 
and reconstruct lost art in 
unimaginable ways. The 
technology team at MAP 
was lucky in that a com-
plete photographic record 
(in black-and-white) of the pages of the Var-
anasi Ramcharitmanas had been made by an 
American team in the early 20th century; 
this record was made available to MAP. Col-
lectors also came forward by donating some 
lost pages to the exhibition or making them 
available for digitization.

The illustrated 

version of 

Tulsidas’s epic 

from Varanasi 

shows what tech 

can do for our 

art and heritage
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 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 
`100,000 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  

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   

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 
genius for dirt and chaos militates against 
that orderly and snow-crusted dream?

In addition to the guarantees, the  

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 
wait 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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Andrei 
Tarkovsky

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

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

— Ramnath Goenka

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 
Syria and 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 

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, 

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 a range 
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 

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 killing 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)
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A LESSON FROM DANTE IN
SEASON OF GUARANTEES

THE SHIFTING 
RED LINES 

IN WEST ASIA

LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD)

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

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 
from all sides

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

SOURAV ROY

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

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 
(Apr 15). 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 topic in 
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 MI 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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NEXT GOVT WILL  
NEED A RETHINK  
ON JOB CREATION

D
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 a large 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

S
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 bowled to 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 has not 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. 

Q U I C K  TA K E

SYMBOLIC POLL-TIME SALES

THE last Brazilian presidential election saw the advent of  
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.
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The magic of cinema is
not 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-

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)
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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 
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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

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
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“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 Modi’s 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
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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-
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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
a level 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,

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

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)
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Clearly, 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
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India 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

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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clear to keep his country away
from such conflicts and he is seen
as pro-Putin, which might upset
NATO. Experts feel that NATO
members should get this propos-
al approved at the upcoming
meeting in Washington and
counter Russia’s aggression in
Ukraine. 
NATO Needs Reforms: Foreign
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,
transparency is obligatory to cre-
ate mutual trust and internal
synergy, as well as to improve
coordination among the five
main policy formation commit-
tees, including the executive
working group, political commit-
tee, policy formalisation group,
militar y group and senior
resource board. Why did India
reject the US offer to be part of
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

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)

One of the biggest challenges
being faced by the North
Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (NATO) on its
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,
Israel, Australia and South Korea, must
enhance defence capabilities and secu-
rity arrangements to ensure mutual
trust and better cooperation. NATO also
called Washington Treaty, was created on
April 4, 1949 to counterweight to Soviet
military forces stationed in Central and
Eastern Europe after world war 2nd, has
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 to ensure its hegemo-
ny over nations that do not pose mili-
tary threats. 
There is a calamitous need to dispel such
impressions of supremacy, evident from
its 200 military interventions worldwide
in 75 years, including 20 major ones like
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
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