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E
ven lofty dreams can be felled by the nitty-
gritty of implementation. Nothing exem-
pli�es this as much as the case of the Mad-

urai AIIMS. The idea of starting a number of All
India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS) across
the country certainly comes from a clear need —
to bridge the gap between demand and supply in
India, and set right the grossly ine�cient doctor-
patient ratio. In 2003, the Centre announced the
Pradhan Mantri Swasthya Suraksha Yojana
(PMSSY) with this precise goal. It was in 2006
that the PMSSY got o� the ground and a total of
six AIIMS-like medical institutions were created
in the country. Currently, there are 20 AIIMS in-
stitutions with functional medical colleges and
three are under development. No doubt, these
institutions have created plentiful opportunities
for students and advanced the goal of taking af-
fordable health-care education beyond metros.
But the intentions are more robust than imple-
mentation. At AIIMS Madurai, a project that has
caused a further embittering of relations bet-
ween the central and State governments, there
are persistent complaints of inadequate infras-
tructure, facilities, and manpower constraints. A
‘prestige’ project for the Centre, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi laid the foundation stone for con-
struction at Thoppur, Madurai, in January 2019.
From 2021, undeterred by the lack of something
as basic as a building, the administration invited
applications from students. The construction
work is still not complete, and not one, but three
batches of undergraduate students have been ac-
commodated at the Government Medical College
and Hospital, in nearby Ramanathapuram dis-
trict. Last week, these students went on protest,
stating that there was a ravine-like gulf between
what was expected of an AIIMS institution and
their experience of it in Madurai — in terms of in-
frastructure, but also exposure to patients.

The extraordinary delay in constructing the
AIIMS became a contentious issue during the
2021 Assembly elections in Tamil Nadu, with Ud-
hayanidhi Stalin of the Dravida Munnetra Kazha-
gam, now a Minister, pointing to a single brick as
the sum total of construction activity there.
While there are assurances that the project
would be completed soon and students shifted to
Madurai, it is true that 150 students have already
been impacted by this tardy implementation.
Meanwhile, the original issue behind starting AI-
IMS remains unresolved. As per o�cial data, the
doctor-population ratio in the country stands at
1:834, worse in rural areas. It is the role of the
Centre and the State to work together to ensure
that these medical institutions are able to provide
high quality education, and that students not
made victims at the altar of federal relations.

Missing colleges 
Poor doctor-population ratio cannot be

set right without better Centre-State ties  

T
he India Meteorological Department
(IMD) has forecast a bountiful monsoon.
Rainfall from June-September is expected

to be 6% more than the 87 cm, which is consi-
dered to be the average rainfall the country re-
ceives during these months. This is a fairly bold
forecast by the agency that, typically in its April
forecast, avoids suggesting either surplus or de�-
cit rain. Given that temperatures in many south-
ern States are soaring and stoking heatwaves, the
anticipation of bountiful rainfall might sound like
welcome news. There is however a dark cloud to
this silver lining. The IMD’s climate models sug-
gest a 30% chance of “excess” rains — de�ned as
more than 10% of what is usual. By comparison,
its expectation of “above normal” rains is 31%,
de�ned as between 5%-10% of what is normal.
The slim di�erence suggests that excessive rains
are as likely as merely ‘above normal’ showers.
Most of these rains are expected in the second
half of the monsoon, or August and September.
The IMD’s models forecast for this are premised
on the development of a La Niña, or a converse of
the El Niño (which more often than not results in
a decrease in monsoon rainfall). The La Niña is al-
so expected to be aided by a positive Indian
Ocean Dipole, characterised by a cooler than
normal Indian Ocean in the east as compared to
the west, that helps bring rain to several States in
southern India. The IMD is silent on the quantity
of rains in June and July but expects “neutral con-
ditions” (neither El Niño, nor La Niña) to be pre-
valent that time. Two arid monsoon months and
torrential rains in the last two may be �ne for
agriculture but is likely to result in extreme �oods
and — as has been observed in the past — im-
mense damage to lives, livelihoods and
infrastructure.

The 2018 �oods in Kerala continue to be a re-
minder of how vulnerable India is to natural dis-
asters. While an update to the forecast is expect-
ed around the end of May, the IMD’s current
signal must be urgently heeded. States must, at
the soonest, draw up emergency plans from their
disaster-management modules to bolster infras-
tructure, prepare evacuation plans, conduct au-
dits of the structural stability of dams and their
distress-signalling network and ensure that
broader early-warning networks are in place. Al-
so, India’s farmers, a majority of whom continue
to be dependent on rain-fed agriculture, must al-
so be informed of the possibility of a stronger, se-
cond half of the monsoon and incorporate these
in their sowing operations.

Rain shocks 
India’s farmers must account for a
stronger monsoon while sowing  

I
n a recent judgment, the Supreme Court of
India has recognised the existence of a
fundamental right to be free from the
adverse impacts of climate change

(hereinafter ‘the right’). The judgment has
garnered signi�cant attention from
environmentalists, mostly focusing only on its
impacts on the protection of the Great Indian
Bustard. Taking a more comprehensive view, this
article analyses the judgment from the lens of
inclusive climate action. It argues that �rst, by
limiting itself to only recognising the right, the
Court has allowed time and space for a
productive discourse on the right’s content.
Accordingly, this could enable a more informed
articulation of the right in the future. Second,
given the nature of the core issue in this case,
using the just transition framework is an excellent
approach forward. It can facilitate equitable
climate action, including, articulation of a more
re�exive and inclusive right.

The Right
The States of Rajasthan and Gujarat are home to
the critically endangered Great Indian Bustard. At
the same time, both States also hold signi�cant
potential for the development of solar and wind
power. In 2019, certain public-spirited individuals
(petitioners), �led a public interest litigation,
seeking conservation of the bustard. In the
interim, they sought an order seeking a ban on
further construction of solar and wind energy
infrastructure, and the laying of overhead power
transmission lines linked to these. They argued
that these power lines were a hazard, causing the
bustards to die due to frequent collisions with the
lines. In its decision the Supreme Court imposed
a blanket ban on the laying of overhead power
lines in an area of 99,000 square kilometres; this
included areas identi�ed as priority and potential
areas for bustard conservation. The Court also
passed an order for undergrounding existing
power lines, both high and low voltage.

The government challenged this order citing
India’s international climate commitments on
transitioning to non-fossil fuels and reducing
carbon emissions. It argued that the blanket ban
was issued for an area much larger than the
actual area in which the bustard dwells. This
area, it reiterated, held a major proportion of the
country’s wind and solar energy potential.
Further, it argued that undergrounding power
lines was practically impossible. Lastly, it
attributed the decline in the bustard population
to other factors such as poaching, habitat
destruction, and predation.

In its decision on March 21, 2024, the Court
modi�ed the earlier order, recalling the blanket
prohibition on transmission lines. It left the
recalibration of the order to scienti�c experts. To
that end, it set up an expert committee to, inter

alia, assess the feasibility of undergrounding
power lines, and identifying measures for bustard
conservation. This committee is required to
submit its report by July 2024, after which the
Court will pronounce its �nal judgment.

In a �rst, the Court used this opportunity to
recognise the existence of a right against the
adverse impacts of climate change. It noted that
the right is recognised by the right to equality
(Article 14) and the right to life (Article 21)
enshrined under the Constitution of India. The
Court began by explaining the threat posed by
the impacts of climate change to the enjoyment of
the right to life. Thereafter, it highlighted that
disproportionate vulnerability to these impacts
threatens the a�ected persons’ right to equality.
Concluding this discussion, the Court found that
the source of the right is in a conjunctive reading
of judicial jurisprudence on Articles 21 and 14;
India’s climate change action and international
commitments, and, the scienti�c consensus on
the adverse impacts of climate change.

Notably, the Court recognised the existence of
the right, but did not articulate it any further.
Additionally, it also underlined the need for
articulation. However, it steered clear of
undertaking that task. Arguably, the conscious
choice of not articulating the right and only
recognising it departs from the Court’s usual
practice in environmental cases. Much of Indian
environmental law has developed through the
Court’s judicial decisions in public interest cases.
In several cases, it has transplanted, recognised,
and articulated environmental rights and legal
principles. While appreciated for being proactive,
this practice has been critiqued for judicial
overreach and the creation of imprecise rights.
Contrastingly, in this decision, the Court’s
approach has been that of restraint. Arguably,
this is an optimal approach at this early stage of
the recognition of the right — in that, it catalyses
the discourse on climate rights, simultaneously
providing time and space for articulating a more
informed right.

However, it must be noted that the Court’s
recognition of the right does not appear in the
operative part of the judgment. Therefore, it is
not binding per se. While it will be instrumental
in shaping future climate action, the extent to
which it can do so remains to be seen.

Just transition framework
The central issue at stake was limiting the adverse
impacts of renewable energy projects on the
bustard. As rightly noted by conservationist
Debadityo Sinha, the judgment approaches the
central issue as presenting two competing
choices, i.e., either protecting biodiversity or
allowing mitigative climate action. In other
words, it projects biodiversity protection and
climate action as adversarial choices.

Furthermore, the recognition of the right is also
contextualised in this approach which juxtaposed
biodiversity protection and mitigative climate
action. Accordingly, the right so recognised only
relates to protecting humans’ interests against
climate change.

Going forward, adopting an alternative
approach could preclude this conundrum. This
approach is: utilising the just transition
framework. Currently being used in climate cases
around the world, it aims to make transitions to a
low carbon economy more equitable and
inclusive. It particularly serves the interests of
those most a�ected by such transitions. This
includes, inter alia, workers, vulnerable
communities, and small and medium-sized
enterprises. Where the core issue is similar to the
one in the present case, using the just transitions
framework is an excellent approach. In that it
allows protecting underrepresented interests (in
the instant case, of the bustard) being threatened
by slow carbon transition projects (in this case,
solar energy).

This approach is advantageous in three ways.
First, it will preclude climate action and
protection of biodiversity from being pitted as
adversarial choices. Instead, it can create a case
for inclusive climate action, i.e., climate action
alive to varied rights and interests. Second, it can
enable the articulation of more re�exive and
inclusive climate rights. To that end, utilising it in
climate litigation can ensure that articulation and
enforcement of climate rights are sensitive to the
interests of the non-human nature and furthers
ecological justice. Third, if the framework is used
in the �nal decision of the Court, this case will be
one of the �rst just transition litigations to
consider a non-human interest. Of the existing
just transition litigations globally, only one other
case concerns protecting the interests of the
non-human environment. Thus, the present case
will be a frontrunner in such litigation.
Theoretically, it will contribute to expanding the
concept of a just transition to considering more
than human interests.

A ‘shared burden’
Given that the �nal decision of the Court is still
pending, this is an excellent opportunity for the
judiciary to use the just transition framework and
facilitate inclusive and equitable climate action. A
right against climate change has been recognised
and is yet to be articulated. This provides a
productive space for initiating a discourse on the
content of the right — an opportunity to make it
inclusive and e�ective. However, this burden is a
shared one. It falls not only on the state but also
on activists, litigants, and academics — who
provide content to rights by participating
(indirectly or directly) in the process of their
recognition, articulation, and enforcement.

The Great Indian Bustard and climate action verdict 
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O
rganising grand events and celebrations
in the month of April to commemorate
Babasaheb Ambedkar’s birth anniversary

has become a national ritual now. These only
showcase the presence of a vibrant and robust
Dalit mass, engaged to democratise the
mainstream public culture. However, such a
display of national Dalit unity around B.R.
Ambedkar’s iconography is unavailable in the
political sphere. Instead, there is a growing
splintering in Ambedkar’s political legacies today,
making Dalit political parties a passive and
relegated force.

Ambedkar envisaged a robust arrival of
subaltern social groups, mainly the Dalit-Bahujan
mass, as the prime claimant of state power and
visualised that his political party, the Republican
Party of India (RPI), would form a greater social
alliance with the Adivasis, poor working classes
and landless agrarian labourers and strengthen
the movement against an exploitative feudal and
Brahmanical order. In the post-Ambedkar period,
the major task of Dalit politics has been to follow
Ambedkar’s legacy and establish the
Dalit-Bahujan as the key transformative force in
democratic institutions. However, even a cursory
examination of contemporary Ambedkarite Dalit
politics would showcase that it has disintegrated
into segments, and lacks a visionary leadership,
strong social base and e�ective political strategies
to re-emerge as a crucial player in democratic
battles.

Ideological camaraderie
In the post-Independence democratic churning, a
powerful arrival of agrarian backward castes in
major States as the new ruling elites was
witnessed. In the mid-1990s, the nation also
experienced a powerful Dalit political leadership,
especially the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) under
the leadership of Kanshi Ram and Mayawati in
Uttar Pradesh. 

The BSP emerged as a signi�cant political force
and opened the possibility that the politics of
social justice would be a game changer in India’s
democracy. In Maharashtra, during the same

period, a new beginning was witnessed with the
arrival of Republican-Bahujan leaders such as
Prakash Ambedkar and Ramdas Athawale on the
political turf. Similarly, the Viduthalai
Chiruthaigal Katchi (VCK) under Thol.
Thirumavalvan in Tamil Nadu and the Lok
Janshakti Party (LJP) led by Ram Vilas Paswan in
Bihar provided space for a digni�ed and robust
articulation of the Dalit political cause and
re-introduced them as a crucial player in
democratic battles. Though there was no alliance
between these political out�ts, they had an
ideological camaraderie around the iconography
of Ambedkar, had a committed Dalit social base,
and often �agged the slogans of social justice.

Periodically, even on their own political turf,
these parties vacillated from core ideological
principles. The BSP joined hands with the
Bharatiya Janata Party in 1995 to form the �rst
State government headed by Mayawati in Uttar
Pradesh. It was followed by Ram Vilas Paswan
joining the BJP led-alliance in 1999 and securing
an important portfolio in Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s
cabinet. 

In Maharashtra, Ramdas Athawale distanced
his political out�t from the radical ideas of the
Dalit movement and formed an electoral alliance
with the BJP in 2011. Only a few among the Dalit
parties, such as the VCK and Prakash Ambedkar’s
political out�ts (recently renamed as Vanchit
Bahujan Aghadi- VBA) retain a consistent anti-BJP
position and formed only alliances with the
secular parties.

The challenge of Hindutva hegemony
The aggressive ascendance of the BJP as a
powerful mobiliser of Dalit-Bahujan groups under
the Hindutva umbrella, has been met with little
challenge by the Dalit parties. These parties lack
strategic interventions, innovative slogans and a
capable leadership to motivate socially
marginalised communities to stay away from
Hindutva’s hegemonic cultural paradigm.
Further, these parties have been limited to
certain geographical boundaries as many States
with a signi�cant Dalit population such as Punjab

(32%), Bengal (24%), Himachal Pradesh (26%) and
Haryana (21%), and parties such as the RPI or BSP
failed to mobilise Dalits. Other marginalised
communities such as Adivasis and Muslims also
hesitate to vote for Dalit political out�ts
overwhelmingly as their ideological commitment
and capacity to win the electoral battles are often
questioned.

In the run-up to the general election 2024, the
Dalit parties could have presented a new outlook
and innovative political programme to in�uence
Dalit-Bahujan voters. For example, announcing a
uni�ed political bloc of Ambedkarite parties,
especially of the BSP, VCK and VBA, could have
helped set up a national Dalit-Bahujan agenda to
challenge the current political establishment.
Though other political parties have often joined
hands to secure their class and social interests,
the Dalit parties have remained attached to
regional speci�cities and lacked the political
imagination to revamp social justice politics. Most
importantly, in the crucial political battle against
the BJP, parties such as the VBA and BSP have
decided to go it alone.

The refusal by these parties to form a uni�ed
secular front with mainstream Opposition parties
may allow them to remain visible in the
democratic processes. However, they seem
unanswerable to the growing anxieties and
troubles that the poor Dalit-Bahujan mass is
facing under the Hindutva regime. There is a
visible fear that the BJP’s return to power for a
third term in India would also relegate the
prospect of social justice politics and may disturb
India’s constitutional democracy.

Segmented and powerless, Dalit-Bahujan
politics today overtly shows that there are visible
deviants into Ambedkar’s political legacies. The
absence of a national political agenda, ruptures in
political ideology and limitations in challenging
the right-wing juggernaut have hampered the
revival of Dalit politics today. A new generation of
Dalit-Bahujan leaders and intellectuals must
emerge to cross these obstacles and rediscover a
transformative political alternative — one that is
truthful to Ambedkar’s political principles.

The limitations of Ambedkarite Dalit politics today 
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right-wing
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a�ecting the
revival of
Dalit politics

Yoga guru’s apology

The Supreme Court of India
is justified in giving
self-styled yoga guru Baba
Ramdev and his associate
Acharya Balakrishna an
earful for disrespecting its
earlier orders regarding the
misleading advertisements
put out by Patanjali. The
yoga guru’s apology (Page

that “EVMs are accurate
unless they are maligned by
human bias” (April 17). His
only apprehension is that it
will be ‘maligned’ by the
party at the Centre given its
emphatic line: that it would
win 400-plus seats in the
general election.

A. Jainulabdeen,
Chennai

Illegal trade practices will
only cause damage.
Claiming that his medicines
are a permanent remedy is
akin to antisocial activity. 
R. Mahadevan,

Chennai

On the EVM

The common man agrees
with the Supreme Court

quackery and anti-science
attitudes are still widely
prevalent in the country.
Stringent implementation of
regulatory protocols and
holding people and
companies peddling
misleading advertisements
accountable are a must.
M. Jeyaram,
Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

the growing incidence of
lifestyle diseases has made
interventions that
emphasise dietary
management, toxin
removal, herbal therapies,
and yoga more popular, the
government cannot be
oblivious to the significance
of regulatory protocols and
evidence-based policy as

1, “Ramdev, associate
apologise before SC”, April
17) reminds me of a man
who said, “It’s easy to give
up smoking – I’ve given it
up many times!”
P.G. Menon,
Chennai

While acknowledging and
appreciating the fact that
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New Delhi, April 17: The proposal of the General
Motors of the United States for equity
participation in the Hindustan Motors, Calcutta,
came under heavy �re in the Lok Sabha today.

Members irrespective of party a�liation
spoke strongly against allowing the
multi-national company to invest in the Indian
company and said this would amount to raking
the industrial policy in “reverse gear”. They
demanded a discussion in the House on this
issue before the government took a decision.

The Heavy Industry Minister, Mr. T.A. Pal
assured the House that the matter would be
“fully considered” by the government in the
national interest before taking a decision. He
said the government had only received the
proposal which was under consideration. No
decision had yet been taken on it.

Giving the details of the proposal, Mr. Pal said
that the authorised capital of Hindustan Motors
was Rs. 20 crores and the paid up capital was
Rs. 13.62 crores of which 31 per cent was held by
public �nancial institutions. The company had a
licensed capacity to produce 15,000 trucks a
year and much of it remained unutilised. At
present the country has to depend on two
companies — Telco and Ashok Leyland — to meet
the requirements of the public transport system.
Besides allowing these two companies to raise
their licensed capacity for the production of
trucks, the government was also trying to see
how the existing capacity was fully utilised.

The present proposal was that General Motors
be allowed to invest Rs. 6.33 crores in the shape
of machinery to improve the production
techniques of trucks. One of the conditions was
that components worth Rs. 7 crores would be
exported if they were permitted participation
for ten years.

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 18, 1974

U.S. �rm-Hind Motors tie up
plan opposed

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

Bombay, April 18: As an experiment, the G.I.P.
Railway workshops have turned out a restaurant
car for the sale of refreshments suitable for
Indian passengers for the present. This car will
be attached to the Delhi-Bombay Express train
and will be accessible to third-class passengers
even when the train is in motion.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 18, 1924

Restaurant car in G. I. P.

O
n March 12, 2024, in a
�rst for Uttar Pradesh,
a trial court in Hapur
awarded life

imprisonment in a case of cow
protection-related lynching of a
Muslim man. Six years earlier, in
June 2018, Qasim Qureshi was
lynched to death, and Samiuddin
was brutally assaulted, by a Hindu
group in the Bajhera Khurd
village, under the false accusation
of cow-slaughter. The additional
district and sessions court judge
Shweta Dixit sentenced 10 men to
life sentences and �ned them
₹59,000 each, under charges of
murder, attempt to murder,
rioting and promoting religious
enmity. The conviction in this case
is signi�cant because while illegal
vigilante crimes are coalitionary
projects between state and
non-state actors, the price paid is
solely by the non-state actors.

The steep rise in cow
vigilantism in India has occurred
on the back of the state’s interest
in the campaign to protect cattle
from slaughter. The subsequent
violence has blurred the
boundaries between vigilantes
and the state and has gained legal
legitimacy. Governments in
Haryana, Rajasthan, and Uttar
Pradesh have amended their cow
slaughter prevention laws and set
up special task forces to enforce
them. These have allowed cow
vigilantes to operate freely, with
the state’s sanction and the
police’s cognisance. As a result,
judicial processes that punish cow
protectionists for their
anti-Muslim violence have been
rare occurrences.

The Uttar Pradesh court’s
conviction is just the �fth one in
cow protection-related lynchings
in India: three others are in
Jharkhand and one in Rajasthan.
Of these, only the courts in
Jharkhand have pronounced
maximum life sentences in the
2016 lynching of Mazlum Ansari
and Imteyaz Khan and the 2017
lynching of Alimuddin Ansari.

Despite its rarity, the judgment
in the Hapur lynching is signi�cant
for three critical reasons.

First, the conviction of the 10
men, is also a conviction, in
principle, that bears down on the
actions of the state. The order
censures the police for fabricating
the First Information Report (FIR).
It states that the police created an
alternative narrative of Qasim’s
death and Samiuddin’s grievous
injuries. The police claimed that
these were the result of a
motorcycle accident, instead of a
lynching. It raises questions about
police accountability. The Hapur
conviction is an acknowledgement
that the state was not only a
participant but also an enabler. 

The judgment also casts
aspersions on the police’s intent.
The police did not collect the
statements of Samiuddin and
other eyewitnesses. In an
“extremely objectionable” act, the
police also damaged the video
evidence of the confession of one
of the accused. The judgment
alleges that the police did not
conduct a forensic investigation of
a weapon that was recovered from
another one of the accused. And
�nally, it asks the Director General
of the Police, Uttar Pradesh, to
investigate the collusion of police
personnel and investigating
o�cers. In this way, the Hapur
court’s conviction lays bare the
collaboration of the police in the
violence, and in endeavouring to
protect the accused.

Second, the police made
attempts at misdirecting the
investigation initially. Despite
Samiuddin approaching o�cers,
the police did not conduct an
o�cial identi�cation parade, for
Samiuddin to single out the men
accused of the crime. This failure
helped the accused to secure bail.
However, the court’s sentencing to
life imprisonment is an indicator
that the State cannot ensure the
unconditional security of the cow
vigilantes. In the alliance between
state and non-state actors, the
vigilantes will continue to bear
higher risk, and pay a higher
price. The sentence, thus,
demonstrates the fragile nature of
this coalition of violence. The
partnership is tipped on one side

such that the occasional non-state
actor can be disposed of in a rare
conviction. The Hapur court’s
decision, thus, must serve as a
forewarning to any budding cow
vigilantes and smaller-time Monu
Manesars and Bittu Bajrangis of
north India. In the exercise of such
violence, the boundaries between
state and non-state actors may be
blurred. But the power continues
to lie with state agents.

And third, the conviction must
not be seen as a dent in the state’s
sanction of such anti-Muslim
violence. Instead, it brings to the
fore how the state delegates illegal
policing to vigilantes. As seen in
several cases of anti-minority
violence, while police complicity
enables crimes against Muslims,
the convictions have no material
impact on the state. Thus, the
police can be both — deeply
entwined in the making of the
violence, as well as being
comfortably distant from its
punitive consequences. The
Hapur conviction, thus, will not
address, punish, or put an end to
the means of violence that are a
part of the state.

State-induced lynching
The two systems that sustain every
lynching conviction are the state
that enabled it and the processes
that legitimised it. Despite the life
imprisonment, what remains
untouched, unpunished, and
unchanged, is the state-induced
lynching. The close association of
the police, in the exercise of such
violence has persisted through
several such instances. The
processes that led to the
concoction of the FIR,
manipulation of the investigation,
the designedly defective evidence
collection and handling, and the
police harassment, are typical of
cases of anti-minority violence.

The Hapur conviction, that
imposed the maximum
punishment on the culprits, can
be a big win for justice. However,
it is also a reminder that state
crimes continue to be sustained
while the non-state actors, or 10 of
them, are disposed of.

Hapur verdict, challenging vigilantism
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STATE OF PLAY

S
ince last weekend, Kar-
nataka has seen arrows
�ying between the two

top political leaders on the
question of what the govern-
ment’s �agship guarantee
schemes have meant for
women.

It all began with the Janata
Dal (Secular) State president
and former Chief Minister
H.D. Kumaraswamy’s inter-
pretation of how two of the
�ve guarantee schemes target-
ed at women — free travel in
non-luxury government buses
and monthly �nancial support
of ₹2,000 for women heads of
families — have impacted
them. “Today, because the go-
vernment has announced the
�ve guarantee schemes during
the last elections, our mothers
in villages have gone astray.
They have to think about what
happens to their lives. You
should think about what hap-
pens to your family...” he said.

This drew widespread con-
demnation from the Congress
leaders, with the Deputy Chief
Minister and the president of
the Karnataka Pradesh Con-
gress Committee D.K. Shivaku-
mar leading from the front.
Since then, the repartee bet-
ween them has gone beyond
just a debate on the schemes
and got enmeshed in their on-
going bitter battle for Vokkali-
ga (the politically powerful
caste to which both belong)
leadership, assuming the cha-
racter of alpha males sparring
for territorial control.

Mr. Kumaraswamy’s state-
ment, o� the cu� as it may
sound on the face of it, actual-
ly draws from two notions that
have been mainstreamed ever
since the women-centric
schemes were implemented,

that the money given to wo-
men comes from “pickpocket-
ing” men — a reference to mo-
ney that men might spend on
liquor — and that with more
mobility and cash in hand,
women have “abandoned”
their duties, such as cooking
and caring for their families.
This is among the several nar-
ratives built by the Opposition
to undermine these schemes,
one of the earlier ones being
that Chief Minister Siddara-
maiah was “dividing families”
with these schemes by creat-
ing �ssures between husband
and wife or daughter-in-law
and mother-in-law. These no-
tions have been pushed ag-
gressively on social media
platforms.

There can be debates on
whether the schemes have
been implemented well,
whether Karnataka’s excise
policy is skewed and whether
these schemes can serve as
tools for women’s empower-
ment in the long run. But the
typically patriarchal and feu-
dal reactions and narratives
are in themselves testimony to
the fact that the schemes
have, in principle, achieved
their purpose of giving some
sense of autonomy to women.

A reluctant apology
Sensing the widespread con-
demnation and the potential
damage it can cause from wo-
men voters, Mr. Kumaraswa-
my apologised to “mothers
and sisters if his statements
had hurt them.” However, re-

fusing to let go of the patronis-
ing tone, he said that he only
meant to warn them about
how women’s “innocence was
being misused” by the Con-
gress administration in the
name of guarantee schemes.

He also pointed out, rightly,
that the Congress leaders have
not exactly covered them-
selves in glory when it comes
to misogyny. He cited nonage-
narian MLA Shamanur Shi-
vashankarappa’s recent re-
mark that the BJP candidate,
from Davanagere, Gayathri
Siddeshwar was only “�t to
cook.” All India Congress
Committee (AICC) general se-
cretary Randeep Singh Surje-
wala’s comment on BJP MP
Hema Malini has attracted the
wrath of the Election Commis-
sion of India, he said. Mr. Shi-
vakumar had himself told an
interviewer some months ago
that women are chan-

chale (�ckle-minded) by na-
ture and need to be watched
over.

Outright misogynist re-
marks are quite the norm in
political discourse and tend to
come thicker and faster in an
election season. This again
begs the larger question that
has been posed ad-nauseum:

could such talk have been so
normalised if our Assemblies
and the Parliament had more
women with fair representa-
tion to the cross-section of
castes and classes?

This time, in Karnataka,
eight women are in the fray for
the Lok Sabha election from
the Congress and the BJP-JD
(S). The eight out of 56 �elded
by the parties is nowhere near
the “ideal” envisaged by the
Women’s Reservation Act,
2023. The only solace is that
though many of the eight are
from politically powerful fami-
lies, it is a big jump from the
2019 elections that saw the
two parties �elding four wo-
men.

Sexism on the campaign trail
Leaders in Karnataka are in a dispute over the e�ect of schemes targeting women 

S. Bageshree
bageshree.s@thehindu.co.in

A
n analysis of economic, so-
cial and environmental in-
dicators of Tamil Nadu,

which is headed to the national
polls this Friday, shows that the
State has recorded a holistic deve-
lopment across periods. While on
the one side, it features among the
top major States in various indica-
tors which measure child-health,
women empowerment and educa-
tional attainment, the State also
features among the top major
States in economic performance,
strongly supported by its manufac-
turing sector. The State should
concentrate on sustainable deve-
lopment as its better economic
performance has come at a cost
with it lagging in environment-re-
lated indicators.

Table 1 lists Tamil Nadu’s rank
in social indicators and its score in
a parameter in 2005-06, 2015-16,
and 2019-21. It also shows the
change in the State’s rank in 2019-
21, compared to 2015-16. The rank-
ings include smaller States too
such as the northeastern States
and Goa. So Tamil Nadu’s rankings
among major States are depicted
separately. For instance, the share
of the female population aged six
or above, who ever attended
school in 2019-21 was 80.4% in the
State. While Tamil Nadu was
ranked 11 of the 30 States analysed,
if only major States were consi-
dered, it featured inside the top
three (behind Kerala [1] and Hima-
chal [10]). States ranked two to
nine were smaller States.

The share of women aged 20-
24, who married before turning 18
was 12.8% in 2019-21 (ranked 13 of
30). The share of such women has
decreased in Tamil Nadu over the
years, however, the State’s relative
ranking has increased from 9th in
2005-06 to 13th in 2019-21.

Tamil Nadu featured among the
top three major States in both the

Infant mortality rate and the share
of stunted children in 2019-21. Its
relative ranking in the share of
wasted children too has improved
from 23rd in 2005-05 to 10th in
2019-21. It is placed much closer to
the top three States in the share of
underweight children.

In the share of households with
any member covered under a
health insurance/�nancing
scheme (%), the State is ranked
fourth. However, the State has to
improve much when it comes to
population share that uses an im-
proved sanitation facility. 

Tamil Nadu’s ranking in the Hu-
man Development Index has im-
proved from 16th in 1990 to 11th in
2021 (Table 2). The State’s eco-
nomic performance has also im-
proved in the last two decades. In
1993-94, it was ranked eighth out
of 27 States and in 2021-22 it
jumped to the sixth spot overall
(third rank among major States) in
per capita net state domestic pro-
duct (current prices) as shown in
Table 3. 

Also, its economic might is ma-
jorly supported by the manufac-
turing sector, which employs
18.7% of the State’s workforce. This
is the third-highest share among
major States (Table 4). Also, in
terms of the contribution of manu-
facturing to the State’s total Gross
Value Added, the State is ranked
sixth overall and fourth among
major States.

Among educational indicators,
Tamil Nadu is among the best-per-
forming States (Table 5). The State
has the highest Gross Enrolment
ratio (GER) in higher education,
and the third-highest GER in high-
er secondary schooling, among
major States.

However, the State lags in envi-
ronment-related indicators due to
industrial growth (Table 6). In
terms of hazardous waste generat-
ed per capita, the State was ranked
25 out of 28 (three States had lower
waste generation). In terms of fos-
sil fuels consumed per capita, Ta-
mil Nadu ranked 22 of 30 (eight
States had lower consumption). 

T.N. among leaders in many socio-economic measures
The State has recorded holistic development with its economic might translating to better educational and health-related outcomes

Rebecca Rose Varghese
Vignesh Radhakrishnan

DATA POINT
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The number of trains
impacted due to
farmers protest 

30
The movement of more than

30 trains was impacted as

farmers under the banner of

the Samyukta Kisan Morcha and Kisan

Mazdoor Morcha squatted on the railway

track in Haryana’s Patiala district

demanding the release of three farmers. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The magnitude of the
earthquake which hit
southern Japan 

6.4
An earthquake hit southern

Japan late on Wednesday.

The Japan Meteorological

Agency has not issued a tsunami warning.

The epicentre was the Bungo Channel, a

strait separating the Japanese islands of

Kyushu and Shikoku. REUTERS

Ford recalls Bronco
Sport and Maverick
cars

4.5
lakh. According to the

National Highway Traffic

Safety Administration, the

body and power train control modules for

these cars may fail to detect changes in

battery charge, which can cause an

unexpected loss of drive power. AP

Israeli soldiers
wounded in strike
from Lebanon 

14
Israel’s army said 14 soldiers

were wounded, on Wednesday,

after a drone and missile attack

claimed by Lebanon’s Iran-backed

Hezbollah group struck a village in

northern Israel. This is the second attack

on Israel this week. AFP

Estimated cost of
damage caused by
climate change

38
In trillion $ per year. German

government-backed research

finds that by 2050, damage to

farming, infrastructure, productivity and

health from climate change will cost an

estimated $38 trillion per year. REUTERS

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

C
ome summer, we are used to
seeing heat alerts from the India
Meteorological Department
(IMD) for various parts of India.

This year, these alerts began in February
itself. Parts of the northeast and western
India have already reported appreciably
warm temperatures (3.1-5 degrees Celsius
above normal) before the start of
summer. The IMD has also predicted an
increase in the maximum temperature
and the frequency of heatwave conditions
in the forthcoming days over eastern and
southern India, raising the question of
India’s readiness to face this hazard.

What is a heatwave?
According to the IMD, the de�nition of a
heatwave depends on the physiography
of regions. The IMD will declare a
heatwave if the maximum temperature
recorded at a station is 40 degrees Celsius
or more in the plains, 37 degrees Celsius
or more in the coast, and 30 degrees
Celsius or more in the hills.

A heatwave’s severity is determined by
its departure from normal temperature.
There is a ‘normal heatwave’ when the
departure is by 4.5-6.4 degrees Celsius
and a ‘severe heatwave’ if the departure is
greater. Heatwave declaration could also
be based on actual maximum
temperature: a ‘heatwave’ is when this
�gure is greater than 45 degrees Celsius
and a ‘severe heatwave’ when greater
than 47 degrees Celsius. The IMD takes
the latter two ‘routes’ only when at least
two stations in a meteorological
subdivision report such a high maximum
or when at least one station has recorded
a corresponding departure from the
normal for at least two consecutive days.

How are we tackling heatwaves?
With the severity and frequency of
heatwaves increasing across the country,
governments at various levels — State,
district, and city — have prepared heat
action plans (HAPs). HAPs aim to increase
preparedness and lower the adverse
impacts of extreme heat by outlining
strategies and measures to prepare for,
address, and recover from heatwaves.
The National Disaster Management
Authority and IMD are reported to be
working with 23 States to develop HAPs.
There is no centralised database on HAPs,
but at least 23 HAPs exist at the State and
city level, with a few States, such as
Odisha and Maharashtra, laying out
district-level HAPs.

HAPs in India follow a general pattern.
They provide a snapshot of regions’ heat
pro�le, including information on the
number of past heatwave events, yearly
trends in the summer maximum
temperature, land surface temperature,
and so on, followed by a vulnerability
assessment which maps out regions that
require immediate attention and a
response plan. This plan presents
recommendations for mitigating and
addressing heatwave impacts before,
during, and after a heatwave and outlines
the roles and responsibilities of various
line departments, such as the disaster
management authority, labour
department, and police. 

What do the HAPs recommend?
HAPs typically suggest a combination of
measures such as using forecasts and
early warning systems to alert the public
and relevant authorities about heatwaves,
educating the public through campaigns

that provide information on risks
associated with heatwaves, building heat
shelters and cooling centres, and
providing clean drinking water to avoid
dehydration. 

HAPs provide directives for hospitals to
be well equipped with supplies and an
adequate number of trained healthcare
workers to recognise and treat a large
in�ux of patients with heat-related
illnesses. HAPs also suggest long-term
measures such as adopting urban
planning strategies that promote tree
planting, using heat-resistant building
materials to reduce urban heat island
e�ect, and using cool roo�ng
technologies to reduce solar absorption,
thereby decreasing indoor temperatures.
In addition, HAPs push for e�ective
coordination among stakeholders,
including government agencies,
healthcare providers, community
organisations, and emergency services.

What debilitates HAPs from
addressing the problem e�ectively?
While HAPs are excellent guidelines that
have brought into focus the problem of
heatwaves and the need to address them,
much work remains to make them
practical to the highly variable weather
conditions and the diversity of
socio-economic conditions prevailing in
the country. 
The local context: A national threshold
is what determines a heatwave today.
However, heatwaves will have to be
determined at disaggregated scales such
as States, districts, and cities. Many cities
have been reeling under extreme
temperatures, although no heatwave has
been declared. Aspects such as the urban
heat island e�ect, the type of roo�ng, and
proximity to water or green bodies are
important in�uences on the local

temperature in addition to humidity.
Further, the lived local experience is an
important aspect to be considered.
Therefore, the scope of a heatwave needs
to be expanded to accommodate humid
heat and warmer nights in addition to
extreme dry heat. This requires the
development of a heat index that
accounts for multiple factors beyond
temperature. Regional variations also
need to be considered, as HAPs that are
tailored to speci�c climatic conditions,
demography, and a region’s infrastructure
can lead to the formulation of strategies
and interventions suited to the local
context.
Inconsistent methods: While most HAPs
have conducted vulnerability assessments
during the development of the plans, the
methods adopted are inconsistent. It is,
therefore, time to transition to a robust,
full-�edged climate risk assessment that
can identify the likelihood of heatwaves in
di�erent areas and estimate the exposure
of people and important assets to
heatwaves while factoring in inherent
vulnerabilities. Also, hotspot mapping for
prioritising and formulating targeted
interventions is needed, which is now
possible with easy-to-access geospatial
data.
Vulnerable populations: All HAPs
prioritise the protection of vulnerable
populations such as low-income
communities, children, and the elderly.
But what is missing are targeted
interventions that account for the varying
needs of populations based on local social
and demographic factors, in addition to
infrastructure elements that could
exacerbate heat. Over 90% of India’s
economy is informal and starkly visible
when we step out of our homes, be it a
pushcart vendor, a chaiwala, household
help, or sanitation worker. If we

acknowledge heatwaves as a public health
concern, targeted strategies need to be
formulated by recognising various
socio-economic di�erences.
Resource allocation: The
implementation of HAPs can vary
signi�cantly depending on the priorities
of local governments and the capacities
available. Hence, there is a need to
allocate dedicated budgets for HAPs.
Further, it is of utmost importance to
hold dialogues between the state, civil
society organisations, and worker unions
to co-plan a �nancial mechanism that can
allow informal workers to be indoors
during a heatwave while not losing their
incomes.
Breaking down silos: HAPs currently are
stand-alone plans with limited �nance.
Pooling in resources would be possible if
they are integrated with broader action
plans promoting urban resilience and
climate adaptation. Such an integration
will likely have a bearing on the overall
e�ectiveness of HAPs and their
implementation and prompt
improvements in data collection and
monitoring systems, which are essential
to help assess the e�ectiveness of HAPs
over time.

Finally, while HAPs mention long-term
measures, they are limited to building
infrastructure (especially cool roofs), with
a cursory mention of green and blue
spaces. For HAPs to be e�ective, focused
planning on including nature-based
solutions to address extreme heat in
hotspots is a must. 

Indu K. Murthy is a principal research
scientist heading the Climate, Environment,
and Sustainability Sector at the Center for
Study of Science, Technology and Policy
(CSTEP). Sahil Mathew is an analyst in the
Climate, Environment and Sustainability
Sector at CSTEP.

On India’s ‘heat action plans’ 
How does the India Meteorological Department de�ne heatwaves? What do heat action plans recommend? Are special interventions needed for vulnerable

communities during a heatwave? What about regional variations and socio-economic di�erences?

Parched land: A local fisherman at the Chandola Lake in Ahmedabad on April 9. VIJAY SONEJI

Indu K. Murthy 
Sahil Mathew

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

The IMD will declare a
heatwave if the maximum
temperature recorded at a
station is 40 degrees Celsius or
more in the plains, 37 degrees
Celsius or more in the coast,
and 30 degrees Celsius or more
in the hills.

�

With the severity and
frequency of heatwaves
increasing across the country,
governments at various levels
— State, district, and city —
have prepared heat action
plans (HAPs).

�

While HAPs are excellent
guidelines that have brought
into focus the problem of
heatwaves and the need to
address them, much work
remains to make them
practical to the highly variable
weather conditions.
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A
study conducted by
CSDS-Lokniti monitored the X
handles of �ve spokespersons
each from the BJP and the

Congress. The study examined 798 tweets
till early April. Of these, 378 were
attributed to spokespersons of the
Congress, while 420 with the BJP.

Local and national issues
53% of the BJP’s posts focused on local
issues while 48% focused on national
issues. It was 14% and 86% respectively
for the Congress (Table 1).

For the BJP, among the 53% local
issues, the most discussed were local
campaigns in panchayats and Assemblies
— covering almost 58%. The most
discussed national issues were political
campaigns but these were mostly short
clips of major rallies of Prime Minister
Modi, Amit Shah, and J.P. Nadda, covering
24% of all national issues. For the
Congress, among its 14% of local issues,
the most discussed were Congress party
functionaries and local rallies, covering
almost 19%. The most discussed national
issues were posts covering the Congress
manifesto, which covered 19%, and posts
critiquing the ruling party, which covered
15% (Table 2).

Jibes and promises
For the BJP, of its 25% negative posts, 45%
posts were targeted towards the
Opposition, while of its 75% positive
posts, 53% were related to posts of local
and national political campaigns. For the
Congress, of its 75% negative posts, 19%
and 15% critiqued the ruling party and the
PM respectively while of its 23% positive
posts, 46% were on party functionaries,
and 44% on its manifesto (Table 3).

The posts made by the BJP appear
more coordinated and strategic in
comparison to the Congress. This
conclusion is drawn based on the use of
hashtags. Most BJP posts use the hashtags
in two combinations: #BJP4Development,
#ModiHaiToMumkinHai together; and
#PhirEkBaarModiSaarkar, and
#ApkiBaar400Paar #Viksit (localised)
together. Congress, on the other hand,
uses its respective hashtags sparingly
without any discernible combination or
pattern. They also lack a localised hashtag
like BJP’s, appearing less connected.

The BJP has long since established PM
Modi as the face of their party and is
seemingly continuing the trend this
election. At the same time, the Congress
too is focused on Mr. Modi. Instead of
establishing Rahul Gandhi as a
comparable �gure to Modi, the Congress
is attempting to undermine the validity of
PM Modi’s candidature by exposing his
and the ruling party’s inadequacies.

The electoral advertisement blitz 
We also monitored 900 advertisements
by the BJP and the Congress running on
March 18 (irrespective of the date of their
origin) across Google platforms, including
YouTube (Source: Google Ads
Transparency Centre). During this
24-hour period, while the BJP posted 1,111
ads, INC posted 10 ads. BJP broke its
record in ad spending, for the last �ve
years, in February 2024, surpassing what
it spent since February 2019 (Source:

Google Political Ads CSV �le).
While the BJP as well as the INC

employed location-based targeting, no
gender or age �lters were used by either
party. The BJP targeted the majority of its
ads in Andhra Pradesh (50%) and Odisha
(39%). The remaining 11% of the ads were
targeted at multiple States, mostly from
the Hindi belt (Table 2). The study of such
location-speci�c targeting, along with its
correlation with expenditure and theme
of ads, has revealed both parties’ selective
approach to engagement with di�erent
parts of India.

In Andhra Pradesh, where a staggering
50% of BJP’s ads were targeted, around
53% of them were dedicated to
infrastructure development. A similar

trend is observed in Odisha, where
majority of the ads were focused on this
theme (39%). In Odisha, the BJP’s focus
seems to be on the youth demographic,
with most of the ads highlighting training
programs, employment opportunities,
and educational institutions (Table 2).
These ads proudly announced the
establishment of AIIMS, IITs, and IIMs in
the State even though there is only one
AIIMS in Bhubaneswar, which was
established in 2012 before the Modi
government rose to power. (In such ads
targeted to Odisha, Bhubaneswar has
been excluded.) Interestingly, ads
appealing for donations in the name of
“Viksit Bharat” were displayed in all
States and UTs. However, ads soliciting

suggestions for the manifesto speci�cally
excluded South Indian states. The INC ads
on ‘PehleNaukriPakki’ and a massive
investment project of ₹500 crore for
start-ups excluded most north Indian
States. However, ads targeting speci�c
locations in major north Indian States
focused on loan waivers for farmers and
the reduction of GST in the Minimum
Support Price. The ads targeted towards
the northeastern States focused on
employment and job security. Unlike the
BJP, no Congress ads asked for donations.

The maximum spending by the BJP was
on ads related to its manifesto, donation
requests, and infrastructure. While BJP,
on average, had spent under ₹10,000 per
ad for most of the ads (79.8%), a

disproportionately high amount was
spent (₹4,00,000 per ad) for some of the
ads focusing on infrastructure and
developmental projects. In contrast,
Congress’s highest spending in this period
goes up to ₹3,00,000 per ad on video.
While the Congress was not relying much
on Google ads, the BJP is spending
substantially on digital ads advertising.

Sanjay Kumar, a Professor at CSDS,
Aditi Singh, Assistant Professor at O.P.
Jindal Global University, Anagha V. Nair,
Subhayan Acharya, researchers with CSDS
worked on the study on social media.
Sanjay Kumar, Aditi Singh, Jyoti Mishra, a
Research Associate with CSDS, and
Abhishek Sharma, a researcher with CSDS
worked on the ads study.

Analysing the social media and advertising
campaigns of the BJP and the Congress
In the ever-evolving landscape of political campaigning, advertisements and social media campaigns have emerged as the unsung heroes of political strategy. Studies conducted by the

CSDS-Lokniti on spokespersons of the BJP and Congress as well as both parties’ advertising spending revealed a more co-ordinated election strategy by the BJP

CSDS-Lokniti Team

X

QUESTION 1

A freedom fighter and later a member of

the Constituent Assembly, this person

was elected to the Lok Sabha in 1962

from Palani, then a parliamentary

constituency. He is more famous for his

role in ushering the Green Revolution as

Union Agriculture Minister. Name him. 

X

QUESTION 2

Another freedom fighter, this well known

and still popular leader from Tamil Nadu,

first made his entry into Parliament from

Srivilliputur in 1952. Apart from other

things, he is well known for his

eponymous “Plan” that involved the

resignation of senior Congress leaders

from Ministerial posts to take up

organisational work. Name him.

X

QUESTION 3

Considered as one of India’s most accomplished

actors, this thespian was twice elected to the Lok

Sabha on the Congress ticket from South Chennai

in the 1980s and remains the last representative

from the Congress from this seat. Name her.

X

QUESTION 4

He is the author of the novel Kavalkottam that

was awarded the Sahitya Akademi Award for

Tamil in 2011. He is also credited with the

writings for three films. Name this incumbent

Member of Parliament and the party he belongs

to. 

X

QUESTION 5

One of the few parliamentarians elected on a

Bharatiya Janata Party ticket in Tamil Nadu —

from Tiruchirappalli in 1998 and 1999, he also

held portfolios as Union Minister in the BJP led

governments during that period. Name him.

Questions and Answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. The book series from

which Game of Thrones has been adapted

from. Ans: A Song of Ice and Fire by

George R. R. Martin

2. The name of the prequel that premiered

in 2022. Ans: House of the Dragon

3. The name of the family that has three

siblings, two of which are twins, and the

other is a dwarf. Ans: Lannister

4. This sequence of the show received the

2011 Primetime Emmy Award for Main

Title Design. Ans: A three-dimensional

map of the series's fictional world

5. These two languages spoken in the

show are often subtitled in English. Ans:

Dothraki and Valyrian

Visual: The name of the throne. Ans: Iron

throne

Early Birds: K. N. Viswanathan|

Rajmohan. V.| Ashish Dabral| Rajeev Jain|

Manasi Roy

THE DAILY QUIZ

On April 19, the entire State of Tamil Nadu will vote in the 2024 Parliamentary elections. Here’s a
quiz on some well known parliamentarians from the State

X

Visual question:

Identify this five-time member of Parliament and the party he represented. THE HINDU ARCHIVES

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Srinivasan Ramani

CSDS-LOKINITI
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T
he recent agreement
signed between India and
Mauritius to amend the
double tax avoidance treaty
is important in many ways.

It signals that India is willing to let go
of the round-tripping funds that is
routed through the verdant island
nation and that Mauritius is keen on
rebuilding its image as a credible
o�shore financial centre. But more
importantly, the change signals
growing intolerance globally towards
abuse of loopholes in bilateral tax
agreements, which is resulting in a
large loss of revenue for governments.

The original intent of the tax treaty
with Mauritius, signed in 1982, was to
promote investment flows between the
two countries and to prevent the gains
on investments from being taxed twice.
But since the treaty provided for the
capital gains to be taxed at the country
of origination, and with capital gains
tax rate in Mauritius being zero,
entities from other jurisdictions began
investing into India through Mauritius,
to save on tax. 

The other, and greater, concern was
the Mauritian authorities allowing
businesses without significant business
presence to be incorporated in the
country; called shell companies or
brass-plate companies. The island
nation had very lax rules, which
allowed the ultimate owner of the
companies to stay hidden. This allowed
Indian entities to set up shell
companies in Mauritius to round-trip
money, much to the annoyance of the
RBI and SEBI.

But winds of change are blowing, not
just for Mauritius, but for all tax
havens. It began with all the major
countries coming together under
OECD to sign the BEPS (Base Erosion
and Profit Shifting) agreement in 2017.
This required countries to close the
gaps in bilateral treaties, improve
information sharing and tighten
domestic rules to check tax evasion.
The results are already evident in
changing pattern of global investment
flows. 

GLOBAL ACTION

Global regulators had been
confounded by the problem of
corporates shifting their base to low tax
jurisdictions to avoid tax. The US
Congressional Research Service
estimates that revenue loss to the
country from such base shifting could
range between $50 billion to $100
billion annually. The other issue was
tax evasion and money laundering
through gaps in bilateral treaties.

In 2016, more than 100 countries
agreed to implement changes to tax
treaties and update international tax
rules to reduce the gaps available for
MNCs to avoid paying taxes. The BEPS
MLI came into force on July 1, 2018. 

The signatories to the agreement
include almost all the tax havens such
as Mauritius, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands and Hong Kong. It covers
almost 1,900 bilateral tax treaties,
making its enforcement quite e�ective. 

TIGHTER TREATY

India’s signing of the BEPS MLI in 2016
was followed by a significant
amendment of the Indo-Mauritian
double tax avoidance treaty that year.
The amendment resulted in
investments in Indian shares done
after April 1, 2017, being liable for
taxation in India, thus removing the tax
benefit derived by investing in Indian
equities from Mauritius. But the
amendment left investments in equity
made prior to April 1, 2017, out of its
ambit. Fixed income and other
non-equity investments were also not
covered.

Last month, India and Mauritius
agreed to amend the treaty further. A
Principal Purpose Test will be included
in the agreement, under which, the
benefit of the treaty can be denied if it
is established that the main objective of
the arrangement or the transaction is
to benefit from the treaty. 

This implies that companies can no
longer flash tax residency certificates
(TRCs) issued by the Mauritian
government to claim benefits under
the treaty. The use of TRC to establish
residency has been a bone of

contention because earlier it could be
obtained easily without the entity
having a substantial presence in the
country.

Through the recent amendments,
both the governments seem to be
signalling that they will not tolerate tax
evasion or round-tripping using the
treaty any longer.

DIMINISHING FLOWS

The change in stance of the Indian and
Mauritian government is in sync with
other jurisdictions. The amendment to
various bilateral treaties, along with
greater scrutiny since 2017 is resulting
in reduced investment flows out of low
tax jurisdictions, which were earlier
preferred by treaty shoppers. 

From the graph of net FDI outflows
based on data from World Bank, it can
be seen that outflow from
Luxembourg, which was one of the
preferred tax havens, has declined from
$176 billion in 2019 to $-265 billion in
2022. Outflows from Mauritius have
declined from $58 million in 2019 to
$19 million in 2022. Similarly, flows out
of the Netherlands and Switzerland
have also been erratic after 2017.

On the other hand, FDI investments

from the US, the UK are increasing. A
large proportion of global funds are
based in the US and the UK and these
funds appear to be investing directly
from their home countries instead of
taking a more circuitous route through
tax havens. Outflows from more
transparent o�shore centres such as
Singapore have been steady.

This trend is visible in the foreign
flows into India as well. Foreign
portfolio investors from Mauritius had
the largest share of 26 per cent in FPI
assets in Indian shares and debt, prior
to 2013. But the share has now reduced
to 6 per cent and the country relegated
to the fourth position. FPIs from the
US are now the largest holders of FPI
assets with 39 per cent share. Similarly,
in FDI inflows, Singapore has displaced
Mauritius as the largest source.

Global tax havens seem to be at an
inflexion point. The tighter laws are
likely to reduce the income they derive
from o�shore services, forcing them to
reinvent themselves and find other
sources of revenue. Whether the tax
planner fraternity admits defeat or
manages to find other loopholes for
‘tax avoidance and management’,
remains to be seen. 

Are tax havens
fading into 
the sunset?

Global tax havens seem to
be at an inflexion point.
The tighter laws are likely
to reduce the income
they derive from offshore
services, forcing them to
reinvent themselves and find
other sources of revenue.

Global clampdown is reducing investment flows
routed through low tax jurisdictions such as Mauritius
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T
he India Meteorological Department’s
(IMD’s) forecast of above-normal rainfall in
the upcoming South-West monsoon is

welcome news for the farm sector and the economy.
In its first-stage forecast released on Monday, IMD
predicted that the overall quantum of rains for the
2024 season will be at 106 per cent of the long-period
average (LPA). Its probability distribution, which is
sometimes at variance with its forecast, is in sync this
year. It pegs the probability of above-normal or
excess rains at 61 per cent and below-normal or
deficient rains at 10 per cent.

The second-stage forecast in May is
expected to provide granular predictions on
region-wise and month-wise distribution of
rain. A munificent South-West monsoon is
critical for the country. In 2023, a prolonged
El Nino contributed to a sub-par monsoon
with rainfall at just 94 per cent of the LPA.
Patchy spatial and temporal distribution
resulted in Eastern and Southern States
facing drought. Southern States are
grappling with a precarious water situation
with average reservoir storage at 20 per cent
of capacity. Owing to sub-par rain, the
agriculture Gross Value Added (GVA)
expanded by just 0.7 per cent in FY24, a year
when industry and services were firing on all
cylinders. A timely and bountiful monsoon
can lift agriculture GVA, boost rural incomes
and hopefully quell stubborn food price
inflation.

This is, however, subject to IMD’s
first-stage forecast coming good. IMD’s
April forecasts have been o�-target in the
past, as they tend to be too early to gauge
developing atmospheric conditions and
weather anomalies impacting monsoon
performance. Last year, for instance, when
the IMD forecast a normal monsoon ast 96
per cent of LPA in April, it underestimated
the impact of the developing El Nino. In
2022, the actual rainfall at 106 per cent of
LPA substantially overshot IMD’s April
forecast of 99 per cent. But this year one can
attach a greater degree of confidence to
IMD’s forecast of above-normal rain due to
two factors.

The IMD has historically faltered in
predicting monsoon performance mainly in
El Nino years. But this time, there are strong
indications that global El Nino conditions
that have been in place since February 2023
are rapidly receding. Besides, an Australian
Bureau of Meteorology update on
Wednesday announced the o�cial end of El
Nino and said Pacific waters were
transitioning to neutral ENSO (El Nino
Southern Oscillation) conditions. It also
cited global models that predicted the onset
of La Nina in the Central Pacific by July. La
Nina years have coincided with excess
monsoon rain in India. The Indian Ocean
Dipole (IOD) has historically exercised a
greater influence on the Indian monsoon
than the ENSO. Global weather trackers
have recently noted IOD readings moving
into positive territory. Should these readings
persist, India could reap twin benefits from
an emerging La Nina and a positive IOD in
the second half of the monsoon season.

Monsoon cheer 
Prospects of above-normal monsoon seem bright 
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Monsoon forecast
With globe climate models indicating
a weakening of current El Nino
conditions and ‘positive’ Indian
Ocean Dipole conditions, the India
Meteorological Department (IMD)
has forecast an “above normal”
South-West monsoon this year. 
Given the inextricable link between a
good monsoon and economic
growth, such a forecast does augur
well for the country’s economy. Also,
a good monsoon could increase
reservoir levels and boost
hydroelectric power generation,
besides ensuring the availability of
drinking water. Since the farm sector
employs nearly 46 per cent of the
country’s workforce, a second
consecutive not-so-good monsoon

could wreak havoc on already
stressed rural incomes and
consumption. If the country has a
good monsoon, it will ensure a
bumper kharif harvest about six
months from now and help the
government ward o� food inflation
to a greater extent.
M Jeyaram
Sholavandan, TN

GST on Malabar parota
The ruling of the Kerala High Court
that the popular flat bread (Malabar
parota) will attract GST at 5 per cent
and not 18 per cent is welcome.
From the consumers’ point of view,
all goods are final goods. Hence,
lessening GST on single use
consumer goods will benefit the

people in general and the poor in
particular. Malabar parota, for
instance, is a popular consumer
good, albeit it may require a little
more e�ort for readying it for final
consumption. Consumers will be
immensely benefited by the verdict
as they need not shell out extra GST
(an indirect tax) on the commodity.
This essentially means that they
could save considerable nominal
income in the purchase of it.
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai

Tax treaty
This refers to ‘Capital move’ (April
17). It is indeed a positive
development for those aiming to
avoid tax. However, there is a need

for clarification regarding the
di�erences between the Principal
Purpose Test (PPT) and the
proposed article 27B, as the
distinction seems subtle. Failure to
address this could result in legal
disputes, particularly concerning the
Vodafone double taxation issue and
Mauritius, stemming from the capital
gains tax dispute related to
Vodafone’s acquisition of Hutchison
Essar in India in 2007, which
significantly impacted the Indian tax
system.
Srinivasan Velamur
Chennai

Pulses production
Apropos ‘Pulses need a production
boost’ (April 17), it is unfortunate

that pulses, the essential protein
providers, are slowly disappearing
from poor people’s diet. This doesn’t
augur well for the health of the
nation and its development. There
are several reasons for the fall in
pulses production in the country.
Expanding irrigation facilities have
changed the cropping patterns and
pulses cultivation has been replaced
by rice and wheat. Further, soyabean,
an import from South America, has
been promoted so aggressively that
it has replaced pulses cultivation
over a large area, due to better
income realisations. There is a need
to promote the cultivation of pulses
on a mission mode. 
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad
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T
he explosive growth of digital
platforms has revolutionised the
way we live, work, and interact.

While o�ering undeniable benefits in
terms of convenience, choice, and
innovation, the dominance of a few tech
giants has also raised concerns about
unfair market practices, stifling of
competition, and potential harm to
smaller businesses, especially micro,
small, and medium enterprises
(MSMEs). 

Concerns about dominance by large
tech companies have led to the proposal
of a new Digital Competition Bill (DCB)
aimed at regulating these digital
behemoths and fostering a more level
playing field. However, recently, India
SME Forum (ISF) expressed concerns
over the proposed Bill. Let us look at the
pros and cons of the Bill with special
reference to MSMEs.

The draft Digital Competition Bill,
released in March 2024, identifies large
digital platforms as ‘Systemically
Significant Digital Enterprises’ (SSDEs)
based on factors like market share and
user base. The Bill proposes to prohibit
anti-competitive practices like
self-preferencing (promoting the
platform’s own products over

competitors) and data discrimination
against businesses ( those indulging in
such discriminatory practices will be
outlawed). Further it aims to promote
interoperability. 

Platforms will need to ensure data
portability, allowing users and
businesses to move their data seamlessly
to other platforms. The Bill mandates
greater transparency in how algorithms
rank content and how platforms utilise
user data. Finally, the Bill further aims to
empower the Competition Commission
of India (CCI) by granting enhanced
powers to investigate and penalise
violations. This legislation represents a
significant shift from India’s current
reactive regulatory system towards an
‘ex-ante’ framework by empowering
authorities to intervene before potential
anti-competitive behaviours cause
harm. Inspired by e�orts such as the
European Union’s Digital Markets Act,
the Bill signifies a crucial step in creating
a fair and more competitive landscape
within the nation’s digital ecosystem.

IMPACT ON MSMES

The Bill restricts practices like
self-preferencing by large platforms,
which could give MSMEs a better chance
to compete and showcase their
o�erings. Curbing anti-competitive
practices by Big Tech could significantly
improve access to online marketplaces

for MSMEs. The Bill encourages fair
data access and sharing practices. The
data portability can empower MSMEs to
leverage their data for better marketing,
customer insights, and improved
o�erings. 

Increased transparency in platform
algorithms can help MSMEs understand
how their products are displayed and
ranked. This allows them to optimise
their listings and potentially reach a
wider audience, and reduce reliance on
gatekeepers. A more balanced digital
landscape could allow MSMEs to build
independent online presences and
diversify their customer base. 

Challenges and concerns:
Navigating new regulations could be a
challenge for smaller businesses with
limited resources. The e�ectiveness of

the Bill in creating a truly balanced
market remains to be seen. Stricter
regulations might stifle innovation by
large platforms, potentially limiting the
adoption of new features and
functionalities that could benefit
MSMEs. Significant changes to
dominant platforms could disrupt
existing business models and potentially
require MSMEs to invest more in
adapting their online operations.

THE ROAD AHEAD

The success of the Digital Competition
Bill hinges on a nuanced approach.
Regulations should target specific
anti-competitive behaviours impacting
Indian MSMEs, without hindering
overall innovation. The Bill needs clear
definitions of SSDEs to avoid
unintended consequences for smaller
digital businesses. A tiered regulatory
approach could be implemented, with
stricter rules for large platforms and
simpler compliance for MSMEs. 

Initiatives to equip MSMEs with
digital marketing skills and e-commerce
knowledge will be crucial to capitalise on
the new opportunities. The proposed
Bill holds promise for a more equitable
digital marketplace. 

Saravanan is a professor of finance and accounting at
IIM Tiruchirappalli, and Williams is the Head of India at
Sernova Financial

Will Digital Competition Bill benefit MSMEs?

P Saravanan
A Paul Williams

DIGITAL SKILLS. MSMEs need training

The shift towards an ex-ante framework and restricting self-preferencing practices by large platforms are positives

I
t has been a year since Sudan
descended into a devastating
war, which has left over

15,000 people dead, thousands
injured, and driven some 8.5
million people away from their
homes. The country now faces one
of the worst hunger crises the
world has ever witnessed. The UN
has warned of a famine. And like in
any war, children have been the
worst a�ected. Around 3.8 million
children are malnourished and,
according to the MSF (an
international medical
humanitarian organisation), one
child dies every two hours in relief
camps. 

The civil war that broke out
between two rival factions of the
military government of Sudan —
the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF)
under Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, and
the paramilitary Rapid Support
Forces (RSF) under Hemedti —
on April 15, 2023, is still raging
with no signs of relenting. 

Reports suggest that the UN’s
humanitarian campaign “needs
$2.7 billion this year to get food,
healthcare and other supplies to

24 million people in Sudan —
nearly half its population of 51
million.” Donors pledging more
than €2 billion for the war-ravaged
nation at a conference in Paris on
Monday is a step in the right
direction, but more needs to be
done on this front.

The glaring aspect is that the
world has viewed with
indi�erence this bloody war in one
of the world’s poorest nations.
While the Russia-Ukraine and
Israel-Palestine conflicts, along
with the escalating Middle-East
situation, have attracted the
attention of the global powers,
Sudan’s crisis has been largely
ignored. That the cataclysmic
situation in Africa’s third largest
country has not brought about
necessary diplomatic
interventions from the major
powers is a sad reality.

International media coverage
too has been found lacking.
Perhaps, the extremely hostile
conditions that journalists find
themselves in while trying to
report the incidents unfurling in
the country have served as a
deterrent to active ground
reporting from the north-east
African nation.

Crisis in Sudan: The forgotten war
Achuth Vinay

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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D
espite the most aggressive and coordinated monetary policy  
tightening in decades, the global economy’s strength has surprised 
many economists. The US economy, in particular, has demonstrated 
greater resilience than initially anticipated. The latest World Economic 

Outlook (WEO) of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), released this week, 
expects the global economy to grow by 3.2 per cent in 2024, 10 basis points higher 
than its January update. The US economy is expected to expand by 2.7 per cent 
in 2024, 60 basis points higher than the January projection. The projection for 
the euro area, however, has been lowered by 10 basis points and is expected to 
expand under 1 per cent. Meanwhile, growth projection for India has been 
improved by 30 basis points to 6.8 per cent for 2024-25. Projections for China 
have been left unchanged at 4.6 per cent. 

As the WEO has underscored, stronger than expected private consumption, 
along with a tight labour market, has supported aggregate demand in some advanced 
economies, including the US. Further, higher government spending has supported 
aggregate demand. Among large economies, compared to October 2022 projections, 
additional budgetary support in the US was about 2 per cent of gross domestic  
product, while it was a modest 0.2 per cent in the euro area. Households in advanced 
economies are also drawing down savings accumulated during the pandemic. On 
the supply side, the easing of supply-chain pressures after the pandemic helped 
increase output. Thus, the risk of the so-called hard landing has not materialised so 
far. However, as the restrictive monetary policy stance begins to affect demand and 
output, central banks are again in focus with expectations of policy-rate reductions. 

In this context, the IMF notes that with inflation projected to decline towards 
the medium-term target in advanced economies, major central banks are expected 
to start lowering interest rates in the second half of 2024. By the fourth quarter, for 
instance, the US Federal Reserve is expected to reduce the policy rate from 5.4 per 
cent to 4.6 per cent, which is similar to the projection made by Fed officials in the 
last meeting. However, the last stretch of disinflation to reach the inflation target 
is looking challenging in the US. The inflation rate for March, at 3.5 per cent, 
surprised analysts on the upside and reduced the possibility of policy-rate reduction. 
Federal Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell noted this week that attaining the target 
of 2 per cent could take longer than expected and the central bank would maintain 
the current policy rate for as long as necessary. A shift in expectations on Fed 
policy action can significantly increase financial market volatility and affect capital 
flows. Renewed tensions in West Asia will only complicate matters further. 

Although India has large foreign exchange reserves and portfolio flows have 
been positive in recent months, a significant increase in crude oil prices owing 
to geopolitical tensions and a spike in US bond yields, which have inched up 
over the past few days, can increase macroeconomic challenges. In this regard, 
the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) of the Reserve Bank of India did well to 
leave the policy rate unchanged in its last meeting. Given the disinflation  
challenges being witnessed in the US, and potential volatility in oil prices, the 
wait to attain the 4 per cent inflation target could get longer for the MPC.

Healthy development
Consumer watchdogs must be more proactive

E
ven as domestic Ayurvedic products company Patanjali has drawn the 
Supreme Court’s ire for misleading advertising, multinational companies 
(MNCs) like Mondelez are facing threats to entrenched markets following 
a commerce ministry order that e-commerce companies stop listing all 

drinks and beverages under the “health drinks” category on their portals. The order 
is the result of a yearlong inquiry by the National Commission for the Protection of 
Child Rights (NCPCR) centred on Mondelez’s 78-year-old brand Bournvita. The 
advisory follows the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India’s (FSSAI’s) recent 
request to online shops not to categorise dairy, cereal or malt-based drinks as “health 
drinks” or “energy drinks” on grounds that such a categorisation misleads consumers. 
Online advertisements making these claims were also required to be removed. The 
latest notice is likely to apply to other popular drinks that claim some form of  
nutritional value for consumers. The principal objection, however, is a semantic 
one: The NCPCR found that there was no official definition of “health drinks” under 
the Food Safety and Standards (FSS) Act of 2006. It should be added that these 
brands do not label their products as health products on the packaging. 

But this development points to a growing concern among health professionals 
about a range of food and drink promotions in India targeting children, a popular 
strategy deployed by domestic corporations and MNCs. The commerce ministry’s 
notice on “health drinks” has its origins in a controversy raised a year ago by 
Revant Himatsingka, a social media influencer who reviews packaged food items. 
He uploaded a video pointing to Bournvita’s high sugar content and its impact 
on children. Mondelez sent him a legal notice directing that the video be deleted. 
Lacking the resources to fight a case against the MNC, Mr Himatsingka complied 
and issued an apology. The food company also clarified that the sugar content in 
Bournvita was much lower than the daily recommended intake limit. But Mr 
Himatsingka’s video had gone viral by then, prompting complaints to the NCPCR, 
which directed Mondelez to withdraw Bournvita’s “misleading” advertisements, 
packaging and labels. Contrary to the company’s claims, the NCPCR said Bournvita 
appeared to have bypassed the added sugar limit by using such labels as 
“Maltodextrin” and “Liquid Glucose”, which needed to be displayed under the 
title of “added sugar”, under the FSSAI’s Labelling and Display Regulations, 2020. 
In December, the company reduced the amount of added sugar in Bournvita. 

Both the NCPCR and commerce ministry actions are unexceptionable, but 
the question that arises is why the public custodians of consumer welfare have 
not been more proactive. The category of “health drinks” has been around for 
several years, but it took an activist influencer’s campaign for the government 
to act. At the same time, hundreds of other influencers, a rapidly growing  
marketing category, extol the virtues of dubious food and drink products without 
regulatory checks and balances. The case before the Supreme Court involving 
Patanjali Ayurved highlights a similar gap. It was brought by the Indian Medical 
Association, when, as the apex court pointed out, the government was sitting 
“with its eyes closed”. Given that the market for alternative medicine and  
packaged foods, especially those targeting children, is growing rapidly, a more 
robust consumer welfare watchdog is urgently needed.
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M
yanmar shares over 1,600 km of border 
with India, spread across four northeastern 
states of Manipur, Nagaland, Arunachal 

Pradesh and Mizoram. But one hears little about 
the country, especially since the coup by the 
Myanmar Army (Tatmadaw), led by General Min 
Aung Hlaing, on February 1, 2021, which seized con-
trol from the democratically elected government of 
the National League for Democracy led by Aung San 
Suu Kyi (Daw Suu). So, what’s been happening since? 
But before that, a quick recap of Myanmar’s gov-
ernmental history may be helpful. 

After about 15 years of post-inde-
pendence democracy, the long 
reign of military juntas took over, 
beginning with General Ne Win’s 
coup in 1962. The widespread stu-
dents-led revolts in urban areas in 
1988 and the chance visit home by 
Aung San Suu Kyi from England (to 
tend her dying mother) ushered in 
the birth of the National League for 
Democracy (NLD), led by her. As 
the ferment and bloody suppres-
sion continued, the generals 
allowed the election of 1990, which, 
against all odds, was swept by NLD, 
though Daw Suu had already been 
placed under house arrest. Soon, the 
unpalatable (to the junta) election 
results were annulled and Daw Suu continued under 
house arrest for most of the next 20 years. With time, 
Western economic sanctions and the growing inter-
nal recognition of Myanmar’s falling behind the rest 
of prospering Southeast Asia, nudged the military 
to craft the new 2008 Constitution (heavily tilted to 
favour a big military role in government) and held 
the 2010 election, with Daw Suu reverted to house 
arrest and the NLD boycotting the patently unfree 
election. The military government’s party won hand-
ily and ruled till 2015, though with a lighter touch 
and with significant reopening of the isolated econ-

omy both internally and externally. 
Daw Suu was freed in 2011, the NLD contested 

the 2015 election and, against all odds and expecta-
tions, won overwhelming victories in both Houses 
of Parliament and most state legislatures, an aston-
ishing and globally unparalleled victory by the same 
leader and party after 25 years. But while the NLD 
formed a government, key ministries of internal 
order, defence and border affairs remained with the 
military according to the restrictive 2008 
Constitution. In effect, the sweeping electoral victory 
gave Daw Suu and the NLD the right only to partner 

the military for the next five years 
(a crucial fact usually missed in 
most commentary). In the most 
recent general elections of 
November 2020, Daw Suu and the 
NLD won their third consecutive 
massive electoral victory. However, 
impatient military leaders and their 
due-for-retirement commanding 
general, Min Aung Hlaing, decided 
to get properly back into the saddle 
(or ‘gaddi’) and carried out the coup 
of February 2021. The election was 
cast aside, the NLD was outlawed, 
many of its leaders were imprisoned 

or killed and Daw Suu convicted, 
sentenced and imprisoned on sev-
eral trumped-up charges, with ver-

dicts adding up to nearly 30 years of incarceration! 
The February 2021 military coup triggered mas-

sive protests across the country, especially in urban 
areas. The army responded brutally, killing thou-
sands, imprisoning over 20,000, using airpower to 
bomb and strafe civilians, leading to over a million 
people being driven from their homes, tens of thou-
sands to neighbouring countries, especially Thailand. 
By April, a loosely coordinated National Unity 
Government (NUG, mostly in exile) had been formed, 
including former NLD lawmakers, representatives 
of long-established ethnic minority insurgencies and 

various minority parties. In May, the NUG announced 
a “People’s Defence Force” (PDF). Both the NUG and 
PDF got off to a shaky start but, with time and against 
the prevailing conventional wisdom, gained popu-
larity and strength, including, especially, through 
alliances with ethnic insurgent allies such as the 
Arakan Army, the Kachin Independence Army, the 
Shan State Army and the Karen National Liberation 
Army. Basically, Myanmar sank slowly but surely 
into a state of civil war, spawned essentially by the 
February 2021 military coup. 

Over the past six to eight months, the tide of 
battle seems to have been going against the 
Tatmadaw, though one should never underestimate 
the lasting power of state military forces, with access 
to foreign arms supplies. Last October, the “Three 
Brotherhood Alliance” (consisting of the Ta’ang 
National Liberation Army, the Myanmar National 
Democratic Alliance Army and the Arakan Army) 
inflicted hundreds of casualties on the Tatmadaw 
and took a large number of prisoners (including 
senior officers) in the northern Shan State, bordering 
China. Although some sort of truce was patched up 
with Chinese mediation by January 2024, ethnic 
and people’s democratic forces continued to win 
significant battles across the country. Drone attacks 
on the junta’s forces, spread thin across the country, 
increased. Desertions from the Tatmadaw mounted. 
Feeling the growing pressure, in late February, the 
junta promulgated compulsory conscription for 
young men and women, triggering a flight of young 
Myanmarese to neighbouring countries. Early last 
week, the Tatmadaw lost control of Myawaddy, a 
key trading hub in the Karen state near the Thai 
border and even sought Thai help to evacuate some 
of its beleaguered forces. 

On the other side of the country, a few days ago, 
the Indian government recognised the gravity of the 
situation and withdrew personnel from its consulate 
in Sittwe, the port on the Bay of Bengal. According 
to knowledgeable analysts, India’s links with the 
NUG and other anti-junta forces have been relatively 
limited and low-level, probably dictated by the long-
felt need for cooperation with the junta to manage 
cross-border insurgency elements in regions bor-
dering our northeastern states. But, given the recent 
trends in the civil war in Myanmar, the case for 
upgrading our links with anti-junta forces is surely 
rising. Former foreign secretaries Kanwal Sibal and 
Shyam Saran have argued as much, including to act 
as a credible counterweight to the much deeper 
engagement of China on both sides of the Myanmar 
conflict (NDTV.com, March 26, 2024; and Business 
Standard, April 16). Who knows, perhaps this is 
already happening? 

The writer is honorary professor at Icrier, formerly the 

longest-serving chief economic advisor to the Government of 

India, and author of An Economist at Home and Abroad 

(Harper Collins, 2021). Views are personal

T
he Silicon Valley narrative holds a contempo-
rary allure that inspires and drives millions of 
entrepreneurs — a saga of ingenuity, imagi-

nation, creativity, and perseverance. Simultaneously, 
it epitomises the transformation of cities into hubs 
of opportunity. It serves as both an economic blueprint 
and a reflection of social challenges stemming from 
the entrepreneurial boom. For San Francisco, Silicon 
Valley symbolises the pursuit of excellence in inno-
vation, technology, and human advancement. 
However, irony unfolds as one confronts the escalating 
issues of homelessness and poverty in this land of 
promise. According to the 2024 Silicon Valley Index, 
the gross domestic product (GDP) share of the Valley 
(San Mateo and Santa Clara counties only) stood at 
12.1 per cent, while San Francisco’s share in California’s 
total GDP was only 5.4 per cent. Yet, 
the report reveals glaring income and 
wealth disparities within Silicon 
Valley. The top 10 per cent of house-
holds control 70 per cent of the col-
lective wealth, with median house-
hold income barely keeping pace 
with inflation. 

While Silicon Valley and its 
impact in the United States and the 
rest of the world have rarely ever left 
the limelight, what is more often 
overlooked is the effect that such a 
phenomenon has on the larger urban 
dynamics of a region. Beyond eco-
nomic productivity, it is crucial to understand the 
changing culture, the nature of jobs, labour-force par-
ticipation rates, ease of living and pressure on munic-
ipal functioning. For instance, in 2021, The New York 
Times ran a headline saying, “They Can’t Leave the 
Bay Area Fast Enough” while talking about the moving 
of many tech startups and their workers from the 
area. The reasons highlighted were the excessive rate 
of rents triggering a cost-of-living crisis for workers, 
and the glaring disparity between the highrise offices 
of wealthy and more established giants like Google 
and Meta and the increasing numbers of tents for the 
homeless. The sheer juxtaposition of such eminence 
and deprivation begs an investigation into what star-

tups can offer to solve the urban crisis. 
One of the primary drivers of homelessness in 

Silicon Valley is the exorbitant cost of living. 
Skyrocketing housing prices have reached unprece-
dented levels, making it increasingly difficult for low-
income individuals and families to afford adequate 
shelter. As tech companies continue to expand and 
attract talent, demand for housing has surged, exac-
erbating an already dire situation. The result is a grow-
ing population of homeless individuals who struggle 
to find stable housing amid the region’s housing crisis. 
Furthermore, the nature of employment in Silicon 
Valley contributes to this situation. While tech com-
panies offer high-paying jobs to skilled workers, they 
also rely heavily on contract labour and gig-economy 
workers who lack job security and benefits. Many of 

these workers struggle to make ends 
meet, facing precarious living con-
ditions and financial instability. 
Without access to affordable hous-
ing and adequate support systems, 
they are at increased risk of falling 
into homelessness. The homeless 
population in Silicon Valley is also 
diverse, encompassing individuals 
from various backgrounds and cir-
cumstances. Some long-term resi-
dents have been priced out of their 
homes due to gentrification and ris-
ing rents. Others are recent arrivals 
drawn to the promise of opportuni-

ty, only to find themselves living on the streets or in 
makeshift shelters. Regardless of their origins, they 
share a common struggle for survival in a region 
that has become increasingly hostile to those on the 
margins of society. 

While Silicon Valley’s story is familiar, it’s not 
exclusive to this tech hub. Closer home, a city like 
Bengaluru, often dubbed India’s Silicon Valley, is 
grappling with a mounting cost-of-living crisis amid 
climate change-induced resource strains, particularly 
on essentials like water. This isn’t to demonise star-
tups but rather to underscore the urban disparities 
accompanying their ascent. While the expansion of 
these conglomerates holds promise for urban devel-

opment and prosperity, it’s imperative to ensure our 
cities can cope with escalating demands in an afford-
able and scalable manner. This necessitates a shift 
towards more sustainable practices, both in terms 
of urban planning — considering space and density 
— and in the choices made by companies operating 
within these cities. 

In this context, urban planning plays a pivotal role 
in shaping the trajectory of startup ecosystems within 
cities. The spatial organisation, infrastructure provi-
sion, and regulatory framework set the stage for 
entrepreneurial activity to thrive. However, the current 
urban planning paradigm often struggles to keep pace 
with the dynamic nature of startup growth, leading 
to many issues ranging from inadequate infrastruc-
ture to soaring real estate prices. One of the critical 
challenges posed by the rise of startups is their strain 
on urban resources. As these companies expand, they 
consume vast quantities of water, electricity, and other 
utilities, exacerbating existing resource strains. This 
puts pressure on urban infrastructure, leading to ser-
vice disruptions, environmental degradation, and 
heightened vulnerability to climate-related disasters. 
To address these challenges, urban planners must 
adopt a holistic approach that integrates sustainability 
principles into urban development. This entails pro-
moting mixed-use development, investing in public 
transportation and green infrastructure, and imple-
menting regulations that incentivise sustainable prac-
tices among startups and other businesses. 
Furthermore, fostering collaboration between startups 
and urban planners can yield innovative solutions to 
urban challenges. By leveraging technology and data-
driven approaches, startups can help cities optimise 
resource allocation, improve service delivery, and 
enhance the overall quality of life for residents. In 
turn, urban planners can provide startups with regu-
latory certainty, infrastructure support, and access to 
markets necessary for their success. 

Kapoor is chair, Institute for Competitiveness, India, and 
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Concrete jungles and Silicon Valleys

No respite from US inflation and geopolitical tensions

Shifting expectations

A
 knight called Antonius Block 
returns home from the Crusades 
to find that his country is reeling 

from a plague epidemic. He, too, is 
about to die. But he challenges Death to a 
game of chess, believing that he will 
survive as long as he can stave off a 
checkmate. Such is the central conceit of 
The Seventh Seal, the 1957 film directed 
by Ingmar Bergman, which The 
Guardian in 2007 described as “an 
untarnished gold standard of artistic and 
moral seriousness”. The film, which was 
also the first collaboration between 
Bergman and his favourite actor Max Von 
Sydow, ends with the Danse Macabre. 

At once frivolous and terrifying, the 
Dance of Death, which depicted popes, 
emperors, children and labourers all 
dancing to their death, was an 
allegorical memento mori, reminding 
people of the fragility of their lives. The 
Dance of Death also graces the cover of 
the book under review, a collaboration 
between Berlin-based historian Julia 
Hauser and graphic novelist Sarnath 
Banerjee. A blond-haired woman, 
wearing black, can be seen being 
dragged away by Death in his hooded 
costume. But instead of the usual sickle 
that the Grim Reaper carries, here he is 
shown bearing a stringed instrument, 
something like a banjo. The effect is 
similar, scary and ridiculous. 

The Covid-19 pandemic not only 
forced the world to press the pause 
button, sparked economic and 
political crises, and aggravated social 
inequalities, but it also led to an 
outpouring of books. Among the 
notable ones are Intimations, a 
collection of six essays on the 

quarantine by Zadie Smith, and Orhan 
Pamuk’s novel Nights of Plague. The 
book by Ms Hauser and Mr Banerjee is 
a suitable addition to this list, bringing 
together robust research, an engaging 
writing style, and some gorgeously 
created illustrations. It is an accessible 
history of how societies around the 
world have responded to pandemics 
throughout history, such as inhaling 
musk and rosemary in 14th-century 
Florence or beating their utensils  
and crying “Go, Corona Go!” in 
 21st-century New Delhi. 

In the prologue, Ms Hauser, whose 
previous works include a history of 
vegetarianism, recollects reading 
Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron, 
collection of short stories inspired by 
the Black Death, during the first 
outbreak, in 2020, of Covid-19 in Berlin. 
“I read the book mostly for pleasure, but 
also with an ulterior motive,” she writes. 
“I had been wondering if, and how, 
Covid would change societies around 
the world.” A little earlier in the book, in 

an author’s note, she writes about how 
plagues that had affected people around 
the world had been studied mostly from 
a Eurocentric perspective. “(E)ntire 
continents, especially Africa, had been 
forgotten,” she writes. 

To correct this perspective, she takes 
her readers on a roller-coaster ride 
“from sixth-century Constantinople 
and fourteenth-
century Europe, 
Islamic Spain, 
seventeenth-
century London and 
Aleppo in the 
eighteenth century, 
to Hong Kong, 
Bombay, San 
Francisco and South 
Africa”. It is a typical 
Global History 
perspective that 
abjures nationalist historiography and 
seeks “the connectedness of the world 
as its point of departure”, in the words of 
German historian Sebastian Conrad, a 
pioneer in the field. 

Some of the stories that Ms Hauser 
collects are humorous, such as English 
diarist Samuel Pepys’ erotic adventures 

during the Great London Plague of 1665-
66. But most reflect the paranoia and 
circumspection with which humans 
responded to epidemics throughout 
history — a reminder, if any were 
needed, of the callousness with which 
many have behaved in our times. An 
example that might appeal to Indian 
readers is the “Dirt in My Ghee”, in 

which Ms Hauser 
records the history 
of the Bombay 
plague in 1896-97. 
Divisions of class, 
caste, and race are 
heightened as death 
lurks in the streets of 
India’s western 
metropolis. While 
the disease is 
universal, it is more 
common in the 

slums where mill and dock workers live 
in unsanitary conditions. 

Laxmibai Tilak, a contemporary 
writer, recounts how plague camps, 
where patients were quarantined, were 
“kingdoms of the god of death”. When 
bacteriologist Waldemar Haffkine 
invented vaccination for the plague, 

many orthodox Paris and Brahmins 
refused to take it because the bacilli 
were sourced from the bodies of people 
of low repute and caste. Then, as now, 
people’s choices on how they would 
fight a mortal disease depended more 
on reasons other than science. 

While the stories, with their 
contemporary resonances, make the 
book immensely readable, Mr 
Banerjee’s illustrations elevate the 
book. His interest in the macabre and 
the uncanny, evident since his early 
books such as The Barn Owl’s Wondrous 
Capers (2007) and The Harappa Files 
(2011), must have made the plague an 
ideal subject for him. His depictions of 
humans make no attempt at 
verisimilitude. Instead, the physical 
features of the characters reveal  
their psychological states — fear, 
desire, wickedness. They perfectly 
capture how a pestilence can also be, 
to borrow from Susan Sontag, a 
metaphor. For both the physical and 
moral decay of human societies, 
entrapped in a dance of death. 

The reviewer is a New Delhi-based writer  

and journalist

The plague as a metaphor
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Netanyahu used Biden’s genuine ideological commitment to Israel’s 
security and the surge in public sympathy for Israel to extract an American 
commitment to the goal of fully eliminating Hamas. 

A
s India gears up for history’s biggest-
ever elections, it is important to
enquire about the mindset of its two
biggest parties — the Congress and the

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) — which to some
extent is evident in their poll manifestos. 

Both are strong on welfare for the margina-
lised, education, health, economy, environment,
jobs, defence and infrastructure. Both promise
some progressive actions, for example, renewa-
ble energy, sustaining cultural heritage, multi-
modal urban transportation, and cleaner air 
and water. On some specific counts, the BJP 
scores higher, such as the adoption of natural 
farming, promoting learning in the mother 
tongue and traditional sports, and advancing 
sustainable consumption. On others, the Con-
gress scores: Examples include the promise of
“same work, same wage” for men and women,
self-reliance of panchayats in energy, climate 
resilience, free and universal health care, urban
job guarantees, and linking ecological
restoration to livelihood creation. 

Sadly, some crucial actions that
could lead India to achieve these goals
are missing in both. For decades, 
heavy industrialisation-driven poli-
cies have led to jobless growth despite
high economic growth. This has also
led to the destruction of millions of 
traditional occupations like crafts. 
The parties could have prioritised res-
ervation of several manufacturing and service
sectors for micro and small production units. 
Multi-modal transport is essential, but neither
manifesto explicitly prioritises cycling, walking
and buses. Both list environment-related 
actions, but these lack coherence without a 
comprehensive land and water use, and envi-
ronmental governance policy. Neither lists the
need to diversify indicators of well-being, 
rather than relying on concepts such as GDP. 
Education in both remains top-down and 
homogenised rather than a localised, commu-
nity-integrated, ecologically rooted approach 
built on multiple knowledge systems. While 
promising green energy, neither asks the ques-
tion: How much energy demand is sustainable?

Instead, both promise ecologically and
socially disruptive actions. The Congress lauds
its record in ushering India into the global econ-
omy in 1991. The BJP promises an intensifica-
tion of the same when it says India will become
the world’s third-largest economy and offers to
turn nearly all sectors into “global” hubs or 
models with digitisation. Fragile areas like the 
islands are targeted for global tourist flow by the
BJP; this is alarming, as indicated by a proposed
mega-project in Nicobar that will destroy 130 sq
km of prime rainforest and dispossess some of
India’s oldest tribal populations. Its focus on 

mega-solar, wind, hydro and nuclear energy 
projects has also led to land-grabbing and eco-
logical damage. Both, ironically, mention they 
will be mindful of sustainability. 

Here, the similarities end. On many macro
dimensions, there are crucial differences. 
While the BJP treats Bharat’s people as recipi-
ents of State largesse (reinforcing the colonial
“mai-baap” mentality), the Congress offers to 
empower citizens through rights  they can use
to hold the government accountable. In this, it
is reviving its record of promulgating several 
rights-based laws in the early 2000s. The men-
tion of “rights” comes only once in the BJP 
manifesto, and it offers nothing on strengthen-
ing democracy (other than the cliché of Bharat
being the “Mother of Democracy”). The Con-
gress notes the alarming reduction of citizens’
spaces in recent years and promises several 
actions — reviving federalism (with specific 
mention of empowering Ladakh, Kashmir, 

Puducherry and Delhi), returning
autonomy to academic institutions,
the media, the judiciary, and constitu-
tionally mandated institutions (like
Election Commission, and Human
Rights Commission), all of which
have been severely undermined of
late. It adds the establishment of an
independent Environment Authority.
It notes the need to safeguard per-
sonal rights and the right to privacy,

something the BJP is silent on other than 
promising a Uniform Civil Code, a move that 
has generated enormous controversy. The only
concession the BJP gives to village governance
is more fiscal autonomy to panchayats, an 
important proposal, of course, while the Con-
gress says it will ensure gram sabha powers for
all panchayat functions. It promises equality for
women through several measures and specifi-
cally mentions the rights of disabled people and
LGBTQIA+ (the BJP mentions only transgen-
ders, and “divyangs” in a limited context). An 
innovative promise by the Congress is a right to
apprenticeship for all graduates, and its prom-
ises to unorganised workers are framed more
in the language of empowerment than charity.
It also lists actions to bring back communal 
harmony and stop hate speech and hate 
crimes. The BJP is silent on these issues. 

We know that poll manifestos can be easily
forgotten once a party comes to office. But they
do indicate a mindset. On that count, given its
focus on empowerment, decentralisation, dem-
ocratic freedoms and rights-based justice, the
Congress manifesto seems to score over the 
BJP’s top-down patronage approach. 

Ashish Kothari is an environmentalist based in Pune. 
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Two poll manifestos, 
two different mindsets

Ashish 
Kothari

to attract an impressive number of voters
towards the INDIA bloc in the state.

The BSP, or any third block, could lead to
a fragmentation of the anti-BJP votes. It is
also true that the BSP may create hurdles for
the smooth movement of the Dalit voters in
the state towards the BJP. The BSP’s strategy
for the 2024 elections is two-pronged. First,
it is looking to create an electoral nucleus of
Dalits and Muslims. And second, it is looking
to attract votes from Other Backward Classes
and upper castes by giving tickets to leaders
from these groups. To forge a Dalit-Muslim
electoral base, the BSP has named prominent
Muslim faces such as Munquad Ali, Sham-
suddin Rayeen, and Jafar Malik among its
star campaigners. Except for Satish Chandra
Mishra, who is a Brahmin, most of its cam-
paigners are from the Jatav, Jat, and Bania
castes. It has also projected leaders from the
Pal community and other Most Backward
Classes (MBC). Thus, the BSP has launched
another attempt at micro-social engineering.

There are three reasons why the BSP could
spoil the INDIA bloc’s chances. First, in some

of the seats, its candidates are from
the same or similar social groups as
those being fielded by the INDIA
bloc. Second, the BSP hasn’t fielded
mere “vote katwa” candidates (those
who are unlikely to get enough votes
to win but can pull votes from a seri-
ous contender), but influential ones
in a number of seats. Third, while
the INDIA bloc, given its pichre,
Dalit aur alpsankhyak (PDA) elec-

tion pitch, views the backward classes, Dalits
and minorities as its possible vote bank, the
BSP is emerging as a strong contender for
mobilising their votes.

In UP, while the BJP started working on its
booth management long ago, the Opposition
parties have mounted such efforts only
recently. The BJP narrative is already set on
the ground, centred on a Hindutva, develop-
ment, anti-corruption, and anti-dynasty
pitch. In contrast, the INDIA bloc has not yet
framed its narrative. While the BJP’s narra-
tive and the public images of Modi and Adity-
anath seem to be without any inherent con-
tradictions, the INDIA bloc has much to do to
match or surpass the BJP.

Western UP matters a lot in any electoral
planning for the state. Modi started his UP
campaign from Meerut. Two days later, Amit
Shah addressed a rally in Muzaffarnagar. In
western UP, the BJP is following its earlier
strategy of creating a broader rainbow alli-
ance of various Hindu castes and communi-
ties. The emphasis is on consolidating the
party’s support base among the non-Jat, non-
Jatav communities such as Saini, Gurjar,
Kashyap, Thakur, Brahmin and Vaishya, and
add to this Jat support, which has been
strengthened by the Rashtriya Lok Dal (RLD)
joining the NDA. In Bundelkhand and east-
ern UP, the BJP is trying to get support from
all Hindu castes. One can easily make out
from the tone and tenor of the party’s ongo-
ing campaign that there is a concerted
attempt to woo the Yadavs and the Jatavs, the
core voters of the SP and the BSP, respec-
tively.

The full electoral picture in UP, of course,
is still to emerge. But the pointers to the
future are very much there.

Badri Narayan is professor, Govind Ballabh Pant

Social Science Institute, Allahabad.
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proxies and the wider Jewish lobby in
the US to paint any criticism of Israel’s
war aims or conduct as anti-Semitic
instead of firmly defending the politi-
cal space to criticise Israel. This ena-
bled Netanyahu to have much greater
sway over American public opinion
even as he was being inhuman on the
ground. Biden also allowed Israel to
ignore global public opinion for
months by offering him a blank
cheque at the UN. This enabled Netan-
yahu to ignore the criticism across not
just the Arab street but the wider
Global South and even among people
of conscience and colour in the West.

Biden thought this public display of
solidarity with Israel would allow the
US to privately shape Netanyahu’s
conduct. Instead, the US lost tremen-
dous goodwill and credibility across
the world, Biden got much weaker at
home politically as his own base
turned against him for being com-
plicit in the war crimes, and all of this
actually diminished American lever-
age over Netanyahu.

And finally, while there can be no
defence of what Iran and its proxies
have done across the region, Netan-
yahu stirred the pot by directly killing
Iranian commanders at an Iranian

diplomatic facility in Syria. Given that
the US has been so focused on pre-
venting a wider regional escalation, if
Netanyahu did this without telling the
Americans — and the US insists it
didn’t know — he was once again forc-
ing Biden’s hand by sharpening the
Israel-Iran conflict. If Israel did this
while keeping the Americans in the
loop, Biden allowed Israel to gamble
with the possibility of a wider war.
The US may have succeeded in help-
ing Israel repel Iranian strikes for now
but the situation remains fragile and
continues to require a deft American
balancing act.

Biden has been America’s most
effective president of this century. He
rescued American democracy,
brought the country out of the pan-
demic, offered a new economic blue-
print, has been internally inclusive
and offered a methodical and
thoughtful approach to several for-
eign policy questions. He may still win
the next elections too. But by allowing
his Israeli friend, and a deeply unreli-
able and cynical friend at that, to set
American policy, he has made the big-
gest political mistake of his life.

The views expressed are personal

T
he big picture of Polls 2024 is emerg-
ing gradually from a collage of differ-
ent miniatures. The same is true of
the electoral scene in Uttar Pradesh

(UP) as well. The picture in the state remains
clear in some parts, and hazy in others. Let’s
try and see if we can decipher what lies
ahead in UP, which elects 80 members to the
Lok Sabha.

First, the upcoming parliamentary elec-
tion is going to be a bipolar contest in most
of the seats in the state, and triangular in
some. Wherever it is bipolar, it will be a face-
off between the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-led National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) and the Samajwadi Party (SP)-Con-
gress’s INDIA bloc. It will be triangular
where the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) is
alone or in a direct or indirect alliance with
small parties such as the Apna Dal (Kamer-
awadi), Mahan Dal, All India Majlis-E-Itte-
hadul Muslimeen (AIMIM) presents a third
front.

Second, the BJP is deploying all its politi-
cal capital such as the popularity of Prime
Minister (PM) Narendra Modi, Hin-
dutva mobilisation, the network of
government scheme beneficiaries
(labharthi varg), the governance
delivery of the Yogi Adityanath gov-
ernment in the state, micro-social
engineering, Ayodhya temple con-
secration, and the party’s unrivalled
booth management. Thus, it has
already taken the lead in attracting
large sections of the state’s people.
On the other hand, the INDIA bloc has
become limited to being an alliance between
the Samajwadi Party and the Congress — the
BSP, at the very outset, had rejected member-
ship of the bloc, and parties such as the Apna
Dal (Kamerawadi), Azad Samaj Party, and
Janwadi Party deserted the SP.

The SP has failed to diversify its social
base: It lost many of its allies, which were
caste-based parties with local or regional
presence. The SP could have achieved two
things by continuing its alliance with them.
First, this would have helped it project a
large, rainbow alliance of various caste elect-
orates, with obvious consequences for its
eventual voting share in the state. Second,
this would have helped the party break a
commonly held stereotype about it — that it
is a party dominated by a single caste, and
therefore, bound to prioritise that caste’s
interests. Correcting its image and diversify-
ing its social base has indeed been the key
challenge for SP chief Akhilesh Yadav. Its
major ally, the Congress, is not in a position

{ OUR TAKE }

In Tamil Nadu, 
clash of visions

T
he April edition of International Monetary 
Fund’s World Economic Outlook (WEO) shows
that the global economy has done better in the

year than how the Fund expected it to do. Has the 
world managed a soft landing from the back-to-back 
shocks of the pandemic, war in Europe, and monetary 
tightening to rein in inflation? The tone and tenor of 
the WEO report suggest that while things could have 
been much worse, the picture is bearish if one were to 
make a long-term comparison.

The report also underlines that generating broad-
based growth tailwinds is not going to be easy. 
Policymakers will have to be cautious in dialling back 
on monetary tightening, and be mindful of the 
growing national debt burden, especially in advanced 
countries. All this will have to be done while dealing 
with the political challenge of growing discontent 
against economic inequality across and within 
countries. These short-term challenges will be 
accompanied by medium-term geopolitical instability 
in Europe and West Asia and the slightly longer-term 
challenge of growing resistance to accommodating 
Chinese exports in new sectors such as electric 
vehicles and semiconductors. These are far too many 
problems to be solved with conventional policy tools.

India’s economic story, as described in the WEO 
until 2029, is of course very different from the world at 
large. It will continue to be the fastest-growing major 
economy despite a moderation from current levels of 
growth. This is good enough to make India the darling 
of global capital, but might not be enough to give a 
sustainable boost to the living standards of most of its 
population. This calls for greater focus and innovation 
in economic policy.

India the bright spot 
in sluggish economy

I
n foreign policy, like in life,
never let friends dictate your
posture. The interests of your
friends, even your closest ones,
will not be identical as yours. At
times, there can be a trade-off

involved, for give-and-take is essential
in diplomacy just like in any human
interaction. But letting friends force
or manipulate you to agree to their
objective and get you to endorse and
enable actions to achieve that objec-
tive — even if you know that objective
is unattainable and is destroying your
reputation globally and weakening
you internally in the process — defies
common sense.

Yet, that’s exactly what Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
has succeeded in doing to United
States (US) President Joe Biden. Or, to
put it more accurately, that is what
Biden has allowed Netanyahu to do to
him and the US.

A caveat is essential here. Amer-
ica’s relationship with Israel is inti-

mate for a range of historical factors
and cannot be understood through a
narrow State-centric, interest-centric
or sovereignty-centric frame. Biden is
neither the first nor will he be the last
US president to maintain a special
relationship with Israel. After
Hamas’s terrible terror attacks on
October 7, any US administration
would have supported Israel uncondi-
tionally, unhesitatingly and fully. And
Israel isn’t the only actor at fault in
what has happened in West Asia.

But just see a sample of what Net-
anyahu has got the US to sign on to in
the past six months.

First, Israel decided that
its war aim was to destroy
Hamas altogether. This
required the full invasion of
Gaza. It was always clear
that this would result in
Israel killing thousands
given how embedded Hamas
was in Palestinian society,
even if the astounding
nature and scale of what would turn
out to be Israel’s war crimes wasn’t
known. Biden endorsed this objective
instead of telling Netanyahu on day
one that the US was with Israel, but
Tel Aviv needed to have a target that
was more achievable and didn’t entail
this degree of human suffering.

Instead, Netanyahu used Biden’s
genuine ideological commitment to
Israel’s security and the surge in pub-
lic sympathy for Israel to extract an
American commitment to the goal of
fully eliminating Hamas. If Biden
thought Israel could pull this off, his

judgment was wrong; if he thought
Israel couldn’t achieve the aim, yet
went along with it, he was being dis-
honest; if he thought human lives lost
in the process didn’t matter, it was
cruel; and if he didn’t realise that Net-
anyahu was setting up this aim with
the intent of prolonging his own stint
in power, the veteran American politi-
cian didn’t read the Israeli leader’s
intent correctly. This was the first
mistake.

Second, Netanyahu then refused to
make space for any humanitarian
concession for Palestinians in Gaza.

In the last six months, the US
has had to exert tremendous
pressure on Israel at every
juncture — from the opening
of Rafah and then the Kerem
Shalom crossing to enable
food and aid to Gaza to air-
dropping aid directly to
announcing its intent to
establish a port to provide
aid directly into Gaza to forc-

ing Israel to promise more aid
through other crossings in northern
Gaza after a direct and blunt message
earlier this month to forcing Netan-
yahu to pause his plans to attack
Rafah.

The fact that Netanyahu hasn’t
cared about the plight of Palestinians
one bit reflects poorly on Israel. But
the fact that the US has had to invest
so much for so little at every stage,
and yet has protected Netanyahu and
not called him out, reflects poorly on
America and Biden.

Third, Biden allowed Israel, its

President Biden’s 
Netanyahu burden
By allowing Israel to set 
an impossible war aim, 
ignore humanitarian 
concerns, paint any 
criticism as anti-Semitic 
and risk a wider regional 
war, Joe Biden has made 
the biggest mistake of 
his political career

A

{ JAKE SULLIVAN } US NATIONAL SECURITY ADVISOR

P
In the coming days, the US will impose 
new sanctions targeting Iran. These 
new sanctions will continue a steady 

drumbeat of pressure to contain and
degrade Iran’s military capacity

The emerging election 
mosaic in Uttar Pradesh

ESTABL ISHED  IN  1924

The contest in the state involving BJP and 
Dravidian parties will have implications 
beyond the general elections

T
amil Nadu, the only large state to vote in a
single day on April 19, the opening phase of the
2024 general elections, is significant for 
multiple reasons. One, it is the largest South

Indian state in terms of Lok Sabha seats (39). Two, it is 
a state where regional parties hold sway even in the 
general elections. Three, it has resisted the advance of 
the BJP, even as the party has successfully expanded 
its footprint across India. Four, the BJP has invested 
heavily in its campaign, hoping to win a few seats (and 
a substantial share of the vote) and emerge as a major 
force in the state. Five, this is one of the two states that 
the Opposition almost swept in 2019 and where it 
hopes to repeat the performance in the upcoming 
polls as well. A decent tally from Tamil Nadu is 
necessary for the BJP to meet its target of 370 seats.

Tamil Nadu has been an outlier in national politics 
for more than half a century due to the presence of a 
substantive strand of linguistic subnationalism that 
also defined itself in opposition to all centralising 
tendencies. The Dravidian movement, which 
mobilised around Tamil subnationalism and 
promoted its values of anti-caste social justice politics, 
continues to influence the discourse in Tamil Nadu 
through the two main poles of state politics, the DMK 
and AIADMK. Not surprisingly, the BJP, which 
promotes unitarian politics, has found it difficult to 
find a foothold in Tamil Nadu. 

The big question of this election is whether India’s 
ruling party can break the Dravidian consensus and 
win Tamils over. In the decline of the AIADMK, the 
BJP spots an opportunity and has crafted an alliance 
that it believes can challenge the formidable DMK-led 
INDIA bloc. Prime Minister Narendra Modi has been 
frequently visiting the state to sell his party to the 
electorate in Tamil Nadu. Over many years, the BJP 
has tried to evolve a political language and imagery 
that it hopes will appeal to Tamil political, cultural, 
and religious sentiments. The controversy over the 
Katchatheevu island was one such pitch. In his 
campaigns, Modi has targeted alleged corruption in 
the DMK and the dynastic tendencies within the party.

Tamil Nadu will test the BJP’s resolve to become a 
pan-Indian hegemon. Mandate 2024 in the state is not 
merely a contest between the BJP and the Dravidian 
parties, but also a clash of distinct political visions 
regarding India — including federalism and linguistic 
identity. Its implications will resonate beyond the 
outcome on June 4, and both parties are aware that if 
the BJP manages to get its vote share close to 20%, it 
may well mean the end of the business-as-usual politics 
Tamil Nadu has seen since the late 1960s.

Badri 
Narayan

Prashant 
Jha

INDIA bloc has become limited to being an 
alliance between the SP and the Congress ANI
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five years. In fact, married couples in Japan 
have on average 1.9 children, which is close 
enough to the replacement rate, but fewer 
than ever are getting married. An aversion to 
living together, as so many couples do in the 
West, only compounds the problem.

The Japanese government’s social engi-
neering on a grand scale has little to show for 
it thus far. Last month, a British academic 
writing to the FT may have come up with a 
better explanation than the government’s: 
Japanese women graduates overwhelmingly 
want to marry graduates, but the trouble is 
there are more women graduates than men. 
A staggering one-fourth of Japanese men 
and women in the age group of 18-39 are esti-
mated not to have had sex, according to data 
cited by the UK academic John Bateson. The 
aversion to living together without marrying 
worsens the problem of too few couples and 
too few children. Japanese law, meanwhile, 
allows only one family name after marriage; 
more than 90% of couples take the man’s 
name. For professional women, this is almost 
certainly an issue. For Japan on the whole, 
the answer is immigration. One of the 
world’s most closed societies has begun to 
open its doors to skilled workers from else-
where. Last June, the number of foreigners 
living in Japan hit a record 3.2 million.

that Japan’s central bank had raised interest 
rates for the first time since 2007. Rates rose 
to a marginal 0.1%, but proof that wages are 
rising at a decent clip of 4-5% suggests that 
inflation of about 2%, the central bank’s 
repeatedly stated aim, may be here to stay. 
The central bank that pioneered quantita-
tive easing and has run an ultra-loose mone-
tary policy for decades finally appears to be 
saying the policy has served its purpose.

The two seemingly separate events are 
connected, of course. It is precisely because 
Japan has been ageing so rapidly that savers 
have been content to leave their money with 
banks or post offices, even if an era of nega-
tive interest rates penalized them for doing 
so. Unusually for a developed country, more 
than half of Japanese savings are in deposits. 
Indeed, the stock-market bull run of the past 
year has been largely driven by foreign opti-
mism about the country’s prospects.

Plenty of questions loom in assessing 
whether Japan is finally becoming a ‘normal’ 
economy, as the Financial Times asked in an 
article earlier this month. (A parenthetical 
question: Which major economy looks nor-
mal in a world of seemingly persistent 
higher inflation and high public debt ?) 

While a recent round of wage negotia-
tions saw large Japanese companies agree to 

L
ast week, the Japanese government 
announced it had passed an alarming 
milestone. The native population of the 

country had fallen by 837,000 in the 12 
months to October 2023, a decline of almost 
100 people an hour. The world has shifted 
from dire predictions in the 1960s of a popu-
lation explosion to today’s all-too-optimistic 
view that large youthful populations are a 
guarantee of demographic dividends in pla-
ces like India and Africa, but Japan has 
always been an outlier. Call it the country of 
a population implosion. Last year, its labour 
force shrank for the first time. This is a mill-
stone it has been able to navigate its way 
around in recent years because the labour 
force participation of women increased. And 
in February, the government announced 
that the number of babies born in 2023 
showed a 5.1% decline. The number of peo-
ple in the country above the age of 65 is 
almost 30%.

In a seemingly unrelated event, the other 
big headline out of Tokyo last month was 

further? Can we have universal access 
to essential goods and services, espe-
cially in developing countries? How do 
we genuinely create abundance for all?

BCG studies state that a 10% increase 
in digital payments adoption could add 
$1.5 trillion to global GDP by 2025. 
Reducing the gender gap in the work-
force could add upwards of $28 trillion 
to global GDP by 2025, says McKinsey. 
According to the World Bank, achieving 
universal broadband access by 2030 
could add $2 trillion to the GDP of 
developing countries. The list goes on.

So, abundance for all is an excellent 
old-fashioned selfish idea with mone-
tary benefits. But how to execute it? One 
prerequisite is scale. Change needs to 
happen at scale and fast. No room for 
incremental gains.

As per the Bank for International Set-
tlements, India achieved 80% financial 
inclusion in 7 years; it would have taken 
47 years by traditional means. India’s 
tele-density went from 37% to 93% in 8 
years, thanks to eKYC, while the cost of 
data plummeted to 0.17 cents per giga-
byte. We now have a track record and 
have become an exponent of the digital 
public infrastructure (DPI) movement.

What about other emerging markets? 
Modular Open Source Identity Platform 
(MOSIP), a not-for-profit founded in 
2018, helps governments conceive, 
develop and implement ID systems. It 
has covered over 100 million individu-
als in 17 countries. Its cost of running a 
pilot? Zero. Ushahidi, another open-
source platform, has empowered 25 
million plus users to gather, analyse, 
respond and act swiftly on data. 50-in-5 
is another campaign to help at least 50 
countries design, implement and scale 
at least one DPI component in a safe, 
inclusive and interoperable manner by 
the end of 2028. It hopes to radically 
shorten implementation journeys by 
sharing learnings, best practices and 
built-for-purpose open technologies 
that can reduce costs and maximize the 
impact for all; 13 countries, including 
Bangladesh, Norway, Senegal and Sri 

Lanka, are already on board.
Back to India. Commercial inclusion 

is as important as financial inclusion for 
true abundance to become a reality. We 
remain a country of fragmented micro-
economies with high transaction costs. 
Only 5-6% of about 100 million MSMEs 
sell their wares on digital platforms. 
Ride-hailing serves account for less 
than 6 million of 100 million-plus daily 
public trips. Despite modern technol-
ogy, 87% of retail is still unorganized 
and digital inclusion is just 7% of the 
market. This is so for most of the world.

Of late, centralized platforms and 
online marketplaces have taken us away 
from the promise of equal-opportunity 
commerce. Timothy May, in his Crypto 
Anarchist Manifesto (which may have 
inspired Bitcoin), talks about total free-
dom to trade as essential to breaking 
away from centralized control.

So, how do we decentralize e-com-
merce? Open operating models, per-
haps? Data suggests that more inclusive 
business models aimed at low-income 
populations could generate $1.3 trillion 
in market opportunities by 2030.

The Beckn Protocol (championed by 
Nandan Nilekani, Pramod Varma and 
Sujith Nair) could answer these woes. It 
is a set of open specifications that lets 
buyers and sellers conduct transactions 
without intermediaries. The results are 
Beckn powers the Open Network for 
Digital Commerce, which processes 
200,000 orders per day within a year of 
launch, and Namma Yatri in Bengaluru 
(125,000 daily trips), with numerous 
other implementations in progress. 
Internationally, governments in Brazil 
(Belem), Gambia (OGa) and cities 
like Amsterdam, Zurich and Paris 
(interoperable urban mobility) are 
leveraging Beckn.

Free and fair abundance by design 
now seems possible, thanks to the D3 
of open-source tech (decentralized, 
democratic networks and DPI) and 
thinking at scale. 

As Harry Bosch says, “Everybody 
counts, or nobody counts.”

S
tephen Covey propounded the 
abundance mindset, the basic 
proposition of which is that the 

world has more than enough resources 
to satisfy one’s needs. Today’s average 
person enjoys daily luxuries that the 
royalty of yore could not imagine: 
instant communication, broadcast TV, 
global travel and antibiotics.

Abundance has long been part of the 
human discourse. Think of the Garden 
of Eden, Field of Reeds in Egyptian 
afterlife, or Sukhavati, the Land of Bliss 
in Buddhism. An ideal world has been a 
common theme in many ancient cul-
tures. More recently, Adam Smith and 
David Hume discussed economic abun-
dance through division of labour and 
free trade. Peter Diamandis and Steven 
Kotler explored technology-enabled 
abundance in Abundance: The Future Is 
Better Than You Think.

Does that mean we have no scarcity 
anymore? In truth, abundance and scar-
city coexist, and economic paradoxes 
support this. One notable example is 
Adam Smith’s ‘diamond-water paradox’ 
or the ‘paradox of value.’ It highlights 
the oddness of high value placed on dia-
monds that have little practical use and 
the relatively low value placed on water, 
which is essential for life. The scarcity 
of diamonds drives up their perceived 
value, while the abundance of water 
explains its lower price.

So, can utopian abundance extend 

Plenty for all sounded like a utopian dream till new digital tools emerged to reveal their wonders 

SAMIRAN GHOSH
is a technology advisor and podcast host.

Japan may have an answer to its demographic crisis
RAHUL JACOB

T
he ‘rule of three’ looks ripe for a 
return to management discourse. At 
the launch on Tuesday of an online 
platform designed to “acquire 
customers digitally at scale” that is 
expected to become a “full-stack 

financial services provider,” Aditya Birla Group 
Chairman Kumar Mangalam Birla outlined the 
conglomerate’s ambitions in this space. Armed 
with its new app, Aditya Birla Capital Limited 
(ABCL) is aiming to add 30 million customers in 
three years to its current user base of 35 million, 
he reportedly said, adding that the Group 
intends to rank among the top three players in 
the fields of lending, asset management and life 
insurance, given their high growth potential 
over the next three-to-five years. This aim 
needed no elaboration. In general, the number 
‘three’ is special in many business contexts. Not 
just as a rule of memory—the top three brands 
are typically most cited in any market with high 
rivalry—but also as an organizational principle.

As management scholars pointed out after 
India opened itself up to greater competition in 
1991, competitive markets were often seen con-
verging towards a three-player structure. In 
many industries, only three companies tended 
to capture the bulk of sales and profits, leaving 
little for the rest. With market forces at play and 
barriers dropping for mergers and acquisitions, 
this was expected to happen in several sectors. 
In response to this ‘rule of three,’ business 
groups with diverse interests embarked on 
portfolio reshuffles to focus only on enterprises 
that could be in the top three of their respective 
fields or were already counted as such. Also-
rans, went the rationale, would not be worth the 
effort and were best sold off as assets that other 
players would better be able to run. In the three 

decades since those exercises began, the rule 
has aged well. It remains in wide use as a test for 
whether to double down on market participa-
tion or withdraw. An in-depth take on the idea 
was proposed by Jagdish Sheth and Rajendra 
Sisodia in their 2002 book, The Rule of Three: 
Surviving and Thriving in Competitive Markets. 
They took the rule as a guiding force for the 
formulation of a business strategy in the face of 
dynamics observed in well-contested markets. 
In their analysis, success demands a competi-
tive edge that’s acquired best by focusing 
on three key aspects of a business: customer 
segments, strategic relationships and core 
capabilities. Making a difference needs mastery 
of each. First, they recommend identifying 
three distinct customer segments to target, so 
that offerings can be made on the basis of a duly 
close grasp of their differing but unique needs 
and preferences. Second, they advocate forging 
strategic relationships with suppliers, distribu-
tors and other stakeholders that could play a 
vital role in a company’s success. Third, they 
argue that it’s important for a company to 
develop and leverage three core capabilities 
that differentiate them from rivals and generate 
value. Ultimately, this is the saw that needs to 
be sharpened to sustain the market advantage 
acquired. Broadly speaking, this advice has also 
aged well over the past two decades.

As far as competitive intensity goes, financial 
services are set for an online pivot that’s likely 
to favour size even more dramatically, given 
the winner-takes-all tendency of digital spaces. 
ABCL’s app will face rivals from Tata Capital, 
Bajaj Finance and also Reliance’s Jio Financial 
Services. Let’s watch how this game of apps 
shapes up. There’s nothing quite like a classic 
old rule being tested in a whole new space.

Birla’s target spotlights 
the classic ‘rule of three’
The group’s aim to be among the top three in major financial-service markets evokes a ‘rule 

of three’ that top leaders of businesses in competitive markets find they must contend with
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There was much merri-
ment among connois-

seurs of Indian pop culture
when the erstwhile disco
king Bappi Lahiri revealed
in an affidavit that he
owned just 754gm of gold
jewellery. The Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party candidate has
been as much known for
his love for bling as he has
for his kitschy songs.

The financial statements
that candidates have filed
with the Election Commis-
sion reveal that the average
Indian politician prefers to
hold his wealth in land,
apartments and gold rather
than in financial assets.

The Indian citizen is of-
ten exposed to pious lec-
tures from our economic
administrators about how
our preference for physical
rather than financial sav-
ings is bad for the econo-
my. It is in this context that
the way Indian politicians
hold wealth is interesting.

It is highly likely that
most politicians understate
their wealth in affidavits.
But the distribution be-
tween physical and finan-
cial savings could be same
when we take both offshore
bank accounts and benami
land holdings into account.

QUICK EDIT

India’s
bling kings

SC RULING

CAG can audit
accounts of pvt
telecom firms

BY SHAUVIK GHOSH

shauvik.g@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The Supreme Court ruled
on Thursday that the
Comptroller and Audi-

tor General (CAG) of India has
the right to audit the receipts
of telecom operators that share
revenue with the government
for use of spectrum.

Scrutiny by the government
auditor is necessary to ensure
that the exchequer gets a legit-
imate share of the revenue
generated from public re-
sources, justices K.S. Rad-
hakrishnan and Vikramajit Sen
said.

The ruling raises concerns
that the order could potential-
ly be extended to other sectors
in which companies pay the
government to use national re-
sources, and fuels investors’
worries about the complexity
of doing business in India.

“The Supreme Court verdict
to allow CAG to audit telcos to
ascertain whether the govern-
ment is getting its due share is
likely to add to the complexity
of the operating environment
of the telcos,” said Hemant
Joshi, a partner at consulting
firm Deloitte and Sells.

“The country is 4-5 years be-
hind in technology in telecom
and needs about $100 billion
to catch up with the world.
This ruling would add to the
perception that India is a diffi-
cult country to do business in
and there is more government
than warranted. It could then
extend to mining, power, air-
line, banking, manufacturing,
services companies and indi-
viduals etc.,” he added.

CAG has already conducted
or is in the process of conduct-
ing audits on some private
companies that contribute to
the exchequer.

CAG is looking at auditing
power companies, having al-
ready inspected the books of
some privatized airports.

GMR Infrastructure Ltd-run
Delhi International Airport
Pvt. Ltd and GVK Power and
Infrastructure Ltd-run Mum-
bai International Airport Ltd
have been audited by CAG.

Both airports function under
the so-called public-private
partnership model in which
the government-owned Air-
ports Authority of India holds
a 26% stake, having leased out
the two airports for a period of
30 years, extendable by anoth-
er 30 years, on a revenue-shar-
ing model.

CAG is auditing two Anil
Ambani-controlled distribu-
tion companies (discoms)—
BSES Rajdhani Power Ltd and
BSES Yamuna Power Ltd —and
Tata Power Delhi Distribution
Ltd that provide electricity to
Delhi.

The distribution firms are
joint ventures with Delhi Pow-
er Co. Ltd, which owns a 49%
stake in them.

“The verdict is disappoint-
ing. Our member telecom
companies will now have to as-
sign additional manpower and
managerial hours towards
this,” said Ashok Sud, secre-
tary general at the Association
of Unified Telecom Service
Providers of India that repre-
sents dual technology telecom
licence holding companies.

The Department of Tele-
communications (DoT) al-
ready has the power to con-
duct audits “and one more au-
dit was not required”, Sud
said.

“There are wider implica-
tions of the verdict as well.
And not just for telecom. This
sets a precedent for all compa-
nies that contribute funds to-
wards the exchequer to be au-
dited by the CAG. It also
means that the CAG would
have to invest public funds to-
wards expanding exponential-
ly to do this,” he said.

Individual telecom firms de-
clined to comment immediate-
ly on the court ruling saying
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Order applies to telcos
that share revenue with
government for use of
spectrum, raises
investor concerns

Wipro’s weak
guidance raises
concerns about
turnaround
BY ANIRBAN SEN

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

India’s third-largest software
services exporter Wipro Ltd

on Thursday forecast weak
revenue growth in the June
quarter, a period in which cli-
ents in the US and Europe typi-
cally spend more on informa-
tion technology (IT), raising
concerns that its return to
double-digit growth will take
longer than foreseen.

Wipro forecast revenue of
between $1.715 billion and
$1.755 billion in April-June—a
range between marginally neg-
ative and 2% sequential
growth.

IT industry analysts had, on
average, been expecting Wipro
to forecast sequential revenue
growth of at least 2-4% for the
quarter. Bangalore-based
Wipro is the only one among
the top five software services
firms that provides quarterly
revenue growth forecasts.
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STATES SEE HIGHER 
TURNOUTS THAN IN 2009
The fifth phase of polling in the 2014 Lok Sabha election saw a higher turnout in 
constituencies in 10 out of 12 states compared with the percentage of voters who 
cast their ballots in 2009.  With 121 constituencies going to the polls on Thursday, 
voters in 232 out of 543 Lok Sabha seats have now exercised their franchise.

State (number of constituencies)

Bihar (7) 

Chhattisgarh (3)  

Jammu and Kashmir (1) 

Jharkhand (6) 

Karnataka (28) 

Madhya Pradesh (10) 

Maharashtra* (19) 

Manipur (1) 

Odisha (11) 

Rajasthan (20) 

Uttar Pradesh (11) 

West Bengal (4) 

Source:  Election Commission

2009
2014

                      39.30%

                                          57.60%

                             45.15%

                                                58%

                                            58.88%

                              46.21%

                                           54%

                                                                     77%

                                                    66.28%

                                48.09%

                                       55.09%

                                                               80.85%

                            56%

                                    63.44%

                                        69.08%

                                  62%

                                        68%

                           54.41%

                                  62%

                                              74%

                                          70%

                                   63.25%

                                  62.52%

                                 78.89%

*According to state election commission
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Across India, there is anger
against the Congress-led

United Progressive Alliance
(UPA). The diminished pros-
pects of UPA, as reflected in a
series of opinion polls, in the
ongoing general election have
been attributed to anti-incum-
bency or voter fatigue with the
existing parties in power.

The main opposition Bharati-
ya Janata Party (BJP)’s prime
ministerial candidate Narendra
Modi has been trying to fan the
flames of popular resentment
against the policies and actions
of the government into mass
rage against the ruling party.

Arguments among political
observers are many. While one
section argues that the policies
and actions of the government
have affected the lives of ordi-
nary people, turning them
against the ruling party, anoth-
er section says the electorate is
looking for better options that
will cater to the rising aspira-
tions—the aspirations of the
new middle class.

Undoubtedly, the unabated
rise in the prices of essential
commodities and the series of
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Voters’
fatigue looms
over UPA
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There are only two ways 
to establish competitive 

advantage: do things 
better than others or do 

them differently.
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China too, after abandoning its misguided 
one-child policy, has found that fewer young 
women want to marry, let alone have chil-
dren. In that sense, both in terms of exiting 
quantitative-easing being harder than cen-
tral banks had anticipated and arresting fall-
ing fertility rates, Japan is a mirror to the 

developed world, albeit of 
an unsettling kind. 

Last year, marriages 
dropped to less than half a 
million, the lowest level 
since the 1930s. Reworking 
Jane Austen’s famous line, 
across East Asia, a single 
woman in possession of a 
job and graduate degree is 
less likely than ever to be in 
want of a husband. The Jap-
anese government, run 
mostly by men, seems to 
feel this is all about the diffi-
culties of child rearing in 

expensive, crowded cities. Its subsidies to 
induce couples to have more children 
include additional childcare handouts if cou-
ples have three or more kids. In January 
2023, it quixotically introduced a $7,600 
incentive per child for those parents who 
move out of crowded cities and stay away for 

raises of 5.3%, it remains unclear they can 
pass them on to consumers. Retail spending 
has been strong, but that is strongly influ-
enced by record tourist numbers last year.

Izumi Devalier, head of Japan economics 
at Bank of America, told the FT recently that 
although some tourism industries are raising 
prices (rail fares are up, for 
instance), the country is 
not seeing “a sufficient 
breadth” of price increases. 
She notes that the Japanese 
government has—unusu-
ally—been encouraging 
smaller companies to stand 
firm in pushing for higher 
prices from large firms. 
But, with almost a third of 
its people above 65, this 
segment of the population 
may simply cut back 
expenditure if confronted 
with higher prices.

The real issue is that, as with rapid popula-
tion growth, governments everywhere 
struggle to turn demographic changes 
around. Rapidly ageing populations now 
characterize much of Europe and East Asia. 
Countries as diverse as South Korea and Nor-
dic countries have very low fertility rates. 

One of the 

world’s most 

closed societies 

has found that 

its economy 

must open up 

to immigrants

The abundance algorithm: Tech 
is re-wiring economic prospects
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T
he unprecedented development of 
India’s Northeast after 2014 has been 
widely attributed to a significant push 
by the central government to various 
infrastructural projects, ranging from 
roads  and railways to new airports. 

Though these efforts have played a very important 
role in boosting the region’s economy, another 
policy measure that has helped the north-eastern 
states was India’s 2017 introduction of the goods 
and services tax (GST). The significant rise in their 
tax collections has equipped them with resources 
to push developmental initiatives and become 
actively contributing stakeholders in the Centre’s 
efforts to build massive infrastructure across the 
Northeast. According to the Reserve Bank of 
India’s report on state finances released in January 
2023, the country’s north-eastern states have 
been the biggest beneficiaries of the GST regime, 
recording a compound annual GST revenue 
growth rate of 27.5% since implementation in 
2017-18 till 2022-23, much higher than for all 
states. This rate is also higher than the 9% tax reve-
nue growth recorded before the switch to GST.

A review of past data on tax collections in the 
region shows that the uptick after the GST rollout 
can be attributed to two reasons. North-eastern 
states except Assam, Meghalaya and Tripura did 
not receive any central sales tax (CST) revenue 
prior to GST implementation, as they’re primarily 
consumer states with hardly any manufacturing 
activity. However, GST is levied at the point of con-
sumption—unlike CST, which was an origin-based 
tax that was subsumed by GST—and so the switch 
has been a boon for all states that have greater 
consumption than production. The second factor 
that led to higher tax collections is increased com-
pliance under  the GST regime. The use of a tax-
credit system for inputs means it inherently incen-
tivizes end-to-end compliance, as the mechanism 
has self-policing built into the process that stops 
refund claims in case of tax evasion at any point 
during the movement of goods along a supply 
chain. Further, extensive use of technology has 
made collections far more efficient. For example, 
Assam recently used big-data software to digitally 
identify various mismatches in tax due and tax paid 
by various parties and collected nearly ₹30 crore 
in settlements. Back when GST was rolled out in 
2017, the total number of registered taxpayers 
(migrated) was around 94,000 in all seven states of 
the Northeast region. This has increased to around 
335,000 as of now (130,000 Centre plus 205,000 
state), a manifold expansion of the tax base. The 
total revenue contribution from the region to the 
central exchequer has also gone up to around 
₹20,000 crore annually, of which ₹8,000 crore is 
from GST and ₹12,000 crore from central excise. 

The flow of tax devolution and grants in aid from 

the Centre has also increased manifold. To put this 
in perspective, Arunachal Pradesh, for example, 
has had a 1,665% increase in tax devolution from 
the Centre in the period 2014-24, amounting to 
₹101,454 crore, compared with ₹5,749 crore in 
the period 2004-14. This is one of the sharpest 
rises in devolution for any state. Mizoram, Mani-
pur, Nagaland  and Sikkim have also had a more 
than 500% rise in devolution during the period, 
giving them enough fiscal space to carry out fast-
paced development work. 

Even without GST compensation and devolu-
tion, the north-eastern states witnessed high tax 
buoyancy, as state GST collections rose rapidly. 
After GST, the average tax growth of all states in 
the country was 12.3%, while nominal GDP growth 
was 9.8%, resulting in a buoyancy ratio of 1.22 in 
the period 2018-23. While state revenues grew fast, 
those of north-eastern states grew faster. Their 
GST revenue growth was 15.71% in 2021-22 and 
16.47% in 2022-23. In 2023-24, GST revenue 
growth for the Northeast region in the first quarter 
was 16.39%, making it an outperformer again.

The implementation of GST has also had spill-
over effects on the revenue collection mechanism 
of states and streamlined other tax collection pro-
cesses. This is evident in the sharp rise in these 
states’ revenue collections from other sources. 
Despite their strong revenue performance, some 
of these states had been receiving GST compensa-
tion even before the covid pandemic’s constraints 
on economic activity came into effect, reflecting 

GST adoption gave north-eastern 
states a big developmental push
It has not just boosted state finances but also raised taxation efficiency, enabling the region to fast-track economic growth
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M
omentum has been building to 
force social media companies to 
make their products safer for kids. 

But some solutions, while well intended, 
don’t address the underlying problem: the 
way these apps prey on developing brains. 

A report from the American Psychologi-
cal Association (APA) highlights solutions 
that follow the science. That’s an important 
message because if we want to see mean-
ingful improvements, we need to focus on 
what’s actually causing the harm. That’s 
not necessarily the age of children on social 
media—the focus of many policy efforts—
but the products’ features, and how those 
features affect young minds.

As the APA report points out, the teen 
brain is still learning skills like impulse 
control, planning and prioritization. That 
makes them especially vulnerable to infi-
nite scrolls or the pull of followers, ‘likes’ 
and ‘shares.’ And some teens are particu-
larly susceptible to harmful content or bad 
actors.

The brief list of recommendations from 
the APA follows its social media advisory 
from last year, which demanded better sci-
ence about how platforms like TikTok and 
Instagram affect kids’ brains. But some of 
the responses from policymakers and 
thought leaders were not always aligned 
with the science, says Mitch Prinstein, the 
APA’s chief science officer. Too much of 
the policy focus narrowed to a simple idea: 
age limits.

But drawing a bright line on age is not a 
cure-all. Turning 13 (or for that matter, 16) 
does not make someone magically capable 
of handling the responsibilities of social 
media. Conversely, some children might 
have the maturity to navigate those plat-
forms before they are 13.

Moreover, the age limits we already have 
are not working. Tweens and teens are 
notoriously more tech-savvy than their 
parents. They excel at finding worka-
rounds to age restrictions on apps and time 
limits on devices.

“There aren’t simple solutions to a com-
plex problem,” says Dave Anderson, a clini-
cal psychologist at the Child Mind Insti-
tute. Social media isn’t going anywhere, 
and teens are going to use it. “We need to 
tailor our solutions to the risks [identified 
by] the science, rather than the risks ampli-
fied by the zeitgeist,” he says.

What could that look like? Prinstein 
offered a template for safer social media 
accounts that sounded pretty good to this 
parent of a tween. “I would love to enter my 
child’s age and have all of the guardrails 
automatically put into place,” he says. The 

default would be to protect a child’s data, 
turn off the endless scroll, disable likes, and 
bar certain types of sensitive content, such 
as things like cyberhate, explicit content or 
posts that encourage eating disorders. 
Those settings could be tweaked for more 
mature children. “It doesn’t seem like a lot 
to ask,” he adds.

Age limits alone are too blunt a solution. 
Yes, policymakers have always needed to 
make somewhat arbitrary choices about 
when kids are ready for certain responsi-
bilities, whether that’s driving a car or 
accessing Snapchat. But some kids can 
benefit from access to social media. And yet 
solutions to its inherent faults have focused 
on banning access altogether or putting 
the onus on parents to muddle through.

As I’ve written before, parents play an 
essential role in their children’s transition 
into a healthy digital life. But even the most 
diligent parents cannot navigate this envi-
ronment alone. We need social media 
companies to step up—not in the form of 
token changes, but with substantive modi-
fications to their platforms that address 
what the science shows is a problem.

Another thing that social media compa-
nies need to do: Share their data on how 
kids are using their platforms. Progress 
towards real transparency feels frustrat-
ingly slow. Earlier this year, the Center for 
Open Science in the US announced a part-
nership with Meta to facilitate certain 
researchers to access data that could help 
them better understand the relationship 
between social media and well-being. 
That’s a start, if a small one.

Companies could accelerate this 
research into the ways social media is used 
by and affecting kids. They could offer up 
data from experiments they have already 
run on how to engage teens with their 
products. Surely, they know a lot about 
which features make their products even 
more problematic for teens. They should 
disclose them and fix them.

If we focus on the easiest fixes rather 
than the more nuanced solutions indicated 
by the science, nothing will change. Social 
media companies only seem interested in 
doing just enough to keep their CEO out of 
the Congressional hot seat. Lawmakers 
seem interested only in symbolic political 
victories. Parents need to keep advocating 
for real reform. ©BLOOMBERG

Social media age limits are not 
an effective way to shield kids

We need companies to go by scientific learnings and take action

Research on how social media impacts 

kids must be stepped up ISTOCKPHOTO
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document that was prepared after much 
research and discussions among the strate-
gic minds both at the client’s end and within 
its advertising agency. A creative brief con-
tained all the important elements needed to 
make a good advertisement: unique human 
behaviour insights, brand guidelines, the 
key response required from the particular  
campaign or ad, and so on. A close under-
standing of this brief is what guided human 
creative teams in developing various crea-
tive stimuli to generate the appropriate 
response from the target consumer.

If GenAI is to take charge of advertising, 
the crucial role played by the creative brief 
in the traditional ad industry will have to be 
taken over by an effective prompt strategy. 
It will quickly be found that prompting can-
not be a rational process managed by tech 
engineers. The prompt strategy would have 
to be developed by human behaviour and 
design experts tasked with getting GenAI to 
explore the depths of behaviour that qualita-
tive research has not yet reached. The 
prompt strategy would then be the big dif-
ferentiator in the brand’s Gen AI game-plan. 

Only with a truly creative prompt strategy 
would GenAI have been able to come up 
with a line like ‘Which college do you study?’ 
to sell more soap.

A few decades ago, Jack Trout and Steve 
Riven, in their book Differentiate or Die: Sur-
vival in Our Era of Killer Competition, 
reminded businesses the importance of dif-
ferentiating one’s product from others in the 
market. But this differentiation strategy 
often has little to do with rational product 
benefits. The technology and ingredients 
used to make products in most categories 
have stayed the same for decades. For exam-
ple, the ingredients of the toothpaste we use 
have not changed in the past few decades. 
Even if a product is technologically superior, 
very few people can actually discern such 
technological differences.

Brand differentiation is about generating 
the right emotional stimulus on behalf of a 
product. The question ‘Which college do 
you study?’ in a soap advertisement, for 
example, could tug the heartstrings of many 
a young mother in India. To appreciate the 
persuasion impact of this simple question on 
the sales of a soap brand, one need to under-
stand the importance of human behaviour 
insights in crafting effective advertising.

Insights are not peripheral truisms about 
human behaviour. That demand for a prod-
uct will go down as its price goes up is not an 
insight. It is just a truism. Such truisms are 
often on top of the pile in reports on samples 

G
enerative artificial intelligence 
(GenAI) is promising to take over 
many a creative function, from gen-

erating images and crafting copy to making 
audio-visual advertisements. How soon will 
GenAI take over these creative functions of 
the $800 billion advertising industry? Will 
AI machines end the human reign over the 
creative world? Before answering these pro-
found questions, we have to answer a simple 
question: What goes into creating effective 
advertising?

There are a few who think that creating an 
effective advertisement is as simple as put-
ting the response you want from the con-
sumer into the headline of your ad. So if you 
want someone to buy a product, advertise 
“Buy XYZ brand” as the main message. To 
provide further impetus to buy that product, 
advertise information on its functional ben-
efits. As the ultimate incentive, mention any 
price discount on offer too. But the truth is 
that this is not how effective advertisements 
are created.

Ads crafted by AI needn’t be short of consumer insights
BIJU DOMINIC

is chief evangelist, Fractal 

Analytics, and chairman, 

FinalMile Consulting.

Western countries. What is the data-set that 
one could analyse to arrive at such an under-
standing?

Consumers will rarely tell the truth about 
such deeply personal aspects of their lives. 
That is when I realized that comparing the 
editorial content of Indian porn literature 

and Western porn material 
may provide an answer to 
that question. Will GenAI 
tools ever be this creative in 
their information search?

If GenAI has to take over 
any responsibility for 
brand communication 
from humans, it should be 
able to unearth unique 
human behaviour insights. 
GenAI platforms are built 
on Large Language Models 
with access to far more 
knowledge than a human 
being can ever remember. 

But hoping to get great human behaviour 
insights from an LLM would be like looking 
for a needle in a haystack. This is where the 
role of prompts in a brand’s GenAI strategy 
takes on huge importance.

In the traditional advertising industry, the 
creative brief was a well-thought-through 

of consumer conversation. But to make dif-
ferentiated advertisements, such elemen-
tary truisms of human behaviour do not 
help. Knowledge of many young mothers 
being ill at ease deep within as a result of 
insecurity brought on by post-pregnancy 
bodily changes, however, is an example of a 
behavioural insight. How 
much ever we churn the 
past sales data of Wipro’s 
Santoor soap, this insight 
will not be discovered. 
How much ever we churn 
consumer-conversation 
data, it would not emerge. 
An insight is a deep human 
need that a consumer 
might not even articulate 
in a normal conversation. 
For that matter, on the face 
of it, one might even deny 
such thoughts. So such 
insights may require deep 
qualitative consumer research to reveal.

Powerful insights come from a deep and 
creative understanding of consumer behav-
iour. As part of creating an advertisement for 
a deodorant in India, my team once had to 
understand whether the masturbation fan-
tasies of Indian males differed from those in 

Differentiation 

will emerge 

from how AI is 

prompted but 

it’ll take human 

creativity to do 

this effectively 

the central government’s commitment towards 
the Northeast and the federal structure of our 
democracy. Hypothetically, if there had been no 
GST during covid, there would have been no com-
pensation to states and no back-to-back loans for 
compensation either; so the states would have 
faced a collapse in revenue. But the presence of 
GST and the compensation arrangement has been 
a boon to the resource-constrained north eastern 
states. GST has also had a key role in balancing the 
vertical fiscal imbalance between north-eastern 
states and the Centre and improving the same at 
an aggregate level for the country.

The additional revenue that the country’s 
north-eastern states have realized under the GST 
regime has  enabled them to invest heavily in 
infrastructure development, as is visible in the 
manifold rise in allocations for capital expendi-
ture in their budgets. GST has also enabled them 
to participate more actively in the national market 
and benefit from increased trade and investment 
opportunities. 

The generous compensation package and fortui-
tous rise in tax revenues should be used by these 
states to unlock their economic potential, even as 
they tap new sources of revenue, rather than slip 
into tax complacency. The true potential of this 
natural economic zone, or ‘Ashtalakshmi’ as the 
Northeast is often termed, can only be realized if 
we mobilize much-needed resources for the devel-
opment of the region and the GST regime sustains 
its strong revenue performance.

The GST bonanza
India’s north-eastern states saw sharp gains in tax revenue as well as government grants after 
this indirect tax regime was rolled out in 2017

Source: Ministry of finance, Government of India

States 
Change between 2004-14 and 2014-24 
in tax devolution (in %) 

Change between 2004-14 and 2014-24 in 
grants in aid from GoI (in %) 

Assam 

Arunachal Pradesh 

Manipur 

Meghalaya 

Mizoram 

Nagaland 

Tripura 

Sikkim 

242

1,665

475

542

570

557

407

499

212

38

89

69

81

83

73.54

27.90
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T
his month marks 10 years
since India became the first
country in the world to
mandate CSR by law —
requiring companies that

fulfilled certain profitability criteria to
spend at least 2 per cent of their average
net profits over the preceding three
years on social responsibility
programmes. 

What began as a unique experiment
has unleashed significant capital for the
social sector and the nation. CSR giving
unlocked a total of ₹1,53,000 crore
worth of capital towards social impact
from FY15 to FY22, and a 2022
Bridgespan Group report noted that
CSR giving represents the
second-largest source of social sector
funding in the country. At this rate of
growth, CSR could channel an
additional ₹6,38,000 crore of capital for
social development through 2033.

Before the law was implemented in
April 2014, corporate giving was largely
voluntary and unregulated, encouraged
by the Ministry of Corporate A�airs.
Whilst several companies gave back to
society historically, many others began
CSR in earnest only after the law came
into e�ect, strategically aligning their
CSR focus with business priorities. 

In the initial years, a compliance
mindset reigned with companies
funding safely within the boundaries of
the law what was convenient or
proximate to their locations, and, often,
what could get them publicity.

COMPLIANCE TO IMPACT

With a decade of experience, the focus of
some CSR organisations has gradually
shifted to the impact of their initiatives
on both society and the business. They
are investing in projects with clear,
measurable outcomes, and beginning to
bring a geographic and thematic focus to
their work — believing that e�ective
CSR programmes do fewer things well,
rather than many things in a fragmented
way. 

For instance, JSW Foundation, the
social development arm of the JSW
Group, has sectoral heads for areas like
agriculture and livelihoods, health and
nutrition, and education, in addition to
location heads in regions like rural
Maharashtra and Karnataka.

The focus on impact has also changed
CSR sta�ng from lone CSR leads —
frequently double-hatting in their roles
with administrative or HR or marketing
functions — to dedicated CSR teams
across roles and functions. 

They are bringing valuable corporate
strengths, such as strong programme
management skills, and organisational
capabilities in finance, HR, technology,
and communications, to the work. 

Often, top leadership is part of the
team to inject a longer-term impact
outlook. CSR teams also began engaging
with the boards more often, outside the
mandate of board meetings.

There has also been a cultural shift in
how corporates approach CSR —
viewing employees as important
stakeholders and instilling a sense of
ownership and pride by involving them
in field visits and volunteer
opportunities. As part of their employee
engagement programme, EdelGive
Foundation has connections with
di�erent non-profits that sta� members
can contribute their skills and expertise
to, for example.

For impact to scale to

population-level change, investment
should reach underserved States with
higher levels of poverty and lower SDG
scores, and sectors that have historically
not attracted private funding. 

Yet, a forthcoming study by Give
Grants building on Bridgespan’s analysis
indicates that only 2 per cent of CSR
funding currently goes towards districts
identified as aspirational by the
government. On the other hand, the
wealthier States of Delhi, Goa, and
Maharashtra receive the most CSR
funding, on a per capita basis. 

SKEWED FOCUS

Similarly, education and healthcare have
been the highest funded sectors in the
last eight years, with less than 1 per cent
of expenditure directed towards solving
socio-economic inequalities.

Therein lies the opportunity for CSR
in the next decade. Corporates can
catalyse impact at scale, over the long
term, by scaling-in — deeper impact for
select communities, for example,
reaching aspirational communities
around factories, across their social
needs. Or they can do it by scaling-out —
reaching a wider population, for
example, through national initiatives

that address the root causes of
inequalities.

There is also a need to fund innovative
solutions. Bajaj Finserv’s partnership
with Neomotion, a start-up that creates
wheelchairs and other vehicles for the
di�erently abled, is a worthy example. 

Investing in multi-year grants that
enable NGOs to be more nimble and
agile will create sustainable impact.
Nanhi Kali’s girl child education project,
which reached 2,000 girls in 2012, is now
impacting nearly 20 lakh girls with
multi-year support from KC Mahindra
Education Trust.

The CSR law has led to a reliable,
growing stream of funding for vital
social change and has elevated social
impact work to the highest levels of
corporate decision making. Alongside
India’s economic growth, a sustained
e�ort from CSR leaders/corporate
boards, non-profit partners, and the
government can help address
long-standing developmental and
inequity challenges — to truly unlock
greater potential of CSR giving in the
coming decade.

Venkatachalam is a partner and co-head, Asia and Africa,
and Gambhir is manager, at The Bridgespan Group

CSR is carving out 
an impact

KARTHIKEYAN G

Only 2 per cent of 
CSR funding goes
towards districts
identified as aspirational 
by the government. 

COMING OF AGE. From mere compliance, CSR activity has now scaled up, 
bringing about genuine social change
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O
n March 21, 2024, the
Supreme Court
recognised a

fundamental right against climate
change impacts, in a case focused
on protecting the Great Indian
Bustard (GIB) from threats like
collisions with electrical cables. 

The court revisited its April
2021 ruling, which initially
prohibited overhead power
transmission lines in a presumed
GIB habitat spanning 99,000 sq
km. Various parties contested
this, arguing the protected zone
exceeded the GIB’s actual habitat
and included areas suitable for
solar energy production.

This case required the Supreme
Court to do a balancing act,
juxtaposing the need for
promoting solar energy with the
need for conserving the GIB.

The Court referenced India's
commitments under
international instruments
including the Kyoto Protocol, the
UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change, and the Paris
Agreement. Notably, it
recognized that India's Nationally
Determined Contributions under
the Paris Agreement, included a
pledge to derive 50 per cent of its
electricity from non-fossil fuel
sources by 2030. The Court
stressed that investing in
renewable energy not only aligns
with international obligations but
also brings socio-economic
advantages like energy security,
a�ordability, and poverty
reduction, crucial for India's
future prosperity and resilience.

In contrast, the Court
evaluated the imperative of
safeguarding the GIB and
examined the consequences of
“undergrounding” as a means to
achieve this objective.
Emphasising the significance of
alternative approaches, the Court
concluded that undergrounding
power lines was impractical and
financially burdensome, posed
risks to environmental integrity
and human safety, and failed to
comprehensively tackle all factors
contributing to the decline in the
GIB's population. 

The Court expanded upon
previous interpretations of the
right to a healthy environment by
recognising the right to be “free”
from the adverse impacts of
climate change. This right was
read into both Articles 21 and 14
of the Constitution. 

In conclusion, the prohibition
on overhead power lines was
revoked and an Empowered

Committee tasked with
undertaking measures to protect
the GIB – including assessing the
feasibility and extent of overhead
and underground electric lines,
exploring alternative
construction methods, and
suggesting additional protective
measures to the Court. The
Committee is required to submit
a report by July 31, 2024, which
the Court will review in the
second week of August 2024.

THE IMPLICATIONS

The Supreme Court’s decision to
recognise an express right to be
free from the adverse e�ects of
climate change is linked to an
understanding that combating
climate change not only involves
undertaking activities that reduce
the negative impacts of climate
change (i.e. “mitigation”), but
also involves undertaking
measures to adapt existing
ecological, social or economic
systems to such e�ects (i.e.
“adaptation”). 

Thus, the right to be free from
climate change's adverse e�ects
encompasses both preventing
further environmental
degradation and adopting
proactive measures like replacing
fossil fuels with renewable energy
sources.

The judgment reflects a careful
balancing between conflicting
interests.

Furthermore, the Court itself
recognised the importance of
climate change litigation as a tool
in “advancing rights-based energy
transitions”. 

Indeed, this judgment is the
latest in a slew of climate-forward
judicial pronouncements
occurring across the globe. 

However, in the absence of a
specific directive to the
Government, it remains to be
seen how this “right to be free
from the e�ects of climate
change” will be prioritised by the
government.

Notani is Partner, Ghei is Principal Associate, and
Yadav is Associate, Economic Laws Practice

Climate vs conservation

Sanjay Notani
Naghm Ghei
Sarthak Yadav

PROTECTING WILDLIFE. The
Great Indian Bustard 

SC on solar energy vis-a-vis protecting the Bustard
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Interest rate cap on NRE deposit cut
The Reserve Bank of India on Saturday capped the interest rate on Non-Resident
External (NRE) deposit schemes to LIBOR/SWAP rates with e�ect on close of
business in India on April 17. Earlier NRE deposit schemes attracted a rate of 25
basis points above LIBOR/SWAP.

Tardy implementation mars India Inc’s investment plans
Corporate India has announced huge investments for 2003-04. But there appears
many a slip between the announcement and its implementation. For every Rs 100
worth of investments announced, only Rs 38.34 worth of projects have taken o�,
according to a survey conducted by Projects Today, a division of Mumbai-based
Economic Research India Ltd. This ratio has not changed much from the previous
years. 

RBI tighten norms on import credit
The Reserve Bank of India has tightened the screws on import credit. Henceforth
credits up to $20 million per import transaction will be permitted only for
“imports of capital goods”. This measure pertains to import transactions with a
maturity period exceeding one but less than three years, said an RBI press release.
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TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Return to type (6) 

08. Fire-corner (5) 

09. Andiron (7) 

11. Makers of woolly

garments (8) 

12. Proof of postage (5) 

15. Quartet (4) 

16. Recede, as tide (3) 

17. Express boredom (4) 

19. Convivial 

get-together (5) 

21. Paintings (8) 

24. Takes a casual walk (7) 

25. Ape (5) 

26. In fashion (6) 

DOWN 

02. Have actual being (5) 

03. For all time to come (8) 

04. Accepted (4) 

05. Great dirt (5) 

06. Shivering fever (4) 

07. Masses of water (4) 

10. Small, irritating wounds (4-5) 

12. Secure (4) 

13. Tree (8) 

14. Except that (4) 

18. Feeling, intuition (5) 

20. Roofed in a certain material (5) 

21. Device to draw from well (4) 

22. Arrived (4) 

23. Let original stand, from correction (4) 

ACROSS 

01. Right to turn out: go back to where one was (6) 

08. Cosy corner to mix, not having married ... (5) 

09. ...where stands this and iron in one (7) 

11. Their occupation is needling: they furrow 

their brows (8) 

12. Firmly put one's foot down to get ready for posting (5) 

15. A number in favour of socially-acceptable inclusion (4) 

16. Go out as it will do by the beach (3) 

17. Gape wide among certain wayfarers returning (4) 

19. A political lot, thrown in an entertaining way (5) 

21. Films epic development with rust (8) 

24. Takes an easy walk South with the goblins (7) 

25. Copy another operatic heroine at the beginning of

Carmen (5) 

26. Attempt to hold conclusion that's fashionable (6) 

DOWN 

02. Actually to be a cricket team, is French to get around it? (5) 

03. Continually multiplying for all time to come (8) 

04. Was a thief to get the go-ahead? (4) 

05. Very dirty stu� found if returning lath after a loss (5) 

06. An illness that is indefinite when unbegun (4) 

07. Soundly observes Black and Red, for instance (4) 

10. They are irritating, being bitten: gas can give rise to them (4-5) 

12. Fast – but not in danger (4) 

13. Score may make arrangement for the tree (8) 

14. Except that there are no brothers or sisters for this child! (4) 

18. The feeling I have that is prominent between the shoulders (5) 

20. Having built a roof, it got back and went ahead (5) 

21. Keep trying to get information: move handle up and down (4) 

22. Turned up with box for pictures artist left (4) 

23. In haste translated it, but let it stand (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Propitiates 8. Emporium 9. Near 10. Aster 13. Calf 16. Moon 17. Pier 18. Nets 20. Glean 24. Aver 25. Antidote 26. Greenhouses 

DOWN 2. Rope 3. Paris 4. Truce 5. Tunic 6. Sentimental 7. Preferences 11. Twang 12. Raise 14. Aria 15. Coat 19. Serge 21.Lunch 22. Adieu 23. Poset

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2420

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2419

NOT SO EASY

T
he seven-phase general election
is starting on Friday. But
protection of environment and

forests has not received the
prominence it deserves in poll
promises. We have a responsibility to
protect our present environment and
bequeath it to the next generations.
The Supreme Court has recently
declared the right to clean
environment as one of the fundamental
rights of the citizens under the Article
21 of the Constitution. 

In view of climate change, we are
experiencing increase in temperature
and frequent recurrence of extreme
climate events. 

Forests are threatened due to habitat
destruction. Forest diversion and
development close to forests should be
avoided for minimizing human-animal
conflicts afflicting several States.
Increasing the carbon stock of our
fragile forest ecosystem is possible
through promotion of assisted natural
regeneration. Conservation of flora

and fauna and sustainable use of
non-timber forest produce in the forest
will help in protecting livelihood of the
tribals.

Protection of mangroves along the
coast will act as bio-shield against
storms and tsunamis. Agro-forestry has
great potential and must be promoted
in a massive scale for realising the
national goal of 33 per cent green cover
as well as improving the economic
condition of dryland farmers. 

Conservation of our wetlands
especially in urban areas is need of the
hour. They provide water supply and
recharge groundwater. Rivers, lakes
and tanks in the cities are getting
increasingly polluted by sewage and
garbage. Several lakes are being
encroached with impunity in cities like
Chennai and Bengaluru. 

It is high time that a policy decision
is taken to survey and demarcate
wetlands in cities and their supply
channel using GPS and declare them as
protected areas under proper
legislation. Several projects have been
implemented since 1970 to clean up the

river Cooum and Adyar in Chennai city
without much success. Political will is
required to implement river cleaning. 

Urban forestry can play a major role
in combating air, water and noise
pollution through proper designing
and upkeep. City parks are important
for children, youth, women and elders.
Any new city expansion project should
be mandated to keep one-third of the
land area under tree cover. 

Urban roads have number of
competing demands such as
stormwater drain, water supply and
sewage lines, electricity cables and
Internet cables besides metro rail.
Therefore, avenue trees must be
planted in such a way that they do not

interfere with these facilities while at
the same time the trees get enough
space for rooting and branching. 

The environmental agenda for this
election could be to:- 

*Protect the existing forests and
improve their density and promote the
forest-based livelihood by 2030. 

*Protect the urban wetlands from
pollution and encroachment. 

* Increase urban tree cover to more
than 20 per cent of the city area
through urban forestry and parks to
improve the quality of life and increase
green jobs in cities. 

* Implement massive agroforestry to
enhance green cover and mitigate ill
e�ects of climate change and improve
the farm income substantially. 

*Check industrial pollution
e�ectively and promote ease of doing
sustainable business. 

*Promote solar and wind energy, and
e-vehicles to check the perils of climate
change. 

The writer is former Principal Chief Conservator of
Forests of Tamil Nadu

A poll agenda for the environment
S Balaji 
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AST August, I wrote about four 
general elections that had hap-
pened across Southeast Asia in 
2022 and 2023. The four countries 
covered—the Philippines, Ma-
laysia, Thailand and Cambo-
dia—showed an increasing 

sense of  democratic deficit in the region. 
Much of  the literature on the nature of  po-
litical structures in Southeast Asia refer to 
the regional states as quasi-democratic or 
hybrid democracies, where the constant 
pulls and pressures of  democratic proc-
esses are coupled with authoritarian rul-
ing elites. These elites have often been seen 
to have links to either the military govern-
ments that held power earlier (the Philip-
pines); groups supporting huge conglom-
erates and business enterprises (Thailand); 
some form of  single-party rule (Cambo-
dia); or have had turbulent political coali-
tions based on racial politics (Malaysia). 

The February 2024 elections in Indone-
sia added to the indication of  a democratic 
slide in the region’s politics. As Indonesia 
completes 25 years of  democracy—with 
the first vote in the post-Suharto period 
taking place in 1999—this year’s electoral 
process marked a watershed in under-
standing how its transition evolved. 

In the post-Suharto period, Indonesia’s 
transition took place in what is popularly 
known as the reformasi (reform) period, 
which remains distinct from the earlier 
phase of  democratic governance it enjoyed 
prior to the 1965 coup d’etat. To understand 
how democracy evolved in the country, it is 
imperative to see how its political order has 
been reshaped during critical periods. 

The years 1949 to 1957 was a phase of  
consolidation following independence 
from the Dutch, which was the country’s 
first brush with parliamentary democracy. 
By 1957, when the situation across the ar-
chipelago became intense due to challeng-
es from outer islands and resistance to gov-
ernment policies, Sukarno stated Western 
models of  parliamentary democracy were 
not compatible with the “soul of  Indone-
sia”, an allusion to the Javanese concept of  
power, which is hierarchical in nature.

This led to the policy of  a Guided Democ-
racy, in which Sukarno included all ele-
ments of  society in a bid to ensure opposi-
tion to policies were reduced by increasing 
the stakes of  various groups such as la-
bourers, peasants and groups considered 
left-of-centre. While this was not clearly a 
sanction for left-leaning politics, in some 
quarters it was seen as mollycoddling of  

the left. This approach was considered 
more Indonesian in character, gotong ro-
jong, which basically meant mutual coop-
eration. However, the period was complex, 
with highly centralised power and political 
chaos leading up to the elimination of  the 
Partai Kommunis Indonesia in 1965.

The 1965 coup d’etat ushered in the New 
Order (Orde Baru) regime, backed by the 

military, and followed a developmentalist 
agenda while clamping down on political 
rights, with the pancasila as the state’s phi-
losophy; it lasted till the 1998 refomasi in 
the aftermath of  Suharto’s fall.

From 1999, the reversion to multiparty 
democratic model has been fraught with 
challenges, particularly on how the forma-
tion of  coalition governments tests the po-
litical process. While reformasi has ush-
ered in a democratic shift, the complexities 
of  power-sharing pose the problem of  de-
teriorating norms. First, a multiparty sys-
tem with a common political ideology is 
lacking, leading to the movement of  politi-
cal elite between parties. While it helps in 
cobbling coalitions to retain power, it often 
limits the capacity of  the legislature to 

move forward on key issues, particularly 
where differences in ideology emerge. 

The February elections were among the 
largest voting exercises in the region, as 
polls for national, provincial and district-
level representations were held simultane-
ously, electing approximately 20,000 repre-
sentatives. Among the parties with a strong 
presence are the PDIP (Indonesian Demo-
cratic Party of  Struggle) led by Megawati 
Sukarnoputri; former President Joko 
Widodo held two terms in office through 
the PDIP. The other significant players are 
the Democrat Party, to which former Presi-
dent Susilo Bambang Yodhoyono belonged; 
the National Awakening Party, ideologi-
cally at the centre with pancasila and plu-
ralism as its founding principles; the 
Golkar party, a remnant of  the military’s 
political ambitions and helps in sustaining 
coalitions like the one led by Widodo.

A few things stand out after February. 
First, the unstinted support given by Wido-
do to newly incumbent President Prabowo 
Subianto. It is Jokowi’s son Gibran Raka-
buming Raka who was Prabowo’s running 
mate; while Gibran was formerly affiliated 
with the PDIP, he ran as an independent 
this time. Meanwhile, Subianto, a former 
general and son-in-law of  Suharto, was also 
a commander of  the Kopassus, the army 
special forces implicated in human rights 
violations during Suharto’s rule. What is 
likely to emerge is a nationalistic leader-
ship that will focus on domestic issues.

There is likely to be a continuation of  
the free and active foreign policy that Indo-
nesia always follows. Steady progress is 
expected of  its bilateral ties with India. On 
regional issues, ASEAN will be at the core 
of  foreign policy projections. On maritime 
issues in Indonesian waters and economic 
zones, there will undoubtedly be a strong 
stand. With Widodo in the backdrop and 
Gibran as vice president, the coalition will 
seek to continue the amalgamation of  dif-
ferent parties to support the president. An-
other phase of  coalition politics awaits.

(Views are personal)
(shankari@mail.jnu.ac.in)
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

HE violent deaths of  
two non-tribal resi-
dents at Ichamati 
town near the Indo-
Bangladesh border in 
March should serve 
as a reminder of  how 

sensitive the issue of  immigra-
tion is in the Northeast. The
deaths followed a rally against 
the Citizenship Amendment 
Act organised by the Khasi Stu-
dents Union. The two victims, 
Ishan Singh and Suji Dutta, 
were apparently stoned to death 
not long after the rally conclud-
ed. The event should also be a 
reminder that the concerns 
here are not always congruent 
with those in the rest of  the 
country—so one-size-fits-all 
policies can backfire. 

The CAA was pushed strongly 
in the runup to the 2019 parlia-
mentary election by the ruling 
BJP and passed by parliament in 
December that year, only months 
after the party returned to pow-
er with a resounding mandate. 
On the eve of  another election 
now, the CAA has been notified 
for promulgation from March 
11. Expectedly, the move is being 
met with celebrations as well as 
protests in different parts of the 
country. It must be added that, 
unlike the last time, there is a 
sense of  resignation among 
those opposed to the Act and 
their protest is rather muted.

Judging by its timing, as well 
as the results of  the last Lok 

Sabha election, this sharp and 
emotive divide seems calculat-
ed to benefit the ruling party in 
consolidating its vote base. 
CAA amends the Citizenship 
Act 1955, to make the route to 
Indian citizenship faster and 
easier for Hindu, Sikh, Bud-
dhist, Jain, Parsi and Christian 
migrants from Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh and Pakistan, but 
makes no mention of  Muslim 
migrants. The Act relaxes the 
11-year residence requirement 
under the Citizenship Act to 
five years for migrants belong-
ing to the specified categories 
who entered the country before 
December 31, 2014.

While the celebrations among 
migrants whose statelessness is 
promised a quicker and hon-
ourable resolution is natural, 
the objection to it is much more 
complex. For instance, if  the 
protest against CAA elsewhere 
in India is largely about a per-
ceived discrimination against 
Muslims migrants, thereby giv-
ing Indian citizenship a colour 
of  religious nationalism, this 
cannot be said of  the Northeast, 
especially  Assam and the states 
that were once a part of  it. Meg-
halaya is one of  them. People 
here are less discriminate and 
want all immigrants out, re-
gardless of  religion.

The angst over inflow of  mi-
grants is endemic in the North-
east. The popular explanation is 
that ethnic communities here, 

with the exception of  a few, are 
demographically tiny and vul-
nerable to being marginalised 
by an influx of  communities far 
superior in numbers. Few have 
empathised more with this pre-
dicament than Nari Rustomji, a 
civil servant in the crucial years 
before and after independence. 
In his Imperilled Frontiers: In-
dia’s North-Eastern Border-
lands, while acknowledging the 
inevitability and universality 
of  the march of  development 
and population movements, he 
pleads that these changes be 
regulated to ensure these small 
communities are able to absorb 
the changes without detriment 
to their own social organisms. 
When this is not so, Rustomji 
rightly predicted, the conse-
quence will be social friction.

In Assam, this apprehension 
is most profound and complex. 
Though not in watertight com-
partments, the state is today geo-
graphically and linguistically 
divided between the Brahmapu-
tra and Barak valleys. Assamese 
speakers in the former are gen-
erally opposed to the CAA, while 
Bengali Hindus in the latter wel-
come it. The six-year ‘anti-for-
eigner’ agitation that concluded 
with the signing of  the Assam 
Accord in 1985 was a high point 
of  this friction. 

There have been other tragic 
flashpoints. The Sylhet Referen-
dum on the eve of  Indian inde-
pendence is one. When the Rad-
cliffe Line was being drawn to 
decide the contours of  East Pa-
kistan in this sector, the Hindus 
in Sylhet hoped to belong to In-
dia and be a part of  Assam. 
However, the Assamese leader-
ship at the time, nurturing the 
hurt of  Bengali dominance dur-
ing British days, refused this as 
with Sylhet, Assam would be-
come a Bengali majority state.

The history of  colonial As-
sam, which then was almost the 
entire Northeast, should provide 
some answers. Assam was an-
nexed by the British and merged 
with Bengal after the Treaty of  
Yandaboo in 1826. Assam then 
was backward and largely unfa-
miliar with British administra-
tion; therefore the latter brought 
in educated middle class Hindu 
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THE SHADOW THEATRE OF 
INDONESIAN POWER PLAYS

WHY ONE SIZE
DOES NOT FIT ALL

OF NORTHEAST

PRADIP  
PHANJOUBAM

Editor, Imphal Review of Arts  
and Politics

This February, Indonesia chose  
about 20,000 representatives to 
national, provincial and district seats 
on a single day. Prabowo Subianto, 
the new president, is expected to 
have a strong focus on domestic 
issues and continue the nation’s free 
and active foreign policy

Angst over migrants is endemic in the Northeast, as 
most ethnic communities are small. Their fear of being 

marginalised is a big factor in opposing the CAA

SHANKARI  
SUNDARARAMAN

Professor at School of International  
Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University

Changing Constitution
Ref: No bid to change Constitution: Modi 
(Apr 17). Narendra Modi’s claim that the BJP 
or even B R Ambedkar, who led the drafting 
of the Constitution, cannot change it is yet 
another example of the lies he and his party 
are spreading. The Constitution is not an 
immutable document engraved in stone. The 
document itself lays down clear procedures for 
changing it. It  has been changed several times 
in the past.
Ranjan Das, Laudigaon

Oratory skills
The BJP won the last two elections solely with 
the help of the speeches given by Narendra 
Modi. Today, the need of the hour for Congress 
is to identify its best speakers to tear into the 
ruling dispensation. We need to ensure not just 
a good government but also a strong opposition 
who can save Indian democracy by raising their 
voices when the ruling party misses the track. 
Paidi Visweswar Rao, Srikakulam

Health, education
No party has talked about improving the quality 
and affordability of education and healthcare. 
All  politicians are living in a glass house and 
throwing stones at each other while taking 
voters for granted. Voters must choose one who 
is responsive and would work to develop his 
constituency instead of those changing parties 
to protect their illegal activities.   
Chandrashekhar S, Secunderabad

Online voting
When most government and financial services 
can be done online, why can’t voting be done 
online as well? Especially for those who move 
around constantly. When so much checking is 
done to ensure genuine voting, the ECI should 
work towards ensuring all  genuine voters get a 
chance to vote despite geographical constraints. 
R Ganesan, Chennai

Maoist menace
Ref: 29 Maoists killed in biggest encounter 
(Apr 17). It  is deplorable that 29 young people 
from SC/ST communities, disillusioned by
poverty, unemployment and marginalisation, 
joined the Naxals and got killed. Hope the 
government finds a way to mitigate this 
menace, which is shedding the blood of both 
civilians and armed forces.
P H Hema Sagar, Secunderabad

Check drivers 
Frequent bus accidents are a matter of great 
concern for all. Despite many precautions, 
terrifying accidents are taking place due  to rash 
and negligent driving. A CCTV camera should 
be installed in all  buses to monitor the drivers, 
especially if  an accident occurs.
B Chandra Sekhar Achary, Kalahandi
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TESLA IS COMING,  
BUT BUYERS DESERVE  

A WIDER CHOICE 

T
ESLA is finally coming to India. The electric vehicle 
pioneer is scrambling to set up plush showrooms and 
service hubs in big cities; and it has begun producing 
right-hand-drive vehicles in Germany to serve the In-
dian market. Tesla is an iconic brand that has been a 

global leader in building not only EVs but upstream sustain-
able energy options like solar plants and advanced recharge-
able lithium-ion batteries. It is no wonder the Indian govern-
ment has been keen on wooing Tesla’s chief, Elon Musk. 
Negotiations for the car maker had, however, hit a wall as 
the completely-built units it wanted to import attracted 70-
100 percent duty, which would make the cars unaffordable. 

Things have suddenly changed. Tesla, which was dragging 
its feet earlier, is now in a hurry to drive into India. Its recent 
poor performance in global markets has contributed in no 
small measure to this change of  gears. Falling sales and an 
intensifying price war has forced the car maker to lay off  
more than a tenth of  its global workforce. The company’s 
stock, too, has fallen 31 percent so far this year, even as tradi-
tional auto companies such as Toyota and GM have fared far 
better. India’s new EV import policy, introduced last month, 
has been a shot in Tesla’s arm. The policy now allows imports 
at a knocked down duty of  15 percent on vehicles costing 
$35,000 and above, as long as the importer invests half  a bil-
lion dollars in setting up manufacturing facilities in India. 

The government has been at pains to point out that other 
auto companies, including those from China, can also import 
cars under the new policy. However, by making the lower duty 
applicable only to the premium segment priced $35,000 (`25 
lakh) and above, it is hardly a secret for whom it is tailored. The 
government has tried to protect Indian auto companies in the 
economy segment; but in the premium class there are competi-
tive global models—from Volkswagen and Polestar to BYD—
that should also have easier entry. It will give Indian consumers 
a wider premium choice. Moreover, this is the first time auto 
investment has been linked to concessional imports. Tesla’s 
cheapest cars—Models 3 and Y—will cost ̀ 30 lakh and ̀ 45 lakh, 
respectively. We are talking about a very small, very rich seg-
ment; and very few cars. Is the concession worth it?

SC GIVES SHAPE TO NEW 
CLIMATE JURISPRUDENCE

T
HE Supreme Court judgement on the conservation of  
the Great Indian Bustard and Lesser Florican, two criti-
cally endangered species, will go down as a landmark 
in more ways than one. Moving well beyond the protec-
tion of  birds in the M K Ranjitsinh case, the top court 

has gone on to create an architecture for climate justice in the 
country. The bench, led by Chief  Justice D Y Chandrachud 
and comprising justices J B Pardiwala and Manoj Misra, held 
that citizens have a right to be free from the adverse effects of  
climate change, which it said flows from Articles 21 (right to 
life and personal liberty) and 14 (right to equality before law) 
of  the Constitution. The SC recognised the bouquet of  exist-
ing laws and policies towards clean environment and its pro-
tection, as well as measures to combat climate change, but felt 
that the people’s rights to be free from the adverse impacts of  
climate change had not been articulated yet. “As the havoc 
caused by climate change increases year by year, it becomes 
necessary to articulate this as a distinct right. It is recognised 
by Articles 14 and 21,” the top court observed.

The SC expanded the premise of  conservation of  the two 
vulnerable species from overhead power transmission lines 
to a far bigger canvas. It examined human rights in the con-
text of  climate change, how it can present diverse challenges 
to different geographies, leading to increased suffering for 
poorer communities, impacting their right to equality and 
affecting gender justice. The court elucidated how climate 
change may impact the constitutional guarantee of  the right 
to equality. CJI Chandrachud kept in perspective India’s in-
ternational obligations, its climate commitments to emis-
sion reduction and the greater need for switching to renew-
able energy. More significantly, the verdict addressed the 
conventional narrative of  conflict between development and 
environment, saying, “It is not a binary choice between con-
servation and development, but rather a dynamic interplay 
between protecting a critically endangered species and ad-
dressing the pressing global challenge of  climate change.”

Pondering over the future, the top court also looked at climate 
change litigations in a global context. In doing so, it has not only 
focused on the larger interests of  the country and its people in 
view of  the imminent impact of  climate change, but also set the 
path for the future of  climate jurisprudence in India. 

Q U I C K  TA K E

PROTECTING THE HEALER

A resident doctor in a Puducherry government hospital 
survived with a gash on his neck after a patient’s father 
lunged at him with a knife. The attack was arbitrarily 

aimed; the doctor was not related to the case. Such violence 
is not new in India. A 2018 study in the Indian Journal of  
Medical Research showed it’s the patients’ relatives and po-
litical goons who are more likely to be violent on doctors. We 
must protect our healthcare providers. Hospital security 
teams need training to deal with such offenders. But in the 
long term, we need to instil trust by instituting a system that 
holds doctors accountable for proven lapses.
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Bengalis well acquainted with the 
British system, largely from Syl-
het, to run their bureaucracy. 

This Bengali middle class came 
to dominate affairs and treated 
the Assamese with a measure of  
condescension. In 1837, they in-
fluenced the British to make Ben-
gali the official language of  As-
sam, arguing that Assamese was 
a dialect of  Bengali. The nascent 
Assamese middle class did little, 
but the seeds for future conflicts 
were sown. As the Assamese mid-
dle class strengthened, resistance 
grew. In 1873, they caused Assa-
mese to be restored as the official 
language in five districts in the 
Brahmaputra valley. The follow-
ing year, Assam was separated 
from Bengal to become a chief  
commissioner’s province.

There were also Bengali Mus-
lim peasants flooding into Assam, 
but this peasantry came with no 
baggage of  superiority and initial-
ly had no trouble integrating, iden-
tifying themselves as Assamese 
speakers. But this was destined to 

change. As the Indian freedom 
struggle intensified and acquired 
the face of  a rivalry of  religious 
nationalism between Muslims and 
Hindus, it manifested as a unique 
triangular fight in Assam—a clash 
of  linguistic nationalism between 
Assamese and Bengali speakers, 
and of  religious nationalism be-
tween Hindus and Muslims. The 
undercurrents of  the former ri-
valry remain strong even today.

This long history of  rivalry be-
tween ethnic sub-nationalities 
cannot be easily dismissed as be-
ing anachronistic. A deeper recon-
ciliation would have to begin from 
an understanding of  a citizenship 
free of  nationalistic colours, with 
a premium on consensual and 
need-based rights—first on the 
broader canvas of the nation, and 
then the regions as well. Failing 
this, the potential for periodic fric-
tion, such as the one promising to 
explode again in the wake of  the 
CAA, will continue to fester.

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

ASIAN AXIS 







The world of science is
on the cusp of a trans-
formative era driven by

the burgeoning field of quan-
tum technology. Quantum
science is founded on sever-
al key principles that under-
pin the behaviour of particles
and systems at the quantum
scale. 
The term “quantum scale”
refers to the realm of physics
that deals with phenomena
occurring at very small scales,
typically at the level of atoms,
subatomic particles and fun-
damental particles. It encom-
passes the principles of quan-
tum mechanics, which govern
the behaviour of particles
and systems at these tiny
dimensions. At the heart of
quantum technology lies the
principles of quantum
mechanics, a branch of
physics that describes the
behaviour of particles at the
smallest scales. Quantum
mechanics introduces uncer-
tainty and the notion of
superposition, where particles
can exist in multiple States
simultaneously. Furthermore,
entanglement, another funda-
mental quantum phenome-
non, links the properties of
particles regardless of dis-
tance, enabling instantaneous

communication between
them. These counterintuitive
phenomena, once relegated to
the realm of theory, are now
being harnessed to create
groundbreaking technologies
with the potential to revolu-
tionise numerous fields. India
has a long and rich history in
quantum science. Pioneering
work by Satyendra Nath Bose
on quantum statistics laid
the groundwork for many
modern quantum technolo-
gies, including Bose-Einstein
condensation, quantum
superconductivity and quan-
tum information theory. 
Over the past few decades,
advancements in quantum
science have surged, laying
the groundwork for a new era
characterised by unparalleled
computational power, secure
communication and transfor-
mative applications across
various sectors. One of the
most captivating applications
of quantum mechanics is the

development of quantum
computers. These machines
leverage the power of super-
position to perform calcula-
tions exponentially faster than
traditional computers. By
manipulating qubits (quan-
tum bits) that can be 0, 1, or
both simultaneously, quan-
tum computers can explore a
vast array of possibilities con-
currently. This unparalleled
processing power holds
immense promise for drug
discovery, where simulating
complex molecules can accel-
erate the development of life-
saving medications.
Another revolutionary appli-
cation of quantum technolo-
gy is in secure communica-
tion. Quantum key distribu-
tion (QKD) utilises the prin-
ciples of quantum mechanics
to establish secure crypto-
graphic keys between parties.
By encoding information into
the quantum States of parti-
cles and leveraging entangle-
ment properties, QKD
ensures that any attempt to
intercept or eavesdrop on the
communication would dis-
turb the quantum State, there-
by alerting the parties
involved. 
Quantum cryptography safe-
guards sensitive information

in critical areas like financial
transactions, national securi-
ty communications and pro-
tecting intellectual property.
By exploiting the extreme
sensitivity of quantum sys-
tems to minute changes, sci-
entists are developing sensors
capable of detecting the sub-
tlest variations in magnetic
fields, gravity and tempera-
ture. This has profound impli-
cations for medical imaging,
where ultra-high-resolution
MRIs can provide detailed
analyses of tissues and organs,
aiding in early disease detec-
tion and personalised medi-
cine. In navigation, quantum
sensors can lead to more pre-
cise GPS and navigation sys-
tems, which are crucial for
autonomous vehicles and var-
ious scientific endeavours.
The Government of India,
under the Department of
Science and Technology, has
initiated the National
Quantum Mission (NQM),
which aims to harness the
transformative potential of
quantum technology to
address national challenges
and foster innovation.

(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National

Institute of Advanced
Studies; views are personal)
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scrutiny due to perceptions of American
hegemony and its military interventions
worldwide. The proposed aid package to
Ukraine highlights NATO’s role in geopo-
litical tensions, particularly concerning
Russia. However, India’s rejection of a US
offer to join NATO signals a broader reluc-
tance among nations to align too closely
with Western military alliances. As NATO
faces an uncertain future, navigating the
complexities of global power dynamics will
require strategic reforms and a renewed
commitment to its founding principles of
security and cooperation.

Aryan Kant | Sonipat
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Mangoes are nature’s antidepressants”,
published on April 15, this is my response.
Poor nutrition doesn’t just affect our bod-
ies—it deeply impacts our mental well-
being too. In an insightful exploration by
Rajdeep Joshi, the link between nutrition
and mental health is emphasised, with a
focus on the often overlooked benefits of
mango consumption. Nutrition is the

cornerstone of good health and its deficien-
cy is intertwined with mental health
issues like depression and anxiety. While
various factors contribute to depression,
nutritional imbalances are often side-
lined. Key vitamins and minerals play piv-
otal roles in managing psychological well-
being, influencing optimal brain function
and stress levels.
Mangoes emerge as natural mood
enhancers, packed with serotonin-boost-
ing tryptophan and vital minerals like
potassium and magnesium. Incorporating
mangoes into our diet not only promotes
physical health but also aids in relieving
nervous tension and improving mood. The
recipe provided, a nutritious mango salad,
offers a delicious way to harness the men-
tal wellness benefits of mangoes, blending
their goodness with other wholesome
ingredients. It’s a flavorful reminder that
what we eat profoundly impacts not just
our bodies, but our minds too.

Jitu Majumdaar | Kolkata 
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Delhi Government’s Vigilance
Department Exposes Kejriwal”, published
on April 16, this is my response. Recent rev-
elations concerning irregularities in med-
ical procurement by the AAP-led Delhi
Government raise serious concerns. The
findings of the Vigilance Department
indicate a pattern of favouritism towards
specific individuals and companies during
the COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in sig-
nificant losses for the Government. The
involvement of high-ranking officials,
including the Health Minister’s OSD RN
Das, in managing tenders to benefit par-
ticular entities is troubling. 
The exploitation of the pandemic crisis to
swindle funds from the public exchequer
is deplorable. The notice’s assertion that
procurement procedures were blatantly
ignored, coupled with allegations of carteli-
sation among suppliers, paints a grim pic-
ture of corruption within the health
department. The revelation that certain
companies, allegedly linked to influential
individuals, secured lucrative contracts fur-
ther deepens suspicions of foul play. While
the AAP-led Delhi Government dismiss-
es the allegations as baseless, the call for
accountability is paramount. Swift and
transparent investigations are necessary to
restore public trust and ensure such egre-
gious malpractices are rooted out effective-
ly.

Vishwajeet Aparta | Jaipur
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Challenges galore for NATO@75”, pub-
lished on April 16, this is my response.
NATO, an alliance born in the aftermath
of World War II, faces a multitude of chal-
lenges as it marks its 75th anniversary.
Criticism from within Europe, coupled
with the rise of right-wing nationalism,
underscores the need for NATO to adapt.
Its traditional focus on military might must
now contend with non-traditional threats
like cyber warfare and terrorism. 
Moreover, NATO’s credibility is under
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ures. It targets two influential
communities, the Lingayats
and Vokkaligas, who are cru-
cial to its electoral strategy.
The Lingayats, being a dom-
inant community in the State,
have traditionally supported
the BJP. 
In contrast, the Vokkaligas,
another influential communi-
ty, has been a JD (S) strong-
hold. Winning over these
communities is crucial for
the BJP’s electoral success.
The BJP faces some local con-
flicts. For the first time since
2014, the party has had an
open rebellion. The reason for
this is the BJP-JDS alliance,
which has yet to be well
received. The Congress, too,
has its rebel candidates.
Congress is targeting SCs, STs
and Muslims in Karnataka.
The Congress Government
implemented five essential
poll guarantees promised last
year, which included free bus
rides for women, increased
funding for education and
job creation. These promises
were designed to address spe-
cific concerns of the region’s
voters and reflect the party’s
commitment to social welfare
and economic development.
Three pre-poll surveys by
Edina, News 18 and India
Today Group predict con-

flicting results for Karnataka’s
upcoming elections. Edina
predicts Congress will win 17
seats and the BJP-JDS alliance
will bag 11. News 18 forecasts
NDA will win 25 seats,
Congress only 3. India Today
Group predicts NDA will win
24 seats with a 53 per cent vote
share. The INDIA alliance, a
regional party alliance, is
expected to secure only four
seats with a 42 per cent vote
share. These surveys provide
a snapshot of the current
political landscape. 
They can help readers gauge
the potential outcomes of the
election. There is a significant
shift from the 2019 polls when
Congress and JD(S) were
allies. The BJP aims to secure
the Vokkaliga vote in Old
Mysore and tilt the election in
their favour. The Vokkaligas,
a dominant community in
the Old Mysore region, have
traditionally supported the
JD (S). The BJP’s strategy to
win over this community
involves a combination of
caste-based outreach, promis-
es of development and high-
lighting the failures of the JD
(S) Government. If successful,
this strategy could signifi-
cantly impact the election
outcome and the State’s polit-
ical landscape.

The BJP has fielded a top car-
diologist, a member of the
Mysuru royal family and an
ex-chief Minister among its
candidates. It has also fielded
some new faces. The Congress
has many ministers’ relatives
and these candidates can
impact the result. 
Since the BJP formed its first
Government in 2008, the ‘top-
pling game has been ongoing.
Money and positions often
play a significant role in lur-
ing legislators to shift loyalties,
adding another layer of com-
plexity to the State’s political
landscape. Both parties are
willing to spend money.
The upcoming election in the
State poses a decision for vot-
ers. They must choose
between supporting the
Congress party they previous-
ly elected in the Assembly
polls or the BJP, which had
held power earlier. While
some may prefer the Congress,
the BJP still has a loyal follow-
ing. Suppose the voters choose
to reject the BJP. In that case,
it’ll signify that the political
party’s access to the South has
been closed, at least tem-
porarily and the return of
Congress is on the right track.

(The writer is a popular
columnist; views 

are personal)
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The Lok Sabha elec-
tions are coming up in
Karnataka and will be
held in 28 constituen-
cies on April 26 and

May 7. The Congress party and
the BJP-JD(S) alliance will com-
pete to win voters’ support.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has visited the State multiple
times to campaign for BJP can-
didates. BJP has the support of
former chief minister
Yediyurappa, who is widespread
among the Lingayat community
and is a significant vote bank in
the State. These elections are cru-
cial for Karnataka’s future and
mark a pivotal moment in its his-
tory.
Karnataka has been a stronghold
of Congress for many years. It
supported Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi even after the
Emergency, is a testament to its
political significance. This histor-
ical significance is evident from
the victories of Indira Gandhi
and Sonia Gandhi, who both
won seats in Karnataka for the
Congress party.
These elections are not just a con-
test but a high-stakes battle
between Congress, BJP and the
Bharatiya Janata Party-Janata
Dal (Secular) alliance. They sym-
bolise the BJP’s re-entry into
Karnataka’s political landscape.
The election could shift policy
priorities and governance style,
potentially impacting various
sectors of the State’s economy and
society. The results will have
significant consequences for peo-
ple’s lives, making their partici-
pation and understanding of the
process crucial.
The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
seeks to emerge victorious in the
upcoming Karnataka elections to
solidify its regional dominance in
the South, enhance its standing
in national politics and extend its
sphere of influence in southern
India. In contrast, the Indian
National Congress is committed
to protecting its Government in
the State. At the same time, the
Janata Dal (Secular) [JD(S)]
endeavours to survive in a high-
ly competitive political climate. In
essence, JD(S) is striving to attain
political longevity.
The BJP’s campaign in Karnataka
centres around PM Modi’s
achievements and Congress’s fail-
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Keerti Punia| Chandigarh
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The temperature in the
world is increasing day
by day, due to the

ignorance and carelessness
of the people. The problem
of rising temperatures is
seen all over the world. The
world’s Climate changes day
by day. The rising tempera-
ture is a bell of danger for
the living world. If we are
not aware, then we will not
be able to deal with the
problems of the future. All
living beings need water, air
and heat to survive. The
changes in the quality and
quantity of water and air will
give birth to uncountable
problems. When the atmos-
phere or the climate changes
the changes are also seen in
the living world, as we see
now.
The desert’s biome is differ-

ent from Iceland’s biome. In
Australia we can see its
national animal kangaroo, In
Iceland we can see polar
bears and penguins. Fruits,
vegetables, f lowers and
forests also differ due to cli-
mate change. When the tem-
perature of the earth is
increasing, it poses a big
threat to everyone. We don’t
know whether we will get
the same fruits and vegeta-
bles tomorrow that we get
now. Today the animals,
birds or insects that we see
all around us will they
extinct or survive we don’t
know. 
We don’t have any informa-
tion about living beings,
how many species of them
have already extinct every
year is not known doubt
they enrich our lives. We

don’t account for how much
our lives have been affected
since they disappeared. If
our outer is affected then our
inner is also affected. It is
worth considering. We are
destroying our environment
because of our greed.
Inhumanity is  seen in
humans today. There are
two reasons behind the
increase in global tempera-
ture, one is man-made and
the other one is natural.
Man-made causes are defor-
estation, cutting of trees,
use of vehicles and excessive
use of fossil fuels. Natural
causes where earthquakes,
Storms, forest fires, gas acci-
dents coal burning etc. The
main cause of global warm-
ing is the greenhouse effect.
A greenhouse is a glass
house for keeping trees,

which does not allow the
heat to go away from the
glass house.
It is used to save the trees.
The greenhouse effect is
seen in the increase of car-
bon dioxide and methane
gas. When the temperature
increases by one degree, it
greatly affects our environ-
ment. The ice accumulated

in the South Pole and the
North Pole of the Earth is
starting to melt. The glaciers
in the Himalayas of India are
also starting to melt and the
water from these glaciers is
causing floods in the rivers
coming out of the glaciers.
Nowadays days Shiv ling in
Amarnath is melting within
in few days. In the future, as

the heat increases, the rivers
will cause flood and they will
join the sea with the flood
water. Many intellectuals of
the world are concerned
about the increase in global
temperature. The solution to
these problems is only by
planting trees The only way
we can save our planet is by
plantation and forest protec-
tion. Trees give us oxygen
and reduce the amount of
carbon in the atmosphere.
So planting trees is only one
solution to the problem.
The tree planting program
should be carried out regu-
larly. When the Seawater
rises it enters nearby cities
and villages. In the fourth
chapter of the twelfth skan-
da of the Bhagavatam, there
is a description of the flood
or the pralaya where the

matter of Prithibi becomes
hot and causes a flood or
pralaya. It is also said that
the rays of the sun will
destroy the living world.
How to save the living world
should be the main subject
of our course of studies in
educational institutions. As
long as the world is standing
at the door of destruction we
should not count the num-
bers of profit and loss but the
message of collective devel-
opment and collective hap-
piness and peace should be
spread. The intellectual peo-
ple of India always sent mes-
sages of peace and goodwill
to the world. Today let India
be the guide of the world to
protect the planet.

(The writer is a columnist,
poet and social worker;

views are personal)
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Islam called Wahhabism. His
ideology is enshrined in Kitab-al
Tawhid (book of unity), which
prescribes the forceful conversion
of Muslims and non-Muslims to
his Salafi or Wahhabi ideology,
wherein he manifestly says,
“Follow my ideology, else get
ready to be killed.” His ideology
was strongly opposed by Muslim
masses, including his father and
uncle.
So, Wahhabism is nothing but
pseudo-Islam. However, when
the opposition mounted against
his ideology, Najdi was shrewd
enough to find a patron in
Muhammed-ibn-Saud, a Bedouin
tribal chief, who made use of his
new vitriolic version of Islam for
political consolidation. Ibn Saud
belonged to the Jewish tribe of
Anza Ben Wael. 
Islam is not the original religion
of Saudi Arab rulers. Sheikh
Najdi, also belonging to Jewish
ancestry, not only made an
alliance with Ibn Saud but also
got his daughter married to Ibn
Saud’s son Abd-al-Aziz ibn Saud.
Thereafter, the faith was of Sheikh
Najdi and the sword was of Ibn
Saud. A dynastic government
was established as a result of this
partnership, which is continuing
in the name of Saudi Arabia. 
In 1766, Muhammed ibn Saud
was killed and his son Abd-al-
Aziz took over as Emir (tempo-
ral  leader).  He introduced
firearms in the holy war or jihad,
replacing conventional weapon-
ry. He accelerated his attacks in
a spectacular bid to extend his
territory and as Allen says, “He
issued every holy warrior a ‘fir-
man’ or written order addressed
to gate-keeper of heaven, requir-

ing him to be admitted forth-with
should he die on battle.” Since
then it has been the common
schismatic, fraudulent practice of
terror operators to misguide and
exploit the youth for recruit-
ment with the promise of par-
adise. 
The history of Wahhabism has
been written with the blood of
innocent people. On June 2,
1792, Sheikh Muhammad Najdi-
ibn-Abd-al Wahhab died, leaving
his 24 wives and 18 children and
his son-in-law Abd-al-Aziz
speeded up his violent actions
and conversions. In 1802, he
attacked Karbala in Iraq, dese-
crating the holy shrine of Hazrat
Imam Husain. Lieutenant Francis
Warden wrote, “They pillaged the
whole of it and plundered the
tomb of Hazrat Imam Husain,
slaying in the course of the day,
with circumstances of peculiar
cruelty, killing about 5,000 of the
inhabitants. A huge amount of
booty was seized.” 
In 1803, Abd-al-Aziz ibn Saud
obtained a visit permit from the
Shareef of Mecca on the pretext
of performing Hajj; whereupon
his Wahhabi fighters laid waste in
Islam’s holiest shrine (Ka’aba), like
the accursed Yazid had dese-
crated it in 682 AD. According to
T.E Ravenshaw, author of A
Memorandum on the Sect of
Wahhabis, “They robbed the
splendid tombs of the
Mahomedan saints, who were
interred there; and their fanatical
zeal did not even spare the
Prophet’s Mosque (in Medina)
which they robbed of the
immense treasures and costly
furniture to which each
Mahomedan Prince of Europe,

Asia and Africa had contributed
his share.” 
In 1804, a Wahhabi gang again
crossed the great desert in the
Hijaz and destroyed tombs of the
Prophet’s family members at
Jannat-ul-Baqi, the ancient cen-
tur y of Medina and even
despoiled the grave of Prophet
Mohammed. In 1925, Wahhabis
demolished the holy shrines of
Hazrat Fatima Zehra, daughter of
Prophet Mohammed and his
grandsons, as well as the birth-
place of Prophet Mohammad.
In India, the 500-year-old Babri
Masjid in Ayodhya was demol-
ished on December 6, 1992, by a
radical Hindu mob led by Sangh
Parivar leaders. Intellectuals
across the globe, irrespective of
caste, creed, religion or region,
condemned the demolition.
Muslims across the world protest-
ed. Several lives were lost. In its
landmark judgement of 2019,
the Supreme Court held that the
demolition was illegal and direct-
ed the authorities to allot an alter-
native plot for a mosque as com-
pensation. 
On the other hand, the more
heinous crime of multiple demo-
litions of holy shrines, relics and
heritage sites together with mas-
sacres took place in Saudi Arabia
at the behest of Saudi Arab’s
Wahhabi/Salafi rulers of Zionist
ancestry, on 8th Shawwal 1344
Hijri (1925 A.D), but surprising-
ly no Muslim of any sect reacts or
protests against the pseudo-
Muslim Saudi rulers. Is it because
those perpetrators are Muslim for
name sake?

(The writer is a legal journalist
and author. The views 

expressed are personal)

Today entire world is gripped in
the clutches of Wahhabi ter-
rorism spearheaded by Zionist
Saudi rulers, wearing the cloak
of pseudo-Islam, who are hid-

ing their faith in Judaism. All terrorist
organisations, such as Al-Qaeda, ISIS,
Lashkar e Taiyaba, Lashkar e Jhangvi, etc;
follow the ideology of Wahhabism, a
newly created cult of Saudi rulers, the
pseudo-Muslims. 
The activities of this cult can be best
explained through the words of
renowned British historian Charles
Allen, who in his book, God’s Terrorists
-The Wahhabi Cult and the Hidden
Roots of Modern Jihad, writes, “
Wahhabi is a guiding ideology behind
modern Islamist terrorism. In the 18th
century, a violently intolerant re-inter-
pretation of Islam took root in the
Arabian desert. Its followers became
known after their founder (Sheikh
Muhammad Najdi ibn Abd-al Wahhab),
as Wahhabi. The creed was then export-
ed to India and its north-west frontier
Afghanistan.”
Sheikh Najdi was born in 1702, in the
desert of Najd, a rocky plateau of the
Arabian Peninsula. About Najd, Charles
Allen writes, “Indeed for many Arabs,
Najd had only negative associations.
There was a popular saying that ‘Nothing
good never came out of Najd’ and it was
related in the Hadith that the Prophet
had three times been called upon to ask
God to bless Najd and had three times
been called upon to ask God to bless
Najd and had three times refused,
answering on the third occasion,
‘Earthquakes and dissension are there
and there shall arise the horn of Satan.’
In the years following the ministry of Al-
Wahhab, there were many who argued
that this prophecy had been confirmed.” 
In 1744, Najdi ibn Wahhab, sidelining
the preaching of true Islam by Prophet
Mohammed, created a new version of
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