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The Business page story - “Bank Bazaar set to finance Montra E-3W”, April

17, 2024 - was actually about TI Clean Mobility joining hands with Bike

Bazaar to o�er vehicle-financial solutions. Hence, the headline should

have been “Bike Bazaar set to finance Montra E-3W.”

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

F
or a long-standing insurgency that peaked
in the early to mid-2000s, the war against
the Maoists has settled into some sort of

pattern. Recently, the insurgents su�ered a series
of blows from paramilitary and police forces,
which include the killing of at least 29 Maoists in
the Bastar region in Chhattisgarh on Tuesday. Li-
mited to the jungles of central India and in places
of sparse tribal presence with a weaker presence
of the developmental and welfare state relative to
the rest of the country, the Maoists have been sig-
ni�cantly diminished as a political-ideological
force with few takers for their party’s — the Com-
munist Party of India (Maoist) — ideology or vi-
sions of an alternative state. What they have re-
tained, however, is an ability to target security
forces — evident in the killing of 22 paramilitary
personnel in April 2021 and 10 jawans in April
2023. This has necessitated security forces to use
unconventional military tactics and new comb-
ing routes to target the armed Maoist cadres.
While these attacks weaken the military strength
of the Maoists, they cannot cumulatively wipe
out the threat of the insurgents as claimed by the
Union government. This is because the Maoists
are in di�cult hilly terrain and have shown the
ability to win over some discontented sections of
the tribals, who are a�ected by the civil war. 

After two decades of �ghting the Maoists,
whose strength peaked after two prominent Nax-
alite parties merged into the CPI (Maoist), the In-
dian state has long realised that the only way out
is to take them on militarily while winning over
tribals through welfare measures. In the late
2000s, the use of ploys such as arming tribals to
take on the Maoists through �awed campaigns
such as the Salwa Judum back�red. Later, in a
change of tack, the reach of the welfare state and
the bureaucracy gradually expanded into hither-
to inaccessible areas in central India and helped
negate Maoist propaganda about the Indian state
being exploitative. Several tribal people, tired of
the warfare and violence, refused to support the
Maoists, leading to desertion in their ranks in oth-
er States as well. In Chhattisgarh, however, the
constant warfare has helped the Maoists tap into
some discontent. Civil society and peace activists
have tried to initiate cease�re talks between the
Maoists and the security forces besides asking the
insurgents to use democratic means to take up
tribal causes. But the Maoists, despite setbacks,
have refused to give up on their anachronistic
ideology. Their unwillingness to accept that the
poor tribals, whom they claim to represent, only
want better engagement and outcomes from the
welfare and electoral system, and not a violent
overthrow that jeopardises their lives, has en-
sured that the war of attrition continues. 

War of attrition 
Despite military gains, solution to Maoist
insurgency cannot rest on just violence  

I
ndia’s merchandise exports hit a 12-month
peak of $41.7 billion last month, marginally
lower than March 2023 and a tad higher

than February’s $41.4 billion �gure. Imports fell
6% to $57.3 billion, taking the trade de�cit to an
11-month low. The last two months’ robust export
numbers bolstered the tally for outbound ship-
ments from $354 billion at the end of January to
$437.1 billion for the full year, just 3% short of the
record $451 billion performance in 2022-23. Amid
a decline in commodity prices, which averaged
about 14% lower last year, this is a commendable
outcome, aided by demand proving more resi-
lient than earlier anticipated in major markets.
That imports dipped at a higher 4.8% pace has al-
so cushioned the trade de�cit, and economists
now expect the January-March quarter to end up
with a small but rare current account surplus.
Services trade data for the full year will be availa-
ble later, but the Commerce Ministry estimates
that total exports in 2023-24 were fractionally
higher than the previous year at $776.7 billion.

Trade mandarins believe goods exports have
entered a positive growth cycle, having coped
with persistent strife — from Ukraine to Palestine
and the Red Sea. Last week, the World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO) downgraded its global trade
volume growth projection to 2.6% from 3.3%
reckoned earlier, with risks tilted towards the
downside. This is despite favourable base e�ects
from its revision for 2023 trade volumes, which
the WTO says tanked 1.2% compared with a 0.8%
dip expected earlier. Export volumes from Asia
are expected to rise 3.4% in 2024, with imports
climbing 5.6%. In India, a healthy monsoon is ex-
pected to spur domestic demand, including for
discretionary imports. But sustained disruptions
on two of the world’s key shipping routes — the
Suez and Panama Canals — along with geopoliti-
cal fault lines and an increasing scepticism about
the bene�ts of global trade in several countries,
pose creeping risks that have not fully manifested
yet. Exporters do not seem so sure about the up-
beat o�cial outlook — they need to start raising
prices soon to catch up with shipping cost surges,
exposing them to competitive pressures. For Asia
and India, any prolonged friction in the Strait of
Hormuz, a key supply route for the region’s oil
and gas imports, is the biggest threat to trade and
macroeconomic balances. The spike in crude
prices already showed up in March as the petro-
leum trade de�cit hit a record monthly high of
$11.8 billion while oil exports slid to an eight-
month low. India’s high energy import depen-
dence is known, and any spurt in global energy
and food prices would also derail hopes of global
interest rate cuts and improved demand.

Pale green shoots 
After a year of tepid demand and low
prices, exports face fresh turbulence

S
eldom has a concatenation of
circumstances across the world led to
this degree of concern about the future.
Many factors are responsible for this.

Reckless leaders such as Ukraine’s Volodymyr
Zelenskyy and Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu, who
are at the centre of the ongoing con�icts, have
neither the desire nor the understanding to try
and end the con�icts they are involved in.
Russia’s President, Vladimir Putin, shows equal
disregard for the eventual outcome of the war in
Ukraine, and displays intense myopia as to what
can be done to achieve his end objective. The
United States, which initially hoped that by
strengthening the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) it could in�ict a decisive
defeat on Russia, and restore the immediate
post-1945 world order in Europe, �nds itself in a
serious dilemma.

In the meantime, Mr. Netanyahu, caught
napping by the massive Hamas attack in October
2023, has reacted to it in a manner typical of his
general reputation, and is venting his frustration
on the citizens of Gaza — which virtually
approximates to genocide. This has in�amed
opinions across the world, but more speci�cally
in West Asia, and is further widening the political
and religious divide. An unexpected fallout of this
has been Iran’s reemergence as a key player in
determining the ‘roll of the dice’ in the a�airs of
this region.

Growing chaos, an absent leadership
Since 2022, geo-politics has been in various stages
of disarray. While the ‘rules-based international
order’, basically a creation of the West, is
virtually dead today, it did succeed for a time in
maintaining a semblance of peace across many
regions. As the West seemed to weaken, and
alongside the rise of China, new alliance patterns
emerged. None of them, however, possessed
su�cient heft to sustain a peaceful global order.

Today, large parts of the world are in chaos,
though ‘shooting wars’ are limited to a few
pockets such as Ukraine and Gaza. What is more
disconcerting is the absence of leaders with a
sober mien, who command a degree of in�uence
across nations and continents, whether it is Xi
Jinping, Vladimir Putin or Joe Biden. The vast
majority of other western leaders clearly lack the
qualities needed to sustain a peaceful
international order. Many increasingly face
problems in sustaining their �efdoms. Meantime,
the march of history and the progress of current
technologies threaten to con�ne most of them to
the detritus of history.

The situation is only about to worsen. The
stalemate in Ukraine continues with Mr.
Zelenskyy, Mr. Putin, and the West all unwilling to
consider a reasonable compromise. The year

2024 will, thus, see a repetition of what has been
taking place in Europe for the past two years.
Whether a continued stalemate will force leaders
of these countries to consider the ‘unthinkable’,
viz., use of battle�eld nuclear weapons, is again a
matter for debate.

The situation in West Asia is, meanwhile,
turning critical. Israel has been acting more and
more like a ‘wounded tiger’, in�icting
unpardonable casualties on the citizens of Gaza.
It now confronts a direct threat from Iran, which
has already �red opening ‘shots across the bow’
at Israel, for the attack on its consular premises in
Damascus and the killing of Iranian personnel
recently. All indications point to the spectre of a
resurgent Iran, thereafter, taking over the
leadership of militant ‘Jihadism’ directed against
the West and ‘in�dels’ of di�erent kinds. The
implications of an all out Iran-Israel war are dire
indeed.

A new set of alliances
Today, great power rivalry seems a little more
than a shadow play, which has hardly any
meaning. Outside war-torn Ukraine, and the time
bomb that West Asia resembles at present, the
U.S. and China are indulging in feints, using
proxies to try and achieve their objectives. The
U.S. has yet to overcome its hubris following the
series of setbacks it has been facing since
Afghanistan in 2020, which has removed much of
the sheen attached to its being touted as a
superpower. In the case of Europe, having leaned
on NATO to protect itself from Russia’s o�ensive,
it has little to o�er. Europe again has little
in�uence on Mr. Zelenskyy, notwithstanding the
huge cost to their exchequers. Seldom has the
situation across the region seemed less
propitious.

In the east, China’s economic ‘woes’ have
stripped it of the afterglow of being a near
superpower, one well positioned to challenge the
U.S. and the West, militarily and economically.
Over the past several months, China has been
compelled to operate under the radar and its
image as a superpower has diminished.
Nevertheless, this has not prevented it from
forging many new alliances across West Asia.
Currently, the China-Russia-Iran axis has put a
question mark on the predatory tactics of the U.S.
and the West across much of West Asia.

There is a well-known aphorism that stipulates
that ‘wisdom lies in knowing when to stop’. Even
as global power politics appear to lose all
meaning, we are witness to a whole new set of
alliances that makes little sense. What is missing
in the thought processes of world leaders,
however, is that it is the economy and
technologies today that are the main ‘drivers’ and
‘spoilers’ in today’s world. Most world leaders are

not paying adequate attention to forecasts about
the future of the world economies, more
speci�cally when they include the economies of
the more developed countries as well. For
instance, experts warn that the U.S. economy is
set to face problems sooner rather than later,
while the economies of the United Kingdom and
much of Europe are already in a parlous state.
China’s economy, despite Xi Jinping’s e�orts, is
again not improving and it has had to cut back on
many of its intended plans.

The disruptors
The politics of oil again is something that the
world cannot ignore for much longer. The
growing proximity, and the axis between
China-Russia-Iran, indicate that military alliances
apart, the politics of oil is set to roil the world in
the near future. 

In such a milieu, today’s sanctions have ceased
to have any meaning. The world, according to
economists, should, hence, be prepared for a
major slowdown. The implications of this could
be far more disruptive than the current wars in
Ukraine and Gaza or a potential con�agration in
the Paci�c.

Next, technology is all set to become the
ultimate disruptor. Manifest attempts are being
made by several leading countries to enhance
their national security by protecting vital
technologies, over which they possess a
near-monopoly today. Arti�cial Intelligence is
already a potential threat as far as conventional
war methodologies are concerned, but while the
U.S. and China are touted as militarily the most
powerful today, smaller nations are beginning to
pose a challenge, employing Arti�cial
Intelligence, to level the playing �eld. This
dimension needs to be better understood,
alongside the havoc being caused in the
battle�eld in Ukraine by the military intelligence,
surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) revolution,
and the relentless stare of visual infrared and
electronic sensors carried by drones, aircraft, and
space assets.

Finally, it is also necessary to recognise that
with most arms control agreements having
frayed, new nuclear warheads and cruise missiles
are possibly, if not already, being designed, and
also, possibly, being kept in readiness for use. A
nuclear makeover is already in the making and it
is only a matter of time that demands are raised
by countries that possess them to seek their use.
An intense debate is already on as to whether in
response to the possible use of low-level
battle�eld nuclear weapons by Russia, the U.S.
and the West should not raise the nuclear
threshold by employing nuclear weapons of
lower magnitude. Doomsday predictions are
perhaps nearer than what many believe.

A world in disarray, a concern about the future 
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I
n March 2024, India’s External A�airs
Minister, S. Jaishankar, articulated, in a joint
statement during his visit to Manila, India’s

full support for the Philippines in upholding its
national sovereignty. Mr. Jaishankar’s comment
was made amid the ongoing South China or West
Philippine Sea dispute between Manila and
Beijing which witnessed, arguably, its most
intense and volatile year in 2023, with frequent
tensions at sea and diplomatic friction. A joint
statement in 2023 between New Delhi and Manila
had also called for China to adhere to the
rules-based maritime order and acknowledge the
International Court of Justice ruling of 2016 in
favour of Manila. Both these statements are part
of an evolving approach that signals a departure
from India’s earlier more cautionary and neutral
position vis-à-vis the South China Sea. New Delhi’s
position on the South China Sea has changed
signi�cantly in recent years, mirroring its broader
strategic and economic aspirations on the global
stage through a more clearly articulated stance
backing the provisions of international maritime
law, sovereignty, and sovereign rights in the
South China Sea.

A policy evolution
New Delhi’s engagement with the region was
initially primarily economic, driven by its Look
East Policy, which aimed to enhance economic
integration with Southeast Asia and the
imperative to secure energy resources to fuel its
growing economy. The participation of Indian
state-owned enterprises, such as the Oil and
Natural Gas Corporation’s overseas arm (ONGC
Videsh), in oil and gas exploration projects in
Vietnam’s exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and
other similar ventures not only signi�ed India’s
economic stakes in the region but also its support
for the principle of freedom of exploration and
exploitation of maritime resources within the
bounds of international law, speci�cally the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS).

The transformation of India’s policy
orientation from Look East to Act East under
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s administration
has marked a shift towards a more strategic and
active engagement with the Indo-Paci�c region.
This policy evolution re�ects India’s
acknowledgment of the changing geopolitical
landscape and the need for a more proactive and
multifaceted foreign policy approach with the Act
East Policy emphasising not only economic
integration but also strategic partnerships and
expanded security cooperation with countries in
the Indo-Paci�c including Vietnam, Malaysia, and
Singapore, besides the Philippines. India has also
simultaneously strengthened its own capacities
through forward positioning, mission-based
deployments, reinforced maritime domain
awareness, and deep-water maritime facilities.

India’s complex ties with China
With geopolitical tensions in the South China Sea
having steadily escalated, particularly due to
China’s assertive territorial claims and
militarisation e�orts, India’s stance has become
more nuanced while simultaneously becoming
less cautious. The evolution of India’s position on
the South China Sea cannot be decoupled from
its complex relationship with China. The two
countries have a long history of border disputes
which have intensi�ed since the Galwan Valley
incident of 2020, with Beijing’s periodic
incursions into India’s territory and, most
recently, even renaming Indian villages in
Arunachal Pradesh.

The Galwan Valley incident also saw India
sending a frontline warship to the South China
Sea in a demonstration of India’s capability for
asymmetric deterrence. China’s assertive posture
and territorial claims in the South China Sea and
along India’s land border have substantially
disruptive implications for regional stability.
India’s strategic engagements, including regular
naval exercises and the strengthening of military
cooperation with Southeast Asian nations, serve

dual purposes: they underscore India’s
commitment to regional security and act as a
counter to China’s unlawful assertions.

The ASEAN factor
New Delhi’s strategic recalibration has been
driven by a recognition of the South China Sea’s
critical importance to regional security and the
global maritime order. The disputes in the South
China Sea, primarily involving China and several
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
countries, have implications for the freedom of
navigation and over�ight — principles that are
vital for not only India’s trade and energy
transportation routes but also that of countries
across the globe. As a responsible stakeholder in
the Indo-Paci�c, India can no longer shy away
from taking unambiguous positions on matters of
such critical importance. Its centrality in the
Indo-Paci�c theatre means that its periphery is
no longer only the Indian Ocean but also the
wider maritime domain where China’s rise is
challenging the status quo in ways not anticipated
before. The ASEAN centrality in India’s
Indo-Paci�c strategy also makes it imperative for
India to buttress the ASEAN position, though
di�erences within the regional grouping continue
to pose a challenge to such endeavours.

New Delhi’s advocacy for a rules-based
international maritime order, especially its
emphasis on UNCLOS, re�ects a stance against
unilateral actions that threaten regional stability.
This stance, while rooted in India’s principled
foreign policy approach, also indirectly
challenges China’s expansive territorial claims
and activities in the South China Sea and re�ects
India’s positioning of itself as a responsible
stakeholder committed to regional stability and
security. India’s nuanced approach in the South
China Sea, therefore, is emblematic of its broader
strategy aiming to safeguard its interests while
contributing to a collective e�ort to maintain
peace, stability, and respect for international law
in the Indo-Paci�c region.

India’s nuanced approach in the South China Sea 
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First phase voting begins
Voting for the 18th Lok
Sabha and general election
2024 will begin shortly. The
people have probably
decided who they are going
to vote for. There is,
however, a need for people
to understand that voting
should not be based on the
popularity of the party or
the candidate but, instead,
on what they can do for the
citizens of the country.

oblivion once the election is
over. But there is a key
point. It goes without saying
that the power to change
lies in the hands of voters.
Voters must exercise their
vote choice carefully.

Kiruba Arul,
Palayamkottai, Tamil Nadu

As a senior citizen, I have
seen how the democratic
festival of the nation is
celebrated every five years. I
have also seen how
sky-high promises go into

need to protect the
Constitution and democracy
in India for us and future
generations.
G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

undertaking which is to
begin shortly. Media
projections and crowds may
not be the gauge of the
‘mood of the nation’. This
Lok Sabha election is
crucial as it will decide and
reshape the country’s
future. 
The vote must be used
sagaciously to prevent a
further retreat from
secularism and a slide into
authoritarianism. There is a

There are many areas
where the country needs
improvement.
The biggest need, however,
is for people to come out
and vote. There must be a
realisation that it is only
when you vote that actual
change can begin.
Reakor Shisha Kharkrang,
Laitmynsaw, Shillong, Meghalaya

The mind boggles at the
sheer scale of the giant
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E
arlier this month, following a report in
The Guardian stating that the Indian
government had killed about 20
people in Pakistan since 2020 as part

of a broader plan to eliminate terrorists on
foreign soil, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh
responded that India will enter Pakistan to kill
terrorists. A few days later, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, too, said that under a strong
government, “atankwadiyon ko ghar mein ghus
ke mare jata hai (terrorists are being killed in
their homes)”. Is the Indian government justi�ed
in targeting terrorists outside the border?
Rakesh Sood and Tara Kartha discuss the
question in a conversation moderated by
Suhasini Haidar. Edited excerpts:

The U.S. went to Pakistan and killed Osama
bin Laden in 2011; Israel’s Mossad carries out
such killings. But when India or Russia do it,
questions are raised, or sanctions are
imposed. Do you think there are double
standards when it comes to transnational
killings? And is there an international rule
surrounding transnational killings?

Rakesh Sood: There is no clear, legal de�nition
in international law of targeted killings. But
conventionally, there are three factors
considered before carrying out targeted killings.
First, whether the individual is internationally
designated as a terrorist under the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC) designation list.
Second, whether it is di�cult to get hold of this
person, get them extradited, or bring them to
face judicial proceedings. Third, whether it is
felt that the person continues to remain engaged
in terrorist activity. Then, the state may feel that
it is preferable to use lethal force in a
pre-emptive fashion in a precise manner so that
it does not cause collateral damage. The U.S.’s
killing of bin Laden would probably fall into that
category of targeted killings because he ticked all
these boxes. There are plenty of instances where
when these three conditions were met, there
was less of an international hue and cry, and
when they were not met, there was more of it.

Tara Kartha: There are massive double
standards. Targeted killings came post-9/11. They
[the U.S.] used drone strikes and every kind of
attack and not just in Afghanistan. U.S. President
George Bush’s call to the world was that we [the
U.S.] will attack you [terrorists] wherever you
are because it’s self-defence. The underlying
criterion for any such attack is self-defence. The
UN allows this. Article 51 of the UN Charter
speaks of the right of individual self-defence.

The problem with The Guardian story is that it
includes assassinations, targeted killings, and
extrajudicial killings all in the same basket in the
same article, which is crazy. Each one has a

di�erent legal connotation to it. If we are to look
at this issue, we have to look at the di�erences
between these three in terms of international
law and international humanitarian law.

Has something changed in India? In the past
perhaps these operations took place quietly.
But in recent times, the government has said
India will chase terrorists and kill them if
they go into, say, Pakistan. Is that legitimate?

TK: It is allowed under international law and
under international humanitarian law. One
criterion is that it should be proportionate force.
A second is when the state is either responsible
for the armed attack or is unwilling or unable to
stop armed attacks. At all times, the principle of
self-defence remains paramount. Generally,
such attacks do not occur in times of peace. That
is one di�erence between the Pakistan and
Canada cases. You could argue that India is in a
state of continuous con�ict with Pakistan:
attacks keep taking place, you [India] have
raised the issue at the UN, these people are part
of your list of terrorists. So, you have gone
through the judicial process within your own
country, and it is also sanctioned by the UN.

RS: Let’s look at the three criteria. They may
be in India’s list, but they are not accepted
internationally as terrorists. Second, there is no
prospect of getting them extradited to come and
face judicial proceedings. Now, you [India] could
say that you are in a state of con�ict with
Pakistan. I don’t know if that is legally correct,
but politically you could maintain that. But
you’re not in a state of con�ict, legal or political,
with Canada and the U.S. Self-defence and
pre-emption implies that there is a continuing
and immediate threat. So, did Gurpatwant Singh
Pannun constitute an immediate threat? That is
an intelligence assessment. How you tick these
three boxes would depend on the justi�cation or
credibility for a targeted killing.

Many would point out that the U.S. has

carried out drone strikes and killed
thousands of people, including civilians, in
what it saw as targeted killings and has never
been held accountable. Mossad has killed
people in the UAE and other countries. So,
why has the U.S. made such an issue of this?

RS: Well, that is bilateral politics. But you’re
right. The U.S. is guilty of having conducted
targeted killings with less than adequate
justi�cation, without having felt the need to tick
the three boxes. Israel, too, has done this many
times. But Israel has the backing of the U.S., and
the U.S. is a permanent member of the UNSC.

TK: I think in the case of Canada, it was also a
question of domestic politics. And since (Prime
Minister) Justin Trudeau brought it up, I think
the U.S., which may have preferred to have dealt
with it quietly, was forced to come out. But if
you notice, even after that the U.S. has not used
it in a threatening manner. They’ve said they are
unhappy. And yes, there are double standards,
but by and large, you don’t carry out attacks in
the territories of what you call ‘friendlies’.

India’s response in each of the three cases
has been di�erent. Are ties the only factor?

TK: In the case of Pakistan, I think what the
Defence Minister said is, if you do this, we will
reserve the right to walk in. He added that we
would prefer to have good relations with our
neighbours. Canada has not given any evidence
to us. And at least one of those killings was of a
local organised crime leader who was already in
a lot of trouble in Canada. In the case of the U.S.,
when India says it is carrying out an
investigation in national interest, if indeed
someone from RA&W (Research and Analysis
Wing) did do this, I can guarantee that the
National Security Adviser (NSA) was not involved
because this was such a ham-handed operation.

RS: It is purely a re�ection of politics and ties
with each other. The Defence Minister is
speaking to a country that is in the throes of
elections. Politicians at the best of times are not
necessarily precise with their use of words, and
at election times, even less so. India’s responses
re�ect the status of importance that is attributed
to ties with each of these countries and the
current state of play in each of the countries.

Do you think these allegations could have a

long-term impact on India-U.S. ties?

RS: It depends on how we deal with it and if we
are able to carry conviction to the U.S. system.
Canada has not shared any information or
intelligence with us or at least nothing to the
extent that would lead us to undertake an
investigation of the kind that we are doing
via-a-vis the U.S.’s information that has been
shared with us. With Pakistan, it is open season.

TK: There has been some impact so far
because all this was said publicly. But overall,
no, our ties won’t get severely a�ected because
of our ties in other areas, especially innovation
and defence technology. In the case of Canada,
he [Trudeau] made the error of saying this in
public. If he had probably said it in private, our
reaction may have been quite di�erent.

In the last few months, we have seen certain
comments being made. For example, the U.S.
Senate Foreign Relations Committee has
talked about transnational killings and
categorised India with Russia and Iran. What
should the government do?

TK: There was a hearing on Pakistan in the U.S.
Congress. And one of the Congressmen, who
was from Texas, intervened to raise this issue of
alleged killings. There are constituencies in the
U.S., like Texas, which have a large Pakistani
population. That will re�ect in their domestic
policy. While it is worrisome, we have to take it
in our stride going forward.

We need to pull up our international image
and strategic messaging. For some reason we
seem to think it’s not necessary and that our
economy speaks for itself, and our words speak
for themselves. We need to do a major PR
exercise not because XYZ has said something
but because it makes sense.

RS: India-U.S. ties are at a government-to-
government level. The U.S. NSA is going to visit
India. Democracies speak with multiple voices
because there are multiple constituencies. A
statement by one section of society doesn’t
necessarily re�ect the totality of the relationship
between the two nations. One way to respond to
criticisms is to ignore them. But that is di�cult
in a relationship between two democracies. So,
we need to be able to take action that would
address this. Whether this is in terms of more
e�ective communication is something that the
government has to evolve. In a democracy, we
have multiple channels of communication. We
need to be able to make better use of these.

Is the government justi�ed in targeting terrorists outside the border? 

A poster shows Sikh separatist leader Gurpatwant Singh Pannun. An Indian

national has been charged by the U.S. with plotting to assassinate him on

U.S. soil. AFP 
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O
n March 14, the Election Com-
mission of India made public the
names of the companies that had

purchased electoral bonds. Almost im-
mediately, The Hindu data team pu-
blished the full list of the donors online.
Our �rst electoral bonds story for the
print edition was straightforward: it car-
ried information on the companies that
had donated the largest funds. But given
time constraints, we could do little analy-
sis on the nature of these companies.

The next day, we studied the list and
found that many of the companies were
unfamiliar. Some of them had sister con-
cerns and all of them had donated to va-
rious political parties. We had to �nd out
who owned these companies in order to
contextualise the transactions. And there
was no dearth of speculation on the data.
Hours after the news broke, some said on
social media that many of the companies
were under the scrutiny of the Enforce-
ment Directorate (ED) and Income Tax
(IT) Department. Some said many phar-
ma companies that had been reprimand-
ed by regulators were on the list. Some
identi�ed companies that had been given
a clean chit by various committees. But
where could we get credible information
to fact-check these claims?

That is when the grunt work began.
We found out when and for what reasons
the ED and IT Department were investi-
gating some of these companies and
when these companies had purchased
bonds. The dateline of old stories in the
media helped us �nd out when compa-
nies had come under the scanner of
agencies and the new data showed us
how they purchased bonds worth crores
of rupees just days later. Old stories about
some of the companies securing govern-
ment contracts helped us question
whether there was quid pro quo.

While other media outlets were doing

similar stories, we found that some of
them had included wrongly the name of
one pharma company to the list of com-
panies that were under the ED/IT Depart-
ment scanner and had bought bonds just
days later. Our digital archives showed
that the investigators were not searching
the company but only an employee.

Our search showed that a reporter of
The Hindu Group covering the pharma
beat had �led a copy saying the house of
an employee of a pharma company was
being searched by the ED. A photojour-
nalist had clicked photos of o�cers enter-
ing the premises of the employee. An ed-
itor had probably asked the right
questions – for instance, was it the com-
pany or the employee’s house that was
being searched? – and edited the story ac-
cordingly. Given that the story was �led
years ago, when content management
systems were still primitive and smaller
stories did not always make their way on-
line, it was noteworthy that the story was
published on the website. This allowed
us to �nd it easily. We were thankful to
the editors who had ensured that such
stories went up online and to the tech
teams which had made sure that such
stories did not get lost when The Hindu
migrated to new content management
systems or during website redesigns. In
short, we realised that a lot of editorial
calls, both big and small, taken over the
years had made it possible for us to write
the electoral bonds story accurately.

In this digital era, reporters are under
great pressure. They are tasked with re-
cording podcasts and videos and writing
explainers and long-form stories. But
they don’t do all this at the cost of �ling
the so-called run-of-the-mill stories. Re-
porters, through their everyday stories,
the �rst drafts of history, which are some-
times deemed uninteresting, are the ones
who lay the foundation for the big stories.

vignesh.r@thehindu.co.in

NOTEBOOK

The quiet heroes behind the
electoral bonds stories 

Reporters who �le daily stories, which are sometimes deemed
uninteresting, are the ones who make the big stories possible 

Vignesh Radhakrishnan

X

Cars on a flooded road in Dubai. The desert city saw up to 259.5mm of rain on Tuesday, the most in 75 years since data collection began. At Dubai’s airport, which is one of the

busiest for international travel, nearly every flight was repeatedly delayed. The city is now grappling with the aftermath of the devastating floods. REUTERS

Torrential rains in a desert city

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

New Delhi, April 18: The Petroleum and
Chemicals Minister, Mr. D.K. Barooah, to-day
announced that an Oil Industry Development
Fund for Rs. 45 crores would be created and
placed at the disposal of the Oil and Natural
Gas Commission.

Replying to the demands for grants of the

Petroleum and Chemicals Ministry in the Lok
Sabha, Mr. Barooah said that though the
ONGC “is notionally an autonomous body, it
entirely depended on the Government for
funds.”

Mr. Barooah indicated that Rs. 45 crores
would be given annually. This fund would be
adequate for the ONGC’s purpose. The ONGC
was not only going to have o�-shore drilling
but was also trying to get locations in other
countries for oil exploration. 

The Haldia re�nery, which had been
completed, would go into production in a
couple of months.

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 19, 1974

Oil development fund
planned 

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

A special cable to the “Bombay Chronicle” dated
London, April 17, says: Last night’s Indian debate
was a complete �asco. There was an air of
pretence and futility all over the speeches. The
front benches were deserted. The Prime
Minister was absent which was adversely
commented upon by Mr. Pope Simpson. The
Liberal amendment asking for a commission of
inquiry was not moved, as a result of active
canvassing by the father-in-law of the Viceroy’s
son, Sir Alfred Mond and Malcolm Hailey. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 19, 1924

Indian debate in Commons 
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Number of employees
�red by Google after
o�ce sit-in protest

28
Google fired employees

involved in protests over the

company’s cloud computing

contract with the Israeli government. The

workers held sit-ins at the company’s

offices in California and New York. AP

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The shares subscribed
in Vodafone-Idea’s FPO
on the �rst day

26
In percentage. Debt-saddled

telecom operator Vodafone

Idea Ltd’s ₹18,000 crore

follow-on offering (FPO) opened to a

modest response. Of the 1,260 crore shares

on offer, 331.24 crore was subscribed. PTI

Loss of GST revenues
due to o�shore illegal
betting �rms

2.5
in $ billion. The gaming

industry body AIGF

estimates that offshore

illegal betting and gambling entities are

causing the national exchequer a loss of

$2.5 billion per annum. PTI

The extent of the loss
of GDP due to global
warming

10
In percentage. Warming of the

planet by 3 degrees Celsius

may cost up to 10% of GDP,

according to the Nature Climate Change

journal. It also found that poorer, tropical

countries could see the worst effects. PTI

Nestle India shares fall
over reports of more
sugar in milk products

3
in percentage. Shares of Nestle India

declined amid reports that the

global FMCG major sold infant

products with more sugar content in South

Asian countries including India. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far: 

T
he failure of private
investment, as measured by
private Gross Fixed Capital
Formation (GFCF) as a

percentage of gross domestic product
(GDP) at current prices, to pick up pace
has been one of the major issues plaguing
the Indian economy. Private investment
witnessed a steady decline since 2011-12
and the government has been hoping that
large Indian corporations would step in
and ramp up investment. In fact, in 2019,
the Centre slashed corporate taxes from
30% to 22% hoping that the move would
encourage private investment. 

What is GFCF and why does it matter?
GFCF refers to the growth in the size of
�xed capital in an economy. Fixed capital
refers to things such as buildings and
machinery, for instance, which require
investment to be created. So private GFCF
can serve as a rough indicator of how
much the private sector in an economy is
willing to invest. Overall GFCF also
includes capital formation as a result of
investment by the government.

GFCF matters because �xed capital, by
helping workers produce a greater
amount of goods and services each year,
helps to boost economic growth and
improve living standards. In other words,
�xed capital is what largely determines
the overall output of an economy and
hence what consumers can actually
purchase in the market. Developed
economies such as the U.S. possess more
�xed capital per capita than developing
economies such as India.

What is the trend seen in private
investment in India?
In India, private investment began to pick
up signi�cantly mostly after the economic
reforms of the late-1980s and the
early-1990s that improved private sector

con�dence. From independence to
economic liberalisation, private
investment largely remained either
slightly below or above 10% of the GDP.
Public investment as a percentage of GDP,
on the other hand, steadily rose over the
decades from less than 3% of GDP in
1950-51 to overtake private investment as
a percentage of GDP in the early 1980s. It,
however, began to drop post-liberalisation
with private investment taking on the
leading role in �xed capital formation. 

The growth in private investment
lasted until the global �nancial crisis of
2007-08. It rose from around 10% of GDP
in the 1980s to around 27% in 2007-08.
From 2011-12 onwards, however, private
investment began to drop and hit a low of
19.6% of the GDP in 2020-21.

Why has private investment fallen? 
Many economists in India have blamed

low private consumption expenditure as
the primary reason behind the failure of
private investment to pick up over the last
decade, and particularly since the onset
of the pandemic. Their reasoning is that
strong consumption spending is required
to give businesses the con�dence that
there will be su�cient demand for their
output once they decide to invest in
building �xed capital. Hence these
economists have advised that the
government should put more money into
the hands of the people to boost
consumption expenditure, and thus help
kick start private investment.

Historically, however, an increase in
private consumption has not led to a rise
in private investment in India. In fact, a
drop in consumption spending has
boosted private investment rather than
dampening it. Private �nal consumption
expenditure dropped steadily from nearly

90% of GDP in 1950-51 to hit a low of
54.7% of GDP in 2010-11, which was a year
prior to when private investment hit a
peak and began its long decline. And
since 2011-12, private consumption has
risen while private investment has
witnessed a worrying fall as a percentage
of GDP. The inverse relationship between
consumption and investment is likely
because the money that is allocated
towards savings and investment, either by
the government or by private businesses,
comes at the cost of lower consumption
expenditure. Other economists believe
that structural problems may likely be the
core reason behind the signi�cant fall in
private investment as a percentage of GDP
over the last decade or so. They have
cited unfavourable government policy
and policy uncertainty as major issues
a�ecting private investment. The rise in
private investment in the 1990s and the
2000s correlated with the economic
reforms programme started in 1991. The
drop in private investment, on the other
hand, correlated with the slowdown in
the pace of reforms in the last two
decades under both the UPA (second
term) and NDA governments. Further,
policy uncertainty can discourage private
investment as investors expect stability to
carry out risky long-term projects.

What about low private investment?
The biggest cost of low private investment
would be slower economic growth as a
larger �xed capital base is crucial to boost
economic output. The push by the
government to increase government
investment is also seen as a negative by
some who believe that it crowds out
private investment. 

Others, however, think that
government investment compensates for
the lack of private investment. It should
be noted, however, that private investors
are considered to be better allocators of
capital than public o�cials, helping avoid
wasteful spending. Further, taxes
imposed to raise money for public
spending can be a signi�cant drag on the
economy.

Why have private investments dropped?
What is private Gross Fixed Capital Formation? When did private investments pick up in India? Will strong consumption spending increase private sector

con�dence? How do government policies a�ect private capital formation?

GETTY IMAGES

Prashanth Perumal
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Gross Fixed Capital Formation
refers to the growth in the size
of fixed capital in an economy.
Fixed capital refers to things
such as buildings and
machinery, for instance, which
require investment to be
created.
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The biggest cost of low private
investment would be slower
economic growth as a larger
fixed capital base is crucial to
boost economic output.

�

Many economists in India have
blamed low private
consumption expenditure as
the primary reason behind the
failure of private investment to
pick up over the last decade,
and particularly since the onset
of the pandemic.

The story so far:

O
n March 22, the 13th century
Bhojshala-Kamal Maula
complex in Madhya Pradesh’s
Dhar district became the latest

site for a “scienti�c survey” by the
Archaeological Survey of India (ASI). The
action followed the Madhya Pradesh High
Court ruling which had, on March 11,
ordered the ASI to conduct a survey of the
premises within six weeks. The complex
is contested by Hindus and Muslims as the
Vagdevi temple and Kamal Maula Masjid,
respectively.

What has the Supreme Court said? 
Even as a 15-member ASI team along with
the district administration and local
police began the survey of the entire
complex, the Supreme Court issued a
word of caution on April 1. A Bench
presided over by Justice Hrishikesh Roy
said no physical excavation that would

alter the character of the premises should
be carried out. The court’s cautionary
note followed the mosque’s appeal
against the High Court order. The top
court also ordered that no further action
should be taken on the outcome of the
excavation without its permission.

What has been the status quo?
The Bhojshala-Kamal Maula
temple-mosque compound has had a
truce for the past 20 years. Following an
arrangement in 2003, Hindus perform
puja here on Tuesday while Muslims
perform namaaz on Friday. Despite the
occasional hiccup, the system worked �ne
until recently when a little-known out�t
by the name of ‘Hindu Front for Justice’
petitioned the High Court, claiming the
complex was a temple built in 1034 and
the mosque here was constructed during
the reign of Sultanate king, Alauddin
Khalji in the 13th century by “destroying
and dismantling ancient structures of
previously constructed Hindu temples”.

Dhar itself has been a city of prominence
during the time of the Paramaras, the
Marathas and the Delhi Sultanate.

The Muslims, however, claim no
existing place of worship was demolished
by Maula Kamaluddin Chishti, a su�, after
whom the mosque was named. He was a
disciple of Nizamuddin Auliya and is said
to have migrated to Dhar in 1291. He
preached here for around 40 years. His
tomb, built next to the mosque inside the
complex here, is frequented by people of
both faiths. They claim too that the ASI
mentioned the Kamal Maula mosque in its
records in 1902, and allege that the
controversy began the same year when
Kanshi Ram Lele, an education o�cer,
found Sanskrit shlokas written on the
�oor of the mosque, and concluded it was
the mythical Bhojshala.

Have there been surveys before?
A survey was carried out during the
British regime by John Malcolm in 1822
who mentioned many legends about Raja

Bhoja, including the dams he built, but
did not mention any Bhojshala. Malcolm
did refer to the current building as a
mosque albeit in ruins. He mentioned too
a pulpit approached by a �ight of stairs.
On its �oor, Malcolm is said to have found
a Hindu inscription, indicating the
mosque was built with pre-used material.
Whether the pre-used material was of a
local place of worship or otherwise, he
did not investigate.

In 1935, the Front claims permission
was granted by the local king for namaaz
for a day. After Independence, the Jan
Sangh entered the fray and started a
protest for the restoration of the alleged
temple. Then, around the time the Babri
Masjid-Ramjanambhoomi stir was at its
peak, attempts were made to whip up
Hindu sentiments and recite Hanuman
Chalisa here. The attempts were foiled by
the administration. In 1998 a petition was
�led in the High Court in 1998 by Vimal
Kumar Godha on behalf of the Bajrang
Dal and other Hindu bodies. The Kamal
Maula mosque continued to be contested
by the Hindu out�ts in the legal domain.
In 2002, around the time of Gujarat
pogrom, there was violence around the
ownership of the place of worship here as
well. The local administration stated the
place was “Kamal Maula mosque” and the
existence of Bhojshala was a “mystery”.
Next year, a truce was arrived at with
speci�c days for worship for both
communities. The same words were
quoted by the High Court recently while
ordering a survey of the place.

What is the Bhojshala-Kamal
Maula complex dispute?
What did the Madhya Pradesh High Court rule? Why is the status of the complex contested? What has the

Supreme Court said about the issue? 

Ziya Us Salam
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On March 22, the 13th century
Bhojshala-Kamal Maula
complex in Madhya Pradesh’s
Dhar district became the latest
site for a “scientific survey” by
the Archaeological Survey of
India (ASI).

�

The ‘Hindu Front for Justice’
petitioned the High Court,
claiming the complex was a
temple built in 1034 and the
mosque here was constructed
during the reign of Alauddin
Khalji in the 13th century by
“destroying and dismantling
ancient structures of previously
constructed Hindu temples”.

�

The Muslims claim no existing
place of worship was
demolished by Maula
Kamaluddin Chishti after
whom the mosque was named.
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C
inema, in the form of
documentaries, short �lms,
feature �lms, and even
animated cartoons, has long

been used as a medium to shed light on
major events or social conditions to
inform and agitate the masses. Our
Western counterparts have been utilising
�lms since the days of World War I. In
India, �lms on anti-British propaganda
started the movement against British rule
and to date, the medium has proved to be
a formidable tool for spreading ideologies
in the country, especially in Tamil Nadu
where the lines between the two �elds
often crossover. The State has had �ve
Chief Ministers from the world of cinema
(excluding the current CM M.K. Stalin
who tried his luck in acting with Ore
Raththam in 1987). 

The architects of this assemblage
Fascinatingly, the current ruling party of
Tamil Nadu, the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) was the one that
understood the power of stage plays and
�lms, such as Thyaga Bhoomi (1939) and
Mathru Bhoomi (1939), to penetrate the
minds of the masses before
Independence. They began using �lms
extensively, so much so that Indian
National Congress leader K. Kamaraj
asked if actors can manage presiding over
a State. After Independence, four
Congress leaders — including C.
Rajagopalachari and Kamaraj — ruled the
State until 1967 when administrative
power went to the hands of Dravidian
parties. C.N. Annadurai was the �rst
leader from a Dravidian party to become
Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu (then
Madras State). 

An excellent orator and writer,
Annadurai pushed his ideologies through
his writing that were made into �lms like
Velaikari (1949), which was inspired by
Alexandre Dumas’ The Count of Monte
Cristo, Nallathambi (1949) which was
adapted from the Hollywood �lm Mr.
Deeds Goes to Town, and Or Iravu (1951).
The �lms focussed on the disparity
between castes and classes and promoted
social justice and education. Speaking of
Velaikari and Or Iravu, their lead actor
K.R. Ramasamy, who previously staged
both stories as plays, is said to be the �rst
Tamil actor to dabble in politics. Not only
was he a close follower and con�dante of
Anna, but his plays — which he continued
after turning into a �lm star — doubled as
fundraisers for the DMK. 

Parallely, M. Karunanidhi, who as a
high school student created the Tamil
Nadu Tamil Manavar Mandram, the
Dravidian Movement’s �rst student wing,
turned into a screenwriter with the M.G.
Ramachandran (MGR)-starrer Rajakumari
(1947). For MGR, an emerging actor at the
time who predominantly starred in
romance and action �lms, it was
Karunanidhi’s writing in �lms such as
Maruthanad Elavarasee (1950) and
Manthiri Kumari (1950) that gave him his
big break. 

While we are at it, around the same
time a young boy joined a drama troupe
and worked his way up to play the lead in
the stage play Shivaji Kanda Hindu Rajyam
written by C.N. Annadurai in the 1940s
that was presided over by Periyar E. V.
Ramasami, who was then leading the

Dravidar Kazhagam and the self-respect
movement. It was he who christened this
man, V.C. Ganesan, to Sivaji Ganesan. 

When Sivaji Ganeshan made his �lm
debut with Parasakthi (1952) — alongside
another actor-politician S.S. Rajendran —
penned by Karunanidhi, the �lm was so
politically charged that the then-ruling
State government demanded that the �lm
should be banned. However, the �lm,
which commented on the caste system,
went on to acquire a cult status. By then
many proli�c actors such as N.S. Krishnan
and M.R. Radha made sure their
characters were an extension of their
personal ideologies which aligned with
the Dravidian movement. 

The grand split 
MGR, in 1972, founded the All India Anna
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK)
as a breakaway faction from the DMK
after an altercation with Karunanidhi.
MGR’s persona from �lms which
portrayed him as a friend and saviour of
the downtrodden mirrored his real-life
actions where he carried out
philanthropic services. This led to a
landslide victory for the AIADMK in the
1977 State elections and MGR was Chief
Minister until his death in 1987. Soon after
his death, the party was split into two
factions between his widow V. N. Janaki
and Jayalalitha, a leading actor from 1965
whom MGR had collaborated with
multiple times. When Janaki retired,
Jayalalitha joined the two factions and
served six terms as the Chief Minister. 

A love-hate relationship 
The direct equation the two �elds of
Tamil cinema and politics shared took a
back seat after the death of MGR. The
90s, an important decade for Tamil
cinema, saw very little on the political
front by those from the �lm industry. 

In the mid-90s, it was speculated that
Rajinikanth might take the plunge into

politics but the actor decided against it.
Though he would go on to announce his
entry into politics in 2017, he eventually
dissolved his organisation in 2021 and
a�rmed that he won’t be entering
politics. His peer and close friend Kamal
Haasan formed the centrist party Makkal
Needhi Maiam in 2018. His party failed to
win a seat in the 2021 Tamil Nadu
Legislative Assembly election, and despite
securing 2.62% of the votes, Kamal
himself lost in the Coimbatore South
constituency by a slender margin. He
opted out of this year’s Lok Sabha
elections and instead campaigned for the
DMK-led alliance.

Over the last few decades, many actors
gave politics a shot albeit with
comparatively less success.
Multihyphenate T. Rajendar, a long-time
supporter of the DMK, launched his own
party the All India Latchiya Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam. R. Sarathkumar
established the All India Samathuva
Makkal Katchi and had previously served
as a member of the Rajya Sabha and the
Tamil Nadu Legislative Assembly. He
recently merged his party with the BJP.
Actor Napoleon joined DMK and served
as the Minister of State for Social Justice
and Empowerment from 2009 to 2013.
Director Seeman started the Naam
Tamilar Iyakkam during the end of the Sri
Lankan Civil War which has now become
the Naam Tamilar Katchi and is �elding
39 candidates in the 2024 elections.

Cinema as politics
While many actors took the political
plunge during and after their heyday
within the �lm industry, there were a slew
of actors/technicians who used the
medium to re�ect on the political
situations of that particular era.
Interestingly, most of them took the
satirical route. Cho Ramaswamy was one
of the earliest political satirists who
infused jabs at that period’s political

moves in the �lms in which he starred as
a comedian. It was also the underlying
theme for his directorial Muhammad bin
Tughluq (1971). 

K. Balachander brought in a new wave
of �lms which were centred on social
themes and interpersonal relationships
mostly with a woman protagonist. His
�lm Achamillai Achamillai (1984) satirises
the Indian political system and the toll it
takes on small-time politicians while
Thanneer Thanneer (1981) dealt with
everyday problems caused by corruption.
Probably the most famous �lm in the
genre which has become synonymous
with political satires has to be
Manivannan’s Amaidhi Padai (1994). With
a strong political acumen, Manivannan’s
directorial ventures — like Palaivana
Rojakkal (1986) written by M. Karunanidhi
— as well as the supporting roles he
played in Thai Maaman (1994), Villadhi
Villain (1995), Ellame En Pondattithaan
(1998) and Mudhalvan (1999) were replete
with political references delivered
comically. 

The late 90s and early 2000s saw a
plethora of political �lms such as biopics
on yesteryear political leaders as well as
�ctional takes such as Makkal Aatchi
(1995) and a slew of Shankar �lms on
social issues like Gentleman (1993), Indian
(1996), Mudhalvan, Anniyan (2005) and
Sivaji: The Boss (2007). Mani Ratnam,
apart from making �lms such as Roja
(1992) and Bombay (1995) that have
politics as a canvas on which his plots are
mounted, also made Iruvar (1997),
inspired by the lives of Karunanidhi, MGR
and Jayalalithaa, which has become a
textbook example of political dramas in
Tamil cinema. In the contemporary Tamil
�lm scene, there have been a fair share of
political satires such as Saguni (2012),
Joker (2016) and Tughlaq Durbar (2021) as
well as entertainers with a political
backdrop like Ko (2011), Kodi (2016),
Sarkar (2018), and Kodiyil Oruvan (2021). 

A new wave on the horizon
In the last decade, �lmmakers like Pa
Ranjith, Mari Selvaraj (with �lms such as
Pariyerum Perumal, Karnan and
Maamannan) and Vetrimaaran (Visaranai,
Asuran and Viduthalai) have introduced
Tamil �lm audiences to a new wave of
socio-political �lms that put anti-caste
themes in the front and centre of Tamil
cinema. Ranjith — whose directorials
include politically charged �lms like
Madras, Kaala and Natchathiram
Nagargiradhu — apart from also
producing such �lms, extends his social
work in various forms like the Neelam
Cultural Center and Vaanam Art Festival.
Apart from them, works of �lmmakers
like Ram, Manikandan, Raju Murugan,
Gopi Nainar and Lenin Bharathi have held
a mirror to the sociopolitical issues and
how they plague the lives of commoners.

Tamil cinema’s tryst with its purveyors
doubling it as a launch pad into politics
shows no signs of stopping. The son of the
State’s current Chief Minister,
Udhayanidhi, who entered the �lm
industry as a producer and
distributor-turned-actor, contested and
won in the 2021 elections before being
sworn in as Minister in Youth Welfare and
Sports Development. 

Probably the biggest announcement
from the world of Tamil �lm in recent
times came earlier this year when Vijay
announced the launch of his political
party, Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam. The
actor, who announced his foray into
politics at the peak of his career, declared
that his party would enter the electoral
fray in the 2026 Tamil Nadu Assembly
elections. 

2024 marks the 80th year of Periyar
starting Dravidar Kazhagam which gave
rise to the parties that have ruled the
State since 1967. Cinema and politics, in
various degrees of intensity, have
remained intertwined since then. 

The tryst between Dravidian
politics and Tamil cinema
As Tamil Nadu heads for elections today, a closer look at the evolution of cinema as a medium for political

propaganda and on those who have wielded this tool over time

A rich history: Udhayanidhi Stalin campaigning at Chintadripet on April 13. VEDHAN. M

Gopinath Rajendran

X

QUESTION 1 

An important reason this mission was
possible was the Soviet Union’s o�er
to launch the satellite for free. While
he had some apprehensions at first,
the then chairman of the Indian Space
Research Organisation got on board
with ‘Aryabhata’ before representatives
from the two countries signed the
launch agreement. Name him.
X

QUESTION 2 

To memorialise the India-Soviet Union
friendship, the USSR in 1984 issued a
postage stamp featuring Aryabhata
and two other Indian satellites
launched onboard Soviet rockets.
Name them.
X

QUESTION 3 

Name the area on the outskirts of

Bengaluru (then Bangalore) that U.R.
Rao, the ‘Aryabhata’ project director
from the India side, selected as the
location for the Indian Scientific
Satellite Project, where ‘Aryabhata’
would be built.
X

QUESTION 4

In 1972, the task of building ‘Aryabhata’
faced a political problem: there was
strong opposition to moving equipment
from the Satellite Systems Division in X
to the new Bengaluru facility, despite a
parliamentary assurance that it would
be returned after the launch. Name the
city X.
X

QUESTION 5 

In March 1975, a month before the
launch date, a panel recommended
three names for the satellite. One, of
course was ‘Aryabhata’, which Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi picked. Name
the other two options.

Questions and Answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. This freedom fighter
is famous for his role in ushering the
Green Revolution as Union Agriculture
Minister. Ans: C. Subramaniam

2. This popular leader from Tamil Nadu,
first made his entry into Parliament from
Srivilliputur in 1952. Ans: K. Kamaraj

3. This thespian was twice elected to the
Lok Sabha on the Congress ticket in the
1980s. Ans: Vyjayanthimala Bali

4. This leader is the author of the novel
Kavalkottam that was awarded the
Sahitya Akademi Award for Tamil in 2011.
Ans: Su Venkatesan, CPI(M)

5. This leader held portfolios as Union
Minister in BJP led governments. Ans:

Rangarajan Kumaramangalam

Visual: Identify this five-time member of
Parliament. Ans: Murasoli Maran from

the DMK

Early Birds: Rajmohan.V| Prashant Nain|
Saheni George| Sadhan Kumar Panda|
Binu Peter

THE DAILY QUIZ

On April 19, 1975, India’s �rst satellite ‘Aryabhata’ was launched into space

X

Visual question:

Very close to the star Eta Cygni in the sky is a powerful and famous
source of X-rays. Aryabhata’s instruments were able to measure these
X-rays despite the satellite’s four-day lifespan. Name the source. 

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

Vasudevan Mukunth

“Cloak and dagger operation (K. V.
Ramakrishna Rao, Khammam)”

“ ‘Cloak and dagger operation’ is ‘an
operation dealing with or suggesting
adventure and exciting mystery.’ 

This is a cloak-and-dagger story. 
A cloak is a loose sleeveless garment

which ‘is fastened under the throat and
covers most of the body.’ It can cover
several things, including a dagger. When
‘cloak’ is used �guratively, it means ‘a
thing that hides’. 

The whole thing was done under a cloak
of secrecy. 

‘Cloak’ is also used as a verb. 
His mission is cloaked in mystery.
A ‘cloakroom’ is a room where outdoor

clothes like coats and hats are left for a
short time in a theatre, restaurant and the
like. It is also a room in a railway station
where one’s luggage may be left for a
short time. In American English,
‘checkroom’ is used. In British English,
‘cloakroom’ is also used euphemistically
to refer to the toilet in a public building.”

“Lingua Franca (K. Sriram, Delhi)”
“ ‘Lingua franca’ is ‘a language adopted

as a common language between speakers
whose native languages are di�erent’.
English serves as a lingua franca in some
parts of the world.”

“Tweedledum and Tweedledee (C. V.
Subbavadhanulu, Nuzvid)

“It means ‘a pair of persons or things
nominally di�erent but practically the
same.’ These were two names coined by
John Byrom (1692-1763), who used them
in a satirical poem to criticise quarrelling
musicians. There was practically no
di�erence in their performance. The
names were popularised by Lewis Carrol
who used them in his Through the
Looking-Glass (1871). Now the term is used
�guratively when one wants to refer to
insigni�cant di�erences. 

You have to choose between
Tweedledum and Tweedledee.

“Please refer to your ‘Know your
English’ column of August 20. You were
discussing ‘cop’. Allow me to point out
that ‘cop’ is in fact an abbreviated form of
‘constable on patrol.’ This abbreviation
was �rst used in England and now
everywhere. (Upasana Sahoo,
Hanamkonda)”

“I like your ingenious explanation. But
I am sorry to disappoint you by saying
that ‘cop’ is not from ‘constable on patrol.’
It is from the Latin root ‘capere’ — ‘to
take,’ ‘to arrest’. ‘Constable’ has a
di�erent story, it is from the Latin ‘comes
stabuli’ — ‘count of the stable’. A
constable was originally a master of
horses. As horses were considered
important a person who was in charge of
them was also considered important. 

‘Constable’ was the highest military
title under the kings of France. In
England, a ‘constable’ was a governor of a
fortress. Even now the person who looks
after the Tower of London is called
constable. During the Tudor times,
‘constable’ referred to a parish priest.
Later it came to mean ‘a policeman.’

The Constable of France was the
Commander-in-Chief of the Army for four
centuries from the 14th. In England, the
Constable of England or Lord High
Constable is an o�cer appointed for
coronation days.”
Published in The Hindu on October 1, 1991.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian

FROM THE ARCHIVES
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F
or many this time, Tamil Nadu is the most
interesting battleground in the 2024 Lok
Sabha elections. With 6.23 crore registered

voters, the State accounts for 6.38 per cent of the total
number of voters in India. In the 2019 Lok Sabha
elections 72.44 per cent of the voters turned up to
press a button on the EVM; the hope is that the
number would increase this time. Realistically
speaking, few expect the fight for the 39
constituencies to have a big influence over who would
form the government in Delhi. Yet, the general
elections in Tamil Nadu are significant for three
reasons.

First, the elections will prove whether the
BJP has emerged as the third force or not.
For decades, Tamil Nadu politics has been
two-cornered, with DMK and AIADMK
occupying the vertices. Many others have
attempted in vain to emerge as the third
force. Actor Vijayakanth’s Desiya Murpokku
Dravida Kazhagam has fizzled out,
Rajnikanth’s proposed new party was never
born, Kamal Hassan’s Makkal Needhi Maiam
has lost its identity by casting its lot with the
DMK, Seeman’s Naam Tamizhar Katchi
looks like it has miles to go before it becomes
a force, and actor Vijay’s Tamizhaga Vetri
Kazhagam, formed just two months back, is
not in the picture, its focus being on the 2026
assembly polls. As such, even when the
combined vote-share of DMK and AIADMK
has slid to below 70 per cent — meaning that
one in three Tamils want an alternative —
the two Dravidian parties have remained
dominant because the other 30 per cent is
splintered. The BJP wants to consolidate the
non-DMK, non-AIADMK votes and emerge
as the third force. It is using the 2024
elections as a springboard to jump from the
periphery of Tamil Nadu politics into the
core.

Second, the general elections could create
a churn over the existence of AIADMK in its
present form. The party’s leadership is
frazzled by the attempts of two of its
erstwhile leaders, former Chief Minister O
Pannerselvam and TTV Dhinakaran, to claim
the legacy of the party’s matriarch, J
Jayalalithaa, and founder, MGR. Their
success at the hustings could possibly force a
Shiv Sena-like fractious situation in Tamil
Nadu.

And finally, unlike in the past when people
chose either DMK or AIADMK, the 2024
elections are — for the first time — a clash of
three distinct ideologies in the State. One is
the Periyarist ideology, derived from
‘Periyar’ E V Ramasami Naicker, defined by
leftist thought, extreme stress on social
equality and atheism, followed by the DMK
and AIADMK. Linguistic sub-nationalism
and atheism, however, find more play in the
DMK. The other is the right-of-centre,
Hindutva-nationalist ideology of the BJP.
The third is that of the fledgling Naam
Tamizhar Katchi, an insular formation that
abhors alliances and virtually isolates itself
with its fierce Tamil sub-nationalism. The
2024 elections will tell us whose sails capture
the most wind, which in turn could have a
bearing on the future pathway of the State.

Battle for TN 
BJP keen to emerge as a key force in the State 
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Reining in tax havens
This refers to ‘Are tax havens fading
into the sunset?’ (April 18). There has
been a spate of news in the recent
past on the revised tax rules on the
DTAA between India and Mauritius.
After four decades of the tax treaty
signed between these two countries,
India has been making sincere
attempts in plugging the loopholes in
the system besides strengthening
the concept of Tax Residency
Certificate (TRC) issued by the
Mauritian government. 
With the revised provisions coming
into force, no entity can claim TRC
status without having significant
physical presence in the originating
country. 
Though the change of law could
initially impact the overall funds flow

between countries under the
system, it would ensure no
round-tripping is done to bring back
the money in a legal form. It appears
to be the best way of cleansing the
system. It is believed that India would
tread cautiously on this, without
jeopardising economic and political
relationships with the countries
involved.
RV Baskaran
Chennai

Monsoon forecast
Apropos the editorial ‘Monsoon
cheer’ (April 18), an above-normal
monsoon predicted by IMD is a
potential boost to the world’s fifth
largest economy. Plentiful rains not
only bring respite from a scorching
summer, but they are also the

lifeblood of the country. They drive
agriculture output and growth, with
farming still being the largest source
of employment. Nearly half of the
country’s net-sown area doesn’t
have access to irrigation and,
therefore, depends on rains to grow
a number of crops vital for food
security. The robust farm output
helps to put a lid on food prices,
which are above the comfort level
now. 
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

Smart production
Enterprises are turning to smart
digital infrastructures to gain
production e�ciencies and tap
growing market opportunities.
However, they must combine key

components — unifying voice, video,
and data — to protect their
employees and operations.
Manufacturers seek to build secure
‘smart’ production facilities for their
sta� and assets and comply with
local security regulations. In washing
soap production, for instance, if the
target is high, soda ash is added to
boost production.
Needless to say, need-based
production is the order of the day
and the production managers need
to tune their schedule accordingly.
Jayanthy Subramaniam
Mumbai

CSR e�orts delivering
This refers to ‘CSR is carving out an
impact’ (April 18). From investing for
the sake of formality to making an

impact on the underprivileged
sections of the society, CSR e�orts
have really come far in the last one
decade. 
Having di�erent sectoral heads like
JSW Foundation to CSR teams
engaging with boards go to show
that corporates really mean business
and want to bring much-needed
change. 
A study by Give Grants tells us that
we still have a long way to go as only
2 per cent of aspirational districts are
receiving the funds. The government
should conduct at least one session
in a quarter where corporates can
share their experiences. Innovative
ideas can emerge during
brainstorming in such sessions.
Bal Govind
Noida

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

I
t is a well-known fact that India’s
banking system was in deep
trouble some years ago. The
gross NPA ratio of public sector
banks in 2016-17 was 11.7 per

cent. Apart from the question of how
these NPAs came into being, it was clear
that it reflected the failure of legislation
such as the SARFAESI Act, 2002, the
RDDBFI Act 1993, SICA 1985, and to
some extent the winding up regime
under the Companies Act, 1956. All of
these performed initially but as time
went by they gave way to delays,
frivolous litigations, abuse of the
process of law and more.

One aspect of Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code, 2016 (IBC) that
makes it a unique law is how its
regulator, namely the Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Board of India (IBBI) has
from time to time, provided data on
various aspects of the law. This is right
from the number of companies that have
been initiated into the corporate
insolvency resolution process (CIRP),
liquidations, time taken for completion
of each of these and other procedures
under the IBC such as voluntary
liquidation, percentages of recoveries
and a lot more. It seems that easy access
to data has become a major reason for
loose criticism of the IBC and the
National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT). The NCLT is a specialised
tribunal formed to adjudicate upon
company law matters and cases under
the IBC 2016.

SUCCESS OR FAILURE?

To begin with, let us first get the facts in
place and then assess whether IBC as a
law has been a success or failure. To
what extent is it justified to easily blame
the NCLT for supposedly being “slow”
and not “swiftly deciding” the cases? As
of December 31, 2023, 891 CIRPs that
yielded resolution plans took an average
of 671 days or 558 days (after excluding
the time by the NCLT for specific
reasons) from the date of
commencement of the insolvency
proceedings. It is interesting to observe
that from October to December 2023
alone, about 79 resolution plans have
been approved, which shows the pace at
which the tribunal is picking up and
trying to clear the backlog
post-pandemic.

Similarly, in terms of liquidation,
2,376 companies were ordered to be
liquidated, which took an average time
of 486 days from the liquidation
commencement date (LCD) for
conclusion. Further, out of the 2,376
companies, for about 830 companies,
the final reports have been filed, and
these took about 575 days for closure
from the LCD. Another process under

IBC, namely, voluntary liquidation took
about 409 days from the LCD, and about
1,253 companies could successfully
participate in this process and wrap up
their operations.

In addition to the above, the inflow of
applications in the context of personal
guarantor insolvencies have
significantly picked up after the
Supreme Court’s decision upholding the
constitutional validity of several
sections of IBC in Dilip B Jiwrajka vs
Union of India & Ors. As many as 2,417
applications have been filed before the
NCLT as on December 31.

IBC is a law where the underlying
issues are all related to money and
finances, barring matters where
homebuyers are involved and emotions
run very high. It has been held in

Univalue projects (P) Ltd vs Union of India,
that the NCLT and the Appellate
Tribunal shall be bound by the principles
of natural justice while regulating the
procedures before them, in addition to
being governed by the provisions of the
Companies Act, 2013 and IBC.

It is often seen that right from the
very admission stage of a company into
the corporate insolvency process, the
proceedings turn adversarial. Issues
such as non-cooperation between
stakeholders and day-to-day challenges
between the promoters and the
insolvency professional (IP/RP) or
Committee of Creditors (CoC), clashes
among creditors, third party issues are
commonly observed.

PRESSURE SITUATION

At the ground level, during the
resolution process, there are litigations
concerning partial admission or
rejection of claims, which could range
from a few lakhs for an operational
creditor to possibly hundreds of crores
for a financial creditor, related party
issues, and more. It is a pressure
situation even for the financial
institution to fight for its entitlements
right till the end, and the Tribunal

cannot ignore this. Then comes the
grand finale in the resolution process in
some cases where the competitive
bidders and/or the promoters end up
litigating for acquiring the company;
proposals of one-time settlements, etc.

We claim to be a judicial system
wherein any aggrieved person can
approach a court of law and has the right
to be heard. Is it then easy for the NCLT
to brush aside these interim applications
which form part and parcel of the CIRP
or liquidation? Before rushing to the
conclusion that there are delays in the
resolution process by the NCLTs, one
needs to accept that there are
complicated issues that need to be
looked into. These include the NCLT’s
e�orts to give all relevant stakeholders a
fair chance to be heard; the unsuccessful
ones would take the appeal route.

Is it merely the judicial system that is
responsible for the delays or is it the
nature of issues and concerns of relevant
stakeholders involved around this law
that are equally or more responsible?
This calls for sober reflection.

The writer specialises in corporate and IBC disputes in
New Delhi and Chennai, and is the author of ‘Defaulter’s
Paradise Lost’

NCLT not to blame
for IBC ‘delays’
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It is often seen that
right from the very
admission stage of a
company into the
corporate insolvency
process, the proceedings
turn adversarial. 

HURDLES. NCLT has the unenviable task of addressing the grievances of a range of
adversarial stakeholders while taking cases to their conclusion

ANANT MERATHIA

T
he Insurance Regulatory and
Development Authority of India
(IRDAI) notified the Insurance

Product Regulations 2024 on March 20.
The notification lays out a roadmap for
issuing insurance products — be it life,
non-life or health insurance. The
notification supersedes a number of
existing insurance product regulations.

The objectives of the notification
include facilitating a faster customer
response to emerging market trends,
designing innovative products,
promoting ease of doing business,
improving insurance penetration
without sidelining policyholder
protection, and promoting good product
governance with e�ective oversight and
due diligence for insurance products. 

It was probably felt that the existing
guidelines, although they contained
similar principles, did not help in
bringing forth adequate products with
customer orientation coupled with
insurance penetration. 

The regulations call for reviewing and
revising existing products, providing

adequate insurance with right risk
transfer, simple and not complex to
understand terms including
transparency, and clarity in policy
wordings, terms, coverage, exclusions
and conditions. 

The basic principles of insurance of
insurable interest, indemnity, utmost
good faith, proximate cause,
contribution, subrogation and salvage
should be well adhered to, while framing
insurance products. 

On pricing insurance products, it is
important that it is adequate and
appropriate to the risk, that the
premium rates are fair and equitable,
non-discriminatory and provide value
for money, besides being viable,
self-sustainable for the insurer as well.
The products are expected to fit into the
risk appetite, capital availability, claim
experience, reinsurance costs, and
guarantees of the insurer vis-a-vis
market requirement. The products are
meant to be amenable to market
practices, and supportive of correct
underwriting principles. 

Three detailed schedules have been
drawn with Schedule I and III for life
insurance, Schedule II and III for

general insurance and Schedule III for
health insurance products.

FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEMS

While the wording and the principle
behind the notification need to be
commended, it should be remembered
that the industry was not operating
without detailed product guidelines in
the first place. What clearly emerges is
the fact that the existing products did
not o�er insurance penetration to the
deepest roots of India. 

Penetration is abysmally short or
inadequate in relation to the risk.

Insurance after all has its edifice on the
law of large numbers. Unless there is a
larger market penetration, how far
rationalising insurance cost and its risk
return trade o� will be practically
feasible needs to be seen. To say that any
policy wording needs to be read with a
tooth-comb to understand the cover
given, or that the exclusions in it need
simplification of jargon, is stating the
obvious. Much to the chagrin of most
policyholders, most ‘fine prints’ emerge
only before lodging a claim. 

Product regulation is a must to
standardise, streamline, regulate and to
make them fit market needs. It needs to
be factually seen how far the industry
players and the regulator are going to
walk the talk on this topic in the days to
come. Cues may be taken from SEBI as
well for its measures to improve stock
market penetration in India. The fact is
that insurance is always a
need/risk-based product more than a
profitable investment option. Unless
there is genuine change in approach, this
regulation will become like old wine in a
new bottle. 

The writer is a chartered accountant

Address basic problems in insurance industry

Srivatsan Ranganathan

VITAL. Product regulation

Reforms in regulation must grapple with the core issues of pricing, transparency, accountability and poor penetration 
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T
amil Nadu will vote today
in the 2024 general
election. The talking point

for the last few months has been
the BJP’s assault on the Dravidian
citadel.

This is because of the Prime
Minister’s repeated forays there
and the energetic endeavours of a
young former police o�cer, K
Annamalai. Their immediate aim
is to increase the party’s vote
share. 

Regardless of what happens in
this election, the BJP’s ambitions
in TN have caused major
schizophrenia amongst Tamils
who have lived in North India for
two or more generations. My
family is amongst them. 

But despite our long domicile in
the North, North Indians regard
us as South Indians, or more
simply as ‘Madrassis’, because
much of peninsular India was
under the British Madras
presidency. In Tamil Nadu,
however, we are regarded as NRTs
or Non-Resident Tamils or
‘Dilli-kara’. 

We are thus a minority in both

places. It has made us develop a
split personality. Being a minority
in both the North and in Tamil
Nadu has also created a culturally
hybrid Tamilian.

Truth to tell, a very large
number of the third generation
Tamils in the North can’t read or
write Tamil. Indeed, they barely
manage to speak it. 

But we build and go to Tamil
temples and everyone speaks in
Hindi or Punjabi there. “Oy,
Sommi, Puliyodharai kithe gaya si?”
Sommi being the diminutive of
Somanathan. 

There is a general belief that
NRTs are favourably inclined
towards the BJP but that’s a myth.
The goodwill which the BJP enjoys
amongst them is restricted mostly
to the Brahmins and that too not
all of them. Many NRTs call it an
‘Indee’ party. 

A question that’s often
discussed amongst the older
generation is how would the NRTs
vote if they were to vote in Tamil
Nadu. Would they vote for the
BJP, as they do in the North or
would they vote for one of the
long-established political parties
of the State including the
Congress?

The BJP and the NRT
TCA Srinivasa Raghavan

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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T
he e�ects of climate
change are particularly
being felt by the

agriculture sector. This year, for
instance, farmers have had to
grapple with untimely rains,
hailstorms and delayed snowfall. 

Rabi crops are typically sown
during October and November,
and they generally mature by
March and April. Since these
crops are grown in the post-
monsoon season, they require
residual moisture or need less
irrigation due to winter
conditions in the North and less
moisture evaporation. 

During late December and
early January, rainfall typically
occurs owing to western
disturbances, which benefits rabi
crops. But in the last two decades,
rain has largely shifted to late
February or early March. The late
rainfall along with strong surface
winds damage the matured crops
and a�ect grain quality. 

VARYING DAMAGE

These weather conditions are
causing varying degrees of
damage to mustard, wheat, gram,
winter corn, and potato crops.
This year, delayed snowfall in the
hills and western disturbances
led to rain and hailstorms in
Punjab, Haryana, Rajasthan,
western Uttar Pradesh, and parts
of Madhya Pradesh. 

However, the damage to the
crops has been in patches and not
widespread. 

In Uttar Pradesh, districts
where crop loss has been pegged
at around 30 per cent are Basti
(35 villages), Chitrakoot (10
villages), Jalaun (33 villages),
Jhansi (32 villages) and
Saharanpur (62 villages).

According to the latest
Ministry of Agriculture and
Farmers’ Welfare estimates,
wheat output is expected to reach
around 112 million tonnes, an
increase of more than two million
tonnes over last year’s level. 

Similarly, mustard production
is expected to increase by 0.4
million tonnes during the
2023-24 rabi season. 

Another problem witnessed
recently is the damage to wheat
crop caused by sudden increases
in temperature. The grain filling
process is a�ected, leading to
shrivelled grains and a reduction
in both quality and yield. 

The realities of climate change
necessitate adjustments in
cropping patterns to sustain
productivity and production. The
other solution is to use new
breeding technologies like

genetic modification, gene
editing and speed breeding to
produce new cultivars which can
withstand these variations. Every
crop breeder needs diverse
germplasm and land races to find
genetic material which can make
the crop withstand these
environmental impacts.

The other challenge for the
breeders is to reduce the time for
development of varieties and
hybrids which are tolerant to
these stresses.

For this, speed breeding o�ers
a solution, where a crop is
cultivated under controlled light
and temperature conditions.
Depending on the crop, the
growth period can be reduced by
up to one-third. 

Consequently, instead of two
crop cycles per year, we can
achieve six cycles annually. This
approach allows for the
expedited release of crop
varieties, addressing the
challenges posed by the
accelerated pace of climate
change. With gene editing and
genetic modifications, new traits
can be created in genotypes to
withstand biotic and abiotic
stresses caused by climate
change.

Rice cultivation in Punjab and
Haryana during the kharif season,
a water-intensive crop,
contributes to declining water
tables and pollution from straw
burning. The government must
incentivise farmers to switch to
alternative crops to address these
pressing issues.

By 2050 or before Indian
population will surpass China’s
and touch around 1.7 billion. At
present we produce 330 million
tonnes of foodgrains, but our
need is projected to increase to
more than 400 million tonnes.
Land and water are dwindling
resources, exacerbated by climate
change, posing challenges to
meeting food production targets.
We must devise an agriculture
roadmap accordingly.

The writer is Distinguished Fellow, Sustainable
Agriculture, The Energy and Resources Institute
(TERI)

Climate effect on crops

Arvind Kapur

RAINS. Changing pattern hurting

It’s taking a huge toll on output and productivity 

T
wo recent violent incidents
in the bustling and pretty
Australian city of Sydney
throw up challenges to law
enforcement of a country

that prides itself for its benign but firm
approach to maintaining public order in
a multi-ethnic society. Recall the Novak
Djokovic episode of a few years ago
when he was refused entry and confined
before being returned to his home
country for refusing to be vaccinated
before playing at the Australian Open
tennis.

The city’s leafy suburbs never cease to
charm you. It is di�cult to digest that
such environs could provide a haven to
two ostensibly deranged persons who,
last week, wreaked havoc on a
peace-loving population through
senseless stabbing of innocent persons. 

One attack was at the popular
Westfield Mall close to the ever-crowded
world famous Bondi beach. This killed
six persons. The other was at the local
Assyrian Church targeting Bishop Mar
Mari Emmanuel who was conducting
the service when he was knifed by a
teenager. Several were injured, including
the Bishop.

There was no nexus between the two
incidents. Still the audacity and
recklessness of both the assailants stand
out. While the police ruled out terrorism
in the Mall attack, they looked upon the
church assault as an act of terror
committed out of religious bias.

What surprises this writer is that a
knife and not a firearm was employed in
the two crimes. In most of the developed
world — except perhaps the UK — the
gun is the preferred weapon to commit a
crime. Was a knife used in Sydney
because gun availability is strictly
controlled in Australia? If that is so,
kudos to Australian law enforcement.

Joel Cauchi (40), responsible for the
Mall assault, had been known to the
authorities as having a mental problem
but not charged for any o�ence. The
16-year-old boy (name not yet revealed
by the police) who attacked the Bishop
was, however, known to the police and
was on a good behaviour bond. He had
been warned and let o� a few years ago
after he came to adverse notice for a
mentally disturbed condition and for his
latent propensity for violence. Here is a
dilemma for the police. While they may
suspect that a particular individual is a
prospective criminal because of his
visible mental condition, they have no
option but to release the suspect when

there is no concrete evidence of actual
participation in a crime.

Investigations are on in both the
cases. Both happenings are viewed as the
handiwork of a person acting on his own,
commonly known as a ‘lone wolf ’. This
phenomenon ba�es law enforcement
across nations.

A lone wolf is looked upon as a solitary
individual indulging in public violence
on targets he may never have met. The
motive quite often goes undetected.

Some well known cruel incidents
involving a lone o�ender include the
July 2011 attack in Oslo and a nearby
island where a youth summer camp was
going on. Seventy-seven persons were
killed in the fatal explosion engineered
by a 32-year-old Norwegian with known
right-wing extremist views. 

Another well known gruesome
incident was in March 2019 in which one
Andres Breivik attacked two mosques in
Christchurch (New Zealand) killing 51

persons. What was unique here was the
live streaming of the dastardly action on
Facebook by the o�ender Brenton
Tarant (28), an Australian gym trainer
who had migrated to New Zealand
carrying his right extremist views.

SEVERAL THEORIES

There are several theories on the lone
wolf phenomenon. The attacker very
often has had a psychiatric disorder
from childhood — especially at a broken
home — that was developing without
the knowledge of the parents. Even
when the parents are aware of the
disorder, many are guilty of ignoring it,
either because of a fear of reputation
loss, or perhaps in the hope that the
child will outgrow the malady. The root
cause of youth deviance is traceable
often to a perceived sense of injustice.
Animosity towards a political system is
also not uncommon. This is a complex
web where the despair of a person gets
the better of hope.

There are two groups involved here;
law enforcement and society at large.
Police agencies are often clueless on
handling a person reported to be
mentally unstable and dangerous. Mere
record keeping without treatment is
often the starting point of a disaster
such as Oslo, Christchurch or Sydney.

Law enforcement will not intervene
unless the suspect had indulged in
violence and caused harm to fellow
beings. Application of law as a measure
of abundant caution, without the report
of a specific harm, will often lead to
charges of human rights violation. Wait
and watch is, therefore, the easy way out
for the authorities. But police agencies
do not always have the resources to
monitor individual behaviour. This is
where the shoe pinches.

Schools and homes will have to play a
huge role in detecting deviance among
the youth under their care. Indi�erence
on the part of either is culpable. What
about the bureaucracy? There is a social
welfare set-up in every government.
This is more on paper than on the
ground. Government agencies are either
preoccupied with other relatively more
visible tasks or lack the skill needed to
look for and detect aberrations in
teenage mental health. This is why lone
wolf attacks will continue to be a
menace. The problem could grow in
dimensions and intensity considering
the burgeoning violence and inequality
in our environs.

The writer is a former CBI Director and Professor of
Criminal Justice and Policing at the Jindal Global
University, Sonepat, Haryana

Schools and homes will
have to play a huge role in
detecting deviance among
the youth under their care.
Indifference on the part of
either is culpable.

Dealing with ‘lone
wolf ’ terror acts

ON THE PROWL. A lone wolf attacker is often mentally disturbed, as the incidents in
Sydney, Oslo and Christchurch show. Police, society have to act in concert
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Disputed tax burden rising for India Inc 
Taxes are the price of civilisation, said Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes.
Corporate India, however, does not appear to share his enthusiasm if the
surge in disputed taxes are any indication. Indeed, the disputes arising out of
demand notices totalling more than Rs 1,000 crore slapped on companies
such as Wipro, Tata Sons, Slocum Investments (promoter of HCL
Technologies) and Zuari Industries, in the last couple of weeks are not
isolated events.

Campaigning for first phase of polls ends 
Campaign guns fell silent on Sunday as over 800 aspirants fanned out
door-to-door in a last-ditch e�ort to woo the electorate as meetings and
rallies came to a close in 140 constituencies in 14 States that go to the polls
on Tuesday in the first phase of elections to the 14th Lok Sabha. 

Vajpayee, Premji, Ash among Time’s most influential 
The Prime Minister, Mr Atal Bihari Vajpayee; the Wipro Chairman, Mr Azim
Premji; and Bollywood actress Aishwarya Rai, figure in a list of the world’s 100
most powerful and influential people compiled by the Time magazine. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Accommodation designs

for approval (7,5) 

08. Being cooked too long (8) 

09. Look narrow-eyed (4) 

11. Concerning 

punishment (5) 

12. Orchestral kettledrums (7) 

13. Irritate (4) 

15. Engagement of gears (4) 

19. Aerial (7) 

20. Arterial trunk from 

heart (5) 

22. Do laundrywork (4) 

23. Curve: a conic section (8) 

24. Coin-collectors (12) 

DOWN 

02. Vast water mass (5) 

03. Riding seat (6) 

04. Number (6) 

05. Mean (7) 

06. Immediately (8,4) 

07. Entanglement;

something adding to

di�culty (12) 

10. Little devil (3) 

14. Plant-destroying

caterpillar (7) 

16. Unit number (3) 

17. Straw hat (6) 

18. Continental sausage (6) 

21. Perch for sleep (5)

ACROSS 

01. Designs made by those with home ownership in 

mind (7,5) 

08. Bowler's stint finished, too long on range perhaps (8) 

09. Member of Upper House will look short-sighted (4) 

11. It's about punishing the Pole in the Ring-o'-Bells (5) 

12. Ain't wrong to hold the little devil, but they take some

beating (7) 

13. It makes one irritatingly aware of bit of illicit chicanery (4) 

15. Measured by denier, he gets upset with the manuscript (4) 

19. Worker gets girl back and sticks up for air waves (7) 

20. Painting nothing inside, has a way for the blood to go (5) 

22. One right to get negative back for club (4) 

23. Rob a pal, a turn-out that's not straight (8) 

24. Sam must sit in discomfort while they make coins their

study (12) 

DOWN 

02. ‘Will all great Neptune's _____ wash this blood Clean from

my hand?’ (Macbeth) (5) 

03. Lumber one with a seat for the jockey (6) 

04. It is reached by nonagenarian in entering Tyne disaster (6) 

05. Claim one's years to be the mean (7) 

06. Immediately it isn't crooked, it isn't on home ground (8,4) 

07. Almost arrive with split lip: Tom has one on that makes it

worse (12) 

10. Bundle of mischief taken from 12 (3) 

14. Destructive caterpillar socially to ignore lowest of 

creatures (7) 

16. A person indefinite, singular as he may be (3) 

17. Hat a�ording craft passage (6) 

18. Is up about alarm: right out, there's the sausage! (6) 

21. Go to bed in flighty way, so get upset in rubbish (5)

EASY

ACROSS 1.Revert 8. Ingle 9. Firedog 11. Knitters 12. Stamp 15. Four ,16. Ebb 17. Yawn 19. Party 21. Pictures 24. Strolls 25. Mimic 26. Trendy 

DOWN 2. Exist 3. Evermore 4. Took 5. Filth 6. Ague 7. Seas 10. Gnat-bites 12. Safe 13. Sycamore 14. Only 18. Hunch 20. Tiled 21. Pump 22. Came 23. Stet

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2421

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2420

NOT SO EASY

I
n August 2017, the Supreme Court,
in a landmark decision in the Justice
KS Puttaswamy (Retd.) & Anr. vs

Union of India case, recognised the right
to privacy as a fundamental right under
the Indian Constitution. Following this
judgment, the government proposed a
few versions of the Personal Data
Protection Bill in Parliament before
passing the Digital Personal Data
Protection Act, 2023, making it the
o�cial legislation of India for personal
data protection and privacy.

The US recognised the requirement
of legislation for the protection of
health data some decades back and
enacted the Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act in
1996, with the primary goal of
safeguarding sensitive patient health
information held by healthcare
providers. At first, India introduced the
Information Technology (Reasonable
security practices and procedures and
sensitive personal data or information)
Rules, 2011 (SPDI Rules) aiming to
regulate the processing of sensitive
personal data in the digital space, where

it also recognised health data as a
sensitive personal data,. However, a
need for robust overarching legislation
was felt for addressing an individual’s
privacy concerns and for protection of
personal data.

ONEROUS OBLIGATIONS

The enactment of the Act shall replace
Section 43A of the Information
Technology Act, 2000 and the sensitive
personal data or information Rules,
2011 (SPDI Rules). The new legislation
imposes onerous obligations on the
persons determining the means of
processing the digital personal data, i.e.,
the data fiduciary under the Act,
irrespective of the sensitivity of
personal data, scrapping the
classification of health data as sensitive
personal data as provided in the SPDI
Rules.

As the name of the Act suggests, this
law only protects the personal data
which is collected in a digital form or if
collected physically is later digitised. So
this Act, with its present provisions,
may not apply to the handling of data by
traditional clinics, vaccination drives,
healthcare facilities which still collect a
patient’s data in physical entry register

and do not digitise it ever. Most
organisations today collect personal
data by placing cookies on an
individual’s system and the individual
accepts those cookies to avoid the
pop-up which keeps repeating unless an
individual has not actioned on it, and
consent to process personal data is
deemed by these data fiduciaries upon
acceptance of their privacy policy by the
data principal by merely accessing the
website of these data fiduciaries.

The Act imposes on healthcare
providers an obligation to obtain an
accurate, informed consent from
patients backed by an a�rmative action
by such patients, which consent request
need to be backed with a privacy notice
detailing the manner in which the
patient may exercise her rights in the

digital personal data collected by these
healthcare providers and the re-courses
available to such patient for grievance
redress. In case of children and persons
with disability being the patient, the
healthcare providers will have to ensure
that they obtain a verifiable consent
from their parents or legal guardians.

Also, the legislatures have come up
with a unique provision where privacy
notice is required to be made available
in 22 languages o�cially recognised
under the Eighth Schedule of the
Constitution other than English, which
may require the healthcare providers to
implement appropriate technological
measures to provide this privacy notice
in the regional languages, if requested
by the data principal. 

These provisions not only add an
obligation on the healthcare providers
to obtain informed consent but will
help educate the data principal about
their personal data and build a nation of
more informed data principals, who are
more vigilant about their rights against
any unauthorised processing of their
digital personal data. 

Gautam is Partner, and Ridhi is Senior Associate,
Krishnamurthy & Co (K Law), Member of NATHEALTH

How data protection law impacts the health sector
Gautam KM
Ridhi Kalra

HEALTH DATA. No longer sensitive



OPINION 11 
>  STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

I
ndia’s information technology (IT) capital has been 
in the newspapers for the wrong reasons. Shortages 
of drinking water dominated the headlines, and 

there are signs of labour unrest in the IT/IT-enabled 
services (ITeS) sector. A new workers’ union called 
Karnataka State IT/ITeS Employees 
Union (KITU) has demanded that the 
state government do away with the 
longstanding exemption, given to 
IT/ITeS establishments, from the 
Industrial Employment (Standing 
Orders) Act, 1946. Karnataka has nearly 
2 million workers engaged in the 
IT/ITeS sector, and it seems that about 
10,000 are members of KITU. 

The union said that the exemption 
allowed employers to flout labour reg-
ulations with impunity: Employers 
enforce long working hours, fail to pro-
vide mechanisms to safely report 
grievances (including sexual harass-
ment), and engage in unfair practices 
to terminate workers. The law under debate does not 
itself offer any distinct labour protections and is only 
intended to improve transparency and workers’ under-
standing of rights guaranteed to them in other laws. 
In Karnataka, establishments with 50 or more workers 
must codify and disclose the conditions of services to 
workers in ‘Standing Orders’ certified by the govern-
ment. That sounds like a desirable thing. 

But this law also enables workers’ representatives 
to seek that employers go above and beyond legal 
requirements and effectively cast these conditions 
of service into stone. Establishments are forced to 
consult with worker representatives before adoption 
of Standing Orders. In cases of disagreements, the 
employer must engage in a tripartite discussion with 

the workers’ representatives and the government. 
What is an employer-employee relationship is  
then snarled up with two more actors, the union 
and the government. 

The contents of certified Standing Orders cannot 
be changed for six months without 
the consent of worker representatives. 
Employers face significant pressure 
from worker representatives to adopt 
conditions of employment that are 
not mandated under any law. To illus-
trate, KITU has recently adopted a 
resolution to advocate the ‘right to 
disconnect’: The right to ignore all 
communications from colleagues and 
superiors “after hours”. 

While we can appreciate the objec-
tives of worker representatives seeking 
greater power, this has consequences 
for economic dynamism. It is not an 
accident that Indian export dynamism 
has failed in most areas. Expressed in 

inflation-adjusted dollars, goods exports from India 
grew at a compound rate of 1.2 per cent per year for 
the 2012-2022 period (i.e. doubling every 56 years). In 
this same period, services exports grew at a compound 
rate of 5.7 per cent (i.e. doubling every 12 years). Has 
traditional Indian labour law hamstrung goods 
exports while services exports were given the oppor-
tunity to grow? What glory would Indian garment 
makers achieve if they were given the privileges of 
Indian software makers? 

As an example, consider the right to disconnect. 
India’s IT/ITeS sector serves clients in all time zones. 
It is difficult for Indian IT/ITeS establishments to main-
tain their global competitiveness if workers refuse to 
take calls from teammates abroad or customers abroad. 

In the present fluid and flexible approach, managers 
and workers find middle roads that make sense, where 
certain individuals take on a greater burden of inter-
ruptions in the Indian night. Such pragmatic problem 
solving would be hindered by “the tripartite mecha-
nism”, i.e. with the union and the government being 
in the picture alongside the firm and the worker. 

Are unions and State required to protect the help-
less worker? There is now, in many sectors, a class 
of well-educated workers in India, who are compe-
tent to take care of their own interests. When an 
employer behaves in certain ways, such workers can 
and do choose to leave. Well-educated workers now 
have choices in a deep and liquid labour market. 
Wages go up and down reflecting supply and 
demand. A worker who wants the right to disconnect 
outside of office hours will find an employer who 
offers that at a commensurately lower price. These 
private bargains do not require the insertion of state 
coercion intermediated by a union. 

When Standing Orders were dispensed with for 
IT companies, the Prevention of Sexual Harassment 
at the Workplace (PoSH) law and the Industrial 
Disputes Act provisions were reiterated as conditions 
for special treatment. IT/ITeS establishments were 
required to institute committees to deal with sexual 
harassment cases and other grievances and required 
to report on cases of dismissals to the labour depart-
ment. The new union, KITU, alleges that many IT/ITeS 
establishments fail to comply with these conditions. 
There is merit in improved state government moni-
toring of the state of compliance with these require-
ments, possibly with greater public disclosure which 
could help workers make better decisions when choos-
ing to work for a given firm. 

What is at stake in these questions is the IT/ITeS 
sector in Karnataka, the heart of the state’s economy. 
But even more, the policy conditions for services 
exports from India are of great importance for India's 
future. Services exports were a full $325 billion in 
2022-23 and can reasonably double every decade. 
That is, an additional export revenue of $325 billion 
can come into Indian hands over the coming decade, 
if the State makes the right calls. These are very large 
numbers compared with the size of the Indian econ-
omy. If this sector is not nurtured, the economic 
future of India could be at risk. 

And finally, we should think beyond IT/ITeS. What 
is so special about IT/ITeS that the difficulties of labour 
law were resolved for this sector in a way that was not 
done for other sectors? Could there be more sectors in 
India, other than just IT/ITeS and other business ser-
vices, where these remarkable achievements of the 
IT/ITeS sector might be replicated? In fact, the exemp-
tions given to the sector should act as a clarion call for 
similar flexibility to manufacturing and other services 
as unimaginative labour regulations have long been 
cited as a binding constraint to the growth of firms 
and to employment opportunities. 

When determining the structure of labour law, gov-
ernments like Karnataka need to shift gears from the 
name of the industry to worker agency. Perhaps the 
structure of labour law could involve the identical 
exemption for any firm where over 85 per cent of the 
employees are college graduates. 

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac Centre for 

Public Policy and a former civil servant

T
he latest escalation between Israel and Iran 
marks a significant change in the adversarial 
relationship between the two antagonists. Not 

since the first Persian Gulf War of 1990-91, when the 
Iraqi military under Saddam Hussein struck Israel 
with SCUD missiles, have the Israelis been subjected 
to a missile attack on the scale the Iranians executed. 
Tehran’s most recent salvo involved a combination 
of drones and missiles. The missile 
barrage consisted of a mixture of 
cruise and ballistic missiles. Israel’s 
missile defences intercepted an esti-
mated 331 missiles launched by the 
Iranians. To be sure, the Israelis ben-
efitted from American and British 
assistance in intercepting the volley 
of Iranian missiles and drones. What 
compelled the Iranians to launch 
such a large attack? The immediate 
and proximate cause was the Israeli 
air strike against the Iranian con-
sulate in Damascus that killed two 
top Iranian Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) generals. This event 
triggered the latest round of escalation between Tel 
Aviv and Tehran, with the latter launching the Kheibar 
Shekan and Emad ballistic missiles and Paveh cruise 
missiles. The drones used by Iran included the Shahed 
131 and 136. The Shahed 136 UAVs have been employed 
in Ukraine by the Russians. 

From Iran’s perspective, Israel breached a critical 
threshold by attacking its diplomatic mission, which 
Tehran deemed its sovereign territory. Iran’s retalia-
tory action against the Israeli attack was not perfectly 
symmetrical in that the means employed by Israelis 
was likely manned airpower, whereas the Iranians 
used Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) and missiles 
to strike Israel. Both the non-availability of manned 
airpower and easy availability of UAVs, ballistic and 
cruise missiles induced the Iranians to launch them. 

The volume of projectiles and drones launched by 
Iran was also disproportionate to Israel’s initial attack, 
but from Tehran’s point of view this was par for the 
course for striking the sovereign territory of Iran. 

Regardless of the lack of success accruing from 
Iran’s missile-cum-drone shower, with at most five 
missiles penetrating Israeli defences, this is likely suf-
ficient from an Iranian standpoint, because in all 

probability Tehran’s purpose was 
strategic, conveying to the Israelis 
they ought not to repeat attacks 
against high-value Iranian targets. 
Indeed, five ballistic missiles were 
successful in penetrating Israeli 
defences by striking Nevatim Airbase 
in the Negev desert, causing minor 
damage. Influencing the risk calculus 
of the Israelis and inducing greater 
Israeli restraint was the real aim. Yet, 
what do we make of the ‘failure’ of 
Iran’s combined missile-drone 
attack? It might be the case that a key 
reason why the Iranian missile-plus-
drone attack was generally unsuccess-

ful is because it was a deliberately performative act. 
The Iranians relayed in advance that they would retal-
iate by publicly revealing how they would do it or 
dropped sufficient hints that Israeli and American 
intelligence picked up. 

A direct consequence of this was that it allowed 
both the Israelis and their allies — the Americans 
and the British — ample preparatory time to defend 
against Iran’s missile and drone assault. By tele-
graphing the scale of the attack in advance, Iran was 
giving its primary adversary time to ready its 
defences to effectively neutralise the attack in a bid 
to insulate itself from a punitive reprisal by Israel 
and its allies. Yet, the scale of the attack does not 
square with the notion that it was a performative 
act and to conclude that it was based more on hind-

sight than foresight. After all, what if some of the 
Iranian missiles actually ended up inflicting signif-
icant casualties and destruction compelling the 
Israelis to escalate precipitously in retaliation. The 
extent of the attack does reveal that Iran has shown 
a greater proclivity to take risks and the confidence 
to do so it had hitherto not displayed. But Tehran 
has also indicated that it wants to de-escalate, stating 
that it has achieved its objectives. 

Even so, Israeli missile and air defences performed 
commendably with Israel intercepting and destroying 
99 per cent of missiles and drones launched from 
Iranian soil. The multilayered Israeli air-defence sys-
tem consists of the Arrow Ballistic Missile Defence 
(BMD) system developed jointly with the Americans 
geared for exo-atmospheric interception against long-
range ballistic missiles. David’s Sling is another capa-
bility to intercept medium-range missiles, which is 
supplemented with the American-built Patriot battery 
system. In addition, the Israelis deploy the Iron Dome 
that is specialised to intercept short-range rockets. 
Finally, the Iron Beam system is a directed energy or 
laser capability which may have been involved in the 
interception of Iran’s missile volley and considered 
cheaper than the other interception capabilities 
Israelis possess, but there is conflicting evidence about 
it actually being operational.  

Iran’s massive missile assault foreshadows omi-
nous trends for strategic stability in West Asia, repre-
senting a clear transformation in the conflict dynam-
ics between Tehran and Tel Aviv. Proxies and other 
domains such as cyberspace are likely to be the means 
through which Iran and Israel are likely to battle each 
other and their intensely adversarial relationship is 
likely to affect several countries in the region. Nuclear 
weapons too are just waiting in the shadows. 

The writers are, respectively, vice-president for studies and 

foreign policy, and senior fellow, national security and 

defence, Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi

Strategy in Israel-Iran escalatory ladder

D
id you know that when Soumya 
Swaminathan, director-general 
of the Indian Council of Medical 

Research (ICMR), was invited to join the 
leadership team at the World Health 
Organization (WHO) in Geneva in 2017, 
she was so reluctant to leave her job that 
she told J P Nadda — Union Minister of 
Health and Family Welfare at the time 
— “Mujhe mat bhejiye (please do not 
send me)”? He asked her to take up the 
invitation as it was an honour for India. 

She wanted to stay back in  
order to look after her mother, who  
had dementia, and support her  
children through their graduate and 
postgraduate education, but her father 

M S Swaminathan, known as the  
father of India’s Green Revolution, 
convinced her to go. 

This is one of the numerous 
captivating anecdotes sprinkled 
throughout journalist Anuradha 
Mascarenhas’s book At the Wheel of 
Research, a well-researched and 
engaging biography of Dr Swaminathan 
who became the inaugural chief 
scientist at the WHO and served the 
global health agency during the Covid-
19 pandemic. At first, she was taken 
aback that  Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus, a former Ethiopian health 
and foreign affairs minister whom she 
had met at a World Tuberculosis Day 
event in Delhi, and the first director-
general of WHO from Africa, wanted her 
to join in the capacity of a deputy 
director-general for programmes. 

Dr Swaminathan’s “Why is he 
calling me?” response seems 
understandable when we learn from 
her foreword to the book that she is 
given to belittling her own 
achievements. When she was 

approached to open up about her life 
for this book, she was initially 
reluctant. “I did not believe that there 
was anything extraordinary or 
particularly exciting about my life. 
What would interest a reader? What 
aspects of my life journey would 
resonate, enlighten, entertain or 
inspire?” she notes. Thankfully, she was 
able to get past those inhibitions to 
enable this wonderfully detailed 
account of her professional life. 

After an MBBS degree at the Armed 
Forces Medical College in Pune, and 
an MD in paediatrics from the All 
India Institute of Medical Sciences in 
Delhi, she pursued a postdoctoral 
medical fellowship in neonatology 
and paediatric pulmonology at the 
Children’s Hospital, Los Angeles, 
attached to the Keck School of 
Medicine at the University of 
Southern California. She became the 
director of the National Institute for 
Research in Tuberculosis in Chennai 
and the secretary of the Department of 
Health Research (Ministry of Health & 

Family Welfare). While the book 
focuses on her stint with the WHO, it 
also fills us in on her contribution to 
tuberculosis prevention, tribal health, 
and de-stigmatisation of HIV and AIDS. 

Dr Swaminathan’s role as the chief 
scientist at WHO was created nine 
months before the Covid-19 outbreak.  
It evolved to 
encompass 
“leadership 
coordination 
(internal and 
external), strategy, 
building consensus, 
firefighting, and 
being one of the 
main WHO 
communicators 
doing press 
conferences, 
interviews with… Indian and 
international media outlets,  
being active on social media…  
and taking on tasks that needed 
multidisciplinary expertise.” 

With this book, we get a glimpse  

of how challenging it was “to be in the 
hot seat” but she was able to rise to the 
occasion because of her expertise in the 
field of public health, having dealt with 
“the biomedical and social aspects of 
HIV, tuberculosis and infections like 
Zika, polio and cholera”. The author 
points out that India usually nominates 
officers from the Indian Administrative 
Service for posts in international 
organisations, and several candidates 
were being considered, but the WHO 

chief was 
adamant about 
getting Dr 
Swaminathan for 
the job. 

Fortunately, 
this book does 
not portray her as 
a superwoman. It 
keeps things real. 
The world of 
global diplomacy 
was new to her, 

and she had to tread cautiously while 
addressing various stakeholders who 
were stubborn about the language to be 
used in important documents. 

Like former United Nations 
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon’s 

memoir Resolved: Uniting Nations in A 
Divided World (2022), this biography 
shows us how power dynamics operate 
in international organisations. It 
recalls, for instance, the time when Dr 
Swaminathan was part of discussions 
on a treaty around “implementation of 
a framework for researchers to access 
genetic resources for biotechnology 
studies, vaccine development and 
other activities.” 

There were competing interests. 
Developing countries were looking for 
assured access to benefits as part of the 
sharing agreements. Wealthier 
countries wanted to safeguard private 
industry and intellectual property 
rights and also get free access to data 
and genetic resources. 

India desperately needs more such 
books about women in senior 
leadership roles not only to inspire girls 
who want to realise seemingly 
impossible dreams but also to prepare 
boys to respect the knowledge, skills 
and vision that their female colleagues 
bring to the workplace. 

The reviewer is an independent journalist and 

educator based in Mumbai. He is 

@chintanwriting on Instagram and X

Researcher in the hot seat
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I
ndia’s Lok Sabha elections, which kick off today, are a uniquely vast under-

taking: They take weeks to conduct, in several phases across the country. 

The first phase will see voting in only 102 of the 543 Lok Sabha constituencies. 

As compared to the voting, the counting of votes is remarkably speedy. 

For the past two decades, votes have been counted swiftly and securely through 

the use of electronic voting machines (EVMs). Results are known within hours 

most of the time — a clear difference from other large democracies. Slow counts, 

as in the 2020 presidential election in the United States, encourage losers to 

challenge the authenticity of the results. EVMs have thus significantly improved 

the credibility of Indian electoral results. The Supreme Court is currently, however, 

hearing a plea from some well-regarded non-government organisations that 

seek to, if not restore paper ballots, ensure that each electronic vote has a paper 

counterpart that is counted separately. The court has reserved its judgment for 

now, after two days of hearing. Without prejudice to the court’s decision, it must 

be understood that the broader thrust of the plaintiffs’ argument might endanger 

Indian democratic processes.  

The judges have correctly noted that the ballot-paper era prior to EVMs was 

rife with electoral misconduct and malpractice. The Election Commission has 

argued that counting all the paper receipts of votes — voter verifiable paper audit 

trails, or VVPATs — would take days or weeks. Currently, about 5 per cent of 

VVPATs are counted as a random audit of the results of a particular constituency. 

The plaintiffs in this case have argued that some countries, like Germany, have 

returned to ballot paper after experiments in electronic voting. But the German 

constitutional court that delivered the decision did so on the principle that the 

process should allow for the possibility of public audits by non-experts — which 

the VVPAT does indeed do. The principle of transparency can be satisfied by 

more details of the process and more random audits; it does not seem to require 

the wholesale abandonment of electronic voting altogether.  

Politicians who lose elections, regardless of party, like to blame EVMs. But, 

viewed objectively, these doubts should be dismissed. All major parties both win 

and lose elections in the EVM era. Many state governments are controlled by 

parties that are in Opposition at the Centre; and it is state government employees 

that oversee elections all over the country. This is, in many ways, a disaggregated 

exercise. The plaintiffs in this case might have sensible arguments to make about 

the weaknesses introduced into the system by the way the new VVPAT machines 

are constructed and connected to the ballot machines. These can be addressed 

by the court and the Election Commission. But broader doubts about electronic 

voting cannot be allowed to persist in the absence of any data suggesting fraud or 

misalignment. The hundreds of millions of Indians who will be voting starting 

today have faith in the electoral process. For some of them it is their only voice in 

their future, and they value it correspondingly. Causing them to disbelieve in the 

system without the slightest hard evidence would be inappropriate at the very 

least. EVMs cannot be made an eternal scapegoat for political outcomes.

Problem of plenty 
Derivatives volumes can increase risks 

T
he Financial Stability and Development Council is reportedly consid-

ering setting up a panel to study the potential risks arising from a surge 

in derivatives (futures and options, or F&O) trading. The rapid growth 

in F&O volumes, coupled with an increase in retail participation, may 

have led to increased systemic risks and a possibility of contagion if there are 

high levels of volatility. Although details are sparse, the panel would possibly 

focus on retail derivatives traders and their possible sources of margin funding. It 

would examine the possibility that individuals are using personal loans to fund 

margins for this highly leveraged form of trading. India is an outlier when it 

comes to derivatives trading. Not only does it generate the highest volumes of 

F&O trades, it has alarmingly high ratios of derivatives volumes to cash equity 

volumes. The notional turnover of the Indian market is over 400 times that of the 

cash equity market. This is in contrast to other large financial markets which 

generally have ratios of 10 to 15 times. 

The volumes are driven by a large and growing population of retail traders. 

This leads to the possible connection with unsecured loans underpinning trades. 

If true, that creates a larger amount of risk and the possibility of contagion in the 

broader financial sector. The F&O turnover doubled in 2023-24 compared to the 

previous year. According to a 2023 study by the Securities and Exchange Board of 

India (Sebi), nine out of 10 retail traders lost money, at an average of ~1.1 lakh per 

trader in FY22. Given that retail participation has increased and trading volumes 

have more than doubled since FY22, the per capita losses are likely to be even 

higher now. The regulator suspects that many retail traders take unsecured per-

sonal loans in order to put down the required margin on F&O trades, which are 

generally executed at high leverages. This practice may be especially prevalent 

among non-banking financial companies (NBFCs) that also have a brokerage arm 

and in many cases the NBFCs would be borrowing funds from the banking system. 

If this is the case, substantial risks could arise across the financial system if there 

is high volatility in the F&O segment. 

While futures trading is a zero-sum game, options are not zero-sum. Losses 

for an option seller could be unlimited and it is likely that the average retail trader 

is not very skilled in hedging to minimise losses, given the statistics. If traders 

who borrow to fund margins at high interest rates (personal loans are obtained at 

high interest rates) do suffer high losses, there could certainly be a negative impact 

on the lenders. However, one of the suggestions that Sebi tried to implement to 

assess the level of risk was considered unworkable as well as a violation of privacy. 

The regulator considered trying to assess the net worth of retail derivatives traders 

to gauge the level of systemic risk and then set cutoff thresholds for individual 

traders based on those net-worth assessments. While this specific idea may be 

unworkable, the proposed panel could find more pragmatic ways to mitigate 

risks. It could also look for the root causes of the extraordinary trading volumes 

F&O generates. More data about the segment and a holistic analysis would certainly 

help. The regulator would also do well to conduct awareness programmes.
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Faith in EVMs should be restored and maintained 

Trust in elections



T
he Election Commission of India’s pro-
active attention to 266 low-turnout par-
liamentary constituencies points to its
intention to take the issue head-on. Voter

turnout is among the major checkpoints on 
which the quality of elections and, by extension,
the health of Indian democracy is evaluated. The
benchmark for 2024 has become stiff after the 
dramatic jump in turnout to 66% and 67% in the
last two general elections, following a range of 
interventions. The next percent increase will 
always call for a higher level of effort.

Among the 266, while 215 are rural constitu-
encies, while 51 are in urban areas. Seen against
the demographic spread of over 6.5 lakh villa-
ges and 4,800 towns and cities, the tilt towards
urban voter shortfall becomes obvious. Out of
the 50 constituencies that had the lowest turn-
out in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, 17 were in
cities. Several of the rest were medi-
um-level towns and district centres, in
UP and Bihar. Twenty-nine constitu-
encies from cities like Delhi, Mumbai,
Bengaluru, Chennai, and even Kolk-
ata remained far behind the national
average, with Hyderabad trailing at a
pathetic 45%. Together, these constit-
uencies had an average of 58% — 9% 
less than national turnout.

In Surat, during the last Gujarat
assembly election, there was a 25% gap in voting
between one urban segment and a particular 
rural seat. Bengaluru South turnout stood at 
47.5% in last year’s assembly election, while Kar-
nataka had an impressive average of 73.84%. 
The list of urban non-performance is endless.

Not surprisingly, just two weeks before voting,
the chief election commissioner and two election
commissioners spent hours addressing the pre-
dicament. Besides a dozen top metro commis-
sioners, select district election officers of Bihar 
and Uttar Pradesh were also called into the hud-
dle. The agenda was to prevent another dismal 
show by India’s great urban centres. City admin-
istrators were advised to engage their resources
and innovative skills to cover about 10% or more
of the gap with national turnout. There is realisa-
tion that one fit hardly applies to the heterogene-
ous urban population comprising educated elite,
professionals, slum population, industrial work-
ers, and university students, to name a few. Each
set needs to be specifically engaged and nudged
and their reasons for not voting resolved.

Urban apathy is not the only headache. Eleven
states, mostly in northern and western parts, had
turnouts lower than the national average of 
67.4% in 2019. Among 50 rural constituencies 
that recorded the lowest turnout, 40 belonged to
UP and Bihar. These two states, which had a 

depressed turnout of 59% and 57%, respectively,
will again hold the key in 2024 as well.

Election managers are trying to cover all
fronts, starting with getting the prospective voter
to know what, when, where and how of voting, 
and stretching their resources to make voting as
pleasant an experience as possible in the harsh 
summer of this large country. A Turnout Imple-
mentation Plan (TIP) is at work for differentiated
and scientific interventions in districts, constitu-
encies, and polling stations, with purposeful col-
laborations for higher electoral literacy and out-
reach. Celebrities and influencers are pulling 
their heft with young voters. The ECI’s multime-
dia campaigns like “Turning 18” and “You are the
One” are seeking to weave in motivation, espe-
cially harnessing the width of social media. 
Intense messaging has permeated spaces that 
touch the urban citizen — public transport, 

parks, markets, malls, digital plat-
forms, and even utility bills. Polling
infrastructure has been made more
friendly and accessible. The facility of
home voting for those above 85 years
of age and those with disabilities is a
unique empathetic action. Comfortable
and shortened wait times at the polling
station, booths for high-rise buildings
in arrangement with Resident Welfare
Associations (RWAs) and augmented

parking facilities are part of the plan.
In recent years, behavioural change through

community engagement has been the strategy
in major national initiatives. While rural com-
munities are more cohesive, city administra-
tions have quite successfully connected with 
the community at times of need. Enforcing Cov-
id-appropriate behaviour among millions of 
city dwellers not long ago is a standout case. 
More recently, municipal bodies are mobilising
families for source segregation of waste and 
garbage-free cities. They could similarly mobil-
ise to break out of the stigma of low turnout.

A well-cleansed electoral roll has meant
that there are no bloated denominators. Until
voting by millions of internal migrants gets
sorted by a politically agreed-to mechanism,
India has to live with a certain quantum of
voting deficit, but certainly not with a whole
300 million. Apathy or unwillingness to act
does not get borne by any excuse. It is no great
citizenship to forfeit a right that also offers a
choice of None of the Above (NOTA). Voting
by 970 million Indians could easily be the
most emphatic statement of democracy.

Akshay Rout is former director general,

Election Commission of India.

The views expressed are personal

How ECI intends to 
push voter turnout

Akshay 
Rout

Political carnival, 
fest of democracy 

T
he government’s insistence on ill-suited projects in
the Himalayas is inexplicable, given the raft of
reports — some by its own experts — that have

warned of disastrous outcomes of such pursuits. After 
the 2013 flash floods in Uttarakhand almost completely 
washed away the Phata Byung project in the upper 
reaches of the mountains, the Centre wants to revive it 
and has initiated the process of environment clearance. 
The Himalayas are a sensitive ecosystem for a number 
of reasons and interfering with its precarious landscape 
has seen the region suffer a series of disasters, from 
floods to landslides to tunnel collapses. The mountains 
are relatively young, and therefore exceedingly geo-
dynamically active at the surface and the subsurface 
levels. Deforestation and badly planned construction 
have exacerbated the problem by leaving the loose 
surface exposed to the elements, hastening erosion of 
the rocks. Against this backdrop, the climate crisis has 
proven to be the last straw, with extreme weather 
events becoming more frequent as the air in the 
mountains heats up faster than that in the low-lying 
areas and retains a lot more moisture.

The Phata Byung project is a symbol of what could 
go wrong during extreme events. An environment 
ministry expert committee reported that the project 
compounded the damage from the 2013 flash floods by 
constricting the flow of the Mandakini, one of the 
major streams that make the Ganga. There are serious 
question marks anyway about building dams in this 
belt owing to potential silting, earthquakes, and 
landslides. The concerns of energy and employment in 
the Himalayas need to be addressed with a different 
development lens than what serves other, less 
sensitive geographies.

No more Himalayan 
blunders, please

larity and mass connect, why will you
not flaunt it? If the Congress in the
Indira years built its election strategy
around the latter’s post-1971 “Maa
Durga” imagery, why should the BJP
hesitate to showcase its tallest and
most trusted leader by some distance?
But what makes sense electorally
might not always be healthy for a
diverse multi-party democracy. In the
most fundamental sense, a concerted
attempt is being made to render all
other leaders and parties irrelevant to
voter choices.

Ironically, it is the Sangh Parivar
that has often emphasised the impor-
tance of sanghatan (organisation)
over vyakti (individual). Recall how
the RSS frowned upon the BJP’s 1999
and 2004 campaigns where massive
cut-outs of Vajpayee dotted the politi-
cal landscape. Now, the RSS appears
to have silently acquiesced to the
“aayega to Modi hi” propaganda blitz,
secure in the knowledge that Modi 3.0
will faithfully implement the saffron
brotherhood’s core ideological
agenda. A coalition-era PM like Vaj-
payee had to work within the con-
straints of a common minimum pro-
gramme while a majority Modi gov-
ernment can push ahead with
removing Article 370, building a Ram

Temple and now promising a Uni-
form Civil Code. 

With MP candidates reduced to
faceless nobodies, with Union minis-
ters serving as faithful implementers
of executive firmans, with bureau-
crats living up to their reputation as
dutiful “yes men”, with the Opposition
browbeaten and bruised and the
media as cheerleaders, the stage is set
for an election where a resounding
mandate is sought in Modi’s name
alone. In the short term, it’s a strategy
that should pay rich dividends for the
BJP when pitted against a divided and
demoralised Opposition. In the long
run, the inevitable question will pop
up: “After Modi, who?” 

Post-script: On a bus ride in rural
Karnataka, I asked a group of women
whether they had heard of “Modi ki
guarantee” and the Congress’s prom-
ise of “Nyay”. Almost all of them iden-
tified with the former coinage, none of
them could fathom what “Nyay”
meant. Ironically, they were all bene-
ficiaries of a free bus journey, one of
the five “guarantees” implemented by
the Siddaramaiah-led Congress gov-
ernment in the state.

Rajdeep Sardesai is a senior journalist and

author. The views expressed are personal

The BJP is now a  Modi-centric election machine  REUTERS

A
n electorate of a whop-
ping 960 million plus,
spread over 543 constit-
uencies, and over a mil-
lion booths in 28 states
and eight Union territo-

ries are voting in an election in the
world’s largest democracy being
fought on just one name: Narendra
Damodardas Modi. The 2024 election
is the ultimate presidential-style bat-
tle being contested under the guise of
parliamentary democracy by the rul-
ing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
Leave aside Kerala, a state that
marches to its own beat, and Andhra
Pradesh, which has an old-style
match-up between regional satraps,
in every other state, there is only one
candidate who has made this election
a referendum on his leadership.

Even the BJP manifesto is almost
entirely about deifying an individual
above all else. “Modi ki guarantee” is
the catchline that runs through every
promise with pictures of the Prime
Minister (PM) splashed across almost
every page of the manifesto. The party
has been subsumed within the tower-
ing personality cult built around the
“one nation, one leader” drumbeat.

Not since the high noon of the Con-
gress in the mid-1970s when then
Congress president Dev Kant Barooah
infamously spoke of “India is Indira
and Indira is India” has a national
election been so completely identified
with one person. The 2014 election
was a vote for change made with the
assurance of “acche din”; 2019 was
about leadership but within the con-
text of a broader nationalist appeal
built around the Pulwama terror
attack and the Balakot response. 

This time, there isn’t even a façade
for making this an issue-based elec-
tion around jobs, inflation or income
inequalities. Or, vigorously debating
the hits and misses of the last 10 years.
Even Hindutva doesn’t matter beyond
the core BJP voters. The much-hyped
“Viksit Bharat” narrative is built
around the core belief that only one
leader can take India into the future.
Even the promise of bringing the
Olympic Games to the country in
2036 is designed to create an aura of
near permanence around PM Modi’s
tenure. From spinning a dream of a
“new India” by 2022, the calendar has
been artfully shifted to 2047 and
beyond, embodied in the Prime Minis-
ter’s vision of an “Amrit Kaal”.

The concept of a “guarantee”, a
word coined first by AAP and Arvind
Kejriwal in Delhi in 2020, and later
used by the Congress to highlight its
poll promises in Himachal Pradesh
and Karnataka, is now the PM’s USP.

It is based on the realisation that vot-
ers are generally sceptical of their
local leadership but more inclined to
trust a larger-than-life national leader
like Modi even if the “guarantee” is
based more on hope than concrete
delivery. Not surprisingly, the PM,
rather grandiosely, refers to his guar-
antee in the third person, almost as if
he too is subordinate to his own cult.

Karnataka offers a good illustration
of how this obsessive personality-
driven politics is working on the
ground. With an abundance of cash-
rich netas, defectors and dynasts, the
“new” BJP candidate list in Karnataka
reflects how a “party with a differ-
ence” is now simply a “win-at-all-
costs” Modi-centric election machine.
Half the sitting MPs have been
dropped — many of them senior and
loyal karyakartas — while the party
has stitched an alliance with HD Deve
Gowda’s Janata Dal (S). Only a year
ago, the BJP fiercely campaigned
against the JD(S) in state elections,
accusing the party of being a father-
son private limited company that was
steeped in corruption. The anti-pari-
vaarwaad, bhrashtachar hatao trope
at the Centre sounds hollow in the
lush green countryside of southern
Karnataka as the BJP and JD(S) lead-
ers campaign together in the name of
Brand Modi. 

In a sense, the BJP’s Modi fixation
is understandable. When you have a
trump card in his undeniable popu-

A referendum on 
Modi’s leadership 
The 2024 general 
elections is fought in 
the name of the Prime 
Minister, for or against

A

{ PINARAYI VIJAYAN } KERALA CHIEF MINISTER

P
A year’s worth of rain fell in a day 
in UAE, highlighting the urgent need 
for assistance. We request the external

affairs ministry to urgently ensure a
mechanism to support Indians

In TN, a BJP challenge 
to Dravidian inheritance

T
amil Nadu, which will elect all its 39
Lok Sabha MPs today, is where the
INDIA bloc is the strongest. The
DMK-led alliance has a pan-state

presence and represents a rainbow of castes
and classes. This time, though, the BJP, has
been a revelation. It is in contention in only a
handful of seats, but mounted a high-voltage
campaign by deploying its formidable resour-
ces. It hopes to emerge as the main Opposi-
tion in the state by displacing the AIADMK,
which has been one of the two poles of Tamil
Nadu politics since its formation in 1972. If
that were to happen, it could completely
change the political dynamic of the state,
which has been under the hegemonic influ-
ence of the Dravidian Movement since CN
Annadurai formed the first DMK government
in 1967. A decent vote share could foreground
the BJP as contender for office when assem-
bly polls are held in the state in 2026.

The BJP’s audacious campaign marks the
first formidable ideological challenge to the
Dravidian Movement and its multi-
stranded politics that encompasses
the legacies of the anti-caste social
justice movements traceable to the
early 20th century, pride in Tamil
linguistic inheritance and identity
that began in the 19th century, wel-
farist governance focussed on the
redistribution of public resources,
and an argument for a federal
nation that is at peace with subna-
tionalisms. 

The BJP, which is uncompromising in
upholding a unitarian idea of India and sub-
scribing to what it deems as the Hindu idea of
society-nation, has been trying to craft a new
language of politics to win over a people con-
ditioned for a long time to perceive it as a
party of north India, and a champion of Hindi
and Hindutva at variance with the Dravidian
cultural inheritance of Tamil Nadu.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has led this
outreach by trying to plug into the Tamil cul-
tural world. The invocation of Tamil as a lan-
guage of antiquity in multiple fora, the exhi-
bition and installation of a sengol (sceptre)
presented by the Thiruvavuduthurai
adheenam, a Shaivite matham, to Prime Min-
ister Jawaharlal Nehru at the time of Inde-
pendence, in the new Parliament building,
the Kashi Tamil Sangamam, started in 2022,
which has seen thousands of people travel-
ling from Tamil Nadu to participate in annual
festivities at Varanasi, the Prime Minister
dressing up occasionally in veshti (dhoti) and
angavastram (shawl), or most recently, the
promise in the BJP manifesto to build Thiru-
valluvar Centres are, surely, aimed at bridg-
ing the political and cultural distance
between the BJP and the Tamil political and
cultural ecosystem.

The outreach has a past. The BJP appeared
to be getting a foothold in Tamil Nadu’s elect-
oral politics in the late 1990s. It succeeded in
getting the AIADMK to join the National
Democratic Alliance ahead of the 1998 polls.
When AIADMK quit the alliance a year later,
the BJP persuaded DMK patriarch M Karun-
anidhi to become an ally. In 1998, the BJP
won three Lok Sabha seats as part of the
NDA. A year later, its tally increased to four.
The DMK held important portfolios in the
Vajpayee government until it left the coalition
in 2004. In this period, the BJP state leader-
ship tried hard to dispel the notion that its
politics was inimical to Tamil interests by

open advocacy of Tamil language, literature,
and culture, particularly its Shaivite inherit-
ance. In a prescient essay (‘Tamil-style Hin-
dutva’, 2000), the late historian MSS Pandian
wrote, “where once the Hindu nationalists
dreaded Tamil as the vehicle of anti-Indian
desire, these new votaries of Hindu-Hindi-
Hindustan no longer fear it; in fact, if the
recent past is any indication, the BJP’s new
slogan for Tamils could well be ‘Tamil-Hindu-
Hindustan’.” However, the party’s best record
in Tamil Nadu was a 5.7% vote share in the
2022 local body elections.

Despite Periyar EV Ramaswamy’s atheist
leanings, Tamil Nadu has remained an
intensely religious society — except that a
subaltern Hinduism that subscribes to
mother goddesses and Murugan has far more
resonance than the Sanatana Dharma vari-
ants — which, the BJP seems to believe offers
an entry point to project its vision of a pan-In-
dian Hindu constituency. For its part, the lan-
guage politics championed by the Dravidian

Movement has a Shaivite inherit-
ance. For instance, it appealed to the
Pure Tamil Movement of Maraima-
lai Adigal for its anti-Sanskrit, anti-
Hindi stance, and promotion of
Tamil. It was subsumed as a cultural
influence for its religious content.
The DMK also privileged the text of
ethics, Thirukkural, over the massive
corpus of Bhakti literature to build a
non-denominational, secular Tamil

public culture.
The pockets of influence that the BJP has

in the state were the result of isolated com-
munal polarisation. The Nagercoil (now Kan-
yakumari) parliamentary constituency
became a major centre of Hindutva politics
following the Meenakshipuram mass conver-
sions and the communal riots that followed
in Mandaikadu, a coastal village famous for
its mother goddess shrine, in the early 1980s.
The BJP’s rise in the Coimbatore region fol-
lowed the 1997 Hindu-Muslim riots and the
1998 bombings.

The demise of J Jayalalithaa in 2016 and
the subsequent decline of the AIADMK has
opened up the political space in Tamil Nadu.
There has always been a 10-15% vote that was
uncomfortable with the OBC-dominated, and
Tamil-centric, Dravidian parties, and pre-
ferred a pan-Indian centrist force like the
Congress. There is also a new class of voters
— young, middle class, aspirational — who
may be willing to look beyond the state’s
political inheritance tied to the Dravidian
Movement.

Politics abhors a vacuum. The further rise
of the BJP is incumbent on two factors: One,
the implosion of the AIADMK, which contin-
ues to have a robust cadre network and the
memory of MGR and Jayalalithaa to appeal to
its rural, women voters; two, a significant
inflow of castes and communities, who are
not represented by the DMK or the AIADMK,
into the BJP. The fact is the BJP, despite
acquiring a non-Brahmin leadership, often
slips into a language more identified with the
old disempowered Tamil Brahmin elite,
which, immediately, restricts its growth in a
polity dominated by the idiom of an OBC-cen-
tric politics identified by its allegiance to
caste-based reservations and a non-Brahmin
cultural mores. That will require politics
which is more grounded than spectacular. 

The views expressed are personal

Amrith 
Lal

The excitement around elections makes Indian 
democracy an engaging and energetic exercise 

T
he world’s largest festival of electoral 
democracy begins today. Close to a billion
people will exercise their franchise in seven
phases over the next month and a half. Today,

1,625 candidates are seeking a mandate from 102 
constituencies across 21 states: Among the big states, 
Tamil Nadu will elect all its 39 MPs in this phase. 
In 2019, a majority of these seats were won by the 
Opposition, thanks to its near-sweep of Tamil Nadu.

At stake is a third consecutive term for the BJP and 
the legacy of its mascot, Narendra Modi, who is seeking 
not just another inning as Prime Minister but also an 
enhanced mandate comparable to those the Congress 
won under Jawaharlal Nehru (1952, ’57, and ’62), Indira 
Gandhi (1971 and ’80), and Rajiv Gandhi (1984). Modi 
has already changed the character of the polity, which 
for three decades after 1984 had given fractured 
verdicts: Under his leadership, the BJP broke this 
pattern by winning a simple majority in 2014, and 
improved its tally further in 2019. It is this trajectory 
that Modi is seeking to further: In his words, it began 
with the BJP offering hope, trust, and, now, a guarantee 
(of governance). Pivotal to this trajectory of success is 
the charisma of Modi, which has influenced the BJP to 
privilege his image over the organisation — the 2024 
manifesto is issued in his name, “Modi ki guarantee”. 
With the big promises of Ram mandir and Article 370 
fulfilled, the BJP is “guaranteeing” the implementation 
of the Uniform Civil Code, Citizenship Amendment Act, 
and one-nation-one-election in the manifesto besides a 
continuation of existing welfare schemes. It is this 
cocktail of welfare, Hindutva, and national pride that 
has provided the launch pad for the BJP this season.

The Opposition INDIA bloc, after initial hiccups, 
managed to finalise seat tie-ups in all big states barring 
West Bengal, and has built a counter-narrative of 
“democracy-under-threat” and “Constitution-under-
challenge”, alleged intimidation of Opposition voices, 
curtailing of civil liberties, and sought to offer a broad 
agenda of social justice, populist welfarism, and 
improved centre-State relations, to pitch itself as a 
federal front that speaks against what it claims to be the
unitarian and centralising tendencies of the BJP.

The high-voltage campaigns have seen these two 
visions clashing. The BJP, with better resources, 
superior poll machinery and a popular leader, seems to 
have an edge over the INDIA bloc, which is yet to get its 
act together and campaign as a single, seamless unit. 
However, these are early days and no election outcome 
can be predicted until the last vote is cast. Exciting days 
are ahead as the nation will debate with great intensity, 
the various ideas, ideologies, and programmes on offer. 
It is this noise that makes Indian democracy a deeply 
engaging and energetic enterprise.

{ BEYOND THE BYTE }

Rajdeep Sardesai
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ident Vladimir Putin and his energy-price 
shock. The US, being self-sufficient in 
energy, has not been vulnerable to energy-
supply disruptions to the same degree.

European firms, in contrast, have been 
forced to suspend their most energy-inten-
sive operations or else to engage in costly 
restructuring, which is not good for pro-
ductivity.

Mario Draghi, Europe’s senior economic 
statesman, will present the EU with a set of 
proposals later this year for boosting pro-
ductivity. No doubt, he will recommend 
completing Europe’s capital-markets union 
so that firms can more easily finance invest-
ments in new technologies.

Draghi will probably recommend the 
removal of barriers to competition, which 
would intensify the pressure on firms to 
innovate in order to survive. He will likely 
advocate greater energy efficiency and self-
sufficiency to free Europe from more Putin-
like disruptions.

Observers like me can confidently pre-
dict what Draghi will recommend because 
such proposals have been knocking around 
the continent for years. Europe should 
move now to implement these old ideas. 
And it desperately needs to come up with 
new ones. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

But while strong spending stimulus can 
trigger rapid output and employment 
growth, it is not clear why it should produce 
faster productivity growth. 

On the contrary, given strong employ-
ment growth and tight labour markets, one 
might expect US companies to be forced to 
take on less productive workers, with nega-
tive implications for output per hour. More 
likely, tight labour markets in the US may 
mean that firms, unable to find an adequate 
supply of workers at any price, are impelled 
to substitute capital for labour—to invest in 
labour-saving technology.

Americans visiting a bank branch will 
encounter plenty of ATMs, but sometimes 
not a single human teller. They are com-
pelled to order meals, even at white-table-
cloth restaurants, using a QR code. Patrons 
of Parisian bistros horrified by this thought 
may argue that a Franco-American cultural 
difference is at work. But it is hard to deny 
that tight labour markets also play a role.

Recall, however, that US productivity 
growth had accelerated relative to Europe’s 
already in the decade leading up to the pan-
demic, when labour markets were not so 
tight. Both the US and Europe turned to fis-
cal consolidation following the 2008 global 
financial crisis. Europe might have been 

T
he gap between productivity growth 
in the US and Europe paints a stark 
and, for Europeans,  depressing pic-

ture. In the two decades since 2004, US 
productivity growth, as measured by the 
value of output per hour worked, has been 
more than double that of the eurozone. 
Whereas eurozone productivity has flat-
lined and even fallen slightly since the out-
break of the covid pandemic, US non-farm 
output per hour has risen by more than 6% 
over the same period—a more than ade-
quate performance by America’s own his-
torical standards.

Something seems to be going seriously 
right in the US and seriously wrong in 
Europe. Some accounts point to the strong 
fiscal stimulus applied in the US since the 
outbreak of the pandemic. For Europeans, 
this explanation is reassuring, because it 
suggests that the differential is transitory. 
After all, America surely can’t run massive 
budget deficits and live beyond its means 
indefinitely.

assures the company a regular touch- 
point on tech issues and aids the entire 
board’s understanding of technology 
trends, opportunities and risks.

A tech committee can have 3-4 mem-
bers. It should meet quarterly and its 
charter could spell out a broad range of 
issues for monitoring, such as cyber 
risk, digital efforts, AI and the Internet 
of Things. It can start with a few items 
and then update the charter. Chair 
duties can involve working closely with 
the management to review matters that 
come up, before assuring a full readout 
of the minutes to the entire board.

 A manufacturer of electronic tools 
has a board-level technology panel that 
boasts of a strong bench of tech talent. 
This helps the committee ask good 
questions and do deep-dives into 
emerging trends. But even less tech-fo-
cused companies should have boards 
that include at least one or two mem-
bers who bring experience in a number 
of related domains. Their mandate 
should be to determine how technology 
is impacting their business and come up 
with insights that can help.

Procedures drive board behaviour, 
which is why written charters work for 
board committees. Laying out a well-
discussed, regularly reviewed state-
ment of duties, powers and areas of 
focus is fundamental to the heavy lifting 

that these board committees must do.
There are a few essentials to bear in 

mind while drafting a charter. First, 
note that the titles and ambits of these 
committees can be diverse. Traditional 
board committees, such as for the audit 
process, have a well-established man-
date and role, and also largely uniform 
functions. The audit panels of a finance 
firm, healthcare company and retail 
chain all handle the same tasks. But, as 
the technologies used, compliance calls 
and strategic issues facing each sector 
differ, tech committees could have 
varying concerns and skill needs.

There are several examples of enter-
prises getting tech committees to work 
for their boards. Procter & Gamble’s 
Innovation and Technology Committee 
goes beyond just technology oversight 
to include innovation needs for new 
products, markets, acquisitions and 
company structure. Canadian Solar’s 
tech panel helps the company stay at 
the cutting-edge of energy technology.

The information technology and data 
security committee of the board of 
Adani Power has a charter that focuses 
more on cyber security needs and offers 
a good blueprint for the energy sector in 
India. At Hong Leong Bank in Malaysia, 
there’s an information and technology 
committee that boasts of a very detailed 
charter for tech oversight, with a special 
emphasis on cyber resilience.

Tech committees should budget for 
external advisors. Given the complexity 
and lightning pace of change, they can’t 
hope to know everything from within 
their membership, or even manage-
ment. They must be assured resources 
to tap external consultants for advice on 
technology, apart from legal, compli-
ance, privacy and ethical issues.

Given the speed with which technol-
ogy impacts business, it’s advisable to 
ensure your committee’s charter spells 
out a specific mandate to act as the eyes 
and ears of the board on issues like AI, 
cyber risk and data regulation. More 
than any other committee, a tech panel 
must watch out for what’s coming.

I
n the wake of cyber attacks on such 
reputed enterprises as Equifax, Mar-
riott, Best Buy, Yum! and others, we 

had written a column offering tips on 
constituting a dedicated board-level 
cyber-security committee. While this 
was useful for corporate governance, 
the criticality of technology to business 
would make a technology committee of 
the board an even wiser approach.

A permanent tech committee is still 
not the norm, though global instances 
are on the rise. These panels often have 
blended duties, however, with strategy, 
innovation or risk to be overseen along-
side. Also, their use is sector specific. 
Healthcare enterprises use them the 
most and utility companies the least.

The board talent needed for a tech 
committee is a work in progress. Open-
ended definitions of ‘technology’ (not to 
mention ‘expertise’) have meant that a 
director who attends a weekend busi-
ness-school session on AI can claim to 
be an expert. A study of 40,000 US 
directors defined ‘digital savvy’ as pos-
sessing an “understanding, developed 
through experience and education, of 
the impact that emerging technologies 
will have on [business].” Companies 
with three or more such ‘savvy’ direct-
ors showed 17% higher profit margins.

Here are some tips. Set up a dedicated 
tech committee to watch for what is 
coming to the market, and make that a 
regular part of board conversation. This 

The potential impact of tech trends on business requires such panels to exercise focused oversight

Why Europe is losing the productivity race to America
BArry EIcHEngrEEn

I
ndian elections get underway this Friday 
with polling booths thrown open for us to 
pick members of the 18th Lok Sabha. As 
voters scan the list of candidates on elec-
tronic voting machines, looking for which 
button to press, we can safely assume that 

party symbols will catch their attention before 
they can read the names of people in the fray. In 
many cases, that will be the only cue needed for 
a vote to be cast. The use of easy-to-identify 
symbols goes back to India’s early years of low 
literacy. While over three-fourths of all adults 
are now classified as literate, the value of these 
symbols has not diminished. It may even have 
gone up in recent elections marked by the rise 
of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), given that 
many electors see a vote for the ruling party 
as a vote for Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
leadership. For such voters, spotting the BJP’s 
lotus symbol on ballots is what matters. The 
same advantage may also work for opposition 
parties. The Congress’s hand symbol, for exam-
ple, could also attract votes by means of a visual 
cue, without names needing to be read. Symbol 
salience is the equivalent of brand recognition, 
clearly, which explains the prominence given 
to these icons in party publicity material. As 
with all symbols, though, the symbolism of 
party insignia is also open to interpretation. 

The BJP’s lotus offers vast scope for a semiotic 
study. As a flower, it can cue thoughts of a 
bloom in fortunes, for example, which squares 
rather well with its campaign theme of develop-
ment and aim of a ‘Viksit Bharat’ (developed 
India) by 2047. As a particular type of flower, 
known for sprouting rapidly across a pond of 
water once it takes root, it also evokes a sense of 
expansion. Comments on the party’s lotus-like 
proliferation since the early 1990s have been 

common, especially in Hindi. The ruling party’s 
archrival, the Indian National Congress, has 
also enjoyed high levels of recognition across 
India by virtue of its election symbol. It comes 
in handy to position the Congress in popular 
perception as a party offering a helping hand. 
By coincidence or not, this seems in sync with 
the grand old party’s welfare orientation. It also 
lends itself to advertising propositions. “Haath 
badlega haalat,” is its ad-line for these polls: The 
hand will change circumstances. While a hand 
that symbolizes agency (as a doer) may remind 
economists of a debate on state intervention, 
given that the free market is supposed to work 
at the behest of an ‘invisible hand,’ a palm held 
up can more generally be interpreted as a 
human gesture that signals assurance. This 
reading of the Congress symbol also conforms 
with the party’s promise of ‘nyay’ or justice, an 
abstract value that can be sought to be assured 
at many levels in multiple contexts. Think of 
social justice, for example, alternate approaches 
to which have animated identity politics since 
the early 1990s. 

Party symbols are powerful. Which is why 
retaining the original is so crucial to the warring 
factions of parties that split. These symbols 
hold the key to party recognition. Decades ago, 
Marxists were lucky to get the Communist icon 
of a sickle, hammer and star. In 2022, only one 
part of a divided Shiv Sena could claim its bow-
and-arrow, resulting in a wrangle over it. Party 
symbols are also useful. Which is why they 
often get deployed literally. Samajwadi Party 
leaders don’t miss a chance to cycle around. 
Aam Aadmi Party supporters use its broom as a 
clean-up call. Silent messaging works. It’s why 
lotuses are flourishing on walls and hands of 
solidarity are in the air.

Election symbols: Silent 
messaging has a big role
As elections begin, the silent messages of political parties gain salience across India. A party 

symbol can speak a thousand words. It’s also what a voter usually spots first on the ballot
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Internet
freedom
The ongoing campaign

season has seen ample
claims about the need for
better governance. Next
week will see an important
global meeting in Brazil on
governance in the digital
world. Brazil is expected to
unveil a plan for global
governance of the Internet.

The Internet is a global
public good on par with
others such as
international peace,
financial stability or
environmental health.
Brazilian President Dilma
Rousseff has spearheaded
a campaign for better
governance of the Internet
ever since it was disclosed
last year that she was one
of many global leaders
whose phones were
tapped by US spooks. The
forthcoming conference in
Brazil is expected to agree
on a framework of issues
such as Net neutrality, the
right to privacy and
freedom of expression
online.

India, too, has seen
moves by the government
to clamp down on online
freedom. Our political
parties have been silent in
their manifestos on online
freedom, but we hope they
embrace the cause soon.

MARCH QUARTER

RIL posts
marginal
rise in profit

BY MADHURA KARNIK &

AVEEK DATTA

·························
MUMBAI

Energy giant Reliance In-
dustries Ltd (RIL) on Fri-
day reported its highest

quarterly net profit in more
than two years, helped by bet-
ter-than-expected refining
margins and a weaker rupee
that boosted export earnings.

RIL’s net profit rose 0.8% to
`5,631 crore in the three
months ended 31 March from
`5,590 crore a year earlier. The
profit was 2.2% higher from the
preceding quarter.

Revenue rose 12.9% to
`97,807 crore in the quarter
from a year earlier, but was
8.1% lower than in the Octo-
ber-December period.

The profit, the highest post-
ed by the company since the
September 2011 quarter, was
in line with the estimate of
`5,630 crore in a Bloomberg
survey of 24 analysts. Revenue,
however, fell short of the `1.01
trillion estimate.

RIL, controlled by India’s
richest man Mukesh Ambani,
benefited from a weaker rupee
that boosted export earnings;
the local currency averaged
61.80 per US dollar in the
quarter, compared with 54.20 a
year earlier. The rupee has ris-
en nearly 3% since the start of
this year.

The company, which runs
the world’s largest refining
complex in Jamnagar in Gu-
jarat, also gained from a recov-
ery in refining margins. Its
gross refining margin (GRM)—
the difference between the
selling price of finished petro-
leum products and the cost of
processing crude, a key indica-
tor of profitability—rose to
$9.3 per barrel in the March
quarter from $7.6 in the pre-
ceding three months.

Those factors offset lower
revenue from RIL’s oil and gas
exploration and production
(E&P) business, and a mainte-
nance shutdown at one of its
units in Jamnagar that reduced

the quantity of crude oil it
processed.

“RIL’s reported numbers are
absolutely in line with what
was expected,” said Deven
Choksey, managing director at
KR Choksey Shares and Securi-
ties Pvt. Ltd. “In fact, had they
not revalued some of their as-
sets and accounted for higher
depreciation, the net profit
would have been higher by an-
other `200 crore.”

For the full year ended 31
March, RIL reported a stand-
alone net profit of `21,984
crore, up 4.7%, and revenue of
`4.01 trillion, up 8.1%.

“FY (fiscal year) 2013-14 was
a satisfying year for RIL. Refin-
ing business delivered the
highest ever profits with a
sharp recovery in GRMs to-
wards the end of the year,” RIL

TURN TO PAGE 3®

Better­than­expected
refining margins, weak
rupee boost RIL to
highest quarterly profit
in more than two years

Behind a real
estate empire,
ties to the
Gandhi dynasty
BY GEETA ANAND &

RAJESH ROY

The Wall Street Journal
·························
KOLAYAT, RAJASTHAN

A taciturn man in a black
sport utility vehicle (SUV)

started buying up tracts of arid
agricultural land around this
small town in Rajasthan in
2009.

He would sit in the parking
lot outside the one-storey con-
crete building that houses the
land office and dole out cash
for sellers from the back seat,
according to real estate bro-
kers and a local government
land official.

The buyer represented by
the man in the SUV, according
to state land records, was Rob-
ert Vadra, a member of India’s
powerful Nehru-Gandhi politi-
cal clan, whose Congress party
leads the country today and
has for much of its more-than-
66-year post-colonial history.

Soon after he began buying,
the Union government an-
nounced plans to promote
large-scale solar energy pro-
duction, a land-intensive
project for which the area was
well-suited. He continued buy-
ing land, and in 2011 the state,
too, announced solar incen-
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POLL BASTIONS

Source: Election Commission 

The 10 constituencies that the Congress, the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the Left Front 
have successfully held on to for a long time.

BJP

Constituencies 
where party hasn’t 

lost since 1989

Never lost since 
1977

 Constituency  Sitting MP

 Gandhinagar, Gujarat

 Lal Krishna Advani

 Indore, Madhya Pradesh

 Jhalawar, Rajasthan  Bhind, Madhya Pradesh

RSP (India)

CONGRESS
 Nandurbar, Maharashtra

Never lost since 1951*

 Koraput, Odisha

Never lost till 2009**

*lost one by-election in 1997

**Lost to BJD in 2009

Never lost since 1967

 Sangli, Maharashtra

Never lost since 1962

 Sushma Swaraj  Sumitra Mahajan

 Dushyant Singh  Ashok Argal

 Manohar Tirkey

 Manikrao Gavit

  Pratik Patil

 Kamal Nath

 Jayaram Pangi

 Chhindwara, 
      Madhya Pradesh

 Alipurduars, West Bengal

 Vidisha, Madhya Pradesh

Tata pre­empts
Bajaj Auto’s
quadricycle
with Magic Iris

BY SHALLY SETH MOHILE

shally.s@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

The so-called quadricycle
spat between Bajaj Auto

Ltd and Tata Motors Ltd seems
set to revive with the latter get-
ting ready to launch the Magic
Iris, a three-seater auto-rick-
shaw replacement, albeit with
four wheels, ahead of the
former’s launch of the RE60,
the country’s first quadricycle.

Tata Motors wrote to the
transport departments of Delhi
and Maharashtra seeking per-
mission for the four-wheeler to
ply on a three-wheeler permit.
Delhi’s transport authority has
already approved this, accord-
ing to the application filed by
the company in Maharashtra.

Bajaj Auto has been working
with various state governments
and the Union government,
which is yet to announce the fi-
nal specifications for quadricy-
cles, an entirely new category
of vehicles.

After a bruising battle, with
his company on one side, and
nearly all other auto firms on
the other, Rajiv Bajaj, manag-
ing director of Bajaj Auto, con-

TURN TO PAGE 3®

BY ANANDA BANERJEE

ananda.b@livemint.com
·························
BANGALORE

It was last seen in north India
a full 10 years ago, at Ran-

thambore in Rajasthan.
Last month, it was sighted at

Jaldapara National Park in
north Bengal.

“It” is the Red Whistling Dog
of the Deccan, popularized by
Rudyard Kipling in one of his
Jungle Book stories, as the fe-
rocious red dog, packs of
which cut through (and down)
anything in their way.

At Nagarhole in Karnataka,
this writer once ran into a pack
of them, with their kill. Even ti-
gers steer clear of the dogs—
Kipling was right about their
fierceness—which are shy of
men.

Their reputation, though,
had meant that the red, rust-
coloured dhole (Cuon alpi-
nus), which has a bushy black
tail and stands around 50cm
tall, has always been persecut-
ed by men. Dholes don’t bark,
but make a whistling sound.

“The term wild dog is a mis-
nomer as dholes are genetical-
ly distinct from dogs; also they
do not fit into any of the sub-
families like foxes or wolves
and are classified in a genus of
its own—Cuon,” says Bhaskar
Acharya, conservation biolo-

gist with the Ashoka Trust for
Research in Ecology and the
Environment (ATREE), and an
expert on the species.

Dholes are one of the most
remarkable, but least studied
carnivores in the world with
very few specific long-term sci-
entific studies conducted on
this species. The long history
of its persecution—being
trapped, shot and poisoned by
humans—is well documented
in India. “Systematic killings of
dholes were promoted citing

them as a nuisance to human
sport (as they preyed on popu-
lar game such as deer). Prior to
the 1970s, dholes were elimi-
nated as vermin in India and
bounties were paid for carcass-
es until 1972 when the Wildlife
Protection Act was intro-
duced,” adds Acharya.

In a paper presented in No-
vember 2013 at Yale Universi-
ty, titled Preserved Tiger, Pro-
tected Pangolin, and Disposa-
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SURVIVAL STRUGGLE

Red dog waning
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Wildlife conservation revolves around
protection and preservation of
megafauna—species such as the big
cats, elephants and rhinoceros.
At least, that’s the belief of one

school of conservation, the
predominant one, that claims that
when efforts aremade to save
megafauna, a host of species that
share the same habitat benefit.
The approach is also known as the

“umbrella species concept” in
conservation strategy.
This may not hold true because of

large­scale depletion of forest cover.
According to data acquired through a
Right to Information application (filed
by Environment Resources and
Response Centre, a non­governmental
organization) from theministry of

environment and forests, 135 hectares
of forest cover is lost every day,
increasing the risk of human–animal
conflict. Today, many small species are
being isolated in small forest
fragments and are ultimately becoming
extinct from their former ranges.With
megafauna absorbingmost of the
available conservation funds, other
species are left high and dry.

Mint looks at these other species
that are less talked about, and
struggling for survival.

Mint’s wildlife writer Ananda
Banerjee is the recipient of the
fellowship from the Forum of
Environmental Journalists of India and
the Ashoka Trust for Research in
Ecology and the Environment, to study
these species.
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The refining business
saved the blushes for

Reliance Industries Ltd
(RIL) in the March
quarter. A sharp recovery
in gasoline cracks helped
by planned and
unplanned refinery
turnarounds, and
continued demand
growth in Asia and the
US allowed RIL to report
a gross refining margin
of $9.3 per barrel, ahead
of Street expectations.

The contribution of the
refining business to
earnings before interest
and tax (Ebit) was as
high as 59.67% in the
quarter. Unfortunately
for shareholders, this did
not translate into a
commensurate increase
in the firm’s net profit,
which, at `5,631 crore,
just about managed to
meet analysts’ estimates.
It was little changed from
a year ago.

A tepid showing at
RIL’s other two key
businesses—
petrochemicals and
exploration and
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Refining is
the ultimate
rescuer

MARKTOMARKET

PALLAVI PENGONDA

Productivity is never 
an accident. It is always 

the result of a commitment 
to excellence, intelligent 

planning, and focused effort.

Paul J .  Meyer

is professor of economics at 

the University of California, 

Berkeley, and the author, most 

recently, of ‘In Defense of 

Public Debt’

While there are a few instances of 
tech committees being set up by 

boards, the idea needs to be 
adopted by companies across 
industries, given the enhanced 
role that technology is playing.

Such panels need a clearly 
framed charter of intent to be 
effective. What exactly they 
monitor could differ but a 

common mandate would be to 
keep watch of emerging trends. 

Q U I C K  R E A D

ness, a trial-and-error process that takes 
time. The inevitability of errors means that 
productivity is likely to fall before rising, a 
phenomenon economists call the ‘produc-
tivity J-curve.’

And it is not as if European managers are 
unaware of the labour-saving and produc-
tivity-enhancing potential of digital tech-
nologies.

It could be that Europe’s strong trade 
unions, fearing job destruction, resist their 
adoption, although Germany, with a tradi-
tion of strong unions, has some of the most 

robot-intensive factories 
in the world.

Alternatively, restrict-
ive EU rules may be 
impeding adoption in 
Europe. The EU’s data-
privacy regulations, and 
now its proposed artifi-
cial intelligence rule-
book, if adhered to 
strictly, may slow down 
the development of AI 
applications.

Finally, it could simply 
be that Europe has had 
bad luck, specifically in 
the form of Russian Pres-

slightly more hell-bent on austerity, but 
there was not enough difference in demand 
conditions to explain their different pro-
ductivity outcomes.

Moreover, while American firms have 
been quicker to capitalize on digital tech-
nologies, the timing is wrong here too: US 
outperformance in computer producing 
and using sectors was most pronounced in 
the decade preceding the global financial 
crisis, not in the period since.

As for the latest round of new digital 
technologies, firms are only just now begin-
ning to explore how 
large language models 
and generative artificial 
intelligence can be used 
to boost productivity. In 
other words, artificial 
intelligence (AI) and 
related developments 
can’t explain America’s 
unusually strong pro-
ductivity performance 
in the last four years. In 
fact, history suggests 
that capitalizing on radi-
cal new technologies 
requires firms to reorga-
nize how they do busi-

Productivity in the US has 
outperformed that in Europe. 
Heavy US fiscal stimulus after 

covid is often cited as a reason, 
but it’s unclear how government 
spending can lift work efficiency.

AI use is also too nascent, 
although tight EU rules could 
restrict its growth. As Europe 

ponders how to fix its problem 
of productivity, it needs to come 
up with new ideas for a change.

Q U I C K  R E A D

MINT

It’s time for company boards to 
create technology committees

M. MuNEER & RAlPh WARD
are, respectively, co-founder of the non-

profit Medici Institute, and a board advisor, 

coach and publisher.
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B
eginning today, General Election 2024 
is a reality, and on 4 June, we will know 
the results. And we also know what will 
happen afterwards. The losers will 
probably demand a data recount; 
failing which, they will claim that 

electronic machines manipulate voting data and 
demand we go back to good old-fashioned time-
tested methods of paper-ballot stuffing. And then 
we will go on to the next election.

But this is what one expects from politicians. 
Strangely, though, one has witnessed a parallel 
development among esteemed economists and 
policy analysts. I will just summarize the data 
arguments to show that some of the conclusions 
drawn by my tribe are even more bizarre than 
those drawn by politicians.

GDP and consumption growth are important 
factors that determine voting choices. Ten of the 
last 14 Lok Sabha elections can be explained by 
observing whether per capita GDP growth during 
the incumbent’s term was above or below 3.25% 
(close to 5% GDP growth). This result has not been 
lost on the economic critics of the Narendra Modi 
government, including several renowned foreign 
experts and foreign publications. The narrative is 
the same: Don’t believe the data, because data 
that is favourable to the government’s view of the 
economy is likely to be exaggerated and probably 
even false.

S. Subramanian (The India Forum, ‘The House-
hold Consumption Expenditure Survey 2022-23’) 
accurately reflects this scepticism when he bluntly 
states that worries about the HCES 2022-23 
results are justified because of the government’s 
track record: “A part of that experience is reflected 
in the delay in the release of the 2017-18 Periodic 
Labour Force Survey report which carried infor-
mation on a record level of unemployment in 
India… in the suppression of the NSSO’s 2017-18 
survey on consumption expenditure.”

But this narrative has no time for logical objec-
tions. Note its emphasis on the delay in the release 
of PLFS 2017-18. That survey showed record high 
unemployment rates. Also, leaked results of the 
“suppressed” 2017-18 HCES showed a record steep 
decline in real consumption of 5.5% between 
2011-12 and 2017-18. A 5.5% decline in a consecu-
tive year would be bizarre, but somewhat plausible 
(it did happen in covid year 2020-21). But a decline 
of this magnitude after five years of positive eco-
nomic growth (2011-12 to 2016-17; two years of 
United Progressive Alliance rule and three years of 
National Democratic Alliance rule) would imply 
an approximate decline of 25-30% in one single 
year, 2017-18. A decline of such dimensions in 
such a short period would have led to widespread 
starvation or even famine across the countryside. 
And, given its all-India nature, the worst catastro-

Good quality or bad, data always 
has plenty to say: Let data speak
Sooner or later, numbers will speak and the ‘truth’ will be out. Spin and dodgy arguments win only in the absence of data
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A
 nasty thing about waging war is 
that your enemies have a habit of 
fighting back. That’s a lesson Ger-

man Chancellor Olaf Scholz would do well 
to keep in mind as he engages China amid 
a brewing trade fight over clean-tech. 
Recently, US Treasury Secretary Janet 
Yellen warned that “artificially cheap” Chi-
nese-made electric vehicles (EVs), lithium-
ion batteries and solar panels were causing 
“negative spillovers” in the US and around 
the world. Far from calling a ceasefire in 
President Donald Trump’s trade wars, the 
Biden administration appears now to be 
re-arming in an attempt to neutralize the 
issue ahead of elections in November.

That puts Germany in an uncomfortable 
spot. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine forced 
Berlin to rethink its post-war commitment 
to pacifism. US-China trade tensions are 
forcing a reckoning with its multilateral 
approach. The EU last year announced a 
probe of subsidies for Chinese EVs and has 
since added solar and wind probes. Berlin’s 
stance may decide whether this simmering 
fight intensifies or dissipates.

Cars are a contention. Automobiles are 
Germany’s biggest export, and one where 
the EU still has a slight surplus with China. 
Volkswagen, BMW and Mercedes-Benz 
sell about a third of their cars in China, and 
the trade relationship is crucial—the Asian 
country is a lucrative end-market for high-
end European-made autos, and a low-cost 
supplier of batteries and vehicles. If Brus-
sels raises tariffs on Chinese imports, the 
blowback could be devastating.

European carmakers are already facing 
a tough market in China, thanks both to 
weak local household spending and a com-
petitive threat from cheaper locally-made 
EVs. Retaliatory tariffs and hostile con-
sumer sentiment could deal a knockout 
blow. Hyundai, which trailed only VW in 
2014 as China’s top-selling car brand, has 
declined since a 2015 falling-out between 
Beijing and Seoul over South Korea’s 
deployment of an anti-missile system, and 
barely scraped the top 20 last year.

European firms, politicians and lobby 
groups have so far taken a dramatically dif-
ferent tone in relation to China than their 
more hawkish US counterparts. “Free 
trade needs to be our North Star, our guid-
ing principle,” Oliver Zipse, BMW’s chair-
man, said last month. The European auto 
industry “is not massively damaged by the 
import of Chinese automobiles, nor is it in 
the interest of the EU to further impose 
customs on these products,” he added.

Tariffs on Chinese EVs should be 
reduced, not increased, his Mercedes-Benz 

counterpart Ola Källenius told the Finan-
cial Times last month. Imports need “to be 
met with better product, better technol-
ogy, more agility,” he was quoted as saying. 
“That is the market economy. Let competi-
tion play out.”

It’s not just German companies taking 
this stance. Stellantis, owner of the Fiat, 
Maserati, Citroen and Peugeot brands as 
well as Chrysler and Jeep, is attempting to 
leapfrog its slow start in EVs through a €1.5 
billion tie-up with China’s Zhejiang Leap-
motor Technology. VW is investing €2.5 
billion under a joint-venture plant with 
Xpeng, the Chinese EV-maker in which it 
bought a 5% stake last year. Even Renault, 
which barely has a presence in China any 
more, is teaming up with Zhejiang Geely 
Holding Group on an engines venture.

President Xi Jinping, for his part, needs 
to extend an olive branch. If China wants to 
disprove the febrile US talk about Beijing 
hollowing out the world’s industrial sector, 
it has the perfect opportunity to show how 
the trading relationship can be mutually 
beneficial.

To date, much of China’s investment 
into Europe’s automotive and EV battery 
sector has been focused on Hungary. 
Under Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, that’s 
probably the last location you’d choose if 
you wanted to convince Brussels that your 
industrial policy wasn’t a Trojan horse for 
authoritarianism. 

Chery Automobile and SAIC Motor 
Corp, which are reported to be scouting 
out European assembly plants, would do 
well to pick locations in the heart of the 
continent’s liberal democracies—and poli-
ticians in those countries should do all they 
can to attract them. China can also pour oil 
on troubled waters by accommodating 
Europe’s desire to own a larger slice of its 
battery-materials supply chain.

Compared to the naked protectionism 
being promoted by the US, Scholz could 
offer a more fruitful approach. Capitalists 
shouldn’t retreat into their shells at the first 
sign of competition. Instead, they should 
treat every danger as an opportunity to up 
their game. It’s ironic that the US, which 
pretty much invented the spirit of ebullient 
boosterism, is now the nation retreating 
from it most rapidly. Europe in general, 
and Germany in particular, could show the 
West a better path. ©BLOOMBERG

The West must not spark off a 
trade war with China over EVs

Its carmakers would not be served well by protectionist measures

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz could aim 

to de-escalate trade tensions REUTERS

phe to befall India ever—worse than World War II 
and also the Bengal famine. 

Over the last five years, what scholarly questions 
have been raised over the results of the 2017-18 
HCES survey? And isn’t it peculiar that many of 
the scholars who staunchly believed the authen-
ticity of the 2017-18 HCES survey now equally 
strongly believe that the HCES 
2022-23 survey is not compara-
ble with the 2011-12 survey? 
Because identical questions 
were spread over three visits 
rather than one? If you believe 
that to be the real reason, then, 
as they say in New York, I have a 
bridge in Brooklyn to sell.

It now turns out that the 
International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO), which conducts 
labour-force surveys that get the 
same respect and authority as 
the World Bank’s surveys and 
studies on poverty around the 
world, has now deemed the 
2017-18 and 2018-19 PLFS 
results to be, well, worthless.

Here goes the ILO’s explanation: “In the model 
of labour force participation, the PLFS observa-
tions for 2018 and 2019 have been excluded as 
they appear to present limited comparability 
with both the previous NSS results and the newer 
PLFS results. Given the country’s size, this has a 
sizeable impact [on] the global aggregates,” 
(shorturl.at/elst5)

We have this rather unusual reality of what hap-
pened with the first national surveys conducted in 
India after the 2014 general election. The 2017-18 
HCES survey was not released by the Indian gov-
ernment on grounds of bad-quality data. The twin 
PLFS editions of 2017-18 and 2018-19 (‘twin’ 
because these surveys are conducted over eight 

quarters) are now deemed to be 
of uniquely bad quality by not 
the Indian government, but the 
United Nations’ authority on 
labour markets, the ILO. The 
probability of these two statisti-
cal events happening by chance 
is close to the probability of my 
being able to find a buyer for the 
Brooklyn bridge.

Two important lessons are to 
be drawn from this analysis. First 
and foremost, we should all let 
the data speak. This is relevant 
for all of us—government offi-
cials and scholars included. Only 
by the release of data, specifically 
the PLFS results for 2017-18 and 

2018-19, was the ILO able to determine that for 
these years (and only these years), the survey data 
was not usable. In my long experience with inter-
national and national data, this is a most unusual 
condemnation and should lead to introspection 
among all. Second, we shouldn’t let our prejudices 
determine our conclusions. Sooner or later, the 
data will speak, and the ‘truth’ will be out. So let no 
one have an opportunity to sell a Brooklyn bridge. 

It is odd that doubts are being 
raised over the comparability of 

HCES 2022-23 readings with 
findings of previous rounds 
because the questions were 
asked over a longer duration.

We must let the data speak 
and keep our biases aside. It’s 

extraordinary that the ILO found 
some Indian survey data-sets 
unusable for a labour report 

it released recently.
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undertakes the same exercise with equiva-
lent technology. For national-level rankings 
to hold credibility, the data used should 
adhere to these FAIR data principles. Only 
then would the rankings form a valuable 
record in the context of understanding the 
current situation and checking which cities 
are becoming worse and which are getting 
better over time. Using FAIR data principles 
will also allow us to compare city-level air 
quality data independent of the size or popu-
lation density of a city, and eventually help 
us scale these rankings to cover the coun-
try’s 7,000-plus census cities and towns.

To effectively compute city-level air qual-
ity rankings, the authorities in India need to 
release guidelines on what constitutes ade-
quate spatial and temporal coverage of a city 
from an air-quality representation perspec-
tive. The three prevalent mechanisms in 
use—manual air samplers, CAAQMs and 
sensor-based monitors—all have their 
respective strengths and limitations. A pru-
dent city administration would look at 
adopting a judicious mix of all three systems. 
This would allow it to create a comprehen-
sive approach based on an affordable, acces-
sible and irrefutable methodology to track 
air-quality data. It’s time we attained such 
clarity on the air around us.

For city-level air pollution rankings, there 
are three critical parameters: one, the spatial 
coverage of the measurements; two, the 
temporal coverage (‘uptime’ of monitors or 
the number of hourly data points reported 
every month); and three, what pollutants are 
measured (PM2.5, PM10, NO2, CO, SO2, 
etc). Ranking cities by PM2.5 is sufficient, 
but a more nuanced ranking would factor in 
levels of NO2, O3 and CO as well.

Scrutiny of the report’s 83 cities reveals 
that 15 of these had no public or govern-
ment-backed air-quality data, so it is likely 
that data from privately run sensors was 
used to track their annual levels. The gov-
ernment uses Continuous Ambient Air 
Quality Monitoring Stations (CAAQMSs), 
whose readings are reported on the Central 
Pollution Control Board (CPCB) portal. 
Alternate technology is available and com-
munity-set-up sensors have scientifically-
valid readings too. The report’s data for 52 
other cities is sourced from only one govern-
ment-owned CAAQMS. Relying on a single 
monitor to check an entire city’s air quality 
has many challenges, the biggest being that 
the reading may not be sufficiently repre-
sentative and could give us a biased impres-
sion. About 10 locations included in the list 
(such as Morar and Banposh) do not qualify 

A
 global air pollution report, World Air 
Quality Report 2023: Region and City 
PM2.5 Ranking, featured 83 Indian 

cities in the top 100 most polluted cities of 
the world. While the reality of air pollution 
in India is undeniable, the ranking of cities 
requires an unbiased measurement frame-
work. The data used in this report is a combi-
nation of readings from regulatory air-qual-
ity monitors and low-cost sensors. While 
this approach has merit, the weak link of the 
study is the ‘spatial and temporal’ extent of 
the monitoring. For example, the yearly 
average of Delhi, reported at 102 microgram 
per cubic metre (ug/m3), is based on read-
ings from 40 locations across the city with a 
cumulative uptime of 93%, whereas that of 
Siwan in Bihar, ranked No. 7 with 90ug/m3, 
is based on a single location, and Gurugram’s 
17th rank reading of 84ug/m3 is drawn from 
four locations. The number of monitoring 
locations and their uptime  that go into cal-
culating the city’s average (and ranking) 
need standardization.

Use a standardized framework to track air pollution
RONAK SUTARIA

is founder and chief executive 

officer of Respirer Living 

Sciences. 

While the lack of a standardized frame-
work doesn’t necessarily mean single-moni-
tor cities should not be included in rankings, 
it’s important to move towards a peer-re-
viewed approach that does not have spatial 
and temporal coverage gaps. 

Any ranking needs to meet globally-ac-
cepted ‘FAIR’ data principles. In other 
words, it should have the  attributes of: Find-
ability, so that people at large can find the 
underlying data used to compute these 
rankings; Affordability, which means the 
technology used to generate the data should 

be easily affordable by 
cities that want to track 
their monthly air quality 
levels and join these 
rankings; Interoperabil-
ity, so that the data is in a 
format that allows for use 
with other data systems 
and not provided in 
sealed documents (as is 
the case of manual moni-
toring data in India); and 
Reproducibility, which 
means that the findings 
should be entirely repro-
ducible by another inde-
pendent agency that 

as cities on the list of monitored cities on the 
CPCB portal. Since only 16 cities on this list 
have more than one monitor, should the 
others be part of such global rankings? 

A standardized framework for reporting 
city-level pollution levels is essential not just 
for ranking reliability, but also from a policy 
perspective, as the National Clean Air Pro-
gramme (NCAP) uses such data for decisions 
on where to disburse funds.

Launched on 10 January 2019, the NCAP 
identified 102 ‘non-attainment’ cities at the 
onset. By 2024, it had identified 131. Its 
entire ₹9.934.4 crore 
budget is allocated by 
data from manual air 
quality monitors. These 
offer a “minimum 104 
measurements in a year, 
at a particular site, taken 
twice a week 24 hourly at 
uniform intervals.” 
Alongside these, NCAP 
cities run CAAQMSs, 
which cost around 
$20,000 to monitor each 
pollutant, thus cumula-
tively costing as much as 
$200,000 for all notified 
air pollutants. 

A recent global ranking report 
featured 83 Indian cities among 
the world’s 100 most polluted 

but a large number of them can’t 
be said to have statistically sound 

air quality monitoring systems.

A robust system that offers us 
reliable data is crucial not just to 
be sure of how cities are faring 
against pollutants, but also to 
guide allocations under the 

National Clean Air Programme.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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HE University Grants Commis-
sion’s (UGC) recent notice on us-
ing National Eligibility Test 
(NET) scores for PhD admis-
sions has stirred a hornet’s nest. 
A section of  academicians and 
students are up in arms, resist-

ing the move as they feel it is regressive. 
They contend that centralised tests, while 
serving no useful purpose, are counterpro-
ductive and rob academia of  academic and 
administrative freedom. 

Traditionally, the NET, held biannually 
in June and December, has been primarily 
considered for awarding Junior Research 
Fellowships (JRF) and as an eligibility cri-
terion for appointment as assistant profes-
sors for candidates holding post-graduate 
degrees. Under the new directive, success-
ful NET candidates will be categorised into 
three groups. Category one includes indi-
viduals eligible for PhD admission with 
JRF and assistant professor appointments. 
Candidates in category two are eligible for 
assistant professor appointments and PhD 
admission without JRF. The third category 
is those eligible just for PhD admission.

The UGC’s rationale behind this policy 
shift is two-fold. Firstly, it aims to stream-
line the admission process, sparing stu-
dents the burden of  undertaking multiple 
examinations for PhD programmes. Sec-
ondly, the move aligns with the objectives 
stated in the National Education Policy 
2020, which advocates implementing a sin-
gle test for PhD admissions. Effective from
academic year 2024-25, the UGC has man-
dated all higher educational institutions 
(HEIs) to adhere to these guidelines.

To assess the ramifications of  such a de-
cision, it is imperative to examine the test 
under consideration. The NET comprises 
two papers: the first assesses candidates’ 
teaching and research aptitude, while the 
second evaluates their subject knowledge. 
However, those familiar with the test would 
likely concur that its reliance on objective-
type questions with no negative marking 
tends to prioritise memorisation over deep 
understanding and application of  knowl-
edge. Questions predominantly focus on 
factual recall, emphasising who, when and 
where, over why and how. For instance, in 
the literature paper, the significance of   the 
line, “Something is rotten in the state of  
Denmark,” from Shakespeare’s Hamlet is 
trivialised by merely asking students to 
identify the speaker. Many questions re-
quire students to recall authors’ names, 
works and characters. This methodology 

primarily assesses lower-order cognitive 
abilities like remembering while neglecting 
higher-order critical thinking skills, such 
as analysing, evaluating and creating.

Previously, the test included a descrip-
tive paper that offered valuable insights 
into students’ writing and critical think-
ing capabilities. However, this component 
has been discontinued, diminishing the 
test’s capacity to measure research apti-
tude and skills. Consequently, the current 
structure of  the NET, combined with the 

widespread presence of  coaching centres 
nationwide, merely encourages circum-
vention through repetitive practice. 

At this point, asking what pursuing a 
PhD entails is essential. Cultivating effec-
tive communication skills is paramount 
for those aiming for a doctoral degree. De-
spite its challenges, academic writing 
forms the bedrock for crafting a cohesive 
thesis. Furthermore, PhD scholars must 
generate original research and publish 
their findings in peer-reviewed and Sco-
pus-indexed journals. They must also 
present papers at conferences that demand 
written and verbal communication skills.

Academics widely concur that a success-
ful research journey depends on robust 
analytical skills, whether applied to quan-
titative or qualitative studies. Without 

these competencies, scholars are likely to 
face numerous obstacles along the way. 
They must possess patience, resilience, 
and perseverance to navigate this endeav-
our successfully. They must maintain an 
unwavering passion for their subject, self-
motivation, independence, receptivity to 
new ideas, and a willingness to learn.

Regrettably, the NET falls short in as-
sessing or nurturing these skills. The con-
tention that these skills could be assessed 
during the interview lacks substance, par-
ticularly considering the minimal weight-
age (30 percent) and limited time allotted. 
Consequently, universities may admit 
scholars skilled in rote learning but lack-
ing essential competencies. PhD aspirants 
will be compelled to undergo a ritualistic 
examination that adds little to their devel-
opment. Additionally, the one-year validity 
for scores among category two and three 
students may cause mental and financial 
strain, prompting repeated test-taking and 
benefiting only coaching centres. 

With the implementation of  the new 
rule, the UGC seeks to centralise control 
over the operations and procedures of  
HEIs under a unified framework. Introduc-
ing the Common University Entrance 
Exam earlier was one such initiative. Now, 
by adding a centralised examination for 
PhD aspirants, the UGC has advanced this 
approach further. One can’t help but pon-
der what lies ahead for India’s HEIs.

Clearly, the intention to promote uni-
formity in higher education is not progres-
sive. While the UGC has traditionally 
served as a regulatory body, its increasing 
involvement in directing all aspects of  
functioning could prove detrimental to In-
dian HEIs that already face mediocrity ac-
cusations. Moreover, such a move poses a 
significant risk of  compromising the au-
tonomy of  HEIs. I have often heard and 
read in public forums UGC officials extol 
the importance of  independence for HEIs. 
However, initiatives like this could only be 
perceived as a blatant infringement upon 
the autonomy of  institutions that are al-
ready grappling with restricted freedom.

(Views are personal)
(johnjken@gmail.com)
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Benedict 
Anderson

No one can be a true nationalist who is incapable 
of feeling ashamed if his state commits crimes, 
including those against his fellow citizens

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

— Ramnath Goenka

AHARASHTRA is seeing a 
straight and hard fight between 
the two national alliances, NDA 
and INDIA. The NDA is con-
testing through four parties in 
the state—the BJP, Shinde Shiv 
Sena, Ajit Pawar NCP (AP-

NCP) and Rashtriya Samaj Paksha—and 
INDIA is represented by three parties—
the Congress, Uddhav Thackeray Shiv 
Sena (UT-SS) and Sharad Pawar NCP. The 
alliances are appealing to different sec-
tions of  Maharashtrian society.

The BJP has given Eknath Shinde and 
Ajit Pawar—NDA’s two Maratha faces—
the responsibility of  attracting the com-
munity towards the bloc. The Rashtriya 
Samaj Paksha, with pockets of  support in 
Marathwada, north Maharashtra and west 
Maharashtra, is mobilising the Dhangar 
(herder) community. The BJP, for itself, 
has focused on the OBCs. On the ground, 
there is palpable discontent against the 
Narendra Modi government on economic 
issues; at the same time, people express 
satisfaction with Modi’s leadership. 

The state’s political axes are aligned 
along community lines—upper castes ver-
sus Marathas, Marathas versus OBCs, and 
upper castes versus SCs. Each division has 
a different social base. This makes the sub-
regional contexts fascinating. 

Vidarbha 
The Vidarbha division is socially distinct 
from the others because its base is made of  
OBCs. The main contest here is between 
the Congress and the BJP. East Vidarbha 
has six Lok Sabha seats; two of  the six are 
reserved—Ramtek for SC candidates and 
Gadchiroli-Chimur for scheduled tribes. 
The other constituencies feature OBC can-
didates from one side or the other—Vilas 
Thackeray in Nagpur, Ramdas Tadas in 
Wardha, Amar Kale also in Wardha, Su-
dhir Mungantiwar in Chandrapur and 
Pratibha Dhanurkar in Chandrapur. Modi 
has aggressively campaigned on OBC is-
sues in East Vidarbha and his party has 
fielded Tadas and Mungantiwar.

Among the four seats in western Vidar-
bha, Amravati is reserved for SCs. There 
is a triangular fight between the BJP, Con-
gress and Prahar Janshakti Party (PJP). 
Voters upset with incumbent MP Navneet 
Kaur Rana are turning to the PJP instead 
of  the Congress. The Vanchit Bahujan 
Aghadi (VBA) is contesting in Akola, Buld-
hana and Yavatmal, where it is contesting 
with OBC candidates against Maratha or 
Kunbi ones. The division of  anti-BJP votes 
in these seats is going to be between the 
VBA and INDIA parties. UT-SS has some 
social support in this division, too.

North Maharashtra 
Of  the eight constituencies here, three are 
reserved—Nandurbar, Dindori and Shirdi—
where the contest is a straight one between 
NDA and INDIA. In Dhule, Jalgaon and 
Ahmednagar, it’s Marathas versus Mar-
athas. Raver has an OBC vs Maratha con-
test. The Left parties have substantial influ-
ence in this division, too. The region’s 
farmers, who mostly grow onions, bananas 
and grapes, are dissatisfied with the BJP.

There is a conflict brewing between the 
NDA’s Maratha candidates in the region—
Subhash Bhamre, Smita Wagh and Sujay 
Vikhe Patil—and its OBC leadership of  
Eknath Khadse and Chhagan Bhujbal. 

Mumbai and Konkan
There are 11 Lok Sabha constituencies in 

the Konkan division, including Mumbai 
and half  of  the Maval constituencies. 
Mumbai’s multicultural and urban polity 
is divided into three layers. Mumbai city’s 
two constituencies have large non-Marathi 
populations and pose one of  the biggest 
challenged to UT-SS. Of  the four constitu-
encies in Thane district, Eknath Shinde’s 
backyard, is reserved for SCs; Shinde’s son 
Shrikant is contesting from Kalyan. Here, 
local castes such as Agri, Koli and Bhoi are 
taking the initiative in mobilisation. 
Suresh Mhatre (Agri) versus Kapil Patil 
(Agri) is a contest between Sharad Pawar 
NCP and BJP. All candidates here have not 
yet been announced for the four constitu-
encies in Mumbai Suburban.

In Raigad, there is an OBC vs OBC com-
petition between AP-NCP and UT-SS. In 

Ratnagiri-Sindhudurg in South Konkan, 
where OBC voters are in substantial num-
bers, it’s mainly a Maratha vs Maratha 
contest between Narayan Rane of  BJP 
and Vinayak Raut of  UT-SS. Shiv Sena 
had influence here, but the cadre is now 
divided with the party split. 

Western Maharashtra
The BJP is contesting five of  the 10 con-
stituencies here. Of  this, Pune is urban 
and the others semi-urban and semi-ru-
ral in nature. BJP’s Pune candidate is a 
Maratha and the Congress’s belongs to an 
OBC group. The image being portrayed 
here is that the Congress has fielded a 
poor candidate, whereas the BJP candi-
date is from the upper classes, which hap-
pens to be the party’s base here.

The social structure in Solapur, Sangli 
and Hatkanangle is multi-caste and multi-
religious, including Lingayats and Bud-
dhists. The BJP’s base here is the business 
class, whereas INDIA’s base is the peasant-
ry, with sugarcane prices a big issue. Activ-
ists have shifted to the BJP after splitting 
from Raju Shetty, a former MP from 
Hatkanangle and president of  Swabhima-
ni Paksha who didn’t join either bloc.

Kolhapur, Satara, Madha, Baramati, 
Maval and Shirur are mainly supported by 
Marathas and OBCs. Shirur has a Maratha 
vs Mali contest. Supriya Sule from Bara-
mati has a claim to her father’s Maratha 
heritage and her father-in-law’s Chan-
draseniya Prabhu heritage. The other con-
stituencies face Maratha vs Maratha con-
tests. Sharad’s party has been built anew 
here and the Marathas who joined NDA— 
including Vijaysinh Mohite Patil and 
Nilesh Lanke—are turning to NCP again.

Marathwada 
In the division’s eight constituencies, there 
is conflict within castes and groups. So the 
NDA vs INDIA fight is socially playing out 
as Maratha vs Maratha and Maratha vs 
OBC. It’s the former in Jalna, Nanded, Os-
manabad and Hingoli, and the latter in 
Beed and Parbhani. Muslim voters— who 
tend to favour UT-SS, Congress and Sharad 
Pawar NCP—will have an impressive say 
in entire Marathwada. VBA has also field-
ed candidates from this community. 

In sum, the NDA may well corner sub-
stantial support in all the divisions while 
bleeding Maratha votes and gaining OBC 
ones. The UT-SS’s social base is expand-
ing in Marathwada and western Mahar-
ashtra. Sharad Pawar’s NCP is getting 
most of  its support in western Mahar-
ashtra, and the Congress in Vidarbha 
and Marathwada. Let the voting begin.

(Views are personal)
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OPENING THE WRONG 
GATES TO PhD ASPIRANTS

THE MANY ANGLES
IN MAHARASHTRA’S

POLL GEOMETRY

PRAKASH PAWAR Professor, Shivaji University, Kolhapur, and 
coordinator, Centre for Gandhian Studies

The NET’s testing criteria do not 
cover all that’s needed in a PhD 
candidate. They primarily assess 
lower-order cognitive abilities like 
memory, while neglecting crucial 
higher-order critical thinking skills 
such as analysis and evaluation

The state’s 48 Lok Sabha seats face a highly fragmented  
polity. Understanding how the cards stack up would  
require looking at social faultlines in the sub-regions

SOURAV ROY

JOHN J KENNEDY Professor and Dean, CHRIST  
(Deemed) University, Bengaluru

Media legend
Ramnath Goenka’s untiring and bold steps 
towards bringing out the truth is always 
worth telling the youth about. He was friends 
with not just politicians and high-ranking 
people, but the public of all  levels just for his 
approach towards projecting the reality of 
problems faced by society. He is considered 
one of the hundred most influential people 
who shaped India. 
Indra Getzy David, Tirunelveli

Electric future
Ref: Tesla is coming, but buyers deserve a wider 
choice (Apr 18). Tesla is an appropriate partner 
for India to execute its China + 1 policy. This 
might open a wider gateway for Indian exports 
of EVs. Both Tesla and India need each other to 
increase global footprints. It  is crucial for India to 
nurture the partnership to reach greater heights.
Rajarao Kumar, Bengaluru

Battery sufficiency
India’s new EV import policy is the reason 
for Tesla coming to the nation. Indian 
battery manufacturers should concentrate on 
improving their products so they can compete 
in the EV sector. This way, we can soon become 
autonomous in this field as well.   
Ravi Nair, Palakkad
         
Vote security
As one reader mentioned in their letter, 
online voting can save a lot of money for the 
government and make life easier for citizens. 
However, it  has many problems. The secrecy of 
voting becomes vulnerable. Despite the EC’s 
efforts to conduct free and fair elections with 
EVMs, contestants resort to influencing voters 
with temptations, intimidation and blackmail. 
Online voting could make it easier to steal 
votes through fraudulent methods. 
N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru

Kerala fronts
The UDF in Kerala, particularly the Congress, 
alleges that the CPM has a tacit understanding 
with the BJP, while CPM says the same about 
the UDF. It is an open secret that both UDF 
and LDF are helping each other by allying with 
INDIA. They are conveniently hiding this fact 
and fooling the common man.
Kannoth Gopalakrishnan, email

RIP Jayan 
The sad demise of musician K G Jayan was 
indeed a colossal loss to connoisseurs of 
classical Carnatic music. To him, devotional 
melodies were nothing but a ‘pathway to 
god’. Aldous Huxley has said, “After silence, 
that which comes nearest to expressing 
the inexpressible is music.” No doubt Jayan 
exemplified this truth in his musical journey.
Kelath Gopakumar Menon, Thrissur
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PARTIES SHOULD OFFER 
LONG-TERM SOLUTIONS, 

NOT JUST HANDOUTS

T
HE two largest national parties—the BJP and the Con-
gress—have recognised unemployment and rising prices 
as important issues for the 2024 elections. Their prom-
ises focus largely on providing relief  to the people on 
these two counts through welfarism. But while doing so, 

they have failed to present structural solutions for the longer 
term. The BJP is silent on farm distress and labour issues, 
while the Congress does not present a plan to mitigate the im-
pact of  its giveaways on economic growth. Both parties have 
offered what has been termed by some experts as “charity” to 
help the weaker sections tide over inflation and joblessness.

The BJP’s 67-page manifesto does not mention the term ‘un-
employment’, but offers a series of  steps to temporarily help the 
poor and the jobless. It has promised to continue the free ration 
scheme—launched in 2020 to feed more than 80 crore people—
for another five years. The Union government has also been 
providing direct financial assistance of  `6,000 a year to small 
and marginal farmers; the BJP has promised to continue this 
scheme. The party is, however, silent on the farmers’ demand 
for the implementation of  the Swaminathan Commission re-
port and a legal guarantee for minimum support prices.

The Congress manifesto, on the other hand, plays up the 
issue of  unemployment by highlighting how its government 
between 2004 and 2014 generated rural employment by 
bringing in the national job guarantee programme or MGN-
REGA. It has promised an urban version of  the law that 
would guarantee one-year apprenticeships to graduates and 
diploma holders, with an assured payment of  `1 lakh for a 
year. It has also promised to fill the 30 lakh vacancies in 
central government departments. The party has assured a 
direct transfer of  `1 lakh to a woman in every poor house-
hold. On the farm front, the Congress promises implementa-
tion of  the Swaminathan Commission report and legal 
guarantee for minimum support price, one of  the two de-
mands that led to the 16-month-long agitation by farmers.

These promises by the two leading political parties underline 
some of  the toughest problems faced by a vast majority of  the 
people in the country. However, the solutions offered by them 
show a lack of  fiscal prudence and reliance on the so-called 
revdi or handout culture. It’s time political parties started fight-
ing elections on growth-oriented, financially-prudent policies 
that help the country achieve its long-term goals.

CHANCE TO BE KINDER TO 
ELEPHANTS AT POORAM

I
T’S that time of  the year in Kerala when animal welfare 
activists lock tusks with ‘elephant lovers’. It’s time for Thris-
sur Pooram, the largest temple festival in the state marked 
by colourful fireworks and the parading of  caparisoned el-
ephants. As many as 100 captive elephants take part and 

people from all over the state flock to Thrissur to witness this 
magnificent event that lasts 36 hours. Animal welfare activists 
have been up in arms against the parading of  the elephants 
as the jumbos are subjected to severe torture while they stand 
for hours in chains in the heat and face deafening fireworks. 
But traditionalists, who vouch for their love for elephants, 
have been opposing any regulation in the name of  customs. 

However, there could be some change this time as the Kerala 
High Court has picked the issue as a suo motu case and decided 
to intervene. Taking note of  the extreme heat conditions in the 
state, the court has directed that the theevetti (pole-mounted 
fire) be placed at least 6 metres away from the elephants and 
that only a few persons be authorised by the organisers to enter 
the 6-metre radius. The court has told the organisers—the 
Paramekkavu and Thiruvambady devaswoms—to share with 
the forest department the details of  the volunteers engaged 
with the elephant squads; it has also banned use of  ‘capture 
belts’ or any other equipment that causes hurt to the animals. 
The court has asked the organisers to ensure that the elephants 
are under no fatigue and are not exposed to the sun for long, 
and are properly fed and watered. The order also asks that the 
issuance of  fitness certificates for the captive elephants be 
made mandatory before participating at the Pooram.

The high court directive, for a change, has been welcomed 
by the Elephant Owners’ Association, which had protested 
against a more stringent order issued by the state forest  
department banning percussion and fireworks within a  
50-metre radius of  the elephants. The state government  
and the organisers should see to it that the Pooram is  
celebrated without hurting the helpless pachyderms. No 
torture can be tolerated in the name of  tradition. Those con-
cerned must understand that traditions survive when they 
attune themselves with the changing times.

Q U I C K  TA K E

MANGO SATYAGRAHA

A counsel for the Enforcement Directorate has told the spe-
cial court hearing the Arvind Kejriwal case that the 
jailed Delhi chief  minister has been intentionally having 

more mangoes to raise his sugar level. The counsel alleged 
this was to create a condition for seeking bail. Kejriwal’s 
counsel retorted the CM’s diet was fixed by his doctor and 
asked, “Is the ED above the doctor?” Let the Aam Aadmi 
leader have his aam or mango while the season lasts. Mean-
while, other authorities are focusing on the right sugar ques-
tion: whether the world’s biggest packaged food company is 
adding too much sugar in its baby food brand in India.
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The Over-the-Top
(OTT) platform has
revolutionised India’s

entertainment landscape and
has created a niche for itself
among audiences. It is consid-
ered to be progressive, realis-
tic, has variety and also caters
to the needs of all age groups.
However, there has been a lot
of noise about the prolifera-
tion of abusive language in
many of the web series that
have raised a lot of general
and even legal objections.
Recently the Supreme Court
(March 2024) has given its
verdict that the use of abusive
language on OTT cannot be
regarded as a criminal
offence, as it would lead to an
infraction of free speech and
violate artistic creativity. This
leaves us with an open debate
about whether under the
guise of freedom of speech,
we can use foul language that
may be affecting the cultural
values of people.
The use of abusive language
in OTT content shapes how
audiences perceive the char-
acters, themes and overall
tenor of the content. It may
add authenticity to certain
narratives or characters. If
nothing else, it has become a
fashion Statement and is more

saleable. It can be categorised
as a demerit good with a high
order of negative externality.
Undoubtedly, the onus of the
use of such language in soci-
ety does not lie on OTT, it
reflects something already
present, but it has certainly
contributed to making it more
prominent. Some viewers
avoid using such foul lan-
guage, as they consider it to
be morally incorrect and
undignified. After all, what is
the use of good education, if
it does not teach us to differ-
entiate between decent and
indecent? 
With the explosion of cuss
words on OTT, even this
section of society is affected.
The young generation, at ten-
der ages, is exposed to such
language and easily gets influ-

enced by it. It can become
pervasive in everyday usage,
hindering effective articula-
tion of thoughts and ideas and
challenging the professional
and academic standards. 
It can be detrimental to social
interactions and emotional
well-being, hampering over-
all personality development.
Simply providing a statutory
warning of the ‘content not
suitable for a certain age’,
does not complete the respon-
sibility of the makers. With
the availability of the internet
and its easy access via gadgets
in every home, it is practical-
ly not possible to refrain kids
from watching such content
every time. With the nuclear
family setups and working
parents’ culture gaining
strength, it becomes even
more difficult.
We in India have reformed
the education system with the
introduction of the National
Education Policy and Indian
Knowledge System. It thrives
on providing a high-quality
education system rooted in
Indian ethos contributing to
transforming India into a
value-based superpower. So,
while at one place when we
are trying to imbibe and
revive our rich heritage, at the

same time, we are defending,
if not promoting, the use of
indecent language. 
We have a zero-tolerance pol-
icy against abuse in educa-
tional institutes, but a child
tends to learn from the over-
all environment of which
OTT is presently an unavoid-
able part. Besides, another
aspect of the foul language on
OTT incorporates gender-
specific derogatory terms,
predominantly objectifying
women. Indian society has
always given a special place to
women and their role is
spread across the cultural,
economic and spiritual fabric
of our society. The worship of
goddesses reflects the deep-
rooted respect and reverence
for women in our culture.
Undeniably, women are
behind building the strong-
rooted edifice of values and
ethics, the society does not
feel any responsibility to
uphold their dignity. A good
and progressive social envi-
ronment is one where indi-
viduals feel respected, secure
and valued. 

(The author is an assistant
professor at Sri Guru Gobind
Singh College of Commerce,

University of Delhi; 
views are personal)
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quences in the region and the world. West
Asia is often termed as the energy basket
of the globe due to its potential to produce
oils. Many important sea trade routes con-
necting Asia to other parts of the world
also go through this region. 
Any direct war between Tehran and Tel
Aviv can pause oil supply and disrupt the
sea routes. The war can also pull other
regional powers into it. Global organisa-
tions and leaders should mediate between
the countries and convince them to
avoid future intensifications of conflict.
The leaders of both Iran and Israel
should also stop provoking each other.
The humanitarian crisis in Gaza also
needs to be stopped immediately as it is
the root cause behind the conflict in the
region.

Deba Prasad Nayak | Dhenkanal
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Madam — Apropos the news article, “RCB
Maxwell takes a mental and physical
break from IPL 2024”, published on April
17, this is my response. Many players from

the ongoing IPL have been playing all three
game formats almost continuously
throughout the year, so their endurance
limit, patience and love for the game must
be appreciated. The saying: “Eat cricket, talk
cricket, sleep cricket” is highly suitable in
their case. But too much of anything is too
bad in many ways. 
It wrecks their physical and mental health,
playing becomes mechanical & casual,
keeps them away for longer periods from
their family, spectators will be bored to see
the same faces again and again etc. Further
cricket became a profession and business,
no more a gentleman’s game played
leisurely and IPL affected the way test crick-
et is played and reduced its popularity and
the number of spectators in the stadiums
watching it. No other game has reached
such a situation as that of cricket. It is time
to restrict the amount of cricket played for
its good.

O Prasada Rao | Hyderabad 
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Contribute fully in 400 seats goal: PM to
Bengal”, published on April 17, this is my
response. if Sandeshkhali has indeed “sent
shivers down the entire nation”; surely it
must be asked whether the country had
been “immersed in a coma” revolving
around spine-chilling gangrapes
/murder/forced cremation /naked parade
of women folks in Uttar Pradesh Gujarat
Kathua or Manipur! 
So the TMC Government of West Bengal
is “allowing infiltration” to “boost” its “vote
bank”! So who mans the Indo-Bangladesh
international border? West Bengal police
under the TMC-led West Bengal
Government or Border security forces
under the BJP-led Centre! Period. And
“TMC Government ‘opposes’ Ram Navami
celebration in West Bengal” should feature
as “joke of the century”! If announcing a
State Government holiday for a purely
North Indian festival, absolutely alien to
Bengali culture, gets “credited” as
“Opposition” to Ram Navami with the
Who’s Who of the TMC, zealously partic-
ipating in such processions; then the
word “Opposition” itself must be urgent-
ly amended in the dictionary! Lastly, it must
be answered why despite winning as
many as unprecedented 18 Lok Sabha seats
from West Bengal in 2019, not a single
Bengali was allowed to lead a ministry in
the Union Cabinet in the last 5 years!

Kajal Chatterjee | Kolkata

���
	���	����
���
	�
Madam — The tension in the West Asia
region has escalated since Iran has direct-
ly launched missile attacks on Israel. The
area is already facing challenges due to
Israel’s war operation in Gaza after the
October 7 attack by Hamas. More than
thirty thousand people have already died
due to this out of which the majority are
women and children. USA and other
regional players like Hezbollah and
Houthis have also been involved in the
conflict in these six months. Further esca-
lation of war can lead to serious conse-
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and thriving of Shias in India
(where their percentage was in
a similar minority to many
other Islamic countries with
the Sunni majority) did not go
unnoticed in Tehran. 
India was a rare haven for
Shias in modern times and
Iran reciprocated the same by
occasionally taking a pro-
India stand on platforms like
the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC). That the
fate of minority Shias in
Pakistan was particularly
beleaguered, made Tehran
adopt pro-Delhi postures as
geopolitical quid pro quo. As
the Arab Sheikhdoms were
particularly close to the
Pakistanis during the Cold
War, Iran acted on the
rebound by deepening rela-
tions with India. But the
inevitable consequences of the
Iranian Revolution and the
need for it to take more puri-
tanical stances and aspire to
take over Ummah leadership
from Saudi-led Sheikhdoms
led to it occasionally striking
contradictory postures on
issues like Kashmir et al. But
situational and sectarian angu-
larity ensured that both Iran
and India were on the same
side in sensitive theatres like
Afghanistan, opposing the
Pakistan-led Taliban forces.
However, at the same time,
India was recalibrating its rela-
tions by cosying up to both the
United States of America and
Israel, strategically. The cost of
Delhi’s engagement with
Washington and Tel Aviv led

to sticky situations like India
stopping oil purchases from
Iran owing to US-imposed
sanctions, as well as stuttering
on strategic projects like
Chabahar Port. Yet all along
there was always an unsaid
understanding between Delhi
and Tehran of the other’s com-
pulsions leading it to be forced
into certain decisions — the
bilateral trust and intent were
rarely questioned. 
While India’s drift towards
‘majoritarian’ politics led to
natural concerns within the
Ummah (even though
Sheikhdoms were officially
bonding frenetically owing to
India’s emergence on the glob-
al highway), the local dynam-
ics for Shias remained protect-
ed with the ruling political per-
suasion co-opting the Shias,
actively. Both during the 2014
and 2019 General Elections,
prominent Shia leaders in
Lucknow actively supported
the winning dispensation.
Again, it didn’t go unnoticed
in Iran which remains hyper-
sensitive to the fate of Shias
across the world. India was an
honourable exception in terms
of its treatment of the minor-
ity Shias. 
This undeniable reality helped
nuance the parallel (and
unprecedented) outreach of
Delhi with the capitals of
Sheikdoms and Tel Aviv.
Today, when the Israel-
Palestine war has metasta-
sised into dragging Iran into
the conflict, picking sides for
Delhi becomes tricky. The

template of ‘strategic inde-
pendence’ (used in the Russia-
Ukraine conflict) could be
afforded to this conflict which
conjoins morality with practi-
cality to take a deliberately
mealy-mouthed position that
offends none and yet genuine-
ly beseeches peace. 
Delhi would know about the
latent and conflated emotions
of the Indian Muslims on the
conflict, especially for the
Shias when it comes to Iran.
From the electoral lens, the dis-
pensation recognises its invest-
ment in the Shias and
Pasmanda (a backward caste)
but the situation does get
complex with Israel in the
admixture, as that has a simi-
lar resonance in the ‘majoritar-
ian’ calculus as a valorised
counterpoise to Pan-Islamism.
Israel often gets lionised dis-
proportionately and morality
becomes increasingly irrele-
vant.
Interestingly both Israel and
Iran have strong constituencies
within their narrative that can
convince their powers-that-be
of India’s ‘larger compulsions’.
It is these powerful backdoor
channels, civilisational bon-
homie and calibrated diplo-
matese that must be deployed
as both countries are vital to
India’s future. India needs to
prioritise peace over binary
choices.

(The writer, a military veter-
an, is a former Lt Governor

of Andaman & Nicobar
Islands and Puducherry. The
views expressed are personal)
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Persians have had a civil-
isational connection
with Hindustan
(Persian for India) since
antiquity. There is a

powerful India connect, even for
the most epochal person defining
the politics of the post-Iran
Revolution (1979) i.e., Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini. His paternal
grandfather, Seyed Ahmad
Musavi ‘Hindi’, was born in
Kintoor, near Lucknow. Musavi
was to leave Awadh and settle in
Khomein but was popularly
known as ‘Hindi’ in Persia! Later,
‘Hindi’ was to be the pen name for
Ruhollah Khomeini’s poetry.
In India itself, Shiite dynasties
flourished as refugees escaping
persecution from Arab-Sunni
strains settled and thrived in
Deccan, Rampur, Awadh, Bengal
etc., with Lucknow emerging as
the epicentre of Indian Shi’ism.
Unlike the Middle East, the sec-
tarian tensions were relatively less
as the Gazetteer of Gilgit Agency
noted, “Wherever Sunnis and
Shias are found living together,
they seem to practice a mutual
tolerance rare in other
Muhammadan communities.
Except in Chilas and the Indus
valley below or, there is, general-
ly speaking, a complete absence
of fanaticism”. But, times changed
and polemical writings of
supremacist and sectarian asser-
tions increased, causing bloody
rift and polarisation. Soon, even
in India the numerically lesser
Shias were harassed by the sub-
stantially larger Sunni populace,
leaving only pockets of Lucknow
and Kargil area to have Shias in
majority, as other enclaves were
predominantly Sunni dominated. 
‘Shiaphobia’ acquired even more
sinister propulsion in neighbour-
ing Pakistan and the air of the
Sunni-Shia divide soon acquired
political/sovereign overtones with
Iran emerging as the transnation-
al voice of Shiite sensibilities. The
Ummah (Muslim world) got
divided into two broad ‘blocs’ on
sectarian lines and the shadows
of Iran-versus-Arab Sheikhdoms
undercurrents played out violent-
ly in areas with mixed populations
e.g., Lebanon, Yemen, Syria,
Bahrain, Pakistan and even so in
India, though the sectarian ten-
sions were not so pronounced
here. This unique phenomenon
of the relative security, freedom
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Last week, while flitting
through the contents of
a leading daily newspa-

per in India, an interesting
article caught hold of my
attention and it made a com-
pulsive reading throughout.
The article was captioned —
‘Since 2014, 25 Opposition
leaders facing corruption
probe crossed over to BJP, 23
of them got reprieve’. The
article was, undoubtedly, a
telltale commentary on the
holes in the prevalent polit-
ical system in our country. It
was an embarrassing account
of the glaringly apparent fact
that political parties of all
hues and shades are com-
pelled to flow with the tides
produced by the fault lines in
our political system and that
too sometimes for sheer
political survival.

It may not be worthwhile to
go deep into the finer
nuances of the above account
and be brazenly judgemental
of hallowed political parties
and personalities. It appears
to be proper to dwell on the
deficiencies of the current
system in Bharat and regret-
fully State that the electoral
arithmetic is the biggest bane
of our political system. To
build up the numbers for
gathering the elusive major-

ity, political parties, under a
legal system that is speckled
with loopholes, have to resort
to such shenanigans to
assemble numbers to make
stable governments and even
make strong governments
that can govern smoothly.
Our democracy has definite
deficiencies. Rather it is any-
thing but perfect. A multi-
party democracy is better
described as a non-ideal,
diluted form of democracy,
especially so in a culturally
variegated society like ours.
The purest form of democra-
cy is outlined in our ancient
scripture Manusmriti. While
making a mention of
Manusmriti, it needs to be
clarified that this observation
is not to be taken lightly even
if there is controversy asso-
ciated with this ancient scrip-

ture. That controversy sprang
from its distorted version,
due to historical extrapola-
tions by unscrupulous per-
sons. The original, uncor-
rupted version of Manusmriti
is a divine blueprint of an
ideal governance system. The
scripture talks of democracy
indicating the following three
characteristic features of
democracy (prajatantra)
1. Partyless system of elec-
tions and governance
2. Right to recall the elected
representatives by the voters
3. Congruous with the prin-
ciples of righteousness or
Dharma
It would also be relevant to

State here that the above pri-
maeval, divine scripture also
provides a structural frame
for the democratic gover-
nance system. It talks of

three assemblies —
Rajaryasabha (executive
assembly), Vidyaryasabha
(subject specialist assembly)
and Dharmaryasabha
(assembly of religious
experts). The last-mentioned
assembly or council is com-
posed of persons of distin-
guished moral standing and
impeccable character who

act collectively as some kind
of moral authority on the
functioning of the executive
council.
It is easy to see how far the
existing polity and gover-
nance structure are away
from the above-mentioned
ideal polity and governance
system in a democratic set-
up. In a party less democra-
tic polity, all problems of elec-
toral arithmetic and the evils
that they engender are bound
to vanish. There are going to
be no big election rallies, no
stupendous spending on
elections, no horse-trading,
no party switching, no turn-
coats, no go slow on prose-
cuting the corrupt and crim-
inal politicians and no silly
concepts of majoritarianism
or minorityism. 
There is going to be no

minority-centred gover-
nance. It is also not difficult
to understand how many
secondary evils of the extant
political system in our coun-
try will get eliminated if we
were to incorporate the tenets
of the sacred scripture
Manusmriti in our polity
and governance. It may be
farfetched to expect that we
can carve out from the pre-
sent system something exact-
ly conforming to the above
utopian structure but even if
we incorporate therein one or
two important features like
party less democratic system
in our country, great benefit
can accrue to our gover-
nance.
In light of what is Stated
above, we certainly need to
reform our democratic sys-
tem which does not deliver

too well. Accordingly, we
look forward to the expect-
edly third term Modi
Government bringing about
wide constitutional, electoral
and bureaucratic reforms to
enable our nation to progress
by kangaroo leaps, which it is
capable of. Bharat is divine-
ly destined to become the
leading global nation-State of
the world while maintaining
its pristine stature as the
moral and spiritual trailblaz-
er of the world. This is so
because Bharat is the land of
saints, sages and seers who
have been the beacons for
humanity through the course
of its long and chequered his-
torical existence on this plan-
et.

(The author is a 
management consultant; 

views are personal)
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Governments, communities and
organisations per se are uniting to
tackle environmental challenges
like climate change, biodiversity loss
and renewable energy promotion.
For example, in Scandinavia, coun-
tries like Denmark have been lead-
ers in wind energy production,
investing heavily in offshore wind
farms and renewable energy infra-
structure. Denmark’s commitment
to sustainability has led to a signif-
icant reduction in carbon emissions
and reliance on fossil fuels.
Moreover, in Southeast Asia,
Singapore pioneers innovative
strategies to address river and ocean
waste, utilising advanced wastewater
treatment and strict plastic regula-
tions, effectively curbing marine
pollution. Meanwhile, Africa’s ‘Great
Green Wall’ initiative fights deser-
tification in the bio-geographical
Sahel region by planting trees and
promoting sustainable land man-
agement, revitalising degraded land-
scapes and fostering biodiversity.
Across Latin America, Costa Rica
exemplifies biodiversity conserva-
tion through national parks and
eco-tourism, fostering sustainable
development while preserving its
rich natural heritage, resulting in
both environmental protection and
economic prosperity. Some of these
diverse efforts demonstrate global
commitment to environmental
management, enhancing resilience
and also safeguarding ecosystems
for future generations.
India’s proactive stance towards
achieving the SDGs is evident
through multifaceted commitments
across sectors. Initiatives like the
‘National Solar Mission’ and ‘Jal
Jeevan Mission’, ‘National Health
Mission’, etc., highlight the resolve
to tackle environmental challenges.
India further aims to generate great
renewable energy capacity, empha-
sising reduced reliance on fossil
fuels. Water conservation programs
such as rainwater harvesting and the

‘Jal Jeevan Mission’ underscore
India’s dedication to ensuring water
security, aiming to provide piped
water supply to all households by
2024. This commitment is rein-
forced by experts like waterman,
Rajendra Singh and CEO of Centre
for Science and Environment,
Sunita Narain, who stress the
importance of renewable energy
and community-driven water con-
servation efforts.
Additionally, India’s sustainability
efforts extend to biodiversity con-
servation, rural development,
healthcare, education, waste man-
agement and gender equality, exem-
plified by schemes like MGNREGA
and Ayushman Bharat. Dr. Vandana
Shiva emphasises that sustainabili-
ty encompasses socio-economic
factors, with India’s inclusive poli-
cies striving to create a more equi-
table and resilient society through
integrated policymaking.
It may be noted that India initiat-
ed its climate action journey in
2009 by pledging to decrease emis-
sions intensity by 20-25 per cent by
2020, achieving a commendable 24
per cent reduction. Subsequently
aligning with the Paris Agreement,
India outlined its ‘Nationally
Determined Contributions’ in
2015, aiming for a 33-35 per cent
emissions intensity reduction by
2030. Additional goals include
enhancing non-fossil fuel energy
generation, expanding carbon sinks
and targeting ‘NET ZERO’ emis-
sions by 2070. National efforts are
reinforced by initiatives such as the
‘National Action Plan on Climate
Change’ and the ‘National
Adaptation Fund for Climate
Change’, focusing on renewable
energy, sustainable habitat and
adaptation strategies.
As per media reports, by April
2023, India had made substantial
progress toward 14 of the 33 SDGs,
with improvements in neonatal and
under-five mortality; sanitation

and electricity access. Challenges
like adolescent pregnancy, clean
cooking fuel and water facilities
persist. Legislative amendments
promoting renewable energy and
carbon credit trading, along with
initiatives such as the ‘Green
Hydrogen Mission’, highlight India’s
commitment to sustainability.
“Business Today” report of August
25, 2023, suggests that these efforts,
coupled with the implementation
of the ‘Sustainable Development
Goals National Indicator
Framework’, positioned India as a
global leader in sustainability, as
reflected in its ranking in the
‘Climate Change Performance
Index’, indicating promising future
progress.
India has implemented various
environmental conservation ini-
tiatives like the ‘Swachh Bharat
Mission’ ‘Namami Gange’, etc., along
with legislative measures such as the
‘Compensatory Afforestation Fund
Act’ and so on. The introduction of
the ‘Sustainable Development Goals
National Indicator Framework’ by
the National Statistics Office in 2023
signifies efforts to monitor progress.
However, despite advancements in
climate action, financing SDGs
remains a challenge. Proactive mea-
sures, integrating sustainability into
policymaking and engaging com-
munities are essential for achieving
the ambitious 2030 SDG targets
globally, ensuring equity and
resilience. The imperative for proac-
tive engagement by dedicated and
committed citizens, not only with-
in India but globally, underscores
the exigency of collective action.
Such involvement is paramount in
addressing contemporary chal-
lenges, necessitating concerted
efforts on a global scale. The choice
is ours — perish or preserve.

(The writer is Programme
Executive, Gandhi Smriti 

and Darshan Samiti; 
views are personal)

While the news of increasing
temperatures in the
Capital City of Delhi in the
coming weeks and months
hit the headlines, in a

resounding affirmation of the symbiotic
relationship between sustainability and
economic progress, President Dennis
Francis (heading the 78th session of the UN
General Assembly), recently in an exclusive
interview with PTI, unequivocally assert-
ed that the pursuit of sustainability stands
as the cornerstone of 21st-century develop-
ment endeavours. He also emphasised the
imperative of integrating sustainability
into the fabric of global advancement.
Dennis Francis is all set to inaugurate the
“Sustainability Week” at the United Nations
headquarters scheduled from April 15-19,
2024. Under the overarching theme of
“Paving the Way for a Sustainable Future,”
this landmark event will spotlight pivotal
sectors such as tourism, infrastructure
connectivity, transportation, energy and
debt, dedicating its discourse to the multi-
faceted dimensions of sustainability in
each domain.
In this PTI exclusive, President Francis out-
lines a strategic focus on key economic sec-
tors — tourism, transportation, infrastruc-
ture, energy and debt management — to
drive transformative sustainability. He
highlights challenges like climate change,
energy security and debt entrapment,
emphasising their nexus with poverty,
education, housing and national security.
Francis further underscores sustainability
as both a moral imperative and a catalyst
for equitable global progress, envisioning
judicious decisions in these realms as key
to profound shifts towards a sustainable
future.
During the upcoming ‘Sustainability Week’,
Dennis will host a series of high-level events
including debates on ‘debt sustainability’
and ‘socio-economic equality’; discussions
on ‘tourism and sustainable transport’, an
informal dialogue on ‘global resilience
through infrastructure connectivity’ and a
stocktaking session for the completion of
the ‘UN Decade of Sustainable Energy for
All’ - all aimed at advancing the implemen-
tation of SDG 7 for sustainable develop-
ment.
Dennis (in the interview) fervently pro-
motes the fusion of sustainability and eco-
nomic advancement, underscoring their
intrinsic interdependence for societal well-
being. He advocates for a transformative
approach toward sustainable lifestyles,
condemning antiquated resource exploita-
tion methods exacerbating climate instabil-
ity. He envisions a future where profitabil-
ity harmonises with environmental stew-
ardship, fostering equity and resilience.
‘Sustainability Week’ precedes the ‘Summit
of the Future,’ to instil sustainability as a col-
lective imperative for safeguarding resources
for posterity. He further emphasised the
pressing requirement to refocus endeavours
on the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), which saw a setback in target
achievement because of the COVID-19
pandemic and ongoing conflicts.
‘Sustainability Week’ aims to revive dedi-
cation to impactful measures, crucial for
reorienting the SDGs towards their intend-
ed trajectory.
Through collective action, the aim should
be to uplift communities, inspire hope and
advance the global agenda for sustainabil-
ity and equity. The need is to empower com-
munities, foster optimism and promote sus-
tainability and equity worldwide.
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