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War of attrition

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

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 suffered 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-
nificantly 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 difficult hilly terrain and have shown the
ability to win over some discontented sections of
the tribals, who are affected by the civil war.
After two decades of fighting 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 flawed campaigns
such as the Salwa Judum backfired. 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 ceasefire 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.

Pale green shoots

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

peak of $41.7 billion last month, marginally
lower than March 2023 and a tad higher
than February’s $41.4 billion figure. Imports fell
6% to $57.3 billion, taking the trade deficit 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 deficit, 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 effects
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 benefits 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 official 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 deficit 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.
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A world in disarray, a concern about the future

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 conflicts, have
neither the desire nor the understanding to try
and end the conflicts 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 inflict a decisive
defeat on Russia, and restore the immediate
post-1945 world order in Europe, finds 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 inflamed
opinions across the world, but more specifically
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 affairs 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
sufficient 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 influence
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 fiefdoms. Meantime,
the march of history and the progress of current
technologies threaten to confine 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
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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 battlefield 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’, inflicting
unpardonable casualties on the citizens of Gaza.
It now confronts a direct threat from Iran, which
has already fired 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 ‘infidels’ of different 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 offensive,
it has little to offer. Europe again has little
influence 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
specifically 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 efforts, 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 conflagration in
the Pacific.

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. Artificial 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 Artificial
Intelligence, to level the playing field. This
dimension needs to be better understood,
alongside the havoc being caused in the
battlefield 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
battlefield 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.

India’s nuanced approach in the South China Sea

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-a-vis the South China Sea. New Delhi’s
position on the South China Sea has changed
significantly 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.

l n March 2024, India’s External Affairs

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 signified 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, specifically the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS).
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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-Pacific region.
This policy evolution reflects 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-Pacific 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 efforts, 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 intensified 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 overflight — 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-Pacific, India can no longer shy away
from taking unambiguous positions on matters of
such critical importance. Its centrality in the
Indo-Pacific 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-Pacific strategy also makes it imperative for
India to buttress the ASEAN position, though
differences 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, reflects 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 reflects
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 effort to maintain
peace, stability, and respect for international law
in the Indo-Pacific region.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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.

improvement.

change can begin.

There are many areas
where the country needs

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

Reakor Shisha Kharkrang,
Laitmynsaw, Shillong, Meghalaya

The mind boggles at the
sheer scale of the giant

future.

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

The vote must be used
sagaciously to prevent a
further retreat from
secularism and a slide into
authoritarianism. There is a

need to protect the
Constitution and democracy
in India for us and future
generations.

G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

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

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

Corrections & Clarifications

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 offer vehicle-financial solutions. Hence, the headline should
have been “Bike Bazaar set to finance Montra E-3W.”

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

vote choice carefully.

Kiruba Arul,
Palayamkottai, Tamil Nadu

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the full postal
address and the full name or
the name with initials.
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Is the government justified in targeting terrorists outside the border?

PARLEY

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 justified
in targeting terrorists outside the border?
Rakesh Sood and Tara Kartha discuss the
question in a conversation moderated by
Suhasini Haidar. Edited excerpts:

-
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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

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 definition
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 difficult 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.

G

U.S. soil. AFP

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

different legal connotation to it. If we are to look
at this issue, we have to look at the differences
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 difference between the Pakistan and
Canada cases. You could argue that India is in a
state of continuous conflict 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 conflict 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 conflict, 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 justification or
credibility for a targeted killing.

Many would point out that the U.S. has

e

There are double standards when it comes to
transnational killings, but by and large, you
don’t carry out attacks in the territories of
what you call friendlies’.

TARA KARTHA

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
justification, 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 different. 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 reflection 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
reflect 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 affected 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 different.

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 reflect 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 reflect the totality of the relationship
between the two nations. One way to respond to
criticisms is to ignore them. But that is difficult
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
effective 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.
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To listen to the full interview
Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com

NOTEBOOK

The quiet heroes behind the
electoral bonds stories

Reporters who file daily stories, which are sometimes deemed

uninteresting, are the ones who make the big stories possible

Vignesh Radhakrishnan

n March 14, the Election Com-
0 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 first 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 find 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
identified 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 find 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

CM
K

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 filed 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 officers 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 filed
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 find 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 filing
the so-called run-of-the-mill stories. Re-
porters, through their everyday stories,
the first 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

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

Torrential rains in a desert city

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
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FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 19, 1974

Oil development fund
planned

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

B Pandu,

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 off-shore drilling
but was also trying to get locations in other
countries for oil exploration.

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

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO
Indian debate in Commons

A special cable to the “Bombay Chronicle” dated
London, April 17, says: Last night’s Indian debate
was a complete fiasco. 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.

APRIL 19, 1924
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Google fired employees
28 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 o

In percentage. Debt-saddled
telecom operator Vodafone

follow-on offering (FPO) opened to a
modest response. Of the 1,260 crore shares

Idea Ltd’s 318,000 crore

n offer, 331.24 crore was subscribed. p1i

in $ billion. The gaming
° industry body AIGF

illegal betting and gambling entities are
causing the national exchequer a loss of
$2.5 billion per annum. pmi

estimates that offshore

In percentage. Warming of the
planet by 3 degrees Celsius

according to the Nature Climate Change
journal. It also found that poorer, tropical
countries could see the worst effects. e

may cost up to 10% of GDP,

in percentage. Shares of Nestle India
3 declined amid reports that the

global FMCG major sold infant
products with more sugar content in South

Asian countries including India. pmi
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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

confidence? How do government policies affect private capital formation?

EXPLAINER

Prashanth Perumal

The story so far:
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
fixed 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 fixed 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,
fixed 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
fixed 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 significantly mostly after the economic
reforms of the late-1980s and the
early-1990s that improved private sector

confidence. 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 fixed capital formation.

The growth in private investment
lasted until the global financial 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

GETTY IMAGES

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 confidence that
there will be sufficient demand for their
output once they decide to invest in
building fixed 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 final 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 significant 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
affecting 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 fixed 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 officials, helping avoid
wasteful spending. Further, taxes
imposed to raise money for public
spending can be a significant drag on the
economy.
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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.
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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.

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

The story so far:

n 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
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

it »

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 fine
until recently when a little-known outfit
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 sufi, 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 officer,
found Sanskrit shlokas written on the
floor 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 flight of stairs.
On its floor, 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
filed 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 outfits 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
specific days for worship for both
communities. The same words were
quoted by the High Court recently while
ordering a survey of the place.
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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).
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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”.
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The Muslims claim no existing
place of worship was
demolished by Maula
Kamaluddin Chishti after
whom the mosque was named.
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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

Gopinath Rajendran

inema, in the form of
documentaries, short films,
feature films, 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
films since the days of World War I. In
India, films 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 fields
often crossover. The State has had five
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
films, such as Thyaga Bhoomi (1939) and
Mathru Bhoomi (1939), to penetrate the
minds of the masses before
Independence. They began using films
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 first
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 films like
Velaikari (1949), which was inspired by
Alexandre Dumas’ The Count of Monte
Cristo, Nallathambi (1949) which was
adapted from the Hollywood film Mr.
Deeds Goes to Town, and Or Iravu (1951).
The films 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 first
Tamil actor to dabble in politics. Not only
was he a close follower and confidante of
Anna, but his plays — which he continued
after turning into a film 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 first 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 films, it was
Karunanidhi’s writing in films 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

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

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 film
debut with Parasakthi (1952) — alongside
another actor-politician S.S. Rajendran —
penned by Karunanidhi, the film was so
politically charged that the then-ruling
State government demanded that the film
should be banned. However, the film,
which commented on the caste system,
went on to acquire a cult status. By then
many prolific 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 films 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 fields 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 film 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
affirmed 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 fielding
39 candidates in the 2024 elections.

Cinema as politics

While many actors took the political
plunge during and after their heyday
within the film industry, there were a slew
of actors/technicians who used the
medium to reflect 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 films in which he starred as
a comedian. It was also the underlying
theme for his directorial Muhammad bin
Tughlug (1971).

K. Balachander brought in a new wave
of films which were centred on social
themes and interpersonal relationships
mostly with a woman protagonist. His
film 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 film 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 films such as biopics
on yesteryear political leaders as well as
fictional takes such as Makkal Aatchi
(1995) and a slew of Shankar films on
social issues like Gentleman (1993), Indian
(1996), Mudhalvan, Anniyan (2005) and
Sivaji: The Boss (2007). Mani Ratnam,
apart from making films 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
film 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, filmmakers like Pa
Ranjith, Mari Selvaraj (with films such as
Pariyerum Perumal, Karnan and
Maamannan) and Vetrimaaran (Visaranai,
Asuran and Viduthalai) have introduced
Tamil film audiences to a new wave of
socio-political films that put anti-caste
themes in the front and centre of Tamil
cinema. Ranjith — whose directorials
include politically charged films like
Madras, Kaala and Natchathiram
Nagargiradhu — apart from also
producing such films, extends his social
work in various forms like the Neelam
Cultural Center and Vaanam Art Festival.
Apart from them, works of filmmakers
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 film
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 film 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.
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launched onboard Soviet rockets. launch date, a panel recommended A
Name them. three names for the satellite. One, of Visual question:
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QUESTION 3 Minister Indira Gandhi picked. Name source of X-rays. Aryabhata’s instruments were able to measure these
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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:
20| 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

50

+A0

+30¥

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

K. Subrahmanian

“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 figuratively, 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 different’.
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 different 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
difference 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
figuratively when one wants to refer to
insignificant differences.

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 first 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
different 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 officer appointed for
coronation days.”

Published in The Hindu on October 1, 1991.

Word of the day

Purloin:
make off with belongings of others

Synonyms: pinch, lift, sneak, pilfer

Usage: She must have purloined a purse for
the event.

Pronunciation: bit.ly/purloinpro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /p3:'loin/

Yy

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

BJP keen to emerge as a key force in the State

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.

P
v

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
haslostits identity by casting its lot with the
DMK, Seeman’s Naam Tamizhar Katchi
looks like it has miles to go before it becomes
aforce, 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 ATADMK
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
achurn 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 ATADMK, 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 playin 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.

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.

The BJP and the NRT

TCA Srinivasa Raghavan

amil Nadu will vote today
I inthe 2024 general
election. The talking point
for the last few months has been

the BJP’s assault on the Dravidian

citadel.

places. It has made us develop a
in both the North and in Tamil

hybrid Tamilian.

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

split personality. Being a minority

Nadu has also created a culturally

ANANT MERATHIA

tis awell-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 aunique 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 alot 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 asa
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
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NCLT not to blame

or IBC ‘delays’

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

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 alaw 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

It is often seen that
right from the very
admission stage of a
company into the
corporate insolvency
process, the proceedings
turn adversarial.

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.

Itis 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 partyissues 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 afinancial 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
tobe heard. Isit then easy for the NCLT
tobrush 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
efforts 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’

Address basic problems in insurance industry

Reforms in regulation must grapple with the core issues of pricing, transparency, accountability and poor penetration

L]
Srivatsan Ranganathan

he Insurance Regulatoryand
I 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 effective 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 IT and ITI for

VITAL. Product regulation

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 offer 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 isa
larger market penetration, how far
rationalising insurance cost and its risk
return trade off 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 factis
that insurance is always a
need/risk-based product more thana
profitable investment option. Unless
there is genuine change in approach, this
regulation will become like old wine ina
new bottle.

The writer is a chartered accountant

This is because of the Prime
Minister’s repeated forays there
and the energetic endeavours of a
young former police officer, K
Annamalai. Their immediate aim
istoincrease 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

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 siz”

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?
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Reiningin tax havens

This refers to ‘Are tax havens fading
into the sunset?’ (April 18). There has
been aspate 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 alegal 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),anabove-normal
monsoon predicted by IMDisa
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 toirrigation and,
therefore, depends on rains to grow
anumber 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 efficiencies 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
staff and assets and comply with
local security regulations. In washing
soap production, for instance, if the
target is high, sodaash isadded 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 efforts delivering

This refers to ‘CSRis carving outan
impact’ (April 18). From investing for
the sake of formality to making an

impact on the underprivileged
sections of the society, CSR efforts
have really come far in the last one
decade.

Having different 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.

Astudy 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
inaquarter where corporates can
share their experiences. Innovative
ideas can emerge during
brainstormingin such sessions.

Bal Govind

Noida
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Climate effect on crops

It’s taking a huge toll on output and productivity

—
Arvind Kapur

he effects of climate
T 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 towinter
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. Butin 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 affect 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
ataround 30 per cent are Basti
(35villages), 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
recentlyis the damage to wheat
crop caused by sudden increases
in temperature. The grain filling
process is affected, leading to
shrivelled grains and a reduction
inboth 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

el

RAINS. Changing pattern hurting

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 offers
asolution, whereacrop s
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 editingand
genetic modifications, new traits
canbe created in genotypes to
withstand biotic and abiotic
stresses caused by climate
change.

Rice cultivation in Punjab and
Haryana during the kharif season,
awater-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
pressingissues.

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)
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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 effort 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

RK RAGHAVAN

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
amulti-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 difficult 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 thata
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 aknife 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 offence. 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 off a few years ago
after he came to adverse notice fora
mentally disturbed condition and for his
latent propensity for violence. Hereis 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

medical .
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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

there is no concrete evidence of actual
participationina 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 baffles law enforcement
across nations.

Alone 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 alone offender 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

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.

persons. What was unique here was the
live streaming of the dastardly action on
Facebook by the offender 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.

REUTERS

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 playa
huge role in detecting deviance among
the youth under their care. Indifference
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 tobe a
menace. The problem could grow in
dimensions and intensity considering
the burgeoning violence and inequality
in our environs.

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

How data protection law impacts the health sector

Gautam KM
Ridhi Kalra

inalandmark decision in the Justice

KS Puttaswamy (Retd.) & Anr. vs
Union of India case, recognised the right
to privacy as afundamental right under
the Indian Constitution. Following this
judgment, the government proposed a
fewversions of the Personal Data
Protection Bill in Parliament before
passing the Digital Personal Data
Protection Act, 2023, making it the
official 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 Actin
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 datain the digital space, where

I n August 2017, the Supreme Court,

italsorecognised health dataasa
sensitive personal data,. However, a
need for robust overarchinglegislation
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 fiduciaryunder 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.

Asthe name of the Act suggests, this
law only protects the personal data
which is collected in a digital form or if
collected physicallyis 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 collecta
patient’s data in physical entry register

HEALTH DATA. No longer sensitive

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

The Actimposes on healthcare
providers an obligation to obtain an
accurate, informed consent from
patients backed by an affirmative 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 rightsin 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 officially 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 privacynotice
in the regional languages, if requested
by the data principal.

These provisions not onlyadd 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
morevigilant about their rights against
anyunauthorised processing of their
digital personal data.

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

Premiji; and Bollywood actress Aishwarya Rai, figure in a list of the world’s 100
most powerful and influential people compiled by the Time magazine.
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EASY NOT SO EASY

ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN

01. Accommodation designs 02. Vast water mass (5) 01. Designs made by those with home ownership in 02. ‘Will all great Neptune’s wash this blood Clean from
forapproval (7,5) 03. Riding seat (6) mind (7,5) my hand?” (Macbeth) (5)

08. Being cooked too long (8) 04. Number (6)
05. Mean (7)
06. Immediately (8,4)

07. Entanglement;

08. Bowler’s stint finished, too long on range perhaps (8) 03. Lumber one with a seat for the jockey (6)

09. Look narrow-eyed (4) 09. Member of Upper House will look short-sighted (4) 04. It is reached by nonagenarian in entering Tyne disaster (6)

11. Concerning 11. It’s about punishing the Pole in the Ring-o™-Bells (5) 05. Claim one’s years to be the mean (7)

punishment (5)

12. Orchestral kettledrums (7)
13. Irritate (4)

15. Engagement of gears (4)

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)

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

something adding to
difficulty (12)
10. Little devil (3)

07. Almost arrive with split lip: Tom has one on that makes it
worse (12)

15. Measured by denier, he gets upset with the manuscript (4)  10. Bundle of mischief taken from 12 (3)

19. Aerial (7) 14. Plant-destroying 19. Worker gets girl back and sticks up for air waves (7) 14. Destructive caterpillar socially to ignore lowest of
20. Arterial trunk from caterpillar (7) 20. Painting nothing inside, has a way for the blood to go (5) creatures (7)
heart (5) 16. Unit number (3) 22. One right to get negative back for club (4) 16. A person indefinite, singular as he may be (3)

22. Do laundrywork (4)
23. Curve: a conic section (8)
24. Coin-collectors (12)

17. Straw hat (6)
18. Continental sausage (6)
21. Perch for sleep (5)

23.Roba pal, a turn-out that’s not straight (8) 17. Hat affording craft passage (6)

24.Sam must sit in discomfort while they make coins their
study (12)

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)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2420

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
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Trustin elections

Faith in EVMs should be restored and maintained

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

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.

Snatching decline from

thejaws of growth

If enforced, the law of Standing Orders will bureaucratise

India's most dynamicsector
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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-

I ndia’s information technology (IT) capital has been
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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 powet, this has consequences

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

K P KRISHNAN

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 acompound
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.
Itis difficult for Indian I'T/I'TeS establishments to main-
tain their global competitiveness if workers refuse to
take calls from teammates abroad or customers abroad.
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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. I'T/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 I'T/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
issospecial about I'T/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.

Thewriter is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac Centrefor
Public Policy and a former civil servant

Strategy in Israel-Iran escalatory ladder

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 miissiles, 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 alarge 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

T he latest escalation between Israel and Iran

HARSH V PANT &
KARTIK BOMMAKANTI

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 akey
reason why the Iranian missile-plus-

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.

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
hasalso 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.

Thewriters are, respectively, vice-president for studies and
foreign policy, and senior fellow, national security and
defence, Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi

Researcher in the hot seat

BOOK REVIEW

CHINTAN GIRISH MODI

id you know that when Soumya
D Swaminathan, director-general

ofthe Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR), was invited tojoin the
leadership team at the World Health
Organization (WHO) in Geneva in 2017,
shewasso reluctant toleave herjob that
shetold JPNadda — Union Minister of
Health and Family Welfare at the time
— “Mujhe mat bhejiye (please do not
send me)”? He asked hertotake upthe
invitation as it was an honour for India.

She wanted tostay backin

order tolook after her mother, who
had dementia, and support her
children through their graduate and
postgraduate education, but her father

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

Thisis one ofthe numerous
captivating anecdotes sprinkled
throughoutjournalist Anuradha
Mascarenhas’sbook At the Wheel of
Research, awell-researched and
engaging biography of Dr Swaminathan
who became the inaugural chief
scientistatthe WHO and served the
global health agency during the Covid-
19 pandemic. At first, she was taken
abackthat Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus, a former Ethiopian health
and foreign affairs minister whom she
had met at a World Tuberculosis Day
eventin Delhi, and the first director-
general of WHO from Africa, wanted her
tojoininthe capacity ofa deputy
director-general for programmes.

DrSwaminathan’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 toopen up about her life
for thisbook, she was initially
reluctant. “Idid not believe that there
was anything extraordinary or
particularly exciting about my life.
Whatwould 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 Tuberculosisin Chennai
and the secretary of the Department of
Health Research (Ministry of Health &

Family Welfare). While the book
focuseson her stint with the WHO, it
alsofillsusinon her contributionto
tuberculosis prevention, tribal health,
and de-stigmatisation of HIV and AIDS.
DrSwaminathan’srole as the chief
scientistat WHO was created nine
monthsbefore the Covid-19 outbreak.

of how challenging it was “tobein the
hotseat” but she was abletorisetothe
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
pointsout that India usually nominates
officers from the Indian Administrative
Service for posts in international
organisations, and several candidates
were being considered, but the WHO

Itevolvedto chiefwas
encompass AT THE WHEEL OF adamant about
“leadership RESEARCH getting Dr
coordination Author: Anuradha Swaminathan for
(internaland Mascarenhas thejob.
external), strategy, . Fortunately,
building consensus, Publisher: thisbook does
firefighting, and Bloomsbury not portray heras
beingoneofthe . asuperwoman. It
main WHO Pages: 176 keepsthingsreal.
communicators Price: 3599 The world of
doing press global diplomacy
conferences, was new to her,

interviews with...Indianand
international media outlets,
beingactive on social media...
and taking on tasks that needed
multidisciplinary expertise.”

With this book, we get a glimpse

and she had to tread cautiously while
addressing various stakeholders who
were stubborn about the language tobe
used inimportant documents.

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

memoir Resolved: Uniting Nationsin A
Divided World (2022), this biography
shows us how power dynamics operate
ininternational organisations. It
recalls, for instance, the time when Dr
Swaminathan was part of discussions
onatreaty around “implementation of
aframework 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
boystorespect the knowledge, skills
and vision that their female colleagues
bringto the workplace.

The reviewer is an independent journalist and
educator based in Mumbai. He is
@chintanwriting on Instagram and X
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{ OUR TAKE }
Political carnival,
fest of democracy

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

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 itselfas 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.
Itis this noise that makes Indian democracy a deeply
engaging and energetic enterprise.

No more Himalayan
blunders, please

he government’s insistence on ill-suited projects in
Tthe 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.

{ BEYOND THE BYTE }
Rajdeep Sardesai

A referendum on
Modi’s leadership

The 2024 general
elections is fought in
the name of the Prime
Minister, for or against

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
areferendum 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 facade
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.

Itis 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-

The BJP is now a Modi-centric election machine REUTERS

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

In TN, a BJP challenge
to Dravidian inheritance

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
in1967. 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-

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 ATADMK 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

Amrith

farist governance focussed on the Lal

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 ATADMK 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
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A year’s worth of rain fell in a day
in UAE, highlighting the urgent need

for assistance. We request the external |7
affairs ministry to urgently ensure a

mechanism to support Indians

How ECI intends to
push voter turnout

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-
outin 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 ata

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

s

Akshay
pathetic 45%. Together, these constit- Rout

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 similarty 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
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Election symbols: Silent
messaging has abigrole

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

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 canread the names of people in the fray. In
many cases, that will be the only cue needed for
avote 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 inrecent elections marked by the rise
ofthe Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), given that
many electors see a vote for the ruling party
as avote 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,” isits 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 asickle, 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.

LIVEMINT.COM

[t's time for company boards to
create technology committees

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

are, respectively, co-founder of the non-

profit Medici Institute, and a board advisor,

coach and publisher.

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 therise. These panels often have
blended duties, however, with strategy,
innovation orrisk 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 thata

director who attends a weekend busi-
ness-school session on Al 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 thata
regular part of board conversation. This

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, Al 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
hasaboard-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
thatinclude at least one or two mem-
bers who bring experience in a number
of related domains. Their mandate
should be to determine how technology
isimpacting 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
focusis fundamental to the heavy lifting
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While there are a few instances of
tech committees being set up by
boards, theidea needs to be
adopted by companies across
industries, given the enhanced
role that technology is playing.

Such panels need aclearly
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.
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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 androle, 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
toinclude 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
agood 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
outa specific mandate to act as the eyes
and ears of the board on issues like Al,
cyberrisk and data regulation. More
than any other committee, a tech panel
must watch out for what’s coming.

JUST A TROTQAT

Productivity is never
an accident. It is always
the result of a commitment
to excellence, intelligent
planning, and focused effort.

PAUL J. MEYER

Why Europe is losing the productivity race to America

BARRY EICHENGREEN

is professor of economics at
the University of California,
Berkeley, and the author, most
recently, of ‘In Defense of
Public Debt

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, hasbeen
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.
Afterall, America surely can’t run massive
budget deficits and live beyond its means
indefinitely.

But while strong spending stimulus can
trigger rapid output and employment
growth, itisnot 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 itis hard to deny
that tight labour markets also play arole.

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

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
toboost 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-
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Productivity in the US has
outperformed thatin Europe.
Heavy US fiscal stimulus after

covidis often cited asareason,
butit's unclear how government
spending can lift work efficiency.

Aluseis also too nascent,
although tight EU rules could
restrictits growth. As Europe

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

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.’

Anditisnotasif 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, fearingjob 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 Al
applications.

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

READ

ident Vladimir Putin and his energy-price
shock. The US, being self-sufficient in
energy, hasnot 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 aset 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
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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

is former executive director at the International
Monetary Fund, former part-time member of
the Prime Minister's Economic Advisory
Council and author of the forthcoming book,
‘How We Vote!

eginning today, General Election 2024

isareality, 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 arecord 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-
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phe to befall India ever—worse than World War I
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? Ifyou believe
that to be the real reason, then,
asthey say in New York, [ 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
oflabour 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
PLFSresults. Given the country’s size, thishasa
sizeable impact [on] the global aggregates,”
(shorturl.at/elst5)
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Itis 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 alonger 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 alabour report
itreleased recently.

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. Thisis 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, thisis 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.

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

Its carmakers would not be served well by protectionist measures

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
climate change and energy.

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 torethink 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.

Carsare a contention. Automobiles are
Germany’s biggest export, and one where
the EUsstill hasasslight surplus with China.
Volkswagen, BMW and Mercedes-Benz
sell about a third of their carsin China, and
the trade relationship is crucial—the Asian
country isalucrative end-market for high-
end European-made autos, and alow-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, norisitin
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

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz could aim

to de-escalate trade tensions REUTERS
counterpart Ola Killenius told the Finan-
cial Timeslast month. Importsneed “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
leapfrogitsslowstartin EVs througha€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-makerin which it
boughta 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 XiJinping, 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 Orbéan, that’s
probably the last location you’d choose if
you wanted to convince Brussels that your
industrial policy wasn’ta 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 toattract 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 amore fruitful approach. Capitalists
shouldn’tretreat 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

Use a standardized framework to track air pollution

RONAK SUTARIA

is founder and chief executive
officer of Respirer Living
Sciences.

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 thisreport is a combi-
nation of readings from regulatory air-qual-
ity monitors and low-cost sensors. While
thisapproach 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,
isbased on asingle location, and Gurugram’s
17thrank 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.

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 amore nuanced ranking would factor in
levels of NO2, 03 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 citiesis sourced from only one govern-
ment-owned CAAQMS. Relying on asingle
monitor to check an entire city’s air quality
hasmany challenges, the biggest being that
the reading may not be sufficiently repre-
sentative and could give us a biased impres-
sion. About 10 locationsincluded in the list
(such as Morar and Banposh) do not qualify

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 levelsis essential not just
forrankingreliability, 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 39.934.4 crore
budget is allocated by
data from manual air
quality monitors. These
offer a “minimum 104
measurementsinayear,
ataparticularsite, taken
twice aweek 24 hourly at
uniform intervals.”
Alongside these, NCAP
cities run CAAQMSs,
which cost around
$20,000 to monitor each
pollutant, thus cumula-
tively costing asmuch as
$200,000 forall notified
air pollutants.
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Arecent global ranking report
featured 83 Indian cities among
the world's 100 most polluted
but alarge number of them can't
be said to have statistically sound
air quality monitoring systems.

Arobust system that offers us
reliable datais crucial not just to
be sure of how cities are faring
against pollutants, butalso to
guide allocations under the
National Clean Air Programme.

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, sothat thedataisina
format that allows foruse
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 anotherinde-
pendent agency that

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 dataindependent 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 Indianeed 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
adoptingajudicious mix of all three systems.
This would allow it to create acomprehen-
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.
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OPENING UP

New FDI regime fits with India’s growing stature as space-faring
nation. Market freedom requires regulatory oversight

HE GOVERNMENT MAY have timed the notification of its liberalised foreign

direct investment (FDI) rules with the visit of US tech mogul Elon Musk next

week. But the policy, approved by the Union Cabinet in February, is also of a

piece with its drive to position India as a space power. It allows 74 per cent
FDIunder the automatic route for satellite manufacturing and data products, 49 per cent
for launch vehicles and spaceports, and up to 100 per cent for manufacturing compo-
nents required by the sector. The liberalised regime fits in with the changing profile of
the country’s space programme. Largely known in the past for excellent communication
and weather-related satellites, India’s stock as a space-faring nation has gone up glob-
ally since the launch of Chandrayaan last year and the setting up of the solar laboratory
in January. ISRO also has plans to send astronauts into space next year. These missions
signal the expanding capacities of the premier space agency. But in recent years, private
companies have also made their presence felt in the arena. In 2022, for instance, Skyroot
Aerospace, a Hyderabad-based exploration start-up, launched India’s first privately built
and designed rocket from ISRO’s Satish Dhawan Space Centre. Space missions have so
far been, by and large, driven by the thrust of successive governments on self-reliance. The
new policy sends the welcome signal that the Centre today recognises the significance
of collaborations in a field that is capital and technology-intensive.

India’s share of the global space economy is between 2 and 3 per cent. The government
has plans to increase it to more than 10 per cent by 2030. According to the Indian National
Space Promotion and Authorisation Centre (IN-SPACe), an autonomous agency of the
Department of Science, this scale-up will require an investment of $22 billion in the next
10 years. The Space Policy introduced in April last year recognised this need. It redefined
ISRO’s role and tasked the agency with research and development. The policy also recog-
nised the private sector as an important stakeholder. Relaxing entry barriers for FDI is a
continuation of the thrust on capturing a large share of the global space economy. It also
provides regulatory clarity. Take, for instance, the provision relating to spaceports.
Currently, ISRO operates the spaceports in the country. By allowing 49 per cent FDI in the
segment, the government seems to be signalling its intent to make the ecosystem more
enabling for private companies.

Space technology remains crucial to the welfare objectives of the government, in-
cluding those related to agriculture and global warming mitigation. It cannot also be
delinked from national security objectives. It’s clear that the ISRO-dominated ecosystem
is now a thing of the past. India’s space economy now needs the right balance of regula-
tory oversight and market freedom. A liberal FDI regime is the first step.

RIGHTS AND WRONGS

Centre’s committee to examine issues of queer community is
welcome. It must hold wide-ranging panels, focus on equity

IVEN THE TENOR of conservatism that has generally guided its views on

LGBTQIA+ rights, including its opposition to the legalisation of same-sex

marriage in the country, the Centre’s notification of a committee “to exam-

ine the various issues relating to the queer community”, honouring its under-
taking to the Supreme Court (SC) in October last year, is welcome. Chaired by the Cabinet
Secretary, the mandate of the six-member committee is to ensure that the systemic dis-
crimination and violence faced by the community in accessing social welfare schemes
and services is mitigated. The work that lies ahead is arduous. The panel will need to con-
sult widely with LGBTQIA+ rights groups and other experts to draw up a roadmap for a
more equitable society.

Initslandmark 3:2 judgment last year that stopped short of granting constitutional va-
lidity to same sex marriage, SC had shifted the onus on to the legislature to ensure that
protective safeguards are woven into the framework of rights and that “a bouquet of en-
titlements which flow from an abiding relationship of this kind” is recognised. The enti-
tlements iterated by the apex court included the right to be treated as a family for bank-
ing and medical purposes, jail visitations and last rites, among others. The Court also
mentioned “legal consequences such as succession rights, maintenance, financial bene-
fits such as under the Income Tax Act 1961, rights flowing from employment such as gra-
tuity and family pension and insurance”.

The reading down of the provisions of Article 377 by the SC stands out as a seminal
moment but the progress on queer rights in the country has been chequered at the best
of times. Legislative intentions have often appeared to be out of sync with ground reali-
ties — a survey conducted by Pew Research between June 2022 and September 2023, for
instance, showed that 53 per cent adults were in favour of legalising same-sex marriages.
It is also telling that the community’s rights barely feature as election issues. This year,
only the Congress manifesto speaks of a “law to recognise civil unions between couples
belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community” and the CPI(M)’s of “legal recognition and pro-
tection to same-sex couples similar to marriage-‘civil union’/’same-sex partnerships.
The BJP has promised insurance coverage to transgender individuals under the Ayushman
Bharat scheme and wider access to Garima Grehs. These are progressive aspirations, but
they remain in the tentativeness of the future. The immediate work ahead of the Centre’s
panel is to seize the momentum set in motion by the apex court and to assure the com-
munity that their concerns will be heard — and addressed.

A CYCLE FOR TARUN

A nine-year-old lost a bike and gained a talisman.
Thank you, Delhi Police

ERHAPS, FOR MANY better-off kids today, the good life is all about video games,

digital learning and a yearning for social media. Aspiration might mean be-

coming an influencer, and freedom, unrestricted access to the internet. For

nine-year-old Tarun, though — like so many others before him — his cycle was
a talisman. It meant more time: Instead of changing two buses and wasting over half an
hour to get to his school from Aryapura in North Delhi, he could confidently zip through
lanes and roads in 15 minutes. It was also a desire fulfilled: A hand-me-down, gifted to
him by a friend when he saw Tarun'’s fascination with the bike. Then, last week, it was
stolen. His parents, both factory workers, couldn’t afford a replacement.

Achild’sfirst cycle is a curious thing, a bit like the first car for gearheads. It is something
to own, yes. But it is also a means to a wider world, the first taste of freedom and empow-
erment. It’s also something to take care of, and be responsible for. Perhaps that’s why, ata
loss a week after the theft, Tarun walked up to a policeman and told him of his suffering.

Police in India can be intimidating, their lathi something to fear. And for all the talk of
“community policing”, the khaki vardi can be something to fear for the poor. The police, for
their part, work in a system that gives them little autonomy, training and resources to ad-
dress the major crimes and many injustices they witness on a daily basis. Ram Manohar
Mishra, SHO of the Subzi Mandi police station, though, saw something he could fix and im-
mediately bought Tarun a new cycle. Tarun, now, will not be late for school. For him, the
uniform will mean benevolence and decency. And for Sub-Inspector Mishra and his col-
leagues, the sight of a boy on his bicycle can be the talisman that represents a job well done.
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WOoRDLY WISE
ALL CIVILISATIONS BECOME EITHER
SPACEFARING OR EXTINCT.
— CARL SAGAN

Clash of aspirations

India’s demographic dividend could hurt if its youth

cannot be employed in jobs that meet their ambitions

AMARTYA LAHIRI

INDIAISTODAY at an inflexion point. During
the current century, the country has experi-
enced a couple of decades of economic
growth rates that have been significantly
greater than the growth rates in the first four
decades post-independence. This accelera-
tion of growth, combined with rapidly
changing geopolitical realities, has suddenly
positioned India in the eyes of itself and parts
of the Western world as an economic and po-
litical counterweight to China. This view
hopes that India will become a key driver of
the world economy in the coming three
decades. Will it?

There are headwinds to India’s ambitions.
The first and biggest issue facing the coun-
try is its employment situation. The typical
Indian is very young, with the median age
being around 28 years. Moreover, India hasa
very low dependency ratio, with 100 work-
ers for every 40 dependents (those who are
too young or too old to be working). India’s
low dependency ratio, the young age of its
workers, and the anticipated addition of
around 10 million new workers annually for
the next couple of decades is often described
as India’s demographic dividend or boon.

India’s demographic dividend is, how-
ever, a double-edged sword. On the one
hand, it presents the country with a short
window during which it will have a huge
supply of young workers and human capi-
tal. On the other hand, it presents the coun-
try with a severe challenge in matching these
workers to productive jobs. The labour mar-
ket matching process is a challenging exer-
cise in any country, leave alone one adding
massive numbers of workers to an enormous
labour pool.

An additional complication to this labour
market matching challenge is the ongoing
transformation of India’s economy from pri-
marily agrarian to more non-agrarian. This
presents two challenges: First, people’s skills
need to change in order to successfully tran-
sit from the agricultural sector to either man-
ufacturing or services. Second, these transi-
tions often require workers to also change
location, since non-agricultural employment
opportunities tend to be in urban centers far

India’s demographic
dividend is, however, a
double-edged sword. On the
one hand, it presents the
country with a short window
during which it will have a
huge supply of young
workers and human capital.
On the other hand, it
presents the country with a
severe challenge in matching
these workers to productive
jobs. The labour market
matching process is a
challenging exercise in any
country, leave alone one
adding massive numbers of
workers to an enormous
labour pool.

from rural India. Since migration is costly,
both monetarily and socially, imperfections
in the process can act like a massive hand-
brake for the economy.

The signs suggest that the labour mar-
ket is currently failing in its task. The indica-
tions of this failure can be found in many
places. The overall unemployment rate of
8 per cent (according to the 30-day moving
average figure from the CMIE) is just one of
them. A recent ILO report is even more dis-
concerting, It reports searingly high unem-
ployment rates of graduates (29 per cent),
and of those with secondary or higher ed-
ucation (18 per cent). Indeed, CMIE esti-
mates the overall unemployment rate of
20-24 years to be 44 per cent. These are ter-
rible statistics at an absolute level, even
without getting into questions regarding
the quality of the jobs that are on offer for
those lucky enough to find them. What is
holding up the Indian labour market?

One problem is the smallness of firms in
India, both in terms of employment and rev-
enue. Indian firms tend to be smaller, grow
more slowly, and are less productive than
firms not just in the industrial West but also
other emerging economies like China and
Mexico. The lack of size and the associated
low productivity of firms in India limit their
demand for workers. A second problem is
the skill deficit in India. Firms, especially in
the white-collar service sector, often com-
plaint about not finding workers with the
requisite skills. This is a problem of the edu-
cation system in India. The annual ASER re-
ports have been indicating a general prob-
lem with student learning for a while. These
issues are now beginning to have effects on
the labour market. If firms can’t find work-
ers with the required skills, they just do not
hire. In the white-collar segment of the
labour market this shows up as extremely
high unemployment rates of workers with
graduate and/or high-school degrees.

The unfolding labour market situationin
India is perhaps best described as a clash of
aspirations. On one side we have a plethora
of entrepreneurs and firms with very lim-
ited aspirations to grow. There are some

firms, like Shahi exports which employ
around 1,20,000 people, that become large
and start competing in export markets. But
those are exceptions. The rest choose to re-
main small even though it restricts their abil-
ity to compete with larger and more nimble
competitors from Vietnam, China and
Bangladesh. Some of this is possibly due to
the tax or regulatory policy environment.
However, a possibly equally important con-
tributor is a lack of ambition with small en-
trepreneurs seemingly satisfied with their
current limited scale.

On the other side of the market is a big
pool of workers whose numbers are swelling
by 10 million a year. These young workers are
typically more educated than their parents,
have high school or college degrees, and have
lofty aspirations from the labour market.
Moreover, their aspirations are being fed by
the relentless messaging of the macroeco-
nomic success of India in terms of markers
like its aggregate GDP. These unleashed aspi-
rations are unlikely to be satisfied by gig-
worker jobs with all their attendant insecuri-
ties. Any solution to the unfolding labour
market crisis will require private manufac-
turing firms to scale up their ambitions. A self-
sustaining way to achieve that would be to
incentivise exports. Available evidence sug-
gests that firms that export tend to be larger
and more productive. On the other hand,
firms that produce only for the domestic mar-
ket tend to be smaller and unproductive.
Clearly, domestic market protection only in-
centivises these small and unproductive firms
with all the attendant negative effects on the
labour market. An export reorientation is
likely to change the entrepreneurial mindset.

The unfolding clash of aspirations of
workers and entrepreneurs in India has the
potential to convert India’s demographic div-
idend into a demographic curse if the coun-
try cannot find ways of employing its young
workers in jobs that meet their aspirations.
Dealing with the issue should be at the top of
the agenda of the next government.

The writer is Royal Bank Research Professor
of Economics, University of British Columbia

SPEAKING FOR 'THE CHILDREN

Kusum Jain fought legal battles to make education system accountable

KRISHNA KUMAR

WITH THE PASSING away of Kusum Jain re-
cently, Delhi has lost a fighter for children.
She chose her own fight path and stayed true
toits direction. Troubled by the many injus-
tices that school children suffer in our sys-
tem, she founded an organisation called the
Parents Forum for Meaningful Education
(PFME).In the initial years, she assumed that
the forum’s voice would reach the power
structures that shape children’s fate during
their school years. She soon realised that
pleas for reform in the architecture of power
need power to translate ideas into reality.
What power could Kusum Jain wield?

To seek justice for school children, she ap-
proached the courts. Her fight was never
easy. In case after case, it was clear that lay-
ers of fear and secrecy prevented any open
challenge to the use of physical force for dis-
ciplining children. The first layer is the child’s
fear, the second is that of the parents. What
happened in the classroom or the principal’s
office is something no child wants to reveal
athome. When you are small, you are afraid
that adults at home will blame you for pro-
voking the teacher. And then, finding wit-
nesses who will testify to acts of violence or
humiliation meted out at school is difficult.

I remember Kusum asking parents to
stand by their children. But even in cases
where the child’s body carried the marks of
physical punishment, parents were reluctant
to pursue a complaint simply because they
didn’t want to antagonise the school. Even
more difficult were cases where the punish-

In case after case, it was clear
that layers of fear and secrecy
prevented any open challenge
to the use of physical force for
disciplining children. The
first layer is the child’s fear,
the second is that of the
parents. What happened in
the classroom or the
principal’s office is something
no child wants to reveal at
home. When you are small,
you are afraid that adults at
home will blame you for
provoking the teacher.

ment consisted of humiliation leaving the
child psychologically injured.

In amajor case, PFME succeeded in chal-
lenging the existing rule that permitted cor-
poral punishment. The Delhi High Court
struck down the rule, opening the legal path
for the implementation of the UN
Convention of the Rights of the Child and the
constitutional provisions that defend the
child’s need for dignified treatment. Kusum
was, of course, aware that legal victories have
to be supplemented by reforms in teacher
training and school administration.

Every news item of harassment of chil-
dren troubled Kusum as a personal matter.
She has died, but her angry voice will always
resonate in my ears, representing the civic
conscience hurt by the violent treatment of
school children.

Exams constitute another domain of dark
secrecy. Boards resemble Kafka'’s castle. Bye-
laws permit the regime of confidentiality at
every step in the conduct of exams. Between
the setting of question papers to the evalua-
tion of answer sheets and the declaration of
results, the examination system is steeped
inalegalised culture of secrecy. Children are
scared of facing the Boards, not just because
teachers and parents use the fear of failure
or poor marks as means to motivate hard
work. The fear has deeper roots — in the feel-
ing that if an answer sheet is unjustly
marked, no one will ever see it.

Kusum Jain took on this hardened system
and challenged the bye-laws that justify the

lack of transparency and rectification in cases
of unfair marking. In this difficult terrain too,
she strode with firm resolve, spending hun-
dreds of hours preparing grounds for legal
battles against a frozen system and its defen-
dants. Her aim was to secure the student’s
right to inspect the answer sheet after eval-
uation. She had partial success, opening the
way for aray or two of light to shine through
the dark castle.

Afew years ago, she was injured when a
car parked inside a court’s premises drove
off without looking. Even while she was re-
covering, Kusum was working on plans to
make her Forum reach out to a wider orbit
of awareness and struggle. At times, |
wondered what motivated her to stay
so steadfast to a cause that most people
give up after their children have finished
school education.

In the annual calendar of our education
system, there are two seasons when parents
get worked up — at the time of admission
and then, at the end of the session during the
final exam. When a child has successfully ne-
gotiated the Boards, the average parent bids
farewell to the dream of systemic reform.
Kusum Jain lived that dream day and night,
in health and sickness. Her feisty spirit and
modest demeanour will remain a treasured,
inspiring memory.

The writer is former director,
National Council of Educational
Research and Training
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DeruUTY CM RESIGNS

THE MAHARASHTRA DEPUTY Chief Minister
Ramrao Adik resigned from the cabinet af-
ter submitting his papers to Chief Minister
Vasantdada Patil. He also conveyed this to
the Congress (I) high command. He had
taken the decision only to avoid embarrass-
ment to “my leader”, Prime Minister Indira
Gandbhi, he said and averred that he would
always remain loyal to her and to the
Congress (I).

CHANDIGARH CURFEW
THE UNION TERRITORY of Chandigarh was

epaper.tndianexpress.mm.. .

put under night curfew as a precautionary
measure. The curfew, imposed at 6pm,
would be lifted at 7am the next day. It fol-
lows scattered incidents of violence and ar-
son during the funeral procession of Hindu
Suraksha Samiti leader, Inder Pal Gupta, who
was killed by extremists. Two Chandigarh
Roadways buses were set on fire and a num-
ber of vehicles were damaged.

PAX-PUNJAB LINKS

HOME MINISTER P C Sethi told the Lok Sabha
that the government had been receiving re-
ports for some time that Punjab extremists
had links with Pakistan. There was also evi-

dence of smuggling of arms from Pakistan
across the border. He said that while the gov-
ernment was prepared to resume talks with
the Akalis, it would take firm steps to deal
with the terrorists.

FIRING AT RIOTERS

THE POLICE FIRED at hundreds of riotous
workers at the Naraina Joha mandi near Patel
Nagar. No one was injured in the firing but 11
policemen and four workers were reportedly
injured in the three hours of violence. The po-
lice arrested 287 workers on charges like at-
tempt to murder, rioting, assault on public
servant duty and under the Delhi Police Act.
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A battle of ideas

In BJP and Congress poll promises, two different visions for the Indian state

HirAL AHMED

THERE ARE TWO ways to read the mani-
festos of the BJP and Congress. One could
simply adopt a checklist method to cata-
logue the issues, promises and resolves. This
interpretation is useful to find out what is
pronounced as a considerable agenda and
what is deliberately overlooked to maintain
ambiguity and confusion.

For instance, economic growth and
welfare packages for the concerned seg-
ments of society are highlighted by both
parties to assert a positive, future-oriented
agenda. Yet, controversial issues such as
CAA and NRC are conveniently sidelined.
Even the BJP, which has presented the CAA
as an important political achievement, re-
mains very careful in placing this issue as
a future promise. The party manifesto says,
“We have taken the historic step of enact-
ing the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)
and will implement it to confer citizenship
to all eligible persons.” The Congress man-
ifesto, similarly, does not touch upon
the question of citizenship, and for that
matter, CAA.

Using another possible mode to read
these manifestos, one can evaluate these
party documents as a valuable political
source to understand the proposed outline
for the future Indian state, instead of debat-
ing the listed items and omitted promises.
For this purpose, we should revisit the three
fundamental constitutional concerns — so-
cial justice, economic equality, and reli-
gious-cultural pluralism — to make sense
of frequently used terms like Viksit Bharat
2047, Atmanirbhar Bharat, Nyay, and de-
fending the Constitution.

The BJP’s Sankalp Patra (which s officially
released as Modi ki Guarantee — 2024) re-
volves around the figure of the Prime
Minister. Every poll promise is presented as
Modi ki Guarantee simply to make it more
personal and appealing. The Sankalp Patra
has two main components — a report card
on the performance of the government and
a set of guarantees.

A close reading of this document makes it
clear that the Modi government is committed
towhatl call the charitable state — a state that
envisages welfarism as official generosity,
while facilitating the open market economy as
the driving force for infrastructure develop-
ment. This charitable state model is invoked
to justify popular schemes such as PM Garib
Kalyan Anna Yojana, PM Jan Dhan Account,
Ayushman Bharat, PM Awas Yojana, and the
Jal Jeevan Mission. These schemes are intro-
duced to us not merely as achievements, but
alsoas possible policy tools to address the sub-
stantial economic questions related toincome
inequalities and class-based disparity. That is
why the Sankalp Patra lists programmes and
policies separately for garib (poor) and mid-
dle-class families. This economic classification
goes well with the basic premise of the chari-
table state. The welfare schemes are linked to
economic distress, especially at the bottom
level of society, while infrastructural develop-
ment is proposed to satisfy the middle-classes.

The charitable state model is also used
to accommodate conventional social jus-
tice categories — OBC, SC and ST. It is stri-
dently argued that BJP is committed to so-
cial justice-based representation at every
level. The manifesto highlights the fact that
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60 per cent of ministers in the present gov-
ernment belong to OBC, SC and ST commu-
nities. Itis proposed that the party will con-
stitute “district level committees to ensure
that welfare schemes reach the lowest
level”. Adequate representation in this com-
mittee for SC, ST and OBC communities is
also promised.

The Sankalp Patra, it seems, is very care-
ful about the notion of religious-cultural
pluralism. It talks about temple-centric
schemes and plans, tribal heritage and even
the concerns of linguistically inferior
groups. Yet, there is nothing on religious mi-
norities and India’s multi-religious culture
and heritage. The famous slogan “Sab ka
Saath, Sab ka Vikas” is invoked to make a
case for inclusivity in future Viksit Bharat.
This inclusivity, however, is defined in a
highly restricted manner.

The Congress party’s manifesto (Nyay
Patra) seems to pose a serious challenge to the
charitable state model. It underlines the three
goals of Congress’s Nav Sankalp Economic
Policy — work, wealth, and welfare. These
three themes are invoked not merely to refute
the programmes and policies introduced by
the Narendra Modi regime but to offer a con-
structive resolve for the future.

Economic inequality is the central
theme of the Nyay Patra. It says, “The peo-
ple of India are divided in economic terms.
There is a small class of the veryrich, a sub-
stantial middle class, a large segment of
people above the poverty line but not yet
the middle class, and nearly 22 crore people
who are poor.” This class division of Indian
society is seen as one of the reasons behind
economic inequalities and social injustice.

Reiterating the party’s commitment to
an open economy, the manifesto makes a
rather radical proposal. It says that economic
growth should be driven by the private sec-
tor, which must be complemented by a

Using another possible mode
to read these manifestos, one
can evaluate these party
documents as a valuable
political source to
understand the proposed
outline for the future Indian
state, instead

of debating the listed items
and omitted promises. For
this purpose, we should
revisit the three fundamental
constitutional concerns

— social justice, economic
equality, and religious-
cultural pluralism — to
make sense of frequently
used terms like Viksit Bharat
2047, Atmanirbhar Bharat,
Nyay, and defending

the Constitution.
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“strong and viable public sector”. The pri-
vate sector, in this schema, is not envisaged
as a self-regulating economic entity. The
Nyay Patra claims that Congress is opposed
to monopolies and crony capitalism. The
party will ensure that no company or indi-
vidual is given undue economic advantage.

The inequality question is further ex-
panded to propose a new framework for so-
cial justice. The Nyay Patra highlights the
need for a nation-wide Socio-Economic and
Caste Census to enumerate the castes and
sub-castes and their socio-economic con-
ditions for a meaningful policy of affirma-
tive action. It further proposes that the party
will raise the 50 per cent cap on reserva-
tions for SC, ST and OBC; and at the same
time, the “EWS reservation will be imple-
mented for all castes and communities”.

The Nyay Patra is particularly concerned
about growing intolerance. It invokes plural-
istic values and constitutional principles as
its foundational commitments. It emphasises
the need to accommodate all sections of
Indian society, including religious and linguis-
tic minorities, to reclaim unity in diversity in
the real sense of the term. The relative back-
wardness and marginalisation of minorities
are given adequate attention to establish a
link between cultural pluralism and social
justice. In other words, a new conception of
the state is proposed, which does not want to
deviate from the dominant economic con-
sensus in favour of market-driven economic
reforms. Yet, it is equally devoted to ensuring
economic democracy and social justice.

It will be too early to predict the political
outcomes of these manifestos. Nevertheless,
aninteresting battle of political ideas has al-
ready begun, which will shape the future tra-
jectories of our democracy.

The writer is associate professor,
CSDS, New Delhi

Helping the young vote

Today’s youth care about issues, yet are reluctant to vote — a gap that must be bridged

AMEETA MULLA WATTAL

THE LARGEST DEMOCRACY in the world is
voting in the 18th Lok Sabha elections ON
Friday. According to the Election
Commission of India, less than 40 per cent
of voters between the age of 18 and 19 have
registered for the 2024 elections across the
country. This is concerning,.

Why are the youngest eligible voters
hesitant to exercise their franchise? The
lowest rates of enrollment are in Delhi,
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. Why are we not
able to engage this demographic, consider-
ing that the states mentioned have large
youth populations?

Many among our young feel that politi-
cians and political parties do not advocate
agendas that appeal to them. They do not
have faith in a top-down approach, partic-
ularly in a political process. There is no
guidebook that can easily sort out dilem-
mas in a world of ambiguous interpreta-
tions and incomplete awareness of what a
real political system should be.

In school, even in the senior-most
classes, reflection and analysis get little en-
couragement, leaving young people unable
to understand the impact of their decisions,
particularly when they vote for the first
time. No one teaches them the realities that
give meaning to their choices, nor are they

taught to connect with the multiple
processes and relationships outside them-
selves, which will help to clarify their vision.

In India, every fifth person is between
10 and 19 years of age. A young vote mat-
ters, his or her voice matters. When the bal-
lot is cast, the little mark on the index finger
shows that the country matters.

When our young vote, they take part in
something that is much bigger than any one
person. We must orient the youth to believe
that there are very few actions more influ-
ential than voting, and their decision will
impact their lives in a myriad ways.

Before they go out to vote, they must
be sensitised towards issues that affect
them locally and nationally and make
informed choices.

Participation in elections is a key free-
dom. Those who don’t vote should realise
that there will be trouble as democracy will
not realise its potential. Good governments
come into place only when the whole coun-
try votes together.

When politicians chase votes, the young
coming out of schools are often ignored. If
issues that affect young adults, like subsi-
dies in tuition fees in higher education, bet-
ter quality livelihoods and health care, are
not spotlighted during campaigns, the in-

terest in voting declines.

Gen Z has been stereotyped as uncaring,
apathetic and lazy. As an educator, my in-
teractions with students has led me to be-
lieve that they do care — they are passion-
ate about social action, they volunteer in
greater numbers than any generation be-
fore them. Never before have there been so
many youth protests, revivals and pressure
groups that have effected change.

This is a generation which has wit-
nessed societal unrest, and whose lives have
been complicated and shaped by the pan-
demic and climate change.

Young people are constantly consum-
ing information and can access anything
through social media. Political memes are
defining their choices. They tend to cam-
paign online. Considering they are a digital
generation, it is ludicrous that voting is not
online. It's unrealistic to expect young peo-
ple to queue up to tick the ballot boxes. Over
90 per cent of them use the internet at least
five times in a week. If voting is allowed on-
line, a greater number are likely to vote. If
bank transactions can be made secure, so
can online voting.

The problem is that the young don’t
know how to gauge the difference between
political parties, one reason being that

youth-centred agendas are limited. The ed-
ucation system doesn’t orient them to un-
derstand the who and why of voting. The
young today are unable to draw lessons in
political behaviour from society.

Today’s youth are full of new ideas, they
are more connected than previous genera-
tions. Boundaries in their personal lives
have become blurred due to technology.
Activism has become aligned with all that
they think and do. They participate more
than any other age group in innumerable
causes. During discussions in progressive
schools, what has emerged is that students
believe that they need to stand up for them-
selves, the environment, the marginalised,
LGBTQIA+ rights, justice for minorities, and
access to education. Each of them has a
voice that can turn society on its head; it’s
about feeling responsible, passionate, and
empowered to use it.

To the young voters of today: Please cast
your ballots, because there are tools that
give you a voice that is louder than that of
any other generation in history.

The writer is Chairperson and Executive
Director Education, Innovations and
Training, DLF Schools and Scholarship
Programmes
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Teachers... cannot be chastised for exercising their rights to profess their ideological
interests. Ministry must first come up with clear guidelines on what constitutes
partisan politics. A failure to do so might end up turning the sanitisation campaign

into a tool for a powerful few to punish [them]...”

— THEKATHMANDU POST

India’s 4P
model

Political leadership, public financing, partnerships
and people’s participation have helped India
achieve success in national programmes

=g/

PARAMESWARAN IYER

ATTHE WORLD Bank-IMF spring meetings
this week in Washington DC, a particular
event came to my attention: a ministerial-
level consultation to follow up on the 2023
Paris Pact for People and the Planet (4P),
which seeks,among other objectives, to en-
sure that no country should have to choose
between fighting poverty and fighting for
the planet. I was reminded of an earlier 4P
formulation that came out of the Mahatma
Gandhi International Sanitation
Conference (MGISC) held in Delhi in
October 2018. At this event, co-hosted by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres and
attended by Ministers of Health and
Sanitation from 55 countries around
the world, a different but related set of
4Ps were declared as India’s formula for
achieving developmental results on
the ground. These were — political leader-
ship, public financing, partnerships and
people’s participation.

The 4Ps from the Delhi declaration were
key lessons emerging from Prime Minister
Modi’s transformational programme, the
Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM), which
aimed at eliminating open defecation and
improving the quality of life for over 550
million Indians, particularly women and
girls, through a mass movement or jan an-
dolan of behaviour change, and through the
provision of over 100 million toilets.
International recognition of India’s sub-
stantial contribution to the achieverent of
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)
number 6 (water and sanitation) led to
Prime Minister Modi being awarded the
Global Goalkeeper award at New York in
September 2019 for the progress India had
made in improving sanitation.

For the World Bank, now with the new
vision of “a world free of poverty on a liv-
able planet”, it is important to learn from
India’s 4Ps since they are directly relevant
to the successful implementation of large-
scale transformational programmes,
whether they are aimed at poverty-allevi-
ation or address global public goods like
climate change and pandemics. Let us
examine why:.

The first P (political leadership) is per-
haps the fulcrum of driving change and im-
pacton the ground. It took a leader like PM
Modi to boldly announce to the world at
his inaugural Independence Day speech on
August 15,2014, that the time had come to
squarely tackle the hitherto impossible
challenge of open defecationinIndia-and
restore dignity, health and security to com-
munities, especially women and girls. The
declaration of the goal to achieve a clean
India was followed by the creation of insti-
tutional and financing mechanisms to im-
plement this massive programme in a fed-
eral context. The PM also closely monitored

the progress of the SBM on the ground, in-
cluding by the use of technology.

The second P (public financing) is a di-
rect follow-up to the first, through a high-
level policy decision to finance the imple-
mentation of sanitation — a public good —
across the country. In a context where
scarce public resources had to be deployed
for national developmental priorities, it
took a discerning leadership to appreciate
that investment in sanitation influenced
both poverty reduction and led to an im-
provement in the quality of life for India’s
population. As a result, the Indian govern-
ment, Centre and state, invested as much
as $20 billion on sanitation. Many of the
Health and Sanitation Ministers at the
MGISC had personally told me that they
were keen to go back to their countries and
initiate SBM-type sanitation programmes
(Nigeria, in fact, soon launched the Clean
Nigeria programme) but had one request
of us. Could PM Modi talk to their presi-
dents and prime ministers and influence
them to invest in sanitation like India had?

The third P(partnerships) was also crit-
ical. The SBM was never implemented asa
sarkari programme but in partnership with
international bodies such as the World
Bank, Unicef, the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, non-governmental organisa-
tions, community-based organisations,
state and district administrations, local
bodies, panchayats, school children across
the country, and with the strong support
of media and sports stars. Partnerships
were key and led to the creation of a na-
tional team Swachh Bharat. The one bonus
was that we had a communicator-in-chief,
the PM himself.

The fourth P (people’s participation) be-
came the hallmark of the SBM, which had
captured the imagination of the nation.
Each of the six lakh villages in India decided
to take it upon itself to become open defe-
cation free. Rural communities took mat-
ters into their own hands and engaged in
mass movements to encourage all house-
holds to build toilets and use them. Women
and girls went from being beneficiaries of
the programme to leaders in their own
right,and many led jan andolans to declare
their villages open defecation free. The
fourth P was also critical for ensuring the
sustainability of the programme — unless
communities took matters into their own
hands and owned and implemented it, the
outcomes would not stick.

The 4 Ps have successfully been applied
to other national programmes in India, in-
cluding LIFE (Lifestyle for the
Environment), the Jal Jeevan Mission and
many more. Today, as the world is renew-
ing its focus on the achievement of the
SDGs, and the World Bank is working with
countries to help them address global chal-
lenges, including climate change, pan-
demics, fragility, water and energy access
and food security, the relevance of India’s
4Ps, especially the first one - political lead-
ership — as demonstrated by Prime
Minister Modi — has never been greater.

The writer is India’s Executive Director to
the World Bank and former Secretary,
Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation
and CEO NITI Aayog. Views are personal

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

VOTERS’ DILEMMA

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The
Mahayuti’s dilemma’ (IE, April 18). The
inability of the top leadership of Shiv
Sena and NCP to manage internal dissen-
sion led the BJP to play “smart politics”
and form a government with the sup-
portof dissenters. It seems opportunism
has dictated the moves of all other par-
ties in Maharashtra. Uddhav Thackeray
ditched the BJP toride to power with the
help of Congress. Congress is now with
the communal SS. NCP(SP), SS (UT) and
Congress ruled the state after fighting
eachotherin the assembly poll. Thereal
dilemma is now of the voters: Whether,
and whom to vote for.

Y G Chouksey, Pune

A FAIR VERDICT

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Correcting
wrong, laying a path’ (IE, April 18). The
SCobserved thatits previous verdict had
caused a “grave miscarriage of justice” to
a public utility, which was saddled with
an exorbitant liability. The verdict vindi-
cates the existence of the Court’s cura-
tive jurisdiction and flags a possible con-
flict between finality in litigation and the
need for substantive justice. While the
DMRC invoked the arbitration clause,
DAMEPL halted operations in June 2013
and handed over the line to the DMRC.
The outcome only underscores the im-
portance of arbitrators sitting on appeal
getting both fact and law right.

S SPaul, Nadia

SWISS DIPLOMACY

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘A trusted
mediator’ (IE, April 18). Due to its diplo-
matic mediation and facilitation efforts,
Switzerland has played a part in resolv-
ing many international conflicts. In re-
cent years, it has regularly offered its
“Good Offices” to parties in conflict and
hasbeeninvolved in as many as 30 nego-
tiations in over 20 countries. As far as
peace in Ukraine is concerned, the Swiss
Peace Conference may not produce the
“Geneva Accords”. However, the partic-
ipation of several G7 and third-world
countries could mount diplomatic pres-
sure on the Russian administration and
eventually lead the parties out of the war.

Arjun Singh, Jaipur

TWO-FOLD SOLUTION

THISREFERS TO the article, ‘Moving past
bonds’ (IE, 17 April). This article has been
able to bring home deficiencies in the
current policy on Electoral Bonds, which
was further validated by the Supreme
Court of India. One of the proposals, on
the creation of the National Election
Fund (NEF), is the need of the hour. It re-
quires a reliable methodology for distri-
bution to various political parties and can
goalong way in curbing corruption and
the use of black money during election.
Through this, any government in power
can come out clean and companies can
contribute by availing tax benefits and
receive a clean chit in the process.

CGH Khan, Gwalior
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Report flags sweetened Nestlé products: how added sugar harms babies

RISHIKA SINGH & ANONNA DUTT
NEW DELHI, APRIL 18

NESTLE’S PRODUCTS for babies sold in India
and other Asian, Latin American, and African
countries have significant added sugar, while
those same products sold in Europe or UK do
not, areport by the Swiss investigative organ-
isation Public Eye and the nonprofit Inter-
national Baby Food Action Network has said.
Nestlé is the world’s biggest packaged
food company and, according to Public Eye,
controls 20% of the baby food market, valued
at nearly $70 billion. The report said that in
India, all 15 products of Nestlé’s Cerelac
brand, meant for babies of ages 6 months and
older, contained on average 2.7 grams of

"EVERYDAY [}

added sugar per serving. The sugar content
was declared on the packaging in India.

A spokesperson for Nestlé India said “re-
duction of added sugarsis a priority”,and “over
the past five years, we have already reduced
added sugars by up to 30%”. The spokesperson
said compliance with food safety guidelines
“is an essential characteristic of Nestlé India
and we will never compromise on that”.

The food safety regulator, Food Safety and
Standards Authority of India (FSSAI), did not
comment on the report. However, govern-
ment officials said the lab reports of the sam-
ples from India will be sought, which will
then be examined by the FSSAI’s subject ex-
pert committee.

What are added sugars?

HOW TOSPOT A-POWERED POLITICAL
DISINFORMATIONIN POLL SEASON

ANKITA KISHOR DESHKAR
NAGPUR, APRIL 18

THE first phase of voting for the Lok
Sabha elections is on Friday. Over the
past few weeks, there has been a deluge
of disinformation and manipulated me-
dia online.

Two videos of actor Aamir Khan went
viral this week. Both were manipulated
versions of a promo for Khan’s popular
TV show, Satyameyv Jayate. In one, Khan
appears to be explicitly supporting the
Congress party, while in the other, he is
seen speaking about nyay (justice) — a
key Congress talking point in recent years,
and the title of its manifesto (Nyay Patra
or ‘Document [for] Justice’)

Recently, actor Ranveer Singh too was
a victim of deepfake technology, when a
manipulated video of him criticising
Prime Minister Narendra Modi on the is-
sues of unemployment and inflation was
widely shared. In the original clip, how-
ever, Ranveer was actually praising the
prime minister.

Here is how these deepfake videos are
made — and how you can spot them.

Voice swap technology

itisaar.ai,an Al detection tool developed
in collaboration with IIT Jodhpur, shows
that these videos were generated using
‘voice swap’ technology.

Asthe name suggests, this refersto the
process of using an Al algorithm to either
alter or mimic an individual’s voice. The
technology also allows the creators to
change the characteristics of a voice, such
asaccent, tone, pitch, and speech patterns
to make the videos more realistic.

Currently, there are several easy-to-
use Al voice swap tools available for free.
The creator has to simply upload or
record the audio sample that she wants to
replace, and then customise the settings
to make the uploaded sample sound as
realistic as possible.

Spotting deepfakes

While it is not easy to spot well-pro-
duced deepfakes, here are some tips to
keep in mind while scrolling through so-

A manipulated version of this
original Satyamev Jayate video has
appeared online YouTube screengrab

cial media, especially during election time.

VERIFY SOURCES: Be cautious of au-
dio or video content from unfamiliar
sources, especially if it seems controver-
sial or sensational. Verify the authenticity
of any suspicious post by cross-referenc-
ing with reliable sources, and trustwor-
thy media organisations.

LISTEN FOR ANOMALIES: Deepfake
audio may exhibit subtle anomalies, such
as the voice’s unnatural tenor, slightly ro-
botic speech, and irregular pauses. Listen
closely for these telltale signs of manipu-
lated or synthetic speech.

SCRUTINISE VISUAL CONTENT:
Deepfake audio is often accompanied by
manipulated visual content, such as al-
tered video footage. Check both audio
and visuals elements for any discrepan-
cies or inconsistencies. For instance, if
lips do not move in sync with the
speech, the video you are seeing may be
manipulated.

STAY INFORMED: Staying updated
about day-to-day news and events is key
to recognising the risks associated with
deepfakes. Itis harder to fool people who
have general awareness of what is hap-
pening around them.

USE Al VOICE DETECTORS: A few
Al detectors, such as Optic’s ‘Al or Not’ are
available to be used for free. You can up-
load any suspicious audio or video onto
such detectors, which will tell you the au-
thenticity of any content.
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Sugar occurs naturally in some foods.
According to the American Heart Association
(AHA), sugaris “found in milk (lactose) and fruit
(fructose) [and ] any product that contains milk
(such as yogurt, milk or cream) or fruit (fresh,
dried) contains some natural sugars”.

Added or free sugars are sweetening
agents that are added to processed foods and
beverages. Added sugars can “include natu-
ral sugars such as white sugar, brown sugar,
and honey, as well as other caloric sweeten-
ers that are chemically manufactured (such
as high fructose corn syrup),” the AHA says.

Added sugars are considered to be more
harmful than naturally occurring sugars
found in fruits and milk.

Why are added sugars especially

harmful for babies?

The World Health Organisation (WHO)ad-
vises against the introduction of added sugars
before the age of 2. The introduction of added
sugarin baby foods can contribute to the devel-
opment of addictive eating habits and a pref-
erence for sweet tastes from an early age.

“Exposure to excessive sugar can lead to
weight gain, obesity and an increased risk of
developing chronic diseases such as type 2 di-
abetes, heart disease, and certain cancers later
in life. Additionally, high sugar consumption
in infancy has been associated with an in-
creased risk of dental caries (tooth decay)and
poor nutrientintake, as sugary foods often dis-
place more nutritious optionsinachild’s diet,”
Dr Richa Chaturvedi, an endocrinologist at
Indraprastha Apollo Hospitals, New Delhi, said.

Dr Arun Gupta of the Breastfeeding
Promotion Network of India (BPNI), which
was the India partner for the report, said,
“When you add sugars to baby formula food,
babies are much more likely to drink it up
because of the pleasing taste. With happy
parents purchasing the products, it boosts
the bottomline of companies. And they can
get by because the regulations are weak.”

How much sugar is too much?

In 2015, the WHO called on countries to
reduce free sugar intake in children and adults
to 10% of their total energy intake. It also made
a conditional recommendation of cutting it
to 5% or 25 grams per day. The recommenda-
tion did not apply to natural sugars.

A UNICEF-supported study from
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December 2023 found that 44% of the 1,600
infant cereals, snacks, and ready-to-eat meals
marketed at young children in Southeast Asia
included added sugars and sweeteners.

What do Indian guidelines say?

The Indian regulation that prescribes
standards for infant nutrition does not pre-
scribe any upper limit for added sugars. It
gives the requirements for various macronu-
trients such as proteins, fats, and carbohy-
drates, and micronutrients such as vitamins
C,and D, iron, and zinc.

The regulations allow for the use of corn
syrup and maltin cereal-based infant food. It
also allows the use of sucrose and fructose as
a carbohydrate source, provided it makes up
less than 20% of the carbohydrates in the food.

Anti-Maoist ops status check

The April 16 operation marks the successful entry of security forces into the Maoist-controlled forests of
Abujhmad. Chhattisgarh is the only state where Maoists retain the capability to mount major attacks

JAYPRAKASH S NAIDU
RAIPUR, APRIL 18

ATLEAST 29 alleged Maoists were killed ina
gunfight with security forces in the forests
of southern Chhattisgarh’s Kanker district on
Tuesday, exactly 10 days before the district
goes to polls in the upcoming Lok Sabha elec-
tions on April 26.

The operation is the largest (in terms of
bodies recovered) since the creation of
Chhattisgarhin 2000, and among the biggest
successes for security forces in their decades-
long fight against left-wing extremism
(LWE). (See table alongside)

Pushing into ‘unknown hills’

The operation saw security forces push
deep into the Maoist stronghold of
Abujhmad (literally, “the unknown hills”) —
a4,000 sq km swathe of forest land in south-
ern Chhattisgarh’s Bastar region, mainly cov-
ering the districts of Narayanpur, Bijapur, and
Dantewada, just south of Kanker. Only a
small part of the forest falls in Kanker.

The difficult terrain, absence of roads, and
presence of LWE has meant that 90% of
Abujhmad, bigger in terms of area than Goa,
remains unsurveyed by the government.
These jungles are, thus, used both as safe
havens and transit corridors by Maoists to
travel between Maharashtra (to the west),
Andhra Pradesh (to the south), Telangana(to
the southwest), and Odisha (to the east) via
Chhattisgarh’s Sukma district.

Those who were killed

Sources in the Chhattisgarh police told
The Indian Express that the CPI Maoists’
Partapur Area Committee (PAC) may have
been wiped out in the operation. Over the
years, the PAC has been accused of carrying
out several deadly attacks, including the
killing of a BSF jawan in an improvised ex-
plosive device (IED) blast during the
Chhattisgarh Assembly elections last year.

But those killed may also have been a part
of the Jan Militia (People’s Militia) — local
tribals who provide logistical and other sup-
port to Maoist fighters — sources said, citing
the area in which the encounter took place,
and the cache of crude country-made
weapons recovered.

“The People’s Liberation Guerilla Army
(PLGA), the well-armed core of CPI Maoist’s
military strength, does not operate much in
Kanker, and is concentrated on South Bastar
instead. But training camps are held for the
Jan Militia between February and June, when
security forces conduct their Tactical
Counter-Offensive Campaign (TCOC),” a sen-
ior official said.
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LWE in Chhattisgarh

Chhatisgarh is the only state in which
Maoists continue to have a significant pres-
ence, and retain the capability to mount big
attacks. According to the Ministry of Home
Affairs (MHA) website, there are 70 LWE-af-
fected districts in the country. Of these, 15
are in Chhattisgarh alone. Of the 25 “Most
LWE affected Districts”, seven are in
Chhattisgarh, while eight are in Jharkhand.

According to data presented by the govern-
ment in Parliament, between 2018 and 2022,
there were 1,132 “violent incidents perpetrated
by Left Wing Extremists” in which 168 secu-
rity force personnel and 335 civilians lost their
lives. This accounts for 70-90% of deaths, and
over a third of all violence due to LWE.

In the same period security forces have
also killed 328 Maoist cadres, in over 400
planned operations.

The government’s ‘final push’

Chhattisgarh, and to a lesser extent
Jharkhand, is a part of the government’s “fi-
nal push” against LWE. This has seen central
forces such as CRPF setting up bases deeper
inside Maoist strongholds such as the jun-
gles of Abujhmad. In the past few years, more
than two dozen bases have been set up in

Near Kunder, Ashrampara villages, Sukma
Near Khammam, Jagargunda, Sukma
Near Pesalpad forests, Sukma

Aipenta, Marimalla hills, Bijapur

Timenar forests, Dantewada 8

Source: Chhattisgarh government

Abujhmad, with Kanker’s Rowghat jungles
too seeing new camps.

After the BJP came to power in
Chhattisgarh last year, a few new police
camps have been set up on the two main en-
try points to Abujhmad — from Kanker in the
north, and Narayanpur in the east. The po-
lice have also crossed the Kotri river, a tribu-
tary of the Indravati-Godavari, and estab-
lished a new base camp in Abujhmad.

An official, speaking on the condition of
anonymity, told The Indian Express that it is
this that made the operation possible.

Two of Bastar’s biggest encounters
against Maoists since 2006 have taken place
this month. Before the one in Kanker, 13 al-
leged Maoists were killed in Bijapur district
on April 1. A total 79 alleged Maoists have
been killed so far this year. For perspective,
65 alleged Maoists were killed in all of 2019.

Union Home Minister Amit Shah, during
an election rally in Chhattisgarh last Sunday,
promised to “end Naxalismin three years” if
the BJP is voted to power for a third term.

That being said, Maoists still control signif-
icant territory, and retain the capability to
launch big attacks. Sundarraj P, Inspector
General of Police, Bastar Range, said that im-
provised explosive devices (or IEDs) remain a
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major threat to security forces. To avoid major
casualties, Maoists have adopted a strategy of
working only in small action teams of the kind
that hacked to death a Chhattisgarh Armed
Force (CAF) commander in Bijapurin February.

Concerns over rights violations

The government’s push has also seen hu-
man rights activists and families of slain al-
leged Maoists mount accusations of fake en-
counters against security forces. In February,
wives of three men killed in an encounter,
along with other locals, marched to a police
station in Kanker claiming that the deceased
were innocent villagers.

After the killing of 13 alleged Maoists on
April 1, lawyer and activist Bela Bhatia had
alleged that the encounter was fake.

Kawasi Lakma, a former Congress minis-
ter and six-time MLA from Konta in Sukma
district, had told The Indian Express in an in-
terview: “When we (Congress) were in
power, except the Silger incident (May 2022),
where three tribals were killed, no other in-
cident occurred. There have been 10 inci-
dents of police firing since the BJP took over
four months ago. Today, even ordinary trib-
als who may be going to the market or a fair
are seen as Naxals by the government.”

Cost and benefit: Israel’s expensive defence against aerial threats

ARJUN SENGUPTA
NEW DELHI,APRIL 18

ISRAEL HAS claimed that 99% of the more
than 300 missiles and drones launched by
Iran on April 13 were intercepted — a “signif-
icant strategic success”, as Israel Defense
Forces (IDF) spokesperson Rear Adm Daniel
Hagari said. However, this success came ata
significant economic cost, which will recur
in the event of more or bigger Iranian attacks.

Iran’s barrage, Israel’s defence

According to the IDF, Iran launched 120
ballistic missiles, 30 cruise missiles, and
around 170 UAVs (Unmanned Aerial
Vehicles), out of which only a few ballistic
missiles got through Israel’s defences,
which comprise multiple systems such as
the Iron Dome, Arrow interceptors, Patriot
missiles, and advanced fighter jets.

These systems, operated by the IDFand
Israel’s allies such as the United States, the
United Kingdom, and France, are designed

for specific threats and are integrated to
work in tandem.

Forinstance, the US-developed Arrowisa
family of anti-ballistic missile interceptors
which can hit intermediate range ballistic
missiles either within (Arrow 2) or beyond
(Arrow 3) the Earth’s atmosphere. The Iron
Dome, on the other hand, shoots down short-
range rockets, UAVs, and other small aircraft.

The asymmetry in costs

Israel’s remarkably capable air defence
system is also very expensive, especially
when compared to the targets it seeks to
shoot down.

Thus, while each of the Russian-made
Katyusha rockets that Hamas and
Hezbollah routinely fire into Israel are esti-
mated to costabout $300, each of the Tamir
missiles that the Iron Dome uses to inter-
cept them costs between $20,000-
$100,000, according to a report by the Air &
Space Forces Magazine.

Add to this the fact that multiple Tamirs
may be fired at each incoming projectile to

ensure success, and the cost of interception
balloons.

Yehoshua Kalisky, a researcher at the Tel
Aviv-based think tank Institute for National
Security Studies, told The Wall Street Journal
thatIsrael spent more than 2.1 billion Israeli
shekels (more than $550 million) to repel
the Iranian barrage over just a few hours.
The Israel-based news website Ynet News
estimated the cost at double that — more
than $1 billion.

“If we're talking about bal-
listic missiles that need to be
brought down with an Arrow
system, cruise missiles that

GLOBAL

By contrast, an Iranian ballistic missile
is estimated to cost around $100,000, and
its Shahed drones $20,000-$50,000 each,
according to reports by The Guardian.
Experts have calculated the cost of the at-
tack for Iran at $100-$200 million — per-
haps five to 10 times less than what Israel
spent to repel it.

Needed: cheap interceptors

The Washington Post reported that the US
estimates Iran’s stockpile to
contain at least 3,000 ballistic
missiles and hundreds of
launchers —which means that

need to be brought down
with other missiles,and UAVs, which we ac-
tually bring down mainly with airplanes —
then add up the costs — $3.5 million for an
Arrow missile, $1 million for a David’s Sling,
such and such costs for airplanes... [we get]
an order of magnitude of 4-5 billion shekels
(more than $1.3 billion),” Brig Gen Reem
Aminoach, aformer financial adviser to the
IDF chief of staff, told Ynet News.

if not deterred, Tehran already
has the capacity to carry out an attack like
the one on Saturday at least 10 times over.
Repelling these potential attacks will en-
tail a huge drain on Israel’s finances, and
could stretch the missile production capa-
bilities of the country and its allies. Experts
have noted that industrial specialisation
and the stress on quality of defence equip-
ment has meant that it could take two years
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or more to deliver orders for some Western
air-defence interceptors.

This problem has been in evidence in
Ukraine. According to The Wall Street
Journal, over the past two years, Russia has
fired more than 2,000 missiles and 5,500
[ranian Shahed drones at Ukraine, cashing
in on falling Ukrainian interception rates as
the country runs out of Western supplied
missiles.

Tom Karako, director of the Missile
Defense Project at the Washington DC-based
Center for Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS) told The Washington Post that “the
number of munitions it took to repel the [re-
cent Iranian] attack was enormous, costly
and could be difficult to replicate”.

Chrise Brose, chief strategy officer at the
American defence technology company
Anduril Industries, told reporters: “You can’t
kill cheap drones if you don’t have cheap in-
terceptors.”

A potential future solution
Toaddress the asymmetry in costs, coun-

tries are now testing a different form of air de-
fence, based on microwave and laser beams,
which could, in theory, fire indefinitely as long
as their power source is intact. Once in mass
production, they will also be much cheaper
than currently available systems.

In January, the UK military tested a new
laser weapon dubbed ‘DragonFire’. This ex-
perimental system was developed for about
$40 million, and consumes energy worth
only $13 to down a drone, the UK govern-
ment has said.

“This type of cutting-edge weaponry
has the potential to revolutionise the bat-
tlespace by reducing the reliance on expen-
sive ammunition, while also lowering the
risk of collateral damage,” UK defence sec-
retary Grant Shapps said in January.

Several other countries, including India,
are said to be developing their own such
weapons. However, this technology is not
battle-tested, and questions have been
raised regarding their effective range. They
also require a steady source of energy on
the battlefield.
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Shift course, push demand

BJP’s election manifesto is prudent, but the right policy is to
encourage resource spread, without stretching fiscal limits

HE PRUDENCE IN the Bharatiya Janata Party’s 2024 election

manifesto is striking as it shows the evolving maturity of the

partyafterbeingin power foradecade.Intherun-uptothe 2014

elections, the party had not only promised substantive shifts in
the country's policy paradigm, internal political dynamics and the world-
view, but was also specific about the targets: A “strong” rupee, reducing
import dependence on oil to 65%, bringing back “every penny” of black
money stashed abroad, 20 million jobs every year, doubling of farmers'
income,and so forth.Adecadelater, these have proven to be difficult,being
inmanyways driven by externalities.The rupee’s relative value against the
US dollar, or its real effective exchange rate, for example, is significantly a
function of variables like (global) inflation and interest rates.

Therealisation of this may haveled to the current restraint,as much as
therich experience gathered inadministration.To be fair,notwithstand-
ingtherhetoricat the hustings,the Modi government has neverbeen fis-
cally extravagant.It managed tolimit the consumption booster even dur-
ing the strenuous period of the pandemic to an affordable level, by boldly
defying the global trend of much larger fiscal handouts.While the Centre's
budgetary capital spending has increased above trend in the immediate
aftermath of the pandemic, a corresponding reduction in capex by cen-
tral public sector enterprises and state governments ensured that even
this wasn’t at the cost of the fiscal consolidation. Whatever monetary or
in-kind concessions the government gives out, notably free ration to a
mammoth pool of 810 million people,have been targeted and efficacious.

Of course, the BJP manifesto bears the imprint of the ruling dispensa-
tion’s political convictions.The pledges towork towards ‘One Nation,One
Election, and implement the Uniform Civil Code are reflective of the
regime’s resolve to complete its unfinished agenda. The economic impli-
cations of these contentious moves need to be gauged.That said,continu-
ityand fiscal responsibility are the hallmarks of the BJP manifesto,in sharp
contrast to largesse offered to the electorate in the Congress’ Nyay Patra.
Bounties such asincome transfer of ¥1 lakh/annum to eachwomanin the
(still-to-be-defined)“vulnerable/poor families”would cement the entitle-
ment culture.These could draw the country’s public finance and thelarger
economy into a vicious vortex, which would not be easy to escape. Such
concessions would require substantial additional resource mobilisation
(like hefty newtaxes) that could further undermine the aggregate demand,
when the economy is struggling to win its spurs.

However, the (unspecified) “next-generation reforms” that the BJP says
willundertake,if voted back to power,must also include certain course cor-
rection. It must be recognised that more even distribution of financial and
otherresourcesis needed for the growth of both the economy’s productive
capacity, and the government’s fiscal capacity. Reasonably speaking, the
global economy can’t be expected to provide a higher level of support for
India’s growth over the next few years given its prolonged crisis-handling
mode.Domesticdemand creation has greater relevance now,which requires
solid support to the informal economy, without endangering the fisc.Also
needed are policiesaimed at rapid job creation and addressing income stag-
nation,and a greater role of the private investors in infrastructure sectors.
The plan to strengthen fiscal autonomy of Panchayati Raj institutions is
welcome, but states need to be encouraged to put skin in the game.

Too many passive investors?
There's no such thing

US MARKETS ARE doing much better than markets everywhere else, but no one
seems to knowwhy. Yes, there are theories: Perhapsit’s the promise of Al,or maybe
valuations are high, and the market will come down. Or...could it be that markets
are doing better because no one is really thinking about them all that much?

I know I’m not — because I own passive index funds.And Iam not alone.In Jan-
uary, the share of money in passive funds was more than 50%.In 2010, that fig-
ure was between 30% and 40%, depending on how you measure it. It could be
that markets keep rising because we passive investors just keep buying stocks no
matter what the information says.

There has always been a contradiction at the centre of the efficient-market
hypothesis: If prices reflect available information almost instantaneously, then
there is no point in trying to beat the markets. This process is critical to how mar-
kets work.

Markets are supposed to allocate capital to its most productive use. If the
money just goes to the biggest companies, that entrenches their market power
and could undermine innovation and long-term growth. If money goes to the
wrong places, stocks become overvalued and vulnerable to bubbles. And even if
neitherof these hypotheticalsis true,some active investors complain that therise
of passive money is making it harder to incorporate important information into
prices and make money.

Which leads toasecond paradox: Formarkets tobe effi-
cient, there needs to be a critical mass of investors who
don’t believe in market efficiency — or believe that they
are smarter than everyone else. But how manyis enough?

Arecentresearch note from Owen Lamont,alongtime
finance professor nowat Acadian Capital,defends us pas-
sive investors. We are not distorting markets or making
them lessefficient. Like Switzerland,he argues,we’re neu-
tral. Of course,ifwelived inaworld wherealmost everyone
isneutral,countries runbydestructiveand imperial auto-
cratswould face no resistance.

Lamont says it does not take that many people to
keep markets efficient. Conditions might change, mak-
ing it harder to make money if you don’t change your strategy, but that’s always
been the case.You just need the right people in markets — the smarter ones — to
keep them efficient.

Not much dataisavailable onwho owns passive fundsvs.active ones; thereis some
ambiguityaboutwhat countsas passive.Butindustrysources I spoke to estimate that
growth in passive investment has been equally split between retail and institutional
investors.Some converted to the passivereligion after reading research showing that
active feesweren’t worth it. But alot of the flow into passive funds is new money.

Tobe sure, there is probablya limit to how much passive money can dominate
markets.About half the money in public marketsis institutional money.And while
institutions are also investing more in passive funds,as a share of their portfolios
institutional investors are still mostly in active funds.

Institutional money managers and many financial advisers have an incentive
to stay that way. Some of it is self-interest — if you are paid lots of money to man-
agean endowment or someone else’s moneyj, it is hard tojustifyyourfeeifyou put
itallinthe S&P 500.Institutional investors mayalso have needs that require more
obscure assets or correlations,and need active management to get that exposure.

Abiggerthreat to efficiencyis private markets. They promise higher returns,but
offer no transparency or liquidity (which is arguably their appeal),so there is noway
forinvestors to price in information.If theyattract more of the talent and money,
that could leave public marketsless efficient for passive investors like me. For now,
however, theyare still mostly efficient — which does not mean, of course, that they
make any sense.

ALLISON
SCHRAGER
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, Upimion

HE FISCAL CHOICE for any

country is whether it gets

more incomes to tax or taxes

incomesmore.On thebackof

novelanalyseson taxdata,we
note that the fiscal contract of Indians
with theircountryhas changed meaning-
fully over thelast decade.

Last year, we converted the vast data
sets emerging from digital tolling on
India’s highways to create heat maps to
get a perspective on India’s economy
(bit.ly/32/BEW7).1In this article,we look at
the changing base and rates in direct
taxes.

Alook at the filers

Overtime,incomes of individual direct
tax filers showa move to higher brackets,
even as more filers are falling into the tax
net (see graphic).A part of this can rightly
beattributed to highernominal incomes.
However,aswe detail later, thereisalarge
real growth in tax collections.

We note a similar steepening of the
curve for other direct tax filers, too. Their
number in case of direct taxes has more
than doubled from 31.3 million in FY12
to67.6 millionin FY21.

Rising tax base and falling
effective rates of direct taxes

We work with annual data on (a)
cumulative gross total income (GTI); (b)
“returned” income (R, i.e. the incomes
offered to tax in the income tax return);
and (c) the total tax collected. Aggregate
disclosure of GTIand RI onvarious heads
(salary, house property, business, capital
gains,and income from other sources) for
varioustypesofassesseesisalsoavailable.
Trend lines and proportions of these
incomes against overall GDP and tax col-
lected offer insights on how India’s
income composition has changed. This
dataisavailable only till FY21.

The proportion of GTI-to-GDP has
increased from 24.2%in FY12 t0 35.1%
in FY21. The ratio of RI to GTI has
remained roughly constant at ~90%: We
canhencesaythat thedeductionsasa pro-
portion of income have not materially
changed. India’s per-capita income of
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THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS
MORE INDIANS NOW ASSESSED TO TAX, THEY HAVE HIGHER INCOMES; TAX NET IS CAST WIDE

More incomes in the tax net

AKHILESH TILOTIA
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~X1.46lakhinFY21issignificantlylower
than the minimum income chargeable to
tax. It is, hence, heartening to see that
more than a third of the incomes are now
offered totax,up fromless than a quarter
adecadeago.

The ratio of tax collected to RI has
fallen from 18.7% in FY12 to 15.6% in
FY21, by more than 310 basis points.
Lower effective taxratesare mainly driven
by a fall in corporate tax rates which, in
2019,werereduced forexisting domestic
companies and new domestic manufac-
turing units. The effective corporate tax
rate, basis the tax computed to be paid to
RI, ranged between 30% and 35% from
FY12 to FY19 but fell to 24.3% in FY21.
Forindividuals,average effective tax rates
did not change by a lot, staying between
10.4%and 10.8% over FY12-21.

Deaveraging direct taxes

Overall direct tax-to-GDP ratio has
gone up from 4.1% of GDP to 4.9% over
FY12-21.Thisincludes taxes fromvarious

Individuals are now moving to higher income brackets
Cumulative share of gross total income of individuals across

income range, FY12 and FY21
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Source: CMIE, NIIF Research

“persons”. In the graphic, we detail the
direct tax collected asa percentage of GDP
across individuals and businesses over
time, juxtaposed with the average effec-
tive tax rate.

Tax refers to the tax payable as com-
puted as perreturnsfiled by assessees of
these two categories. There are seven
categories of “persons”including firms,
association of persons,and Hindu Undi-
vided Family.

Salary incomes (of individuals) con-
stitute 55.1% of total GTIin FY21, up
from 51.6% in FY12 while business
income is down from 33.4% to 29.2%
—aroughly400 basis point interchange
in the two largest income categories,
which between themaccount for~85%
of overall incomes.

The numbers used in thisanalysis may
not fully tie in with the direct tax-to-GDP
ratioasdetailed by the financy ministryin
itsannual budget documents due to many
factorsincluding changesin taxdue after
assessments, penalties, refunds, etc. The
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government’s actual collections are
higher than the numbers noted here,
though the trend is broadly similar.

For individuals, tax computed as due,
as a proportion of GDP, increased by ~80
basispointsto 2.1% of GDPinFY21 from
1.3% of GDPin FY12.This is driven both
by(a)theincrease in numberof tax returns
as noted earlier; and (b) an increase in
incomes: More than four-fifths of all indi-
vidual tax filers earned gross incomes of
less than 5.5 lakh in FY12, this propor-
tionwas three-fifthsbyFY21.Wenotethe
relative stability of the effective tax rate
between 10.4% and 10.8%.

For businesses, tax computed as due
changed marginally by 10 basis points to
2.6% of GDPin FY21 from 2.7% of GDP
inFY12.Thecutintaxratesin FY20shows
up clearly in the tax-to-GDP collected
from business incomes since that year.

Other caveats

We know from Budget documents
that over the last three years till FY24,
direct tax-to-GDP ratio has continued to
rise.As data is released, it will be instruc-
tive to see if this is due to lower taxes on
business incomes leading to higher tax
collections,ortheindividualincome taxes
continue to contribute more.

The nature of the fiscal contract in a
$10trillion economywill bevery different
from the current one.

Overall taxes collected from individuals rise despite
stagnant tax rates; tax rates fell for corporates

Direct tax collection and tax rates for individuals and
cirporates (%), FY12 to FY21

2021 2012
R * ‘3.\_/'"208
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The Indian trade policy paradox

REGARDLESS OF WHETHER it is justi-
fied, there is a perception among many
delegations that Indiaadoptsan obstruc-
tionist role and is seldom constructive
within the World Trade Organization
(WTO). As part of its international rela-
tions strategy, India has been quite suc-
cessfulin cultivatinganimage ofaninde-
pendentgloballeader,which isexemplary.
Yet, its trade policy seemstolagbehind its
more assertive foreign policy aspirations.
In crucial areas such as trade within mul-
tilateral frameworks,India has continued
to be seen as a frequent and assertive
naysayer in spite of making promises to
reform.Itis time for our trade mandarins
to follow the foreign policy mandarins.
India mayjustifyits stance as protect-
ing herand other developing nations'
interests against those of wealthier coun-
tries.Nevertheless, this position has some-
timesled toIndiabeingsidelined,even by
poorer nations,as was evident in the con-
text of the Investment Facilitation for
Development Agreement (IFDA). The
IFDA does not delve into contentious
issues such as market access or invest-
ment protection. Instead, it aims to
streamline administrative processes that
hinder foreign direct investment, espe-
ciallyat the entry point (rb.gy/v3c4kd).
However, at the 13th Ministerial Con-
ference (MC13) held in Abu Dhabi
recently,India tookaformal stand against
integratingthe IFDAintothe WTO frame-
work, criticising it forbeing outside of the
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WTO’s mandate and for not being multi-
lateral. Our conversations with anony-
mous representatives from several mis-
sions in Geneva after this incident
indicated their firm support for the IFDA
and its perceived advantages for their
economies. They also criticised India for
its objections that led to non-acceptance
of theIFDA,whichwasagreed toby 126 of
the 164 member countries.
India’sresistance tothe IFDAis centred
on a broader debate
between plurilateral and

India critiques plurilateral agreements, challenging
their place within the WTO structure. However, this

(LDCs)(rb.gylycjruj). With significant back-
ing from these economies, the argument
that India (and South Africa) are defend-
ing the interests of developing and LDC
members seems questionable.
Thereisalsoan observable frustration
with the slow progress at the WTO. The
IFDA extends beyond simplifying invest-
ment policies; it is pivotal for reforming
WTO negotiation processes to address
modern-day global trade challenges.This
approach could success-
fully promote the develop-

H |
multilateralapproachesto Ind',a s strong ment agendas of member
trade negotiations. India resistance to countries through what
critiques  plurilateral addressing new issues canbetermed ‘new multi-
agreements (PAs) like the within the WTO's lateralism’.PAs support the
IFDA as ‘non-mandated’ . concept ofvariable geome-
flexible framework

and ‘non-multilateral’,
challenging their place
within theWTO structure.
However, this perspective
overlooks the legal and
practical aspects of these
agreements, which have been part of the
WTO’s framework.

Plurilateral treaties are legally recog-
nisedwiththeWTO structure,includedin
Annex 4 of the WTO Agreement.

And India’s claim that PAs are instru-
ments for developed countries to dictate
terms is unfounded. These negotiations
canbe,and often are,inclusive,as demon-
strated by the IFDA initiative, which was
predominantly driven by developing
countries and least developed countries

THE EDITOR

Elections kick off

The mammoth parliamentary election
starts with its first phase today (April
19) with 102 seats up for grabs. It is
apt to describe the election involving
969 million eligible voters, 5.5 million
electronic voting machines (EVMs)
and 2,600 registered political parties
in the world's most populous country
and the world's largest democracy
with the adjective 'mammoth’. The
logistics of conducting the mother of

all elections spanning over 44 days is
testing, if anything, and requires
political parties' and people's
cooperation. The Bharatiya Janata
Party fancies winning 400+ seats, but
that is wishful thinking and bluster. It
could suffer losses due to the
simmering discontentment with mass
unemployment and unchecked price
rise. Media projections and crowds
may not be the gauge of the 'mood of
the nation’. Now that 26 like-minded
Opposition parties have formed

underscores the need
for an update in its

traditional methods
l————————————————————— |

trywithin the WTO,foster-
ing an issue-based under-
standing of the challenges
and finding a path for
reform.

At this juncture, where
thetraditional consensus-based model of
the WTO is faltering, a plurilateral strat-
egy could reinvigorate the organisation
and help reclaim its relevance in global
trade governance. India, as a significant
player in the WTO, is at a crossroads and
should consider adopting a more proac-
tive and forward-looking role in trade
talks. Its current strategy, particularly its
opposition to the IFDA talks led by devel-
oping countries, is inconsistent with the
leadership role it aspires to. Similarly,

INDIA, there may be no split in the
secular voteThis Lok Sabha election is
crucial as it will reshape India’s future.
—G David Milton, Maruthancode

Musk’s bargain

Elon Musk is a hard bargainer and
would try to extract every possible
advantage in his negotiations with the
government of India. The entry of
Tesla in India would shake up the
electric vehicle industry. Musk's
Starlink project would probably be

perspective overlooks their legal and practical aspects

India’s strong resistance to addressing
newissues like electroniccommerce,gen-
der,and micro,small and medium enter-
prises within the WTO’s flexible frame-
work underscores the need for an update
initstraditional methodstoalignwith the
changing global trade environment. The
WTO is struggling with the poor pace of
negotiations and the changing geopoliti-
cal landscape. The gradual demise of the
Doha Development Round stands as a
stark reminder that the consensus-based
method of the past is ill-suited for the
geopolitical realities and expectations of
the present and immediate future. For
India,as contended earlier (rb.gy/oy4b5z),
this means transitioning froma position-
based negotiation strategy to one that is
interest-based.

India must acknowledge its strate-
gic geopolitical advantages and
progress with a definitive objective of
becomingadeveloped nation by 2047.
Failure to adapt may not only diminish
India’s influence in the WTO and
impact our growth prospects, but also
challenge our identity as a champion
for the Global South.

Should India not changeits course, it
might face a situation akin to that of
Italian footballer Mario Balotelli, who,
plagued by negative publicity,famously
wore an undershirt with the rhetorical
question ‘Whyalways me?’duringa goal
celebration to express his exasperation
with ongoing criticism.

resisted as it would make the
thousands of crores spent by Indian
telecom firms in setting optic fibre
networks and towers redundant. The
advantage of Starlink to access the
most remote location would be very
useful in India because of its terrain in
certain parts. The government must
balance the interests of all
stakeholders before taking a decision.
—Anthony Henriques, Maharashtra
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

PARTIES SHOULD OFFER
LONG-TERM SOLUTIONS,
NOT JUST HANDOUTS

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 KINDERTO
ELEPHANTS AT POORAM

TS 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.

QUICK TAKE

MANGO SATYAGRAHA

counsel for the Enforcement Directorate has told the spe-
/A\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.

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.
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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

THE MANY ANGLES
IN MAHARASHTRA’S
POLL GEOMETRY

PRAKASH PAWAR

Professor, Shivaji University, Kolhapur, and
- coordinator, Centre for Gandhian Studies

North Maharashtra

Of the eight constituencies here, three are
reserved—Nandurbar, Dindoriand 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

SOURAV ROY

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

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

Benedict
Anderson

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)

OPENING THE WRONG
GATES TO PhD ASPIRANTS

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 JRE. 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
(HEISs) 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

JOHN J KENNEDY
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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

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

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
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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 HEISs.

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 HEISs 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 HEISs.
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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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 (Apr18). 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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Watch This Space for
Lift-Off in That Space

SpaceX, Starlink can leverage India's capabilities

Governments are increasingly turning to the private
sector for dominance in space. The strategic intent that
drove the earlier space race has yielded to commercial
considerations, as the prospects and economics of colo-
nising the solar system improve. SpaceX, owned by Elon
Musk, has made two breakthroughs in space travel. Its
rockets have powered Nasa's latest mission to the moon
with an ultimate aim of mining it. And trials of reusable
rockets have reached astage where they can seriously lo-
wer the cost of placingsatellites in Earth’s orbit. This se-
cond development is of considerable interest to India,
oneof thefew nationsthat have demonstrated capabiliti-
es in launching payloads in terrestrial orbit as well as in
interplanetary missions. New Delhi wants to leverage
this capacity to tap into the business possibilities that
are openingup in the space sector.

India last vear bifurcated its space
programme in order to allow Isro to fo-
cusonresearch, and NewSpace India to
commercialise technology Another
agency, IN-SPACe, is tasked with ensu-
ring continuity as access to dual-use
technology eases for consumer indu-
striessuch astelecommunications. Ear-
lier this year, Gol announced a liberalised foreign invest-
ment regime for manufacture and delivery of payloads. In-
dia, of course, is not alone in seeking to draw more private
capital into the ecosystem in order to cut reliance on public
fundingof itsspace programme. The world over, commerci-
al interest in space isdriving satellite and rocket technology.

The immediate business case for the space sector is te-
lecommunications, in which another Musk company,
Starlink, has a significant presence. Starlink has sought
permission from India to offer satellite-based internet
services in the countryv. This benefits the Indian space
sectordirectly by drumming up businessfor commercial
satellite launches, and indirectly by possibly gaining ac-
cess to cost-efficient rocket technology. A buy-in from
Musk could provide India’s commercial space industrya
considerable leg-up.

What’s Bad for Them
Is Also Bad for Us

Nestlé seems to live by the adage, ‘Different strokes for diffe-
rent folks’. The Swiss NGO Public Eye, and International Ba-
by Food Action Network, found that Nestlée baby food products
sold in developing countries like India had added sugar con-
tent, unlike their products sold in Europe and Britain. This,
despite advice from WHO — and an advisory on its own websi-
te — against the introduction of added sugars to diets before
theageof 2, nottomentiona2022callforabanonaddedsugars
and sweeteners in baby food products. Nestlé isnot alone follo-
wing thesame ‘different sauces for gander and goose’ practice
to augment sales.

Nestleé is at fault. But so are those — pliant consumers inclu-
ded — allowing companies like it to get
away with double standards. This ‘third
world’ mentality of letting substandard
goods be ‘ok for us’ even as it won't pass
muster ‘with them’, needs to end, especial-
ly when our bodies and health are concer-
ned. There is no place any longer for such
health and hygiene subjectivism. Food re-
gulators like Food Safety and Standards Authority of India
(FSSATI)were aware of the WHO advisory, but looked the other
way. In India, the added sugars content is information printed
on labels, But FSSAI needs to step up and ensure that the food
we consume is healthy, safe, and 1s indeed what it is sold as.

FSSAI must ensure that food and drink standards are cons-
tantly evaluated and updated based on scientific assessment
and global health advice. Once incorporated, these standards
must be enforced. The exponential growth of the F&B market
requires a regulator that is fit for purpose, keeping an ever-
watchful eye over the food baskets of an increasingly alert
consumer class that cares what it — and its children —ingest.

£ JUST IN JEST

4 Why going to cast your votes Is
like going out to the movies

SO What'll Be Your
Voting Show Time?

Ah, the theatricality of civic duty Much like selecting the
perfect time to go out to the movies, the act of voting offers
its own menu of showtimes. Morning voters, early birds of
democracy, sip their coffee with a hot plate full of electoral
enthusiasm. Theyv're all gung-ho to cast their ballots befo-
re the rest of the world lands up. As soon as their morning
walk’s done, off they go to change the country by the press
of a button. Noon voters, like the midday matinee crowd,
tactically sneak away from their daily grind for an inter-
mission of political participation, sandwiched between
work and home. The citizen going out to vote at noon also
hopes fewer folks will brave the heat at this hour. Fingers
crossed, they go hoping the mob hasn’t also thought up of
joining the ‘ticket line’ at this abominable hour.

Afternoon voters, akin to the blockbuster crowd, flock to
polling stations after work, their civic engagement illumi-
nated by democratic ardour. They don’t mind the crowd —
for they arethe crowd. All they want is to be seen as being in-
tegraltothe mandateof ‘box office’. Then there are thenight
show-walas. In hustings terms, they make up the voters who
are there till ballots go home. And there’s, of course, the OTT
viewers — who watch the mega movie playing outside from
the comfort of their home and political sofa position.

Be prepared not just to cast your vote but also to stay safe during the heat of these elections

Don’t Make Voting Too Hot

Dileep Mavalankar

‘v’ ith general elections be-
ginning mday the sum-
mer of 2024 is an impor-

/' tantonefor India. Howe-

ver, the year is also pre-
dicted to be exceptional when it comes
to weather Earlier this month, IMD
predicted above-normal temperatures
this summer and longer heatwaves
from April to June over most parts of
the country, except some parts of east
and northeast India and pockets of
northwest,

This weather warning isnot surpri-
sing. With climate change, average glo-
bal temperature has been increasing,
and heatwaves are becoming commeon
worldwide. Other reasons for the ex-
treme departure from normal maxi-
mum temperatures include local weat-
her conditions, increasing concretisa-
tion, deforestation and changes in
land-use patterns. Conversion of land
into built-up areas, such as buildings
and asphalt, contributes to higher sur-
face temperatures.

Climate and public health scientists
started noting the Killer potential of
heatwaves since the mass heatwave of
1995 in Chicagothat killed about 700 pe-
ople. In the last 20 years, several such

Given climate-change
predictions, future elections
should be held in winter

Hydrate at the ustin:s

heatwave-related increases in gross
mortality have been reported in vario-
us parts of the world.
P In 2003, a two-week heatwave in Eu-
rope Killed 70,000 people, which was al-
so above the average mortality for that
SeAson.
P Ahmedabad reported 800 all-cause
excess deaths in May 2010, a measure
of how many more people are dying
than expected, compared to the previo-
us few years,
P India saw a 55% rise indeathsdueto
extreme heat during 2000-04 and 207-
21, according to the 2023 Lancet report,
‘Countdown on health and climate
change’,
P Exposure to heat also caused a loss
of 167.2 bn potential Iabour hours am-
ong Indians in 2021, resulting in a loss
of incomesequivalent to about 5.4% of
the country’s GDP

While older adults, co-morbid people
or infants succumbto heatwaves, their
stories aren’t reported in the media.
Only deaths of voungpeopledirectlvex-
posed tothe sun—just10% of total heat-
related mortality — are made public.

We are seeing many rallies and mee-
tings this election season. Many citi-
zens, political workers, election offi-
cers, and police and security forces

will beexposed toheaton
a massive scale. Heat-re-
lated illnesses, such as
heatstroke, heat syncope
(unconsciousness) and
heat exhaustion, depend
on heatexposure(tempe-

precautions thisscorching poll season:
p Follow and implement NDMA's gui-
delines on preventing heat-related ill-
ness during voting.
P National Centre for Disease Control
(NCIDC) has also issued various tech-
nical guidelines. This is a welcome
first step. But getting the guidelines
disseminated and then implemented
requires a lot more effort from govern-
ments at all levels—central, statesand
districts.
P [Inleash big-scale public awareness
campaigns to educate people, political
parties, government and election offi-
cials about how heat kills and how to
prevent heatstroke, the most severe
form of heat illness. This will require
substantial resources and planning.
Some primary methods of prevent-
ing heatstroke:
P Avoid exposure to direct sunlight as
much as possible. This means no pub-
lic meetings or rallies between 11 am
and 4 pm.
P If one has to go out in the
sun, take an umbrella or
cover the head with acap
or head cover Walk or
work in the shade, not di-
rectly in the sun.
P Avoid dehydration by
drinking plenty of water
at home, and carry water
with vou for the road.
P If someone feels hot

rature, moisture, wind anduncomfortable, move
and duration), the indi- _ . him or her to shade and
vidual's vulnerability . - sprinkle water on the per-
acclimatisation orresili- Climate a'!d pu blic son tocool thebody by ev-
ence, and protectiveme-  V@alth scientists  aporation. If there is no
asures taken. started noting the improvement, immedia-
IMD'’s declared temp-  Killer potential of tely shift to the nearest
erature of most places is i health facility or hospital.
taken from weather stati- heatwaves since P IMD predicts heatwa-
: the mass heatwave : A
ons near the airport, not £1995 in Chicago ves inmany cities five da-
fromthecity'scentre. Ci- 0 : 5 vs in advance. Pay heed
tvcentresare34°Chigh-  that killed about  4ndtake precautions.
erthan peripheral areas 700 people Political parties sho-
due tothe impact of urb- uld also follow this ‘heat

an heat islands, created due to the lack
of trees, more constructed spaces and
lack of open areas in the city centre,
IMD measures temperature in a
shaded wooden box about6ft above the
ground. If one stands directly in the
sunlight, then the exposure to heat due
to solar radiation directly falling on
the person is higher, and, hence, that
person can heat up much faster:
Political parties must follow basic

code of conduct’ to ensure that their
workers and the public do not suffer
due to heat this election. Wedon't want
this election to be remembered for any
heat-related deaths. Given climate-ch-
ange predictions, future elections sho-
uld be held in winter:

The writer is distincuished professor;
Indian Institute of Public Health,
Candhinagar (ITPHG)
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Here We Go Again, India

Today; 102 of 543 Lok Sabha constituen-
cies spread over 21 states and UTs will
vote in the first of seven phases of the

largest election humanity has ever seen.

Polling will also be completed in 10
states/UTs today. While the second
phase will be conducted by the end of
this month, the remaining five phases
willclose counters on June 1, with the
last three phases totalling only 163 seats.
Counting takes place on June4.

On the wish-list front, one sincerely
hopes that the recent impressive march
to polling stations by India’s women
continues unabated. One also wishes
that India's 210 mn youth (18-29-yr-olds)
make this election their own by spea-
king through the ballot, be it ‘desh ke
liye' or ‘apne live’. One also hopes our
urban eitizens follow their rural coun-
terparts and not lag 10% behind in
turnout figures.

On the ground level, voters will be up
against the unseasonal heat flaying
many parts of the country Meteorologi-
cal predictions over the next six weeks
are not comforting. Several areas are
likely to confront especially discomfort-
ing weather conditions. Yes, India’s gen-
eral election has always been asummer

routine, Election managers will certain-

ly engage all their wherewithal to make
it easier for voters, as well as for lakhs of
their own staft and auxiliary support.
BEarlier this month, EC directed elec-
tion observers toaugment amenities at
polling stations to combat heat. In the
future, dramatic restructuring of poll-

ing cycles— perhaps even the ‘One Nati-

on, One Poll’ option — could throw upa
solution on this front. But, for now, one
will have to depend on the grit of the In-
dian voter to beat the pounding spring-

summetr heat to exercise their franchise,

One must spare a thought for the gruel-
ling itinerary of politicians and party
workers putting up ‘campaign shows’
one after the other, EC has tried tore-
duce the strain through a transparent
system of online permissions for voter
outreach called Suvidha —for rallies,
opening offices, door-to-door canvass-
ing, video vans, helicopters, vehicle
permits, distributing pamphilets, etc.

The fight against what CEC Rajiv
Kumar described as the 4Ms’
unted money, muscle, misinformation
and MCC (model code of conduct)
violations —will continue. EC has
largely been successful. Poll violence
has been —barring incidents in states
like West Bengal — more or less mana-
ged so far Seizures worth over 3,500 cr
in the last six weeks have “beaten’ the
3, 475¢cr haul mark made in the entire
duration of 2019 election, a testimony to
robust vigilance and operation against
black money. Significantly, almost half
the volume is from illicit drug seizures.

Tech-driven misinformation, in-
cluding Al-manufactured deepfakes,
have been a bane this election. But the
menace hasn't shaken it. Preventive
steps have fortified key instruments of
election management. Crackdownson
surrogate, misleading and anonymous
political advertisements in both offline
and digital spaces have been visible.
EC’s ‘Myth Vs Reality Register’ plat-
form and the ‘Verity Before You Ampli-
fv’ campaign have helped. Constant
dialogue between regulators and digital
platforms, and evolving SOPs, can

Unacco-

prevent hijacking of the level playving
field via Al-engineered mischief in the
coming weeks.

When thousands of candidates and
hundreds of political parties are jost-
ling for space in the next couple of
months, one expects some violations.
And violations there have been, as have
complaints, notices, orders —and
actionstaken.

In the face of politicians getting em-
broiled on the wrong side of the “poll
perimeter’ but outside its ambit, EC's
observation has been succinct: “While
the Commission remained unwavering-
Iy committed to protection of level
playing field and campaign entitlement
of political parties and candidates, it
has not found it correct to take any step
that could overlap or overrun thelegal
judicial process.” Besides constitutional
wisdom, the statement suggests the
tightrope EC hastowalk.

This time, EC went a stepahead in
making party leaders accountable for
glaring violations by candidates. Follo-
wing misogynistic comments by two
politicians of twomajor national parti-
es, inanorder, EC said that it ‘considers
the whole process of conduct of election
asamajor enhancer of status of women
in India and is committed not to allow
any erosion of thisstatus in any man-
ner during the election period under its
own aegis’. This order from the consti-
tutional body uniquely reinforces a
national consensus to give women their
legitimate space in electoral democracy.

It will be unreal to wish away MCC
violations, poll-related violence and
misinformation campaigns in the
coming weeks, But handling these is
part of the poll process. What is impor-
tant is that phase after phase, parties
and candidates will be evaluated by 970
mn Indians across 10.5lakh centres.
These citizens —us —must avail of this
opportunity, Because, in Mohandas
Gandhi's words, adult suffrage enables
all of us ‘tosatisfy all the reasonable
aspirations’.

The writer is former director general,
Election Commission of Indin
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Water Slide

Summer’s here, and what
could be a better way to
enjoy the season than to
take acoupleof ridesona
slide at a water park?
Riding a water slide isan
exhilarating journey that
blends the thrill of speed
with the refreshing em-
braceof water, The fun
starts from the moment you
ascend the steps of aslide
and get ready to whoosh
down. As youreach the
summit, the panoramic
view unfolds before vou, a
tapestry of vibrant blue
hue and swirling currents.
The slide stretches outlike
aribbon of
liquid silver,
promising
adventure,
The
initial
rushisa
hurst

pure le. 11
ecstasy a seamless fusion
of speed and weightless-
ness. The world blurs intoa
kaleidoscope of colours as
vou hurtle down the twis-
tingtrack. Eachslideisa
unique experience, a thril-
ling fusion of speed, height
and trajectory. Whether
you're spiralling through
dizzying loops, every twist
and turn offers a new
sensation.

When you finally reach
the pool below;, it's with a
trinmphant splash, afinale
toan unforgettable journey
and a reminder that sum-
mers also have their fun
quotient.

THE SPEAKING TREE

Work or
Calling?

NAJIBSHAH

There is an incident, perhaps
apocryphal, relating to Christo-
pher Wren, an English architect
responsible for building several
monuments including St Paul’s
Cathedral. One day while super-
vising the work in the cathedral,
henoticed three bricklayers. The
first was working in adisinter-
ested, sluggish manner; the se-
cond, a bit better, The third was
working diligently a smile on
hisface, obviously proud of
what he was doing. Wren asked
the bricklayers, ‘What are vou
doing” The first bricklayer rep-
lied, ‘Tam laying bricks.’ The se-
cond said, ‘Tam building a cath-
edral.’ And the third replied, ‘T
am building a house of God.’

Each of them had the same oc-
cupation and were perhaps get-
ting the same wages too. Their
perspectives, however, differed
dramatically, In the language of
psvchologists, the first had a job,
the second, a career, and the
third, a calling. When you havea
calling, it means vou have passi-
on — passion for doing the work
well. Excellence is the natural
consequence, Onelook at the
magnificent St Paul’s Cathedral
and yvou would exclaim that this
is the work not of some perfunc-
tory workers but bricklayers
who had a calling.

What a wonderful world it wou-
1d be if everyone of us made wh-
atever work we are doing, our
calling. A world where excellen-
cerules, If evervone was pursu-
ingexcellence, it would mean
people working with commit-
ment, integrity and in harmony,
Such a society will necessarily
be a good society:

_ Chat Room |

PollMahakumbh
Kicks Off Today

Apropos the news reports, ‘PM
Attacks Congress in his Election
Rallies’, and ‘BJP will Win Only
150 Seats, claims Rahul’ (Apr18),
the crucial democratic exercise
in the country starts from today.
The voter's choice will decide his
fate for the coming five vears, and
bevond. The narration of the
parties in their campaigns look
more to be street fights for pow-
erthan a serious attempt to pro-
vide clean administration and
ensure inclusive development.
While the ruling party talks more
about dvnasty politics than its
achievements, the opposition
parties are immersed in internal
politics and are unable to expose
the misdeeds and mistakes of the
ruling dispensation. It is now left
to the individual voter to analyse
and cast her vote accordingly.

AGRAJMOHAN
Anantapur. Andhra Pradesh

It's Manifestin
Black & White

This refers to the Edit, ‘Let’s Make
Elections Manifesto-Mukt' (Apr
16). Politics is about taking a st-
and and communicating it in no
uncertain terms. An informed
voter would like to verify how
the core values of a party remain
at the core or how they drift, by
comparing the manifestoesof a
party across ter-
ms. Since the
politician’s voi-
ce isnot neces-
sarily the par-
ty's, the only re-
liable trace ab-
outwhata par-
ty stands for is
reflected through the manifesto,
notwithstanding its fragility in
terms of a wide gap between in-
tent and delivery. By getting rid
of the manifesto, let’s not give
them a rope so long that they are
absolved of any effort in putting
a thought in their intent to be de-
clared publicly

PRASAD AMBADAS KULKARNI
Mumbai

Travancore Got
Europeans First

A New Yentfor Assertion’ by TK
Arun (Apr17) refers to Japan as
‘the first Asian power to have a
naval victory over a European
power”. Actually, this credit goes
to the Travancore kingdom that
defeated the Dutch in the battle
of Colachel in1741. The Dutch im-
perialistic dream was shattered
with this defeat and heralded
the decline of the Dutch super-
power, giving way to the rise of
the British.

ASHISH ANILKUMAR
Byemail

Ler.t{n. to the editor may be addressed Iu
editet@timesgroup.com
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CONTRAPUNTO

Don't buy a single vote more than necessary - I'll be
damned if I am going to pay for a landslide

-JOSEPH KENNEDY

Here We Go

Many subplots in the first of 7-phase elections. TN
is of special interest. First vote in J&K post-Art 370
The first phase to elect the 18th Lok Sabha will decide the out-

come of more seatsthan thesix phasestofollow. One hundred
and two seats in 21 states are at stake.

Each LS poll isunigue with surprises guaranteed when votes are
counted. A special feature of the first phase are the subplots within
the largest electoral exercise in the world.

A beachhead? | TN, with 39 LS seats, is the biggest prize in
today’spolling. Butthere'smoreat stake herethan 2024. The state’s
heen a political outlier, pushing national parties to the margin.
DMK has retained its successful 2019 alliance. Arguably, the most
consequential outcome will be the vote shares of the erstwhile
allies, AITADMK and BJP. It’s this measure that will indicate if the
five-decade phase of TN politics revolving around two Dravidian
parties iscoming toanend.

One election | Arunachal Pradesh
and Sikkim are two of the four states
where LS and assembly polls are
being held simultaneously. Arunachal
continues with a tradition of sending
some candidates to the state assembly
unopposed. BJP has already secured 10
of 60 seatsthisway

Anew beginning | J&K will witness
its first big election after the nullifica-
fion of Art 370. BJP and Congress
g0 head-to-head in a keen contest in
Udhampur. Resumption of electoral
democracy in J&K 1s a positive takeaway.

However, only a part of Outer Manipur constituency will vote.
Polling for this constituency will be completed during the second
phase. Given its unsettled state and ethnic violence, even a healthy
turnout will be a good sign. Manipur’s healing has to come through
a political process.

Over the next six weeks, the world’s largest democracy with over
968 million voters will exercise its franchise. Almost 2% of this
electorate is in the age group of 18-19. Democracy has been the glue
holding together our diverse country by giving everyone a sense
of ownership. It's the most precious legacy of India’s political
independence.

That Sweet Drug

Sugar’s part of Indian culture. Eating it is socially
accepted substance abuse. But it must be controlled

ugar is as addictive as any drug, releasing opioids and dopamine
S in our system. Sweetening baby formula and cereal is one of

the most insidious ways in which global food companies prime
consumers to crave sugar right from infancy. While there has been
some outrage about this in the West, a recent study has found that
food giant Nestle adds sugar to baby food like Cerelac in low, middle
income countries, including India.

Sugar addiction in India, often called the world’s diabetes capital,
is in a class of its own. India is pretty much the home of crystalline
sugar, where itwasused asearly asthe6th century BCE for ceremonial
and I'D},’Eﬂ purposes. Sowe havea 1{Jngbtan{:11ng cultural attachmentto
it. Eating sugar is socially acceptable substance
abuse. We eat mithai, pavasam and thelikefor every
celebration, feed each other sweet stuff tomark an
occasion. It's a collective drug rush, we bond over
it. Prosperity means the capacity to eat more
sugar, love means giving children sugary treats.

But our bodies are only human. We can consume
! sugar in tiny amounts. But bulk sweeteners
" snuck in by industrial food and beverages are
| destroying our health. In the last century, sugar
consumption has soared everywhere in the
world, with US and western Europe consuming 40-60 kg of sugar
per person a year.

Many countries have taken the war on obesity and diabetes
seriously, slapping taxes on food giants. Chile has banned
advertising and put warning labels on junk foods. Consumption of
such items dropped nearly 25% in 18 months. Others like Israel and
Singapore have also done this. Coca-Cola, Pepsi and others have
had to tweak their recipes to meet Singapore’s cap on sugar limits.
Sugar content in these brands varies by country; which is why a
Fanta tastes different around the world.

India might have an enduring relationship with mishti, but
we must curb our enthusiasm. As these global examples show,
regulators can hold thefood industry toaccount—if they are serious
about public health.

Foodie for thought

Let’s find a better word to describe those
who help us celebrate the sense of taste

Jug Suraiya

Some yvears ago, Bunny joined an online international
community dedicated to creating and enjoving good cuisine,
who call themselves foodies.

When Bunny joined the group, its membershipstood atafew
hundred. Today it's some 890 thousand, spanning the globe from
Americato Australia, India to China, and points in between.

Membn:.-rs post pictures of meals they have made and enjoved, and are
generous insharing their recipes with others. Asaresult, Bunny and I can sample
a smorgasbord of culinary creations from Burmese Khao Suey to Kashmiri
Rogan Josh, from Italian Ragu and Spaghetti Aglio e Olio, to Russian-French
Stroganoff and Pakistani Nihari.

Bunny has also picked up useful kitchen tips, such as blanching mushrooms
before cooking, and the secret of searing scallops toenhance texture and taste.

Members of the mega-group provide eating-out tips about places
that are often out of the way. Thanks to this we've discovered great
:j home-style eateries as well as fine dining establishments in Goa,
Britain, and Europe, and indeed in Gurgaon where we live,

AT A T s
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5 - In all, foodies are goodly folk to know. The only thing
. ' . 1 disapprove of is the term they use to describe them-
jugularvein selves:Foodie.

The word conjures an image of a gluttonous juvenile,
mouth and face smeared with some gooey comestible of unidentifiable origin,
but suggestive of something sugarv and icky-stickw

Why would those who literally embody good taste employ a descriptive
term for themselves which has such unappealing associations, more evocative
of greedy gourmands than fastidious gourmets?

An alternative appellation for foodies might be epicures, derived from the
3rd century BCE Greek philosopher, Epicurus, which now denotes alimentary
aficionados. However, the word might be shortened to epics, creating
confusion with the Ramavan, the Mahabharat, and the Iliad.

Perhaps aristologists would be apter, based onthe word aristology, orthe art
of dining well. And in shortened form it could become aristos, aristocrats
of appetit most bon.
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CHOOSE THE CONTROLS

It’s Not Done & Dusted

Elections begin today. Don’t go by polls predutmq big BJP win. Even BJP isn't taking it for granted.

For good reasons. Like major states voting in multiple phases & summer’s impact on turnouts
R Jagannathan

® Fourth, the spread-out nature of polling in @ Sixth, vote transfers between allies are also
large states (very few have single-day polling) means  difficult to predict. While the SP-Congress alliance in
Voting for 2024 general elections that voting in the earlier phases may impact trends UP mayv not face contradictions like the ones faced by
begins today That old adage, ‘Don’t in the later ones, both positively and negatively the SP-BSP alliance in 2019, in Maharashtra MVA will
count vour chickens before they Fence-sitters may opttoback the potential winnerin get a reality check on whether Uddhav Thackeray’s
hatch’, should apply in spades to an earlier phase, while those who are against the Hindutva wvoters will vote for Congress or
current expectations about who will (presumed)early trendsmay vote withavengeance in Sharad Pawar. And vice versa.
emerge the winner. the later phases to prevent their nemesis The splits in Sena and NCP will

Widespread consensusseemstobethatnotonlywill  from taking office. make such voter dilemmas
Modi be back in govt, but maybe with a bigger majority Parties themselves have the option more difficult to resolve. In
than in 2019. Notsofast. Wecan'tassumeanoutcometill to shift gears and messaging in multi- Delhi, fear of BJP may
the last vote is cast and counting done, even if odds phase voting. In 2009, Congress party’s indeed make Congress
seem tofavour a particular outcome right now. (late) YS Rajasekhara Reddy gave and AAP voters

Here’s why. pro-Telangana speeches in the more willing to

@® First, unlikethe past, there are simply too many first phase, while aggressively work  together,
opinion polls appearing on TV channels every other championing a united Andhra but it is not a
day Someof them may bescientifically designed, but in the next phase. He won both certainty since
others may not be. In fact, the broad similarities in phases. every voter
theirfinal seat projections make one wonder if there In states like West Bengal, knows that Delhi's
is not some kind of confirmation bias at work here. where there are multiple assembly elections
Even assuming potential votersare telling constituencies seekingto are just 10 months
pollsters what theyv genuinely maydoon hear different messages away, and the two
voting day, the perils of converting on the same issue parties will fight

voting preferences into seat wins (CAA, forexample), from separate
even before a voter has pressed an the messaging COrners.
EVM button cannot be overstated. could be different ® Seventh, judi-

cial action may
make a difference
in  some states.
What, for example,
will be the impact on
Delhi wvoters if the
courts release all those
AAP seniors currently
in  jail, including
Kejriwal? Delhi votes in
the sixth phase, on May
25. Will sympathy sway
voters at that point?
This is not to suggest
that all pollsters are
wrong. Or that BJP is
ooing to lose this one
just as Vajpayee did in
2004 after being decla-
red the favourite in

® Second, Met office has in different
predicted a torrid summer this year, phases.  This
with heat waves in some parts of means not only
the country. This may impact voter different states,
turnouts. Big question is whether the but different regions
committed or marginal BJP voter will within the same state
decide to stay at home, or the opponents may vote differently
of BJE We can't know this till the actual this time. This suggests the
polling day. This is an imponderable possibility of unpredictable

that all parties have to reckon with. POLLITICS outcomes. (As an aside,
again, one must ask

{As an aside, it is a pity that nearly a
billion wvoters have to head for 5|J€l:iﬂ| SEI'iE’S on E|El2tiﬂlt5 whether even with multi-
phase polling, voting must

polling booths right in the midst of t
high summer. This must change.) be excruciatingly spread out over six long [(‘l
weeks?)

@ Third, unlike the pollsters and some TV anchors,

BJP isn’t acting as if elections have been won. While ® Fifth, fear of Modi's dominance is
they obviously exude confidence publicly, they have likelyvtomaketheregional partiespull out
certainly not taken this election for granted. Or else  all stops to prevent a BJP win this time.
Modi wouldn’t be sweating it out day in and day out. From Trinamool to ATADME, DMK, BJD,
The search for multiple allies in vulnerable states,and Bharat Rashtra Samiti, Shiv Sena (UBT),
defectors, has been a continuing one. As a partv that NCP(Sharad Pawar)and AAP in Delhi and opinion polls. But any
privately polls voters many times to spot shifts in the  Punjab, fear of BJP will be high. More so when assumption that 2024 is a slam
mood, thistells us something. 2024 isn’'t vetadonedeal. some of their seniors are in jail or under the dunk for BJP would be rash. Best to wait till June 1,
The 400-paar rhetoric may be a clarion call to the enforcement directorate’s lens. We don't know what when exitpolls will be in. Or better yvet, till June4, when
parivar to get the committed vote out. parties will do when pushed to the wall. EC will give us the final tally of seats.

Where Will The Uttarakhandi Goz?

Climate is curiously missing from poll talk in this Himalayan state with most fragile ecology,
Its people caught between sinking land, forest fires and flash floods

Atul.Sethi@timesgroup.com

Per state data, over 100 people on average lose their  Notaon the cards | Twelve people have been killed insuch
lives to natural disasters in Uttarakhand each vear, attacks this vear In the last decade, Uttarakhand’s big

Over the last few weeks, as election landslides being the deadliest. Recently, NDMA identified  cats killed 264 - leopards accounted for 203 deaths and
campaigns warmed up across the 13 potentially dangerous glacial lakes in Uttarakhand  tigers 61. With man-eaters on the prowl, life in affected
state, so did many of Uttarakhand’s Himalayas, which pose a risk of glacial lake outburst  villages comes to a standstill - schools get closed for
forests—firesraged, jungleswereupin floods—what triggered the Kedarnath floods.

Again, nopolitical party has bothered to share their

weeks and people are afraid of venturing out after darlk.

This poll season, many villagers, especially in areas
like Pauri Garhwal and Nainital sat in protest, threa-
tening to boycott elections or opt for Nota. Candidates
have skimmed over the serious issue. Noone has any
concrete roadmap to mitigate such conflicts.

flames, and continue to be afire. So far,

; in April alone, almost 100 hectares
of fﬂrests have been gutted. With over 70% of its
area under green cover, forest fires are a
recurring issue, with far-reaching ecological,
and economical, impact, and dealing a significant
blow to tourist footfall.

But 2024 has been particularly severe — over 250
hectares of forests stand burnt, up from the 214
hectares that were gutted last year till mid-April,
With a couple of months for summer to end, and
monsoons to arrive, the damage will likelv beon a
much greater scale this year.

Yet, the issue has barely found mention in the
poll discourse.

Then there's the migration | So, what are the parties
talking about? Congress concentrated on social
welfare schemes and promised economic growth
by increasing job opportunities. Migration from
hill villagesremains a pressingconcernduetolack
of basicfacilities in the hills and joblessness.

Unemployment is at an all-time high - there are
around YL registered unemploved young people in
the state at present, and Congress is hoping for
some traction. For BJP —which won all five seats in
Facing natural disasters | Himalayas make up the 2014 and 2019 here and is eyeing a third successive
bulk of the state’s geography. Uttarakhand is India’s win - the focus has been on infra development,
most vulnerable state in terms of natural disasters - outlook on this problem, or on the wider effects of projects mostly initiated by Centre like the Char Dham
from flash floods to landslides and earthquakes. It has  climate change, and how they plan to tackle it. all-weather road, and Rishikesh-Karnapravag rail
witnessed a stream of natural calamities for vears, link, which would take the railway line to towns in
including the devastating Kedarnath floods of 20013that  Living with the wild | Another key issue, especially in Garhwal Himalayvas for the first time.
claimed over 6,000 lives. hill villages, is the threat from leopards. For most of us

In 2021, flash floods at Raini village— living in cities, it's difficult to imagine  And the touristtrap | BJP alsohighlights its pilerimage-
from where the Chipko movement Po LLITIcs the extent of this problem, which tourism initiatives — redevelopment of Badrinath and
began in 1970s - led to 200 deaths with persists almost a century after Kedarnath, as well as setting up of the Manaskhand
several missing. Last year, large-sca- SIJEEiﬂ' Series on Elections | hunter-turned-conservationist Jim Mandir Mala Mission to exploit the tourism potential
le subsidence in Joshimath foreced Corbett wrote about his encounters of 16 identified temples in the Kumaon region.
over 1,000 people to abandon homes. Similar land with ‘the man-eaters of Kumaon’, The party has spoken about ‘sustained development’
sinks have hit hill towns like Karnaprayag, Mussoorie If anything, theissueismuchmoreseverefollowing ostensibly toallay concernsraised over the Char Dham
and Nainital. the continual encroachment of wildlife corridors, and road project, but has been largely silent on the effects

urbanisation of forest fringes. At least 50 people lose  of mass tourism on the limited carryving capacity of

Skipping the issue | Yet, candidates of both BJP and theirlivesinanimal attacksevery vearinthestate;over  hill towns.
Congress havelargelyvrefrained from thisfundamental 300 left injured in encounters with leopards, tigers,
issue in their poll pitches. elephants, bears and snakes. Uttarakhand (5 LS seats) votes today

Calvin & Hobbhes

Sacredspace

. SEIR [} I THINK AS LONG
IM -—L AS Nou SUFFER FOR) We look for
NOT AS YOUR SiNS, THEY existing
TORRY AS DONT COUNT. ol
OURE examples in our
. GoING lives of what we
= TO BE ! say we waht..we
£ put more
E attention on that, than what we believe
E > is missing... The more we do that, the
4 % — more evidence of positivity we will
E oo see... We are voting with our attention.
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- Leah Pearlman
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Wanted: Evolutionary Leadership With A Heart
. y
Daaji Kamlesh D Patel growth and transformation. Leaders The qualities of the heartlieat the others to dothe same.

Humility is another cherished trait.
A humble leader is open to learning
from others, acknowledging his own
imperfections, and embracing feedback
integrity fosters trust, creatinga with gratitude. This humility fostersa
harmonious environment where culture of collaboration and mutual
everyone feels valued and respected. respect.

Compassionisalsoakey Inclusivity is his natural quality.
quality, deeply intertwined Such aleader welcomes diversity of
with the valuesof theheart. A  thought and background, recognising

compassionate leaderradiates  therichness it brings to the collective

empathy, understanding the wisdom. He strives to create a space
form? The first step is the joys and sorrows of others. where everyone feels heard and valued.
self-awareness that there is : : This empathy guides their A candidate who wishes to be an
aneedtochange. Tolet goof decisions, ensuring that inspiring leader and to be chosen by
certain qualities, attitudes, IHE SPEAKING TREE kindness and understanding citizens needs toembody these qualities
and tendencies, we need toreceive an are at the forefront of theirleadership. of the heart. Such a leader will lead with
appropriate signal and be receptive to Courage, in the context of the heart, integrity, compassion, courage, humility,
embracing the change withinourselves. I  isnotabout bold actions, but about the inclusivity, and adaptability, guided by a
have noticed that people who embrace quiet strength to stay true toone’s vision of unity and harmonyv. May we
contemplative practices areopen-minded  values. A courageous leader embodies seek leaders who embody these
and aware of character transformation inner strength, facing challenges with qualities, paving the way for a brighter,
and personal evolution. grace and determination and inspiring more transformative future for all.

foundation of a great leader. Integrity
lies at the core of histrue nature. A
leader of integrity is authentic, honest,
and holds himself accountable. This

who lead by example, demonstratinga
willingness to learn, adapt, and evolve,
inspireotherstodothe same. By
showing vulnerability and humility;
they create a sense of trust and
authenticity that motivates others to
follow their lead.

Now comes the most
significantaspectof howtobe %!
an evolutionary leader. How wﬁﬁ.
dowe know that we have to :;:‘,h“
change, grow, and trans- '

he outdated leaders of the 21st
I century are not the ones who lack
vision or empathy, but those who
are not receptive to evolution, growth,
and personal transformation. The
transformative power of leadership
that is open to change and evolution is
tremendous.

Leaders who embrace evolution can
navigate uncertainty with confidence,
inspire others to innovate, and drive
positive change.

Growth and transformation are
ongoing processes. We need not be
afraid to challenge our assumptions,
seek new perspectives, and learn from
our mistakes. By constantly evolving,
we can stay ahead of the curve and lead
the nation towards a brighter future.

Another important aspect of
evolutionary leadership is the abilitv to
inspire otherstojoin in the journey of
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PAPER WITH PASSION

Time homb

Currently at 1.44 billion, India’s population may
double in 77 years unless we curb the trend

surpassing China’s to reach a staggering 1.44 billion. The prospect of this number

|ndia stands at a pivotal juncture in its demographic journey; its population already

potentially doubling within 77 years presents a formidable challenge. True, India’s bur-
geoning population holds the promise of a significant demographic dividend: A youth-
ful workforce, if equipped with the right skills and opportunities, can be the driver for
economic growth, innovation and productivity. With appropriate investments in educa-
tion, healthcare and employment opportunities, India has the potential to emerge as an
economic powerhouse. But this is easier said than done. Alongside the opportunities,
India also grapples with formidable challenges stemming from its rapid population growth.
The strain on resources and infrastructure is palpable, with sectors like healthcare, edu-
cation, housing and transportation already stretched thin. Overpopulation exacerbates
the demand for food, water, energy and housing, leading to environmental degradation

such plan.

and perpetuating socio-economic disparities.
Addressing these challenges requires a multi-faceted
approach. First of all, there must be a concerted effort
to invest in human capital. Education and healthcare
must be prioritised to empower individuals with the
skills and knowledge necessary to participate mean-
ingfully in economy. Mercifully, our population growth
rate is showing a downward trend. To arrest the spi-
ralling growth, a comprehensive population strategy
is urgently needed, but the nation does not have any

One reason could be that any attempt to control the
population would be highly unpopular. Indira Gandhi,

along with Sanjay Gandhi, tried it in the 1970s which eventually led to her downfall. All
political parties also learnt their lesson. Of course, we are no China and no coercive
measures should be taken but the Government can make concerted efforts to reward
family planning and penalise large family sizes. Comprehensive programmes aimed at
empowering individuals, especially women, about reproductive health and contracep-
tion can help stabilise population growth. Furthermore, investments in sectors such as
healthcare, sanitation, transportation and housing are necessary to meet the needs of
the growing population. Sustainable development practices must be embraced to mit-
igate environmental degradation. Job creation is also paramount for managing popula-
tion growth effectively. Policies that promote entrepreneurship, attract investments and
support the growth of small and medium-sized enterprises can help generate employ-
ment opportunities. Gender equality and women’s empowerment initiatives that enhance
access to education, healthcare and economic opportunities are essential. Empowered
women are more likely to make informed choices about family planning, leading to small-
er family sizes and improved maternal and child health outcomes. There is no dearth
of solutions but the big question is, who will bell the cat?

PTI

'The enduring ties

between India and Iran

BHOPINDER SINGH

Amid geopolitical complexities, India finds itself navigating a delicate
balance between Iran, Israel and its domestic constituencies

ersians 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,
‘Hind{ was to be the pen name for
Ruhollah Khomeinis 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 Shiism.
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 fanaticisn”. 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

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

LETTERS KNy}

INTERESTINGLY,
BOTH ISRAEL AND
IRAN HAVE STRONG
CONSTITUENCIES
WITHIN THEIR
NARRATIVES THAT
CAN CONVINCE
THEIR
POWERS-THAT-BE
OF INDIA’S ‘LARGER
COMPULSIONS’

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 Indias 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

How justified is abusive

language on OTT7?

The impact of abusive language on societal norms 1s profound;
content creators must deliver realistic but responsible content

he  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

POLITICAL CHARADE

E EDITOR

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)

KAJLEEN KAUR

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)

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

TENSION IN WEST ASIA

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-

Chhattisgarh enc

propos the news article, “Chhattisgarh
Aencounter leaves 29 Naxals dead”, published

on April 17, this is my response. In the dense
forests of Chhattisgarh, where at least 29 Naxals
were neutralised, including the top leaders,
Shankar Rao and Lalita, divisional committee
members of the CPI (Maoist)'s North Bastar
Division. This clash, occurring just days before
the Lok Sabha polls in Bastar, signifies the ongo-
ing battle against insurgency in the region. More
than 60,000 security personnel have been
deployed in the district to oversee the electoral

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

T00 MUCH IS TOO BAD

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

process. This is the highest casualty suffered by
the Maoists in a single incident since 2018 when
37 of them were killed in Maharashtra’s Gadchiroli
district.
The Maoist rebels may have had reasons to hold
a grudge against the government, but their roman-
tic notion of revolution is misplaced because they'll
never succeed in displacing the Government or
creating their own Communist paradise in Bastar,
or any other region of the country. So yes, they’ll
probably try to continue their usual attacks, but
with the continued, concerted push by the secu-
rity forces into their strongholds, those attacks
will become fewer and far between. We have lacs
of military and other security personnel but still,
activity is not controlled. Adivasi have their liveli-
hood in the jungle. Government. cannot replace
them in the name of development. However, | think
Maoists’ best bet would be to put down their arms
and try to effect change through the ballot box.
Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee | Faridabad

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-
etis 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

Send your feedback to;
letterstopioneer@gmail.com
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A VISION FOR INDIA’S
GLOBAL LEADERSHIP

The BJP manifesto focuses on strategy to
make India a champion of Global South

=
wiin

KUMARDEEP BANERJEE
The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) unveiled its election manifesto

earlier this week, opting for a departure from the conventional

strategy of enticing voters with freebies and subsidies. Instead,
the manifesto takes on the guise of a policy document, delineating
the achievements of the PM Modi administration over the past decade
and pledging to propel India into a developed economy within the next
25 years. Notably absent from the document is any significant men-
tion of Pakistan, a focal point of India’s foreign policy for years, in
either the BJP manifesto or the Prime Minister’s interviews.
The manifesto underscores the government’s emphasis on foreign
policy, echoing the strategic vision cultivated during India’s G20 pres-
idency. It celebrates India’s emergence onto the global stage, exem-
plified by the unanimous consensus achieved for the New Delhi
Declaration, a feat accomplished amidst doubts about US-Russia con-
cordance. Prime Minister Modi elucidated his approach in an inter-
view, emphasising the imperative of working towards global good with-
out personal reservations, a principle that guided India’s diplomatic
endeavours.
In delineating the government’s foreign policy outlook, Prime Minister
Modi reiterated the cornerstone principles of “Neighbour First” and
“Act East” since assuming office. The Act East policy has extended
India’s influence into the ASEAN region, fostering positive perceptions
even among nations geographically distant. India’s proactive assis-
tance to neighbours during crises, such as earthquake relief in Nepal
and aiding Sri Lanka during times of turmoil, exemplifies its commit-
ment to regional solidarity.

12024 )

The manifesto boasts of the safe repatriation of 1.5 crore distressed
Indian citizens and positions India as a vocal advocate for the Global
South, a central tenet of its foreign policy stance. Technological inno-
vations like the Digital India stack, including UPI, have amplified India’s
presence on global platforms, albeit challenges persist in enhancing
the acceptability of the Indian rupee in international trade. The doc-
ument briefly touches upon India’s burgeoning focus on the Indo-Pacific,
a region of strategic interest for major global players and pledges to
safeguard navigation rights and maritime security.
Under Modi’s leadership, the manifesto pledges to bolster India’s stand-
ing as a champion of the Global South, leveraging the Prime Minister’s
5S approach of respect, dialogue, cooperation, peace and prosperi-
ty. It articulates aspirations for a permanent seat on the UN Security
Council and vows to enhance collaboration within the Indo-Pacific region
to foster mutual growth and security.
Furthermore, the manifesto underscores the importance of securing
critical minerals essential for the digital age, signalling intentions to
forge partnerships with friendly nations to integrate India more deeply
into global supply chains. In sum, the BJP’s manifesto serves as a
testament to continuity in India’s foreign policy objectives, underlin-
ing a commitment to advancing the nation’s interests on the global
stage.

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

olobal collaboration

President Dennis Francis, at the helm of the 78th UN General Assembly
session, champions sustainability as pivotal to economic advancement

hile 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 :

i Governments, communities and
i organisations per se are uniting to
i tackle environmental challenges
¢ like climate change, biodiversity loss
i and renewable energy promotion.
¢ For example, in Scandinavia, coun-
¢ tries like Denmark have been lead-
i ers in wind energy production,
¢ investing heavily in offshore wind
¢ farms and renewable energy infra-
i structure. Denmark’s commitment
i to sustainability has led to a signif-
i icant reduction in carbon emissions
i and reliance on fossil fuels.

i Moreover, in Southeast Asia,
¢ Singapore pioneers innovative

INDIA'S  strategies to address river and ocean

i waste, utilising advanced wastewater

SUSTAINABI |_|TY treatment and strict plastic regula-

the ‘UN Decade of Sustainable Energy for EFFORTS EXTEND i tions, effectively curbing marine

ATl - all aimed at advancing the implemen-

i pollution. Meanwhile, Africa’s ‘Great

tation of SDG 7 for sustainable develop- : T() B|0D|VERS|TY Green Wall initiative fights deser-

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. :

¢ tification in the bio-geographical

CONSERVATI ON, Sahel region by planting trees and

RUR AI_ promoting sustainable land man-

: agement, revitalising degraded land-

DEVELOPMENT’ scapes and fostering biodiversity.

Across Latin America, Costa Rica

HEALTHCARE, exemplifies biodiversity conserva-
EDUCATION . tion through national parks and

i eco-tourism, fostering sustainable

WASTE development while preserving its

rich natural heritage, resulting in

MANAGEME NT both environmental protection and
AN D GEN D E R i €ConOmIC prosperity. Some of these

. diverse efforts demonstrate global

EQUAUTY commitment to environmental
)

¢ management, enhancing resilience

EXEMPLIFIED BY: and also safeguarding ecosystems
i for future generations.
SCHEMES I—lKE India’s proactive stance towards

MGNREGA AND achieving the SDGs is evident

through multifaceted commitments

AYUSHMAN across sectors. Initiatives like the
BHAR AT ‘National Solar Mission’ and ‘al

Jeevan Mission, ‘National Health

Mission, etc., highlight the resolve
¢ to tackle environmental challenges.
i India further aims to generate great
i renewable energy capacity, empha-
¢ sising reduced reliance on fossil
i fuels. Water conservation programs
i such as rainwater harvesting and the

Tal 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

RAJDEEP PATHAK

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 Gangg, 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)

Corruption and political defections: A telltale sign of democratic decay

The electoral arithmetic, rather than the principles of righteousness, often dictates the trajectory of political decisions

ast week, while flitting
Lthrough the contents of

aleading 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.

ATUL SEHGAL

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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[ran-Israel conflict

Both nations must heed calls for restraint

TRIKING a defiant note, Israeli Prime Minis-

ter Benjamin Netanyahu has said that his

country will decide whether and how to

respond to Iran's April 13 airstrikes.

Netanyahu has rejected calls for restraint from
close allies, even as the US and 47 other countries have
issued a statement unequivocally condemning the
attacks on Israel by Iran ‘and its militant partners’.
Meanwhile, an intransigent Iranian President Ebrahim
Raisi has warned Israel against retaliation, while sug-
gesting that Iran is capable of carrying out much bigger
strikes than those witnessed over the weekend.

This aggressive posturing by both sides is worri-
some not only for West Asia, which is already in the
throes of the six-month-old Israel-Hamas war, but also
for the world at large. The United Nations has urged
Israel and Iran to exercise ‘maximum restraint’, but
the two nations seem to be in no mood to tone down
their rhetoric. The US and its allies have a crucial role
to play in reducing hostilities. The West has been
ambiguous about the Israeli strike that killed two
Iranian Generals in a consulate building in Damas-
cus, Syria, on April 1. Such provoceative attacks should
be denounced categorically, irrespective of whether
the perpetrator is a friend or a foe.

With Israel becoming increasingly isolated in the
mternational arena due to its relentless bombardment
of Gaza, it can ill afford to confront Iran militarily. The
fact that there were no fatalities in the attacks carried
out by the Iranians should make Israel see reason. UK
Foreign Secretary David Cameron has rightly hoped
that Israel will act against Iran ‘in a way that 1s smart
as well as tough and also does as little as possible to
escalate this conflict’. There 15 a need for both sides to
tread warily so as to avold creating a new war zone.

Haryana hospitals
Mimanagement, staff shortage plague healthcare

HE dire state of facilities at hospitals in

Haryana paintsa grim picture of a system

in desperate need of attention and reform.

It is evident from recent reports that the

health infrastructure is failing to meet the
needs of the public. This negligence not only perpet-
uates suffering but also erodes frust in the institu-
tions meant to safeguard public health.

The case of the Shri Atal Bihari Vajpayee Medical
College and Hospital in Faridabad stands out as a glar-
ing example of inefficiency and mismanagement.
Degpite substantial investments and the passing of two
vears since its establishment, the hospital remains
largely inactive, failing to offer essential in-patient and
emergency services. While cutpatient services may be
operational, the lack of comprehensive care facilities
severely undermines its purpose and renders it inca-
pable of fulfiling its potential as a referral centre, In
Rohtak, patients at the PGIMS endure hours-long wait
and chaotic scenes due to a severe shortage of medical
and paramedical staff. As a result, vulnerable patients
are subjected to hardships and delays in receiving even
basic medical care. Meanwhile, the scarcity of tubercu-
losis medicines in Karnal underscores the systemic
challenges in drug procurement and distribution. TB
patients, already burdened by the challenge of manag-
ing a chronic illness, are facing hurdles in their treat-
ment due to the unavailability of essential medicines.
Along with compramising individual health cutcomes,
this jeopardises public health efforts aimed at combat-
ing the spread of nfectious diseases.

It's time for concerted action to revitalise health-
care in Haryana and ensure that patients have access
to quality treatment. Immediate steps must be taken
to address staff shortage and ensure timely availabil-
ity of essential medicines. Additionally, greater
accountability and transparency are needed to pre-
vent wastage of public funds and resources.
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Heady cocktail of religion & politics

All sorts of Machiavellian tactics are being used to ensure victory in the polls

TRYSTS AND TURNS

JULIO RIBEIRO

ADHARAQ Gracias

is a firebrand lawyer

in (oa, He speak s his

mind whenever the

weasion merits this

course. Last week, I received via

email a sample of hs activism.

Radharao, a former MLA, had

lambasted local BJP supporters

onX (formerly Twitter) for offer-

ing people free tickets on a tramn

from Goa to Vaillankanni (Tamil

Nadu}), the passage paid for by
‘vested interests’,

The pilgrimage to Vailank anni
15 much sought after by Cathohes
as some miracle was reported to
have ocouwrred in that coastal
town in Tamil Nadu in the past.
Since I do not believein miracles,
I had not taken the trouble to
ascertain what exactly drives the
believers to frenzy. But the bulk
of our believers do believe in the
supernatural. That is the reality.

Radharao's lament is that BJP
supporters conceived of a Machs-
avellian plan to despatch a sub-
stantial numberof Catholic voters
to a destination where they would
love to po. The tmm to Vailankan-
ni from Goa departs every week
on Mondays. All the tickets for
May 6 were bought, probably by
‘vested interests’, soon after elec-
tion dates were announced. Rad-
haran alleged thatthey were being
offered free of charge to Catholic
voters to ensure their absence on
May 7, the day of polling in the
small state that sends only two
MPs tothe Lok Sabha.

This, then. 15 a new tactic to
ensure poll victory. The Roman
Catholic Archbishop of Goa,
Cardinal Filipe Neri Ferrao,
alerted his flock not to travel on
May 6 since it was their duty to
vote the next day.

Whether diabolical or just plain

booths by offering them a free pilgrimage to Vailankanni in Tamil Nadu. smoox

funny, stonies like the one crou-
lated by Radharao are doing the
munds elsewhere in India too, A
parmot picked the name of one
Thangar Bachan, a PMK candi-
date, as the winner from theCud-
dalore Lok Sabha seat in Tamil
Nadu. The DME govemment led
by CM MK 3Stalin promptly
arrested the owner of the parrot
for spreading fake news.

Tribal women in Palghar (Maha-
mshtra) returned to the BIP
prcharaks in their area the sans
and the shopping bags with
Modi's pieture that were obviou s-
Iy given tothem as inducements,
proclaiming that they wanted
employment and not these items.

The Catholic Archbishop of
Idukki m Kerala favoured a
publie sereening of The Kerala
atory, which depicts the story of
girls from his state who were
subjected to ‘love jihad'. They
were not only converted to
Istam but alsojoined the ISIS in
oyvria, where their husbands
were fighting the ‘kafirs’.

In a multi-reliFious country
ke India, Instances of
romance between Mushm,
Hindu and Christian boys and
girls are mevitable. The Sangh
Parivar has raised its hackles
over such marriages, terming
them cases of ‘love jihad’. 1

Anyreferenceto
religionis out of
bounds during
electioneering,

Oblique references are
deftly made by
politicians like Modi.

know of many Muslim women
married to Hindu or Christian
men. No objections were
raised, except perhaps by the
parents of the girls. Protests
are heard mainly when Hindu
girls marry Muslim boys!

The induction of the Kerala
girls and their Mushm bride-
grooms into the outlawed ISIS
15, of course, another matter.
That is truly sinful If that
wicked angle is not present, love
between man and  woman
should not be mterfered with
only on the ground that they
belong to different religions,

Talking of Kerala, AK Antony,

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

a former Congress Chief Minis-
ter who later became the
Defence Minister, has a son who
joined the BJP and is fighting
the Lok Sabha elections on the
saffron party's ticket. Antony
was known for his uprightness
and integrity. He publicly
announced that he wished for
hiz son's defeat. In a country
where politics has become a
family profession and where
tickets are sought by politidans
for their sons or daughters, a
father disowning his son is a
rare occurrence, But Antony is
made of a different timber.

Our Prime Minister makes
statements against his opponents
every day, sometimes more than
onee or even twice a day. Usually,
he accuses them and their parties
of cormuption. They, in turn,
accuse the BJP of the same evil
Here, the party in power is in the
dnver's seat. It can make 1t
extremely difficult for Opposition
parties to collect funds for fight-
ing elections. The BIP is usingits
pole position quite hiberally mn its
quest for a thimd term.

But the PM has now stepped
bevond corruption to territory
on which, by law, he is not
allowed to enter Any reference
to religion 15 out of bound s dur-
mg electioneenng. Oblique ret-

erences are deftly made by
politidans like Modi He casti-
pated the Conpress for its
absence from the nauguration
of the Ram Mandir in Ayodhva.

That was clever of him. He
knew in his heart of hearts that
by maugurating the temple him-
self and not getting it done by the
Shankamacharvas, he would
effectively ensure that the Con-
gress and some other opponents
would stay away And ‘stay
away' 18 what they did. That gave
Modi the opportunity to castigate
them on a matter that would res-
onate with the Hindu masses.

Last week, Modi thought of
another stick to beat his oppo-
nents with, He pounced on a
video foolishly put out by Lalu
Yadav's son Tejashwi, showing
him and his father cooking meat
in the family kitchen in Patna.
Watching theculinary skills ofthe
father-son duo was none other
than Modi's ‘bete noire’, Rahul
CGandhi! That was enough to get
the mind tick faster

Modi lambasted the tno for
eating ‘non-vegetarian’ food
durin gthe holy month of Sawan,
when pious Hindus abjure meat,
fish and eggs. He obviously cal-
culated that the pious Hindu vot-
er would veer to his camp, forget-
ting that that vote was already
his for the picking. Modi's dis-
gust with meat-eaters will rever-
berate with the people of
Gujarat. There is a preponder-
ance of vegetarians in Modi's
home state, where the majority
of the people do not eat meat or
fish. In my ancestral state of
Goa, the local Saraswat Brah-
minsare avid fish-eaters ike the
Brahmins of Bengal.

Modi should stick to the
charge of comruption, which is
his constant refrain against his
opponents. The people believe
that charge to be true. Similarly,
when the Opposition hurls that
same charge at the BJE the com-
mon man believesthat, too, to be
true since there has been no
respite in the last decade from
the daily demands made by gove-
ernment and municpal employ-
ees for ‘speed money’,

Ineverconsidered adiflerenceofopinioninpolitics inreligion, in philosophy;, as causeforwithdrawing from afriend. —thomes jefierson
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The great debate

OUR anticipation regarding the probable result of the debate on
Viscount Curzon's motion in the House of Commons has been ful-
filled to the letter. Neither the Liberal nor the Labour amendment
appears to have been moved, far less pressed, and the onginal
maotion was talked out after a speech from the Under Secretary of
State, which showed how much be and themover of the resolution
had in common between them. The debate, in fact, served exactly
the purpose which the mover of the resolution had in view, name-
Iy, that of confirming the Government in its present attitude, and
if it icidentally served another and a scarcely less notable pur-
pose, it was because it could not be helped. It showed that the his-
tory of the latter half of the first decade of the century, when India
had for the first time a Liberal statesman of the highest reputation
for character and consistency as her Secretary of State, 15 repeat-
mg itself with a vengeance today with Labour put in the place of
the Liberal party. Inthose days, the spectade was presented week
after week of the government of the day being heckled by its own
supporters in regand to its Indian policy and measures and sup-
ported with the same consistency and warmth by its traditional
opponents. The debate on Viscount Curzon's motion showed, not
forthe first ime dunng the short period Labour had been inoffice,
that the Government's Indian policy had the fullest support from
the Conservatives and the arthodox Liberal s, Jess full support from
the more advanced Liberals and less advanced Labour members,
and least support from those Labour members who had carred
some of their old-time principles into the House,

beinga junior
ATUL JosH1

ing my days in a medical college, The saving grace was

a deep bond of friendship that was eventually estab-
lished with my seniors. It brought me closer to most of
them, mitially in a cautious or tentative way, and then
wholeheartedly as I became convinced of their benevo-
lence. Gradually, a sense of admiration for them was
ingrained in me. Even more than three decades after hav-
ing passed out of the hallowed portals of the institution,
any senior, even a year older, 15 a ‘sir’ for me. They have
become mentors and guides for a hifetime.

A noticeable feature of this relationship in the medical col-
lege was the ikeable practice of the senior taking care ofthe
Junior's expenses. If I had gone to wateh a movie and was
fortunate to be spotted by them, it was a given that they
would buy me the ticket and the mandatory Campa Cola
during the mterval. Many of them were not from a rich back-
ground butthe responsibility of looking after the juniors fell
squarely on their shoulders. It was all right for them to avoid
splurging, but spending on juniors was never a burden and
they cheerfully discharged this responsibility. We, as juniors,
would revel under that umbrella of protection.

The examples of that largesse were many. If T was hav-
ing an ice-cream at an eating joint and happened to
greet a sentor, he would pay for it without much ado.
While travelling in a bus back to my hometown, the
conductor would politely inform me that my ticket has
been paid for by a man sitting 1in the back. When I
would look back with surprise, I would be greeted by
the reassuring smile of my senior. This goodwill gesture
was not confined to just a few of us. If there were sever-
al of us and the senior alone, standing ahead in the
gueue for bus tickets, he would buy us the tickets, while
we would reimburse him later.

Close to our hostel were a couple oftea shops which we fre-
gquented. Thad got 5o used to being pampered by my seniors
that there was never an occasion when I had to pay for the
tea and samosas. I even stopped carrving my wallet there
nor did I feel the need to open a khaate (account). Once, one
of my seniors happened to be there; he carried the addition-
al burden of having been my sentor in school too. I felt dou-
bly closetohim. Inhis cursory way, he instructed the tea sell-
erto add my expenses to his account. I gathered the courage
totell him that my dues from the day before were also pend-
ing. He laughed aloud. looked at me with affection and told
the tea seller to credit those expenses too before walking
away. I reverently followed him back to the hostel, apprecia-
tive ofhis ‘big brother' attitude. Meanwhile, Twaited formy
turn to do the favours once I became a senior myself.

I got exposed to the unpleasant practice of ragging dur-

Extortion in name of cow protection
With reference to the editorial ‘Mob vio-
lence’; the rise in incidents of cow vigi-
lantism 15 alarming. The killing of two
Rajasthan residents., Nasir and Junaid,
on the suspicion of cattle smuggling last
yvear was symptomatic of the growing
menace. As the cow is considered a
sacred animal in Hinduism., Hindu
nationalists often take it upon them-
selves to act as the protectors of the
milch animal. But over the yvears, vigi-
lantes in states like Harvana and
Rajasthan have taken advantapge of the
cause and extorted money from cattle
smugglers in exchange for letting them
pass through their areas. States must
work together to curb the menace,. Also,
members of the Muslim community must
respect the sentiments of Hindus and
desist from slaughtering cows.

KRISHAM BHATIA, HANSI

Naxalite shadow on polls
Apropos of the editorial ‘Bastar
encounter’; the District Reserve Guard
and Border Security Force personnel
deserve kudos for the daring act of killing
20 Maoists, including history-sheeter
Shankar Rao. The huge recovery of arms
and ammunition from the area is con-
cerning. There should be no compromi se
on security measures as the threat of Nax-
al aetivities persists. They are able to car-
ryv out major attacks because of their
strong intelligence-gathering capacity
and the support they receive from local
residents. As India goes to the polls, the
government must take steps to ensure
the safety of voters and the smooth con-
duct of the electoral process, especially in
regions prone to Naxalite violence.
GREGORY FERMAMDES, MUMBAL

Faillure of healthcare system

Refer to the editorial ‘Ailing healthcare’;
the harrowing incident at the Ludhiana
Civil Hospital exposes a chilling reality of
neglect and disregard for human dignity.
The fact that a patient was foreed to share a
bed with a corpse is not just a failure of the
healtheare systembut amoral travesty. The

lack of basic medical attention for days,
coupled with bureaucratic apathy, high-
lights systemic inadequacies that cannot be
excused. As the vietim's suffering persist-
ed., administrative formalities took prece-
dence over urgent medical care. The case
serves as a distressing reminder of the dire
gtate of our healtheare system, where indi-
viduals are reduced to mere numbers. Swift
and decisive action must be taken to ensure
that such egregious lapses never recur and
that all patients receive the care and
respect they deserve,

GURDEV SINGH, MOHALI

Public healthcare long neglected
With reference to the article ‘Reduce out-
of-pocket expenditure to revitalise health-
care’; the author has rightly stressed the
need for reducing such expenses. Public
healtheare has long been neglected by suc-
cessive povernments. India has failed to
address health problems like anaemia,
malnutrition and obesity and issues like a
lack of safe drinking water. Besides, it
seems like insurance schemes are being
used by the government as a medium to
hand over public funds to the private sec-
tor. India needs to change its priorities to
boost essential public services, such as
health, education and infrastructure, and
develop a system under which corporates
and public institutions work together to
ensure equitable growth.

VITULL K GUPTA, BATHINDA

Residents’ safety gone to the dogs
Apropos of the news report "Man mauled
by stray dogs, third death in two months
in Patiala distriet’; the menace of dog
attacks is not confined to any particular
region. Such cases are reported from time
to time throughout the state. For how
long will the authorities concerned let
helpless residents be bitten or mauled by
canines? The Punjab Government must
come up with a solid action plan to eradi-
cate the growing problem. Besides, there
15 4 need to ensure the timely release of
adequate compensation to the vietims of
dog attacks or their families.

JAGDISH CHANDER, JALANDHAR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 2004vord limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letters@tribunemal.com
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Pakistan blundere

LT GEN DS HOODA (RETD)
FORMER NORTHERN
ARMY COMMANDER

N Rbruary 20,

1999, then Pime

inister Atal

Bihart Vapayee

embarked on a

landmark diplomatic visit to

Pakistan at the mvitation of his

Pakistani counterpart, Nawaz

Sharif. The next day, the two

PMs signed the Lahore Decla-

ration, embodyving ther

shared vision of peace and sta-

bility between their countries

and of progress and prosperity
for their peoples.

The dedaration was enthu-
sistically hailed on both
gides ofthe border, emerging
from the shadows of the 1993
nuclear tests that had height-
ened tensions. Regrettably
the optimism turned out to
be illusory Even as Sharif
wis greeting Vajpavee at the
Wagah border, Pakistani sol-
diers were crossing the Line
of Contral (LoC) in the Kargil
sector and entrenching
themselves on heights like
Tolohng and Tiger Hill,
names that would become
ingramned 1in public memory.

The peopraphy of Kargil,
with heights reaching 18,000
ft. posed extraordinary chal-
lenges. The war in such

extreme conditions wasatrue
test of resilience, and success
was achieved because officers
and soldiers displayved super-
human tenacity and a willing-
ness to die for the country.

After the initial discoveryof

mtrmsions on May 3, a bloody
battle lasted nearly three
months before India dedared
victory on July 26. The Pak-
istan army denied involve-
ment in the fighting and
mrefused to acknowledge its
fallen men, an ultimate dis-
honour to their sacrifice.
Althoupgh limited in scale
and geographical spread, the
Kargil War prompted a deep
strategic analvsis in both
countries. There was a preat
deal of debate in Palastan on
the miscalculations that led
tothe conflict and in India on
the national security gaps,
inchiding an intelligence fail-
ure due to which intrusions
went undetected. Looking
back, we can now assess how
effectively the lessons that
were learned have been
applied by both countries.
Three days after the war,
the Indian government con-
stituted the Kargil Review
Commuittee (KRC) to review
the events leading to the Pak-
istani aggression and recom-
mend measures to safeguard
national security against
armed intrusions. The com-
mittee noted that the politi-
cal. bureaucraticc. military
and intelligence establish-
ments had developed a vest-
ed interest in the status quo.
It emphasised the need for a
comprehensive review of the
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TRIUMPH: Indian officers and soldiers displayved supe human tenacity in the 1999 war, TRIBUNE FILE PHOTO

national security system,
considering the Kargil expe-
nence, the ongoing proxy
warand the nudean sed secu-
nty envimnment.

The Group of Ministers'
{GolM) report, which followed
the KRC, was arpuably the
most comprehensive exami-
nation of national security
issues undertaken in inde-
pendent India. Four task
forces were established to
evaluate the mtelbipgence
apparatus, internal security;
border management and
defence management,
underscoring the serousness
of the post-war assessment.

The two reports led tomany
changes in the manapement
of national security. The
National Technical Research
Onganisation was formed in
2004 to handle centralised
communication and electron-

WS

KARGIL WAR

After the war, there
was a great deal of
debate in Pakistan
on miscalculations
thatled to the
conflictand in India
onthe national
security gaps.

25

i intelligence. The Defence
Intelligence Apgency was
formed to cater to the il
tary's specific intelligence
needs. A multi-agency centre
was set up to foster better
mter-agency  information-
sharing and coordination.
The defence establishment
underwent some restructur
ing. This included the creation
ofan Integrmated Defence Staff,
the founding of the Strategic
Firces and Andaman and
Nicobar Commands, and the
devolution of financial and
administrative powers to the
three services. The appoint-
ment of the Chief of Defence
Staff, as recommended by the
GolM, was made in 2020.
some recommendations
remain only partially imple-
mented. The Gol had not-
ed: “Multiphaty of forees on
the same border has also led

to a lack of accountabality on
the part of the forces To
enforce accountability, the
principle of ‘one border, one
foree’ may be adopted while
considering the deployment
of forces at the border.” This
principle has yet to be
applied to the Line of Actual
Control with China, where
the Indian Army and the
Indo-Tibetan Border Police
are deployed under different
command arrangements,
The: GolM pomnted out wesk-
nesses such as the absence of a
national security doctrine and
the lack of commitment of
funds to the military beyond
the financial year. Other prob-
lems that needed to be
addressed were preater inte
gration of the service head-
quarters into the government
and jointness m the ammed
forees, Theseshortfalls persist.
On the Pakistan side, there
was much public debate on
the Kargil debacle. The war
exposed the skewed nature of
advilkmilitary relations, where
military objectives were
framed without political and
diplomatic considemtions.
Nasim Zehra, in her book
From Kargl to the Coup,
writes that the army gave
then PM Sharif the first
detailed briefing on the oper-
ation on May 17, By thas time:,
soldiers had already occupied
positions across the LoC.,
After the war, the role of the
Genermls who plotted it
should have come under
serutiny.  Instead, the Pak-
istan military sought to shift
the blame to the political lead-

Into an unwinnable conflict

ership, and growing distrust
finally led to the military coup
that ousted Shanf from pow-
erin October 1999

The Kampilfiascobmought out
forcefully that Pakistan's use
of the military option against
India carned no gains, Not only
would India react with supen-
or force, but the international
community would isolate Pak-
istan over such action. Rather
than finding ways to reduce
tensions with India, the Pak-
1stan army fell back on the use
offermorists, and violence esca
lated in Jammu and Kashmir
after the war

Many experts opined that
Pakistan should refrain from
becoming obsessed with Kash-
mir and focus on building a
strong economy. Shahid Amin,
a former Pakistani diplomat,
wmte that the country should
become ruthlessly  realistic
about its imitations and prion-
ties, Pakistan's survival must
precede everything else.

Nevertheless, the core
issues that drove Pakistan
mto an unwinnable conflict
remain largely unaddressed.
The military still controls the
reinsin the country, the rhet-
oric over Kashmir continues,
the economy 15 in dire straits
and state support to terrorist
organisations persists.

Thday, India is a far stronger
nation, and a Kargltype sce
nario appears unlikely How-
ever, the 1999 conflict revealed
a level of recklessness in the
Pakistam establishment, and
the cument state of affairs in
that country does lhittle to dis-
pd that impression.

Need toreview functioning of food & drug regulatory agencies

DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

HE ongoing legal

battle in the

supreme  Court

over misleading

claims made in
advertisements by Patanjali
Avurved has evoked preat
interest for several reasons.
The 5C's insistence on per-
sonal and repeated apologies
by the Patanjali promoters,
Ramdev and Balkrishna, for
contempt of court is unprece-
dented. We are vet to hear
the last word inthis case, but
the proceedings thus far
have several important les-
sons for all concerned —
drug manufacturers, regula-
tors, the government and.
above all, consumers,

At the heart of the case are
the Drugs and Magic Reme-
dies (Objectionable Advertise-
ments) Act, 1954, the Drmgs
and Cosmetics Act, 1940, and
the niles made thereunder in
1945. The 1954 law prohibits
theadvertisement of drugs for
some conditions and regu-
lates how certain drugs can be
advertised. The diseases for
which remedies can't be
advertised inchude cancer, dia-
betes, infertility, AIDS, obesi-
ty, premature agemng, blind-

ness, ete. The law specifically
deals with misleading adver-
tisements that claim mirade
cures for diseases or make
false or exagremted cdaims
about the effectiveness of cer-
tain drugs. Under this law, the
Central Government is
empowered to take action
against those who violate its
provizsions, The 1940 Act and
the rules made thereunder
are the primary legislation
governing the manufacture,
distribution and
drugs, cosmetics, medical
devices and other related
products in India.

Patanjali has been advertis-
ing several herbal products

that claim to‘cure’ arange of

diseases amd conditions,
mduding diabetes, thyroid-
related problems and even
cancer During the Cowvid-19
pandemic, it launched Coro-
nil, which t daimed could
cure the disease. The pmoduct
was endorsed by Dr Harsh
Vamdhan, then India's Health
Minister When objections
were raised, the marketing
daim was changed from
treatment’ to  ‘manage-
ment." While claiming cures
for several diseases, Patan-
jali advertisements also tar-

geted the modern system of

medicine, saying that it had
no cure for them. This rked
not only health activists but
also the Indian Medical
Assodation (IMA). The com-
pany was dragged to court
for the violation of the two
drug laws and reprimanded.
Yet. it continued with mis-

sale of

\\f’

IN THE DOCK: The SC has insisted on personal and repeated apologies by the Patanjali promoters,
Ramdev and Balkrishna, for contempt of court. #/m

leading advertisements, m
contemnpt of a court ordern
Misleading advertising rel at-
ed to drugs, remedies and
health 15 a major problem,
poing beyvond Patanjali. News-
papers and television chan-
nels (during certain time slots)
across India are filled wath
advertiserments and spon-
sored content containing tall
dlaims about cures and treat-
ment for everything, from
constipation to heart disease,
Online  platforms  like
¥ouTube, Instapram and Face-
book are mundated with such
claims from doctors and com-
panies, in complete violation
of the law. So-called ‘social
media  influencers’ have
joined the bandwagon of pro-
moting potentially hammiful
health products. Though large
phamaceutical  companies

We are in this mess
not because our
laws are inadequate
or toothless, but
because their
enforcementby the
governmentis lax.

mostly refrain from  direct
advertising, they mdulge in
unethical marketing practices
like paid news, sponsorship of
medical conferences and gifts
for the doctors who presceribe
medicines. A few vears ago,
even the IMA was acoused of
endorsing certain products
without sufficent evidence
about theirefficacy oraddress-
ing the ethical questions
imvobved 1ndomng so.

We are in this mess not
because our laws are made-
gquate or toothless, but
because ther enforcement by
the povernment is lax, and the
regulatory bodies have decid-
ed to look the other way, The
laws are old and have been
amended from time to time,
and several committees have
looked into their relevance
amd the need to make the

niles more stringent. While
the process of change will take
its course, there 15 no reason
why the existing provisions
cannot be put to the best use.
This columnist flagged the
daims made by Ramdev
about a cure for HIVAIDS in
2008. Anbumam Ramadoss —
a trained medical doctor who
was then the health minister
— got the ministry to serve a
notice on Ramdev. But very
soon, he did a Utum and
attended a voga session of
Ramdev in Gurugram, where
the latter repeated his claim
about the HIVAIDS cure.
Brinda Karat, a CPM MP at
that time, too, mised the mat-
ter of misleading claims with
the Uttarakhand Govern-
ment, but no action was taken.

In the present case, the Cen-
trmal and state repulatory agen-
aes delayed action and then
acted in cohesion to give
Patanjali free rein with its mis-
leading claims. Dr Babu KV a
Eemla-based health and RTI
activist who filed a series of
complaints against Patangali,
first wrote to the state heens-
ing authority in Tttarakhand,
urging action for violation of
the 1954 Act. The authority
wmte to the company to with-
draw the advertisements in
question but took no action
when Patanjali refused to act,
though it had the power to do
so. Not only this, the authonty
gave an escape route to Patan-
jali. The company was served
the notices not under the 1954
Art but under a specific rule of
the Drugs and Cosmetics Act,

which was sub judice in the
Bombay High Court. Patanjali
rited the legal case and did not
budge. The rule in question
was added throu gh an amend-
ment in 2018, and it mandated
the pre-approval of advertise
ments with health daims.,

Celebrity  endorsements
and health claims over food
products are also a major
challenge. In this case, too,
the food safety regulator
has been sluggish. The
advertising of nutraceuti-
cals and food supplements
15 & problem area that needs
urgent attention.

Given the changing con-
tours of the media landscape
and forms of direct and indi-
rect advertising, we need a
comprehensive review of all
laws and rules relating to the

marketing and advertising of

medicines, food products and
supplements, maduding
those of the Indian systems
of medicine, The law against
misleading advertising,
claims and celebnty endorse-
ments of harmful products
(including swrrogate adver
tising) needs to be very strin-
gent. We should review the
functioning of Central and
state food and drug regulato-
ryagencies and provide them
with adequate resources,
authority and independence
to effectively monitor and
enforce compliance. The
Patanjah case is a wake-up
call for all the parties con-
cemed. After all, it is directly
related to the health and well-
being of people.
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YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION SUNSEI:  FRIDAY 1852 RS
I 5 4 ﬁ E ? ACROSS DOW N SUMRESE: SATUR DAY 550 HES
1 Evolve (7] 1 Toflag (5) 2 8 B|5/2]4|7|/9]6|3 |1 cmy MAX MIN
5 Plaindothes (5) 2 Examine critically (3) 11619]|3|2(5]7|8|4 Chandigarh |34 94
8 Inappropriately({3.2,4) 3 Elevate (4) 6 B "I 4 |3|7|1|6s|/8|l2|9]|5 ‘NewDelhi 35 22
9  Track worn bywheek (3) 4 Destitute person (6) 7/9|3|5|81114(2]|6 Arvritar .31} ' 21
10 Long eagerhy (4} 5 Capital of Liberia(8) 2 6 §|4|8|2|9|6]1 |73 Rathinda 6 29
. 12 Journalist (8} § Ofhighest quality (54} 21| |l7lalalo|5]|8
14 Tolower status of (6) [ Temparary {7} o lalslelalzlaltl7 Jalan.dhar 30 ir
15 Condliate (6) 11 Accise specific peaple (4.5) 7 4 1 s lalals 17 T6Te g | -wdniana |34 29
. 17 Official means of 13 Equitable treatment (4.4) sl711lol513(8 a2 Bhiwani 33 |25
H- regulation (8) 14 Propriety {7} 5 4 1 9 Hizar 36 20
18 Ooze out{d) 16 Supposed cure forall ills (6) Sirsa 37 24
22 Torevel (9) 20 Arigid support (4) 9 B 3 ey i 1848 Mairaii 16 04
1V 18 19 24 Vague (5) 23 Proverbially industrious T & himis 2t |11
25 Generallyconsidersad (7) insect (3 3 7 9 = -+ 5 ? Srnegar |18 |10
= ‘aishakh Parvishie
YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION W Hiad 1445 Jammu 27 18
2l 2 Across: 1 Distract, 5 Trek, 9 Laden, 10Shorten, 11 Keystone Cops, 13 4 3 2 B Shukla Paksha Tithi 11, up to .05 pm K.argil 11 02
Inside, 14 Studio, 17 Coldshoulder, 20 Earmark, 21 Gessao, 22 Troy, 23 W Vriddha Yoga up to1 45 am Leh 12 -1
Oratorio. 2 9 B Magha Nakshatra up to 1057 am Dehradun 35 18
Eﬁ Dowm: 1 Dull, 2 Sadness, 3 Ringside seat, 4 Custom, 6 Ratio, 7 Kingston, 8 B Moon in Leo sign Mussoorie 20 13
Comes to light, 12 Discreet, 15 Dresser, 16 Docker, 18 Largo, 19 Sola HARD B Gandmoota up to 1057 am AT TR
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